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March 1, 2009 – Room for Adventure

Map from bbc.com.

I went through a phase, when I was much younger, of reading the diaries and other
reports of the exploits of the great adventurers. Admiral Byrd’s trip to the North Pole,
Amundsen’s trip to the South Pole, and Shackleton’s incredible survival. But I read of
these great adventures as history - events which happened in the past. The people who
were discovering new territory in my lifetime were astronauts. There was no place on
this planet that had not been explored.
But that really isn’t true. Among other things, this planet keeps changing and just
because a place has been visited before doesn’t mean that a new trip would be any less
bold or require any less resourcefulness.
There is still room for adventure in this world.
Yesterday three British explorers were flown to the Arctic ice pack north of the border
between the United States and Canada. Pen Hadlow, Ann Daniels, and Martin Hartley
plan to walk approximately 1,000 km to the North Pole. They will be pulling sledges
loaded with equipment to test the thickness of the ice. Walking across the Arctic is not
just a matter of heading out in a straight line. The ice is filled with obstacles and barriers
to foot travel. The team plans to put on survival suits and swim when they encounter
open water. The ice is constantly shifting. There will be times when their position will
move more in a day due to ice movement than their efforts at walking.

This isn’t Hadlow’s first Arctic adventure. He was the first person to walk solo from
Canada to the North Pole in 2003. This trip has much loftier scientific goals and requires
companions to transport the equipment needed to make the measurements. The team
hopes to gather specific and precise information about the thickness of the ice.
Scientists are convinced that the arctic ice cap is melting at an increasing rate due to
global warming. The expedition seeks to gather additional evidence to aid in
understanding what is really occurring.
The group will be resupplied from the air every 20 to 25 days, but their trek is still a
huge human effort. The explorers are all expected to lose weight during the expedition,
even though they will be eating a 6,000 calorie diet. The efforts of pulling the sledges
and keeping warm in the sub-zero temperatures are expected to take around 7,500
calories per explorer per day.
So why are they doing this?
I suppose that if you asked them, you would get all sorts of information about the
scientific necessity of the expedition. They will be gathering data that cannot be
obtained through any other method. They will be traveling in late winter and early
spring, the time when the ice reaches its greatest extent. Their measurements will be
precise and accurate and should provide scientists with a great deal of fresh data.
But the real reason for the adventure goes beyond the science of global warming. There
is something in us humans that moves us to test our own limits - to discover who we are
and what we are capable of doing. This particular adventure is not the product of
unrestrained youthful enthusiasm. All of the explorers are in their 40’s. They have
enough experience to know how truly daunting their trek will be.
But they are headed for the pole anyway. There is something in the human spirit that
longs for adventure.
Of course not all adventures are made of walking across empty wilderness. There are
people who are expanding our knowledge through innovative research in laboratories
and others who are pioneering new therapies in clinical settings. Some are expanding
human knowledge through their explorations in fields as diverse as physics, economics,
psychology, theology, and education.
There is, within each human being, a quest for discovery - a sense of adventure that
leads us to do new things.
Some of us find our boldest adventures in the field of human relationships. There must
be better ways of bringing peace and justice to the diverse peoples of the world and we
aim to learn more through exploring the relationships in our own communities.

We long for adventure.
I used to think that I might one day go on some grand adventure. I loved reading of the
exploits of those who do and I continue to be inspired by new expeditions. But I know
that I am too old and too out of shape to be walking across the arctic. I know those
adventures belong to others. Still there are adventures for me. They may not involve
travel, but there are tests of my imagination and endurance that are yet to come.
Life itself is an adventure for each one of us.
So the team is now less than 24 hours into their trek. The adventure has begun.
And here, in South Dakota, far from the Arctic, there are new adventures yet to be
found. May our thirst for discovery never be fully satisfied.
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.

March 2, 2009 – Rebuilding
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This week begins with an International Donor’s Conference in Egypt to coordinate funds
and efforts to rebuild Gaza. The most recent conflict with Israel resulted in the
destruction of over 14,000 homes and 240 schools. Approximately 1300 Palestinians,
including 412 children were killed during the fighting in December and January. It is
expected that donations will exceed the $2.8 billion that has been requested. Saudi
Arabia has promised $1 billion and the United States has pledged $900 million.
But it will take more than money to rebuild the area. Currently there is only a standoff.
Israel and Palestinian leaders declared a mutual ceasefire on January 17, but the
situation could hardly be called peace. Israel maintains a virtual blockade around the
area, tightly controlling all passage of aid, people and goods going in our out of Gaza.
Aid workers do not have access. Essential commodities cannot get in. For example,
Israel is not allowing any steel to enter the area. Construction of concrete buildings is
impossible without steel reinforcing bars. The political stalemate could prevent aid
reaching those who most need it for some time now.
United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-moon recently stated, “If ever there were a
time to think freshly, to lead boldly, it is now.” But fresh thinking and bold leadership
continue to be starkly absent from the situation. While most of the world agrees that the
only viable future is a two-state solution, with Palestinians and Israelis living side by side
with adequate security for both states, the question of how to provide the needed
security remains unanswered.

Generations of violence have resulted in uncounted numbers of people who can think
only in terms of destruction of the enemy. Anger, fueled by a passion for revenge, has
left many incapable of rational action or reasonable compromise. There is no shortage
of hard-line, hard-headed people on both sides of the conflict who refuse dialogue and
talk of peace and who engage in further attacks and military action even when the
results of military action are abundantly clear. Israel simply has more military might. The
power to destroy clearly rests in Israel’s hands. Dialogue and the search for a peaceful
solution is the only route to the creation of a viable Palestinian state. But there seem to
be all too few people who are willing to walk that route.
While the international community is to be commended for the generosity and for the
efforts to rebuild Gaza, the question remains: “How long will it be before a new crisis
provokes additional attacks and re-built areas are subject to destructive attacks?”
Money, construction, and new infrastructure are meaningless without a diplomatic
solution. And a diplomatic solution seems as distant and difficult as it has ever seemed.
Fresh thinking is certainly needed. In the meantime there is enough suffering and
human need to make it impossible for the world to turn its back.
The traditions of our people teach us that true hope emerges in spite of evidence.
Genuine faith comes precisely in those places where there is nothing visible to support
belief. From one perspective, one would have to be an irrational fool to believe in the
possibility of peace in Gaza and Israel. But it is precisely that belief upon which the
future rests. That which seems, from almost every point of view, to be impossible is the
task that lies ahead for this world.
In the midst of economic crisis of unprecedented proportions, in a world that is strained
by overpopulation and facing a climate crisis of unknown consequences, in a world
populated by humans with incredible capacity for destruction and violence, we choose
to hope for peace. It is precisely in this world that we choose to work for peace.
As daunting as it may seem, the task of physical re-building pales in the face of the task
of teaching a whole new generation to trust and to care for those who have been
labeled “enemy.” That generation is now growing up in the midst of incredible shortages
and deprivation. Whether they choose paths of violence and destruction or learn the
ways of peace depends, in part, on the education that is provided to them.
Schools and homes need to top the list of priorities for rebuilding. But programs that
enable Israelis and Palestinians to get to know one another as fellow human beings are
as essential. School exchanges and family-to-family contacts must begin. The road
ahead is unclear and uncertain.
But now is the time for out of the box thinking and bold action.

May we find the path to peace together.
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March 3, 2009 – Open Country

The Iron Hawk family lives about 3/4 of a mile off of the BIA Road, just down from
Frazier Memorial Church. The BIA road is the gravel road between Red Scaffold and
Cherry Creek. It is about 18 miles to the nearest paved road. There are folks would call
the country “the middle of nowhere,” but it is beautiful and unique country in the
southern part of the Cheyenne River reservation. City folks might not understand why
anyone would want to live way out there. But for the Iron Hawks, it is home. It is home
because they have a house with room to keep a couple of horses. It is home because of
the history of that corner of the world. Children in that area go to Takini school. Takini
means “survivor” or “barely surviving.” Takini school is near the place where Bridger
Creek flows into the Cheyenne River. That is the place where the survivors of Wounded
Knee came after the massacre in the winter of 1890. The people who live there now can
trace their lineage to those survivors. And they see themselves as survivors.
The history of the last 200 years has not been kind to Dakota, Lakota and Nakota
people. But they continue to survive. And survival can be tough. The Iron Hawks have a
propane furnace in their home, but the furnace is too small for the home and so it runs
constantly. And propane, although down a little from its highest price last winter, is
expensive. And when you live a long way away from a town, the delivery charges mount
up as well. So the Iron Hawk family heats their home with wood.
They don’t exactly live in a forest. Firewood is difficult to obtain. They gather
cottonwood from creek bottoms and areas around their home. But early this fall, the old

Plymouth Voyager van that they were using for a wood hauler broke down and with no
way to haul wood the family was running short on heat.
A conversation with pastor Byron Buffalo put them in touch with the Woodchuck Society
at our church and yesterday a couple of us took a pickup and trailer of firewood to
deliver to the family. It was a beautiful day. The sky was filled with hawks and eagles
and we got a couple of really close-up looks at bald eagles as we drove out there.
Unloading and stacking the wood was a relatively small job with many hands working
together. We had some hats and sweaters from a knitting group in Florida that sends a
regular supply our way. They can be distributed through the church to those who need
them. The people in Florida might have trouble imagining what it is like in open country,
but that does not stem their generosity in any way. What is required is a little
coordination and a bit of communication.
The picture above was taken for the folks who knit the hats and mittens. It is a picture of
the Iron Hawk place, taken from Frazier church. It’s hard to pick out the small home by
the creek at the base of the bluff. That’s the way it is in open country. The houses dot
the prairie with few trees and lots of open space.
For me, it was a good day to get out of town and take a drive in the open country. I find
that it renews my spirit to see the beauty of the land. The sun was sparkling off of the
snow and the birds were having a good hunting day as the warm temperatures brought
out the mice and the sun exposed food that had been buried in the snow. Traffic is not
much of a problem in that part of the world and we were traveling in a reliable pickup
truck and so had little fear of mechanical problems. I was with good friends and the
conversation was pleasant. It was a good change of pace from my typical day although it is difficult to tell what is “typical” in a job as varied and changing as mine.
Today I’m back to juggling appointments, meetings, paying bills, and sorting paperwork.
There will be a large stack of mail on my desk and a number of things that demand my
attention. But I’ll walk with a little fresh energy in my step because I got to spend a bit of
yesterday outdoors with good people doing good work with results that are evident. We
left the Iron Hawk place on Cherry Creek yesterday knowing that the wood pile would
last through the winter. And we had a little bit better understanding of the challenges of
living in a remote location with unreliable transportation and long winters.
And as we rode back home in a comfort, I couldn’t help but think of the survivors who, in
the middle of the winter of 1890 walked from Pine Ridge to the Cheyenne River with
insufficient food and barely enough supplies to survive. They were walking with hearts
heavy with grief, having lost family members and friends in the attack. They were
walking without any sense of where they might find the will to keep alive, much less
build a new life for future generations. Life is still hard for the descendants of the
survivors. One might argue that it isn’t getting much better, but it is. There are enormous
challenges facing their community: unemployment, alcohol and drug abuse, isolation

and poverty. But they are survivors. And the tiny churches that dot the reservation are
not only places of hope, but also places of connection. Through the church a group of
knitters in Florida can made genuine contact with those with cold ears in South Dakota.
Through the church firewood can be obtained and delivered. Through the church we
can learn and share each other’s stories.
It is the connections between people that make all the difference in the world.
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March 4, 2009 – Mud Flaps

Mud flaps are of limited use on a pickup. In this country where highway crews use a lot
of salt, mud flaps can limit the corrosion on the rear quarter panel of the pickup. But
mud flaps can get in the way in deep snow, when putting on tire chains, and in other
circumstances. They certainly are not a necessity. However a recent sale at a vendor
where I sometime shop caught my eye and I purchased a pair of mud flaps for my
pickup. I’m not sure why I did it at this moment. The truck is four years old.
But it made me chuckle to see the mud flaps with their John Deere logos, on the back
of my truck. Anyone looking at my truck can see that I will spend money in places
where it is not absolutely necessary. Vanity license plates and now mud flaps.
I’m not a farmer. The only piece of John Deere equipment that I own is a fourteen-yearold walk behind lawn mower. And I’ve never been overly committed to any brand in
anything. The John Deere logo is a part of my past. And lately, I’ve gotten a bit of
pleasure out of remembering my past.
When I was a young child, my father purchased the local John Deere dealership. It
seemed to be a good extension of his airport business. Many of his airport customers
were farmers and ranchers and he needed to grow his business to meet the needs of a
growing family as well as develop additional ways to earn money that weren’t quite as
dependent on his physical health, eyesight, and other factors as was his flying. And he
was by nature an entrepreneur. He loved to start new ventures. John Deere was a good
match for his skills as a salesman and manager. He understood the operations of the

shop and the kind of service department that was needed in order to make the
dealership flourish.
So I grew up with John Deere. We had logos on a lot of our clothing. I grew up with the
principle: “Trucks are red. Tractors are green. Life is simple.”
But I am no longer a child. My family’s income doesn’t come from John Deere. I have no
need to promote their products. The mud flaps aren’t a statement about what kind of
machinery I think anyone should buy for any job that needs to be done. They are an
expression of my past - of the place from which I came.
We all need roots.
Of course the roots of our faith run much deeper than the stories of my childhood. My
parents raised me with the stories of family that went back for generations and with the
stories of our faith that stretch back millennia. I was raised as a Christian both in terms
of faith and practice and in terms of knowing that I stood in a lineage. The people of the
Bible are somehow my people. They represent the heritage of faith and relationship with
God that I have inherited.
I don’t think that they make mud flaps with Jesus on them. And I probably wouldn’t buy
them if they did. Somehow it makes sense to put John Deere in the mud and muck in a
way that I wouldn’t want to put some of the significant parts of my past in a similar
place. There are certainly a lot of different mud flap designs that I would not put on my
pickup. Stop by any truck stop and wander around the rigs and you will find that mud
flaps at times push the limits of good taste.
Maybe I’ve been thinking about roots lately because our children are getting pretty
much launched into their adult lives. We raised our children with some intentionality that
they would have booth roots and wings - we wanted them to be able to grow and move
beyond our lives and to explore the world with fresh eyes. We wanted them to go places
and do things that we have never done. And we have succeeded in that task. They live
in places far from our home and they are engage in exciting and wonderful adventures.
But we want them to have roots as well. We hope that we have given them a sense of
belonging and of having a home to which they can return. We hope that we have given
them a foundation of faith and passed on the stories of our people. I’m fairly confident
that both of our children know the role of John Deere in my upbringing. I also know that
they understand the value of my grandfather’s bible to me.
So the mud flaps on my pickup give me pause to chuckle. I hope they amuse someone
else some day. I hope that they aren’t seen as some kind of religious endorsement of a
particular brand of equipment.

But if anyone asks me about them, they’re likely to get a story. Probably they’ll get a
story that is much longer than they anticipated.
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March 5, 2009 – Ziebach County

Ziebach County is not one of the most populous counties in the United States. And its
name makes it the last county in the United States when all of the counties are arranged
alphabetically. It is often near the bottom of the list when it comes to per-capita income,
as well. It is one of the poorest counties in the nation. The entire county lies on two
Indian reservations. Most of the county is on the Cheyenne River reservation, with the
northern portion of the county on the Standing Rock reservation. It is open country
without too many people. The census bureau lists population density at 1.3 people per
square mile. The county seat, Dupree, is the largest town in the county. Most of the
other communities are unincorporated. With less than 750 households in the county, it
just isn’t a place where there are many people.
The United Church of Christ has several tiny churches in the county. Isabel, Dupree,
Red Scaffold, Frazier, Cherry Creek. None of the congregations is large enough or
wealthy enough to attract seminary-trained ministers from out of the area to move into
the county to serve the churches. Lay ministers, most of whom grew up in the area,
serve the congregations.
The little congregation at Red Scaffold is typical. Members come to the church from a
fairly wide area. Ted Knife serves the congregation as well as the congregation at
Cherry Creek, 22 miles to the southeast on the BIA gravel road. The congregation is not
able to support itself, and relies on financial support from the Council of American Indian
Ministries through the Dakota Association to provide a stipend for their pastor. Several

congregations from outside of the area have lent support in the form of work days
providing maintenance for the church building.
Still it is a struggle for the congregation to survive.
From time to time someone will suggest that the little congregations of the area be
merged. But those suggestions usually come from someone who doesn’t really
understand the dynamics of the small congregations and the intense loyalty of the
families. Most of the tiny churches have their own cemeteries and emotional ties that
run deep. Even though they appear to outsiders to be inactive, they represent centers of
community for people who live tough lives in an area where it is difficult to survive.
But survival is the story of these tiny congregations.
They have seen leaders come and go. They have seen the politics of their support shift
and change. They have seen the work camps come and go. And they continue to
survive and to serve as congregations.
The twelve congregations of the Dakota Association hold two meetings each year,
rotating the location of the meetings from church to church. The meeting in June
focuses more on business and organization, the meeting in August focuses more on
mission. Both gatherings feature lively worship, good food, and fellowship. The Dakota
Association owns a large tent which can be taken from congregation to congregation
and set up to provide shade and shelter for group meetings and Bible study. Some of
the participants in the meetings camp on the church grounds. Others drive from their
homes, sometimes traveling as much as 40 miles one-way to attend the weekend
meetings.
It is a way of life that outsiders struggle to understand. So it is important for the people
of the congregations to retain control of their own congregations.
I have lived in South Dakota for nearly 14 years now and I still haven’t visited all of the
churches of the Dakota Association. It takes time for trust to build and for relationships
to provide opportunities for shared ministry. So it was fun for me to have time, earlier
this week, to travel up to Ziebach county and to visit some of the churches there.
May our relationships continue to grow as we share the life of faith together.
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March 6, 2009 – Seeking Clarity

I grew up alongside a fast-moving mountain stream. The boulder river had a
considerable flow by the time it came by our home, but it wasn’t far from its source. Unitl
the 1970’s one could safely drink its water most of the year. The river would flood for a
couple of weeks each spring and the flooding meant muddy water, but most of the year
the stream ran fresh and clear. My cousins lived alongside the Missouri river, which is
deeper, wider, and carries a lot more water. It also runs muddy most of the year. But my
cousin one showed me a simple demonstration that I have used in many different
settings. He took a quart jar and dipped it full of Missouri river water. The jar was filled
with the brown stuff. Then he sat the jar down and waited. Within a half hour, the
sediment had begun to sink and the water at the top was much less cloudy. Within a
couple of hours the water at the top of the jar was perfectly clear.
I used a pitcher of muddy water for the same illustration at the beginning of our Lenten
worship service last night. I stirred up the water and it quickly became cloudy. Our lives
are like that. We spend so much energy stirring things up and sometimes we get so
agitated that we have little clarity in our lives. Clarity comes only when we restore a
sense of calm. Sitting quietly may not seem like a productive use of time for those of us
who are constantly on the go, but it is exactly what is needed if we want to focus our
attention. And focus is required in order to be truly productive.
Our culture is filled with the notion that multitasking is efficient. And it may be so, to a
certain extent. If I listen to a recorded book while driving across the state, I have made
my trip and increased my knowledge at the same time. I can have a meaningful visit

with my mother while I am preparing a meal. Sometimes I can even sort papers on my
desk while talking in the telephone to someone. But my talents at doing more than one
thing at a time are limited. I am easily distracted and when I try to do too many things at
the same time, I end up accomplishing less than if it did them one thing at a time.
Furthermore, there are some tasks in life that demand our full attention. Studies show
that driving in heavy traffic and talking on the telephone dramatically decreases safety.
The lessons we heard from our parents and passed on to our children are true: you
can’t do a good job with your homework with the television on.
Sometimes multitasking is just not paying attention.
Our relationship with God at times demands our full attention. It is like any other
relationship in that it requires time and focus. Loving relationships with people require
that we focus on the other, pay attention, and give our full attention to that person. So it
is with God. If we are to have any notion of God and how God works in our world, we
need to pause, to free our minds from distractions, and to focus on God.
Centering our thoughts on God is not an easy task. It takes practice. It takes time. It
takes discipline. These are not things that are easy for the church to market. When we
promote religion or participation in the church we are quick to focus on the benefits that
come to those who are a part of the congregation. We seldom talk aobut the
commitment that is required. We like to talk about the joys of discipleship, and only
more infrequently do we talk about the costs of discipleship. But we are called into the
church to share the costs and the joys of discipleship.
A mature faith does not come without commitment.
Lent is an opportunity for Christians to examine our priorities. We are allowed to ask,
“What is most important in my life?” We are freed to make changes. At the core of our
faith is the message that we can make changes. The Christian concept of grace
includes significant changes. Forgiveness requires repentance - a genuine change in
the direction of one’s life. To repent is to turn in a new direction.
One of the changes my life needs is an increase in the amount of calm time. I’m pretty
good at stirring things up and sometimes that is of value. But there are also times when
I need to simply be quiet and allow clearity to emerge in its own time.
I’ve decided to keep that pitcher of muddy water in my office this Lent. It will be a
constant reminder that patience is one of the qualities of faith I wish to cultivate. I’m sure
I’ll stir up the mud from time to time. But I will also simply allow the dirt to settle out and
clarity to emerge in the water at the top of the pitcher.
I left the pitcher sitting on a table last night. When I return to the church this morning,
the water will be quite clear. I’m a bit like that, I think more clearly in the morning than I

do later in the day. Perhaps I can change the pace of my life enough to have a degree
of clarity at other moments as well.
However, I don’t think I’ll ever completely stop stirring things up from time to time.
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March 7, 2009 – Lent

In the diverse culture of the United States in this time, there are so many different
expressions of Christianity that I often find myself in a position of clarifying who I am and
what I do. The fact that I am a Christian minister leads some people to conclusions
about me and my job that are not even close to the reality. I find that there are often
misperceptions of the church and of the seasons of church life as well. Even people
who are close to me like my siblings don’t always fully understand my vocation.
Lent is one of the misunderstood seasons. People often will say things to me that
indicate that they think that during Lent people are more somber, or more focused on
death and human mortality. While not denying the simple fact that we will all one day die
from this life, the season of Lent is not, for me, a season of focusing my attention on
death and dying. The flow of the texts does lead toward the dramatic events of the end
of Jesus life and we always read the texts of his crucifixion during the last week of Lent,
but the season is not focused on crucifixion. It is focused on life.
In fact, I find Lent to be a season of hope in this life. Sometimes we can become
obsessed with all of the things that are going wrong with the world. We focus our
attention on the deepening financial crisis, or global warming, or violence in so many
places around the world, or other crises that are constantly in the news. The message
of Lent is that the way things are is not the way they will always be. Lent is rooted in the
absolute conviction that human beings can change.

By investing my time and energy in considering the changes I can make in my own life, I
begin to understand that I am not the only one capable of change. Others can change
as well. The course of human history can change. Governments can change. The future
can change. We are not stuck in the way things have been. Our faith in God brings us to
the deep belief that change is possible.
Change is at the core of the Gospel message. John the baptizer’s central message was,
“repent!” The term means to go in a new direction. Jesus picked up on that message
and lived a life that demonstrated the powerful ability of humans to change. Fishermen
become disciples, sick people become well, blind people recover their sight, skeptics
become believers, cynics become hopeful, hungry people become satisfied. Story after
story of the life of Jesus demonstrate the power of humans to change.
While I am serious about Lent, I am not somber in this season. I don’t engage in selfabuse or self-denial. I do recommit to disciplines of faith. Even the disciplines of faith
are misunderstood by some people. Prayer is not only quiet moments sitting alone with
the symbols of faith. Prayer is a heightened awareness of the presence of God in all of
my life. God doesn’t make a distinction between praying and not praying. God is always
paying attention to humans and God is always aware of us. Praying is the process of
reminding ourselves of the truth that is ever constant. Henri Nouwen wrote, “All real
living is praying.” Lent involves making my life into a prayer that includes gratitude and
thanksgiving, openness to being led in new directions, compassion for those in need,
and love at the center of everything. For God is love.
Early in my life I had trusted adults who showed me how to not be afraid of the dark. I
remember walking in through the woods with my father at our church camp and his
pointing out to me that if I used a flashlight my eyes would adjust to being able to see
only the things in the beam of light. If, rather, I allowed my eyes to adjust to the dimness
and walked without the flashlight, I could see much more and I would be less surprised
by things outside of the beam of the flashlight. Even on a very dim night if you give your
eyes a chance to adjust, there are many things that you will be able to see. What
seems, at first, to be total darkness, really has multiple sources of light and even the
tiniest bit of life can enable sight. I have always been grateful for the people in my life
who taught me to go into the darkness without fear. It has heightened my enjoyment of
all of life.
Lent may be such a season for us. By walking into the darkness we overcome our fear.
By being honest about the reality of death we become able to be more fully alive. By
accepting our ability to change we become freed from the way things have been.
So don’t expect only dark clothing and grim expressions on my face this season.
It is not a season of sadness or fear for me. It is a time of deep joy and hopeful
reflection.

May we all have the courage to walk into the darkness. And may we have the patience
to allow our eyes - and our lives - to adjust to discover the light that is present even in
the darkest moments of life.
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March 8, 2009 – Games

One of the joys of having our parents live in our town that we had not anticipated is that
other family members come to visit more often. Our home has become the gathering
place for our families in a similar way that our parents’ homes were the gathering places
a few years ago. And when our families get together, one of the things we do is play
games. Games seem to be a good bridge between generations. Our children and their
cousins, mostly in their twenties, can enjoy playing games with their grandparents, who
are in their eighties.
I’m not exactly sure why, but I am not much of a game player. It is not that I can see
anything wrong with playing games and I don’t have any negative memories of playing
games. Games have been a part of family gatherings for as long as I can remember
and I have lots of pleasant memories of family gatherings and playing games with my
siblings, cousins and others.
But usually I would just as soon be present in the room, doing some other task, when
the family is playing games. I join in the games from time to time, but it doesn’t make
me feel left out in any way for the rest to be playing games while I’m doing the dishes or
some other chore.
It is surprising how many different ways a group of people can amuse themselves with a
deck of cards. There are plenty of card games that I have never learned to play, but
there are many others that I’ve at least learned the basics of the game. I know people
who have invested hours in mastering a deck of cards, being able to shuffle and handle

the cards in just the right way, learning tricks to amaze and amuse others, and
mastering complex games. I’m not one of them. I’ll play with a deck of cards from time
to time and I even know a couple of different ways to play solitaire, but I soon lose
interest and move on to other activities.
My mother is usually up for whatever game others want to play. I remember a particular
camping trip when our children were young and the weather wasn’t very cooperative. I
don’t know how many games of “Go fish” were played, my mother patiently amusing our
daughter and passing the time with plenty of giggles and happy feelings. I think that
both of them have joyful memories of a trip that might have otherwise been a bit of a
disaster.
My attitude toward games may be, in part, a product of the stage of life in which I find
myself. I am very rarely bored. I always have multiple tasks that will consume my time. I
often get to the end of the day wishing that I had accomplished more. Setting aside
deadlines and tasks that must be accomplished to play a game seems like a bit of an
indulgence. It is not that I avoid recreation. I can lose myself for hours in a woodworking
project or a walk in the woods. I love to paddle a canoe or kayak and I can paddle in the
same lake over and over again without any problem. I can lose myself in a book for
hours on end. But I have a limited tolerance for playing games.
There may come a time in my life when I have fewer task on my “to do” list and when
time passes more slowly and a deck of cards can become a vehicle for creative thinking
and for relationships with others.
In the meantime my family sometimes thinks me to be a bit strange. And fairly
frequently they get me involved in playing games of one kind or another. I’m usually
good for two or three hands of cards before I make up an excuse or find another task to
occupy myself.
Last night as I puttered around the kitchen putting away things and doing a few dishes,
three generations of our family were sitting at the table playing games and having a
good time. There were lots of smiles around the table and there were fun stories being
shared. I joined in the conversation and enjoyed the evening. And it didn’t seem to
bother anyone that I wasn’t actually playing the game.
After all, I know there will be another opportunity and that I’m always welcome if I say
“deal me in.”
Let the games continue.
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March 9, 2009 – Enjoying Technology

I’m still adjusting to the shift to daylight savings time. It only takes me a couple of days,
but I find that the adjustment is a bit slower than it was when I was younger. So I was a
bit reluctant to get out of bed this morning. But when I turned on the computer, I
discovered that our daughter was online. We had a brief chat exchanging text
messages and then switched over to Skype for a video chat. She’s in London and
adjusting to the jet lag of the trip over there. We didn’t exchange too much news as they
are just getting settled. She’s got a good job lead to follow up on today and they’ll be
looking for an apartment later this week. It was good to hear her voice and see her
face.
When I was her age, we traveled in Europe for six weeks. We would have had access
to telephone conversations if there had been an dire emergency, but we simply
assumed that we would be out of touch with those we left behind for the duration of our
trip. Portable computers were just a dream at that time and video conferencing was
reserved for episodes of science fiction.
Today I’m delighted to have a computer with the ability to have a video chat built in. And
sometimes the technology works flawlessly.
It is interesting how some of our fantasies about the future work out and others do not.
Decades ago, when live video conversations with someone half way across the world
were the stuff of imagination, we had other visions of the future. I can remember
thinking that personal aircraft would be as common as automobiles, that travel through

space to the moon and other planets would become common, and that we would
discover ways to travel to distant places at a much more rapid pace - like the transporter
on star trek. Not all of those ideas have come to pass. But other technologies are more
common and work easier than we imagined.
I remember my grandparents talking about the advances in technology in their lifetimes.
Their lives began before the invention of the automobile or the airplane and they grew
up in homes without electricity or telephone service. The speed and convenience with
which travel was undertaken by their senior years was amazing to them. We had lots of
conversations about how long it used to take to travel a short distance and how
relatively convenient it has become to travel great distances.
The change in my lifetime has been equally dramatic. I guess I’ve become one of those
old folks who is just amazed at all of the change that has occurred. Especially dramatic
has been information technology. I begin my day by scanning the headlines in
Washington, D.C., London, Sydney and San Jose. I exchange messages with friends
on three or four different continents. And I am amazed that I can video chat with my
daughter in London first thing in the morning.
Of course the time zones work to our advantage. During daylight savings time, it’s 10:30
in London when it is 4:30 here. 4:30 a.m. has never before been a good time to have a
conversation with Rachel.
For all of the frustrations that I have with technology and my lack of understanding of it,
it continues to amaze and delight me. Being able to chat with our daughter makes it
seem worth all of the frustrations with web sites that don’t work as imagined and
glitches in programs.
It continues to surprise me how much of my life is wrapped up in technology. I spend
more time at the computer as a part of my work than I ever expected. We are in the
process of switching to a web-based system for worship planing that allows us to have a
continuing conversation about upcoming worship without getting everyone together at
the same place and the same time. Different worship leaders post their comments at
their convenience and the process can be collaborative without eating up large amounts
of time. I think that the system, when we get it running, will work well for us and will
result in fewer meetings. Time will tell. It is still at that frustrating, “takes more time”
stage. When we get the bugs out of it, I suspect that we’ll wonder why we used to spend
so much time in meetings just to plan worship.
Of course technology will never replace a hug or the joy of sitting down to coffee with a
close friend. And while I can truly say that I appreciate the technology, it is not the
computer that I love - it is my daughter that I love. When the machine is a way to stay
connected with the people we love it has value. To the extent that technology enables

me to stay more connected to people, it is a value to ministry because my vocation is all
about communication and connection. Ministry is a profession of relationships.
So this morning I’m enjoying technology. I’m sure I’ll be frustrated with it at some other
point of the day.
May we all learn appropriate uses of technology to remain connected with those we
love.
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March 10, 2009 – Not Done with Winter Yet

I took time yesterday to make some repairs to my snow blower. It was snowing lightly
and the forecast is for more snow today and I wanted to make sure that the machine
was running properly when we get our next spring blizzard. The problem with the snow
blower turned out to be minor. A small piece of firewood had been ingested into the
second-stage blower and had jammed. It was a chunk of cottonwood, so it was tough
and stringy and a bit difficult to get out of there, but a few minutes with a hammer and
chisel and we were back in business without any problems.
I’m not expecting a heavy spring dump out of this storm. The temperatures are too cold,
hovering around zero and the forecast is for moderate snow amounts - a couple of
inches or a bit more.
This storm isn’t behaving like a spring blizzard. We’ve likely got one or more spring
blizzards in store before the season is over - we’ve had them as late as May 11. Spring
blizzards dump loads of heavy, wet snow and slow things down for a couple of days, but
melt quickly.
The snow we’re getting today is light and powdery, like real winter snow. With the cold
temperatures, it’s got me thinking about the ranches that are calving. A week ago, when
we made a firewood run up north, we saw several places where the new calves were
just taking their first steps. There were a lot of cows waiting to calve out.

Ranchers don’t get too much sleep during calving season - especially when the weather
turns cold. The calves are born wet and they need to be dried off and warmed up in
order to be safe. Prudent ranchers check their stock on a regular basis and are ready to
move vulnerable cows and calves to shelter if needed. These duties are added to the
chores of feeding and keeping water open. The cows need more energy to keep warm,
so good feed is essential to keeping them healthy.
Wind chill temperatures could be well below zero in the open country and blowing and
drifting snow can make visibility low and driving difficult. The cold weather makes
mechanical equipment more vulnerable to break down.
Winter isn’t over in ranch country.
The weather is unlikely to make much of a difference in my life today. There may be a
few less deliveries for the church rummage sale today, but by the end of the week there
will be plenty of rummage for the sale. We have reliable vehicles and don’t have to
make any out-of-town trips today, so we’ll be safe and warm inside most of the day. The
storm is expected to play out in time for evening meetings and other scheduled activities
at the church. Compared to a rancher with a yard full of cows ready to calve, I’ve got it
easy.
I’ll make sure that I’ve got my warm parka handy and good gloves and warm boots. And
I’ll get to shovel a bit of snow today. And if the wind bites into my cheeks as I head out
to my daily routines, I’ll be thinking of the ranchers who will have to be out in the
weather for many hours today, and of the young calves being born into a world that is
pretty darn cold.
The ranchers I know aren’t inclined to trade their lifestyle for any other. And that’s a
good thing. Because today I’m glad to have an indoor job and a warm place to sit and
watch the snow blowing outside the window.
Be careful out there. We count you when you go out and we count you when you come
in, hoping to have the same number. In a blizzard we’ve got to keep track of one
another.
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March 11, 2009 – Grim News
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The headlines are grim this morning. A gunman who killed at least ten people in
southern Alabama began his murder spree by burning down his house, where his
mother was later found dead. Among the victims were his grandmother and grandfather
as well as an aunt and an uncle. As he drove through the community, the gunman
appeared to shoot at whatever people he saw, killing people who were sitting on their
porches. The gunman later killed himself.
After nearly two years without a story about a school shooting incident, news is coming
from Southern Germany, where this morning, in Winnenden, north of Stuttgart, a lone
gunman killed at least ten people at a secondary school. A major search was initiated
for the gunman, who fled the school and the town, wearing black combat gear. German
television is now reporting that they have a suspect in custody. The gunman is said to
have shot randomly into the crowded school, where nearly 1,000 students attend.
Rescue workers at the school are reporting that there are a number of injured in
addition to those killed. Victims include eight children and two adults.
Twenty innocent victims - maybe more. While the numbers aren’t all that high, when
one considers the total amount of violence committed in the world each day, the two
separate tragedies are overwhelming to the communities where they have
occurred. And, so far, both seem to be senseless. People don’t understand why they
have occurred. Like too many other tragedies, it is possible that we never will
understand the dynamics that have led to such overwhelming human tragedy.

I’ like to write some neat little treatise about violence in this world and give a theological
analysis that explains what has happened. But I cannot. It seems to me that too much of
this world’s violence is truly senseless. Too many survivors are left with unanswered
questions. Too many deaths are the result of just being in the wrong place at the wrong
time. Too few patterns emerge that give clues about how to prevent the next tragedy.
I can’t explain away the pain and grief for the survivors.
I can’t explain away the loss of a sense of security in a small town or in a school - both
places where people had learned to feel safe and where their safety, it seems, was an
illusion. I can’t come up with a satisfactory answer to those who ask, “is there no place
that is safe anymore?”
The truth is that we live in a violent and often unpredictable world, where an individual
can gain access to incredibly destructive weapons and use them in ways that are not at
all what was intended. The truth is that we are daily exposed to violence in television
programs and games where the pain and tragedy of the violence is not always
apparent.
Despite all of this, I hope that we never lose our horror or revulsion when we learn the
news of such tragedies. I hope that such events will always cause my stomach to turn
and my brain to react with a sense of shock and horror. I don’t want such stories to ever
become so routine that I simply accept them. I have no intention of ceasing to cry,
“NO!”
Because it is in the shock and horror that lie the seeds of making a change. It is in the
refusal to accept violence as the way of the world that can become the opening for a
new path.
As the tragedy played out in Alabama, police pursued the gunman to a metal products
plant, where the gunman had been employed. Approximately 30 shots were fired at the
plant before the gunman shot himself. One of the bullets hit Geneva Police Chief
Frankie Lindsey, who was saved by his bullet proof vest. Until recently, small town law
enforcement officers didn’t wear bullet proof vests. Thank goodness this one was
wearing his.
There will be months of news stories covering both tragedies. There will be plenty of
analysis and examination. Much of it will be senseless repetition of information that we
have already received. But hopefully in all of the study and analysis there might be
some clue that will help prevent a future tragedy - some grain of understanding that can
be of use in the future.

For now we join with the grieving families in their sense of shock and horror and loss.
This isn’t the way life is supposed to be. We refuse to accept these acts as normal. We
pray for the wounded that they may recover as fully as possible. And we support the
investigators, combing through whatever evidence they can find for some clue that
might prevent such a tragedy in the future.
Grim news produces a grim day. But we refuse to give up hope. It doesn’t have to be
this way. And we refuse to stop looking for ways to prevent such tragedies.
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March 12, 2009 – Pain

Illustration from braintrainingcentersfl.com

So far, in this life, I have experienced a very small amount of pain. Because of my
vocation, I have been with a large number of other people when they are in pain, but my
own personal pain has been limited to an occasional toothache and a single time when I
was burned. And yesterday. And maybe today - we will see.
Although I don’t know how I did it, the doctor says that I have injured my back and that
there is inflammation in one or more discs in my lower back. The sensation that I have
is all in my hip, extending from my waistline to my knee. I woke up stiff and sore
yesterday morning and found that I couldn’t stand to sit, even enough to write the blog. I
wrote the blog standing at the kitchen counter. When I got into my pickup to go to work,
there was no question that my day could not be normal, so I drove to the urgent care
clinic instead of work.
A couple of x-rays, an examination and a consultation later, I was headed for the
pharmacy and home. My instructions are to stay flat on my back for three days. I’ve
never done that before. Yesterday, there was no choice. I was counting the minutes
between the time for pain medication. Any motion really got my attention.
Today is better, and it appears that the treatment is working. It looks like following the
doctor’s instructions and a little physical therapy will allow my body to heal without any
major interventions. I won’t know all of the details for a few days, but I should be back to
something approaching my normal routine before long.

One of the things of which I have been aware is how small my pain is in comparison
with others. There are people that I know who have similar levels of pain as a chronic
condition. They live with it day in and day out. There are many types of pain that cannot
be effectively treated. The medication that I am taking that makes me groggy and
clouds my thinking is a constant companion for people with some illnesses and
conditions. Those who experience knee, hip, or back surgery have pain levels that are
much higher than I have experienced.
But I let the small amount of pain that I was experiencing be the only focus of my
attention yesterday. I set everything else aside and thought of little else. It wasn’t just
the pain. It was also the fear of pain. The dull reminder with a sharp shooting sensation
every time I moved made me want to do almost anything to avoid the pain.
From a theoretical and philosophical position, my behavior and thoughts yesterday were
quite the opposite of how I think I ought to be. In theory, pain is inevitable. Everyone
experiences pain. And life should not be lived in the avoidance of pain. There are times
when the best thing for a person is to confront the pain. Pain treatment is filled with
compromises. Doctors can eliminate pain by inducing unconsciousness. Such treatment
is appropriate at times in order for healing to occur. Short of that level of medication,
any pain medication can dull senses, slow reactions, and inhibit relationships. I didn’t
sleep very much in the past 24 hours, but my judgment and reactions are blurred by the
pain medication. It would not be safe for me to drive a car, for example. I can’t focus my
attention sufficiently to accomplish much of my work beyond a couple of phone calls.
In theory, I could accept a little more pain in exchange for a bit less medication - and a
bit more focus. In practice, I seem to want to take all the pain medication that is
prescribed.
I know this is a little problem that will soon be gone. I’m not really injured that badly.
Three days off of work isn’t going to disrupt my life. My doctor is well experienced and
well trained. I won’t be allowed to be over-medicated. But there is a lesson to be learned
in all of this. Not every pain in my life can be so effectively treated. I will, at some point
in the future, experience increased chronic pain. I could develop an illness with much
more pain than I am now experiencing. And if I can learn from an experience of
temporary pain, I might be better equipped to face my future.
So I’m going to try to comply with my doctor’s instructions. I’ve got a couple more days
ahead of pretty much lying on my back. And, if I am lucky, I’l be tapering the medication
so that I will be able to think more clearly as time goes by. And I hope that I will learn to
be more appreciative of good health and a better steward of my health.
Educational psychologists know that pain can be an effective teacher. They also know
that excessive pain can inhibit learning. Although people learn from pain, they learn

more quickly in environments that are relatively pain-free. Positive reinforcement is a
better teacher than negative reinforcement. Yet is is definitely true that people can learn
from the experience of pain.
May I be perceptive enough to learn from this experience. And may your life be as free
from pain as possible.
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March 13, 2009 – Peaceful Places

About once a week I change the picture that appears as “wall paper” on my computer
screen. I prefer a single picture to a set of pictures that changes. Often I select a photo
that reminds me of some place that I have visited. I am less likely to put pictures of
people in that particular location. I have never really analyzed my practice, but looking
through the pictures of the past month or so, it is clear that I prefer to post pictures of
peaceful locations, mostly places that are remote and isolated, often places that I have
visited by walking.
In 2006, Susan and I took a sabbatical during which we focused on issues of people
and land. We spent a month in rural and isolated locations in British Columbia, hiking
every day and taking time to seek out lonely places where there weren’t crowds of
people. The spiritual discipline of going to lonely places to deepen one’s relationship
with God has a long and deep heritage. Moses found it easier to hear God’s call for his
life when he went up on a mountain. The Gospels report that Jesus would get up early
in the morning and go off to lonely places to pray.
Beginning in the third century, a group of Christians known as the desert fathers and
mothers, lived an ascetic lifestyle in the desert in Egypt, seeking to avoid the chaos and
conflict that had erupted in the Roman empire. Their writings have been preserved and
continue to be sources of inspiration and focus for Christians to this day. The history of
the Christian church is filled with many other stories of monks and hermits who sought
to live far away from other people in order to draw closer to God.

The calling to such a lifestyle is not my calling, although the wilderness holds a great
attraction for me. My work is with people and inside the community of the church. And I
find God’s presence in the midst of the people to be very powerful and compelling. I
witness the resurrected Christ in the lives of faithful people and in the practice of the
mission and ministry of the church.
Still, I need my moments of solitude. And I treasure my visits to lonely places.
And when I am not in the quiet and lonely places, I have photographs that remind me of
the way it felt to visit such sacred places.
It is one of the most ancient lessons of our faith - the lesson taught to Abram and Sarai
before they received their new names: God is not attached to any single place. As
sacred as it feels to pray to God in a particular place, when one moves to another place,
one discovers that God is there also. There is nowhere that we can go where God is not
present.
Sacred places are all about clearing our minds and focusing our attention so that we
can see what has been there all along. Sometimes we need to set aside the distractions
of everyday life in order to focus our attention more fully on God.
We seek to find a balance of solitude and community, of wilderness and city, of
reflection and action.
The past couple of days have been times of almost no action for me. I have had most of
the day to lie quietly. The medicines that I am taking have made it difficult to focus my
attention, my mind wanders rather freely through any number of topics and concerns.
But I have found that remembering some of the beautiful wild and lonely places has
brought me some relief from pain and a sense of peacefulness as I wait for my body to
heal.
I’ve been thinking of cool water in the midst of desert places. I have remembered the
pools in the shade of Uluru in Australia, the Colorado river carving a canyon through
Arizona, and other times when we have encountered refreshment in the midst of a
harsh environment. The photo that accompanies today’s blog was made in Zion
National Park less than a mile from the road where busses carry gawking tourists
around the park. Only those who get off the bus and take a walk will discover such
places.
I am fortunate to have been able to visit many peaceful places. And I am fortunate to
have memories and photographs that allow me to re-visit those places. It is my way of
maintaining balance. And balance is critical for life to be filled with joy.

I hope to soon be visiting more wild places. In the meantime, I have some wonderful
pictures of some very peaceful places.
May you find moments of peace in your life today.
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March 14, 2009 – Assessing Value
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My parents came into their teens in the 1930’’s, during the great depression. Those
years shaped the kind of people that they became. And the values that they learned
were passed down to their children. We are reluctant to throw away any items that
might be useful in the future. We are skeptical about “get rich quick” schemes. We are a
bit distrustful of financial markets. We tend to value experiences over possessions.
Hard times can force hard decisions. My father’s parents ended up leaving their North
Dakota farm and forged a new life for their family in Montana. There are plenty of family
stories about making do with the resources at hand, living frugally, and getting by. The
sharpness of depression-era thinking has been dulled by the passage of time.
Subsequent generations of our family have lived with less scarcity and more luxury that
was the story of our parents and grandparents.
Scarcity can provide an opportunity to assess what is most valuable. And in such
assessments, one discovers that the most important things in life are not possessions.
They aren’t the things that money can buy. More valuable than any items that can be
bought and sold are love and family and friendship.
Still, it makes me vary sad to learn that the Schindler family, having lost most of their
financial worth in Bernard Madoff’s Ponzi scheme, has decided to auction off some
priceless pieces of Judaica in order to provide for the needs of their family. Pictured in
the illustration above are a Torah Crown and a Torah Pointer that were presented to the

late Rabbi Alexander Schindler as retirement gifts. The crown was made in the United
States in the early 20th century. The pointer is much older, dating to the 1780’s and was
made in the Netherlands. Both gifts were presented with the belief that they would stay
in the Schindler family, passed from one generation to the next as each subsequent
generation produced rabbis for the community.
Now the items must be sold. Schindler’s widow has no money for her living expenses
and the family must sell valuable items in order to have financial resources for every
day living. Hopefully the items will be purchased by a synagogue or a museum where
they can be displayed and perhaps used for Jewish ceremonies.
It is too bad the family didn’t have a comic book collector. A rare copy of the first
Superman comic was just sold in an online auction for $317,200. The comic book sold
for 10 cents when it was published in 1938. The owner who just sold the comic paid 35
cents for it in 1950. For decades it sat in a box in a basement, forgotten.
The irony of one family having to sell priceless heirlooms at the same time as a collector
can afford to spend over $300,000 on a single comic book is striking.
The truth is that neither the comic book nor the Jewish antiquities are the most valuable
things in this life, no matter how much money is exchanged. Rabbi Schindler’s daughter
understand this. “My father came out of Nazi Germany,” she said. “His mother once told
me when she came out of Germany, ‘What’s in your mind and what’s in your heart, they
can never take away from you.’ And that’s a lesson that’s always been with me. . .
Nobody can take that from you. And the rest of it is just things.”
The Schindlers realize that the most important legacy of their family does not rest in
their possessions. The stories, values and beliefs that have been handed down for
generations, tested by hardship and trial - these are the true family legacies. It is
possible for them to sell their possessions, even priceless heirlooms because they
understand that they have a heritage that no one can take from them.
The swindler Bernard Madoff may have taken the family’s money, but he never got
close to the things that were most important.
One wonders if the person who was willing to pay hundreds of thousands of dollars for a
comic book is able to understand that simple truth. Is that person attempting to
purchase happiness or joy? Or is the quest for possessions distracting that person from
what is most important in life.
There won’t be any rare comic books or priceless heirlooms in my estate. We haven’t
been into accumulating many possessions. But I hope that our children and their
children will someday learn the lesson of Rabbi Schindler’s mother: “What’s in your
mind and what’s in your heart, they can never take away from you.”

May we discover treasures in our hearts and minds that are worthy gifts to future
generations.
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March 15, 2009 – The Ides of March

In the Roman calendar, the 15th day of March, May, July and October was given the
name “Ides.” The 13th day of the other months received the same name. Some believe
that the Ides was the day of the full moon, but the Roman calendar wasn’t a purely lunar
calendar and so the full moon would not land on the same day of the month year after
year. The Ides of March gain their fame from the assassination of Julius Caesar on the
Ides of March, 44 BC. Caesar had declared himself dictator of Rome for life. A
soothsayer warned Caesar to be on his guard against a great peril on the Ides of March.
As the story goes, Caesar saw the soothsayer on his way to the senate-house on the
Ides of March. Caesar greeted the soothsayer with, “The Ides of March has come.” The
seer replied, “Aye Caesar, but not gone.” As the senate convened Caesar was attacked
and stabbed to death by a group of senators who justified their actions on the ground
that they were preserving the republic from the tyranny of a dictator.
Thorton Wilder wrote a novel titled “Ides of March,” and it is also the name of a 1970’s
rock band.
The day can be seen as a warning. The soothsayer said, “Beware the Ides of March.”
But it can also be seen as a liberation - the day of the end of a dictator. For most people
in contemporary times, the day passes without much notice.
In our family, the Ides of March is the birthday of Isaac, our son. It is a day of
celebration and joy.

In the Cleveland suburb of Hinckley, Ohio, March 15 is Buzzard’s Day. Cleveland
Metroparks welcome visitors on March 15 to the Buzzard Roost on Hinckley
Reservation. Each year thousands of turkey vultures return to the area after wintering
elsewhere. The event is hailed as a sign of spring with many different celebratory
events, including a pancake breakfast at Hinckley Elementary School.
Legend has it that the buzzards were first attracted by tons of butchering refuse and
unwanted game left behind in the great Hinckley Hunt of 1818, but there are reports of
the buzzards being present before that time. In 1957, a reporter from the Cleveland
Press became interested in the claim of Ranger Walter Nawalaniec who claimed he had
personally observed the buzzards arrival in Hinckley each March 15 for six years and
this his predecessor, Charlie Willard had logged the arrival of the birds on the same day
for the prior 23 years. The reporter published a story on the buzzards on February 15,
1957. Over 9,000 people showed up to watch for the buzzards, who did not disappoint
and arrived right on schedule at about 2 p.m. on that day.
Whether the day is observed as Buzzard’s Day or the day of Julius Caesar’s death or as
the birthday of one of the many people who were born on the day, March 15 comes to
those of us in the northern hemisphere as a reminder that spring is on its way. We know
that we might have more snow after this date, but we also know that the snows we get
will soon melt and that we can get some pretty warm weather from here on.
So Happy Buzzaard’s Day to all of you. May your day be filled with joyous celebrations
and happy events. After all, there’s only one month more until the deadline for filing your
taxes!
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March 16, 2009 – Chicken Soup

I guess we’ve been feeling a bit under the weather lately. First I got a cold, which I
shared with Susan and then something happened to my back and Susan’s cold got
worse. There is nothing really big going on, but we’ve been feeling a bit less than
optimal for several days now. This is an unusual feeling for us. We have been blessed
with good health and rarely find ourselves under the weather for more than a day or so.
So it was a real treat, yesterday, when a friend gave us a large pot of chicken soup.
Chicken soup has long been regarded as a home remedy for a number of ailments.
Even if it doesn’t have any specific medicinal properties, it is certainly comfort food. A
gift of chicken soup is a gift of love and care and comfort. And it certainly is delicious.
Mark Hanson and Jack Canfield had built their careers as motivational speakers and
had been collecting uplifting stories for many years before they put together their first
volume of inspirational stories. Chicken Soup for the Soul was published in 1993, and
by the end of the year had made it to most best seller lists in the country. Subsequently
there have been a host of additional Chicken Soup for the Soul books published with
stories targeting various age groups and interests. There is a Chicken Soup for the
Soul book for parents of twins and another for fans of Basketball. There are Chicken
Soup for the Soul books aimed at middle school, high school and college students.
There are editions with stories about cancer and special editions for different
denominations. Each book has the same focus - a collection of stories that are uplifting
and make readers feel better. The idea has caught on and the books have enjoyed
enormous popularity.

A good story can have restorative qualities. Although I cannot imagine how a clinical
study of the healing power of stories would be designed, I am sure that stories do have
an effect on us.
I certainly have gotten a lot of stories since I injured my back. Back pain is common.
There are a lot of people who have experienced it. While the pain can be temporarily
debilitating, it rarely is permanent. With proper exercise and care, most people can
control their back pain and lead healthy, productive lives. Because it is so common,
when I made mention of my back pain in church, there were a lot of people who wanted
to talk to me about it. There was plenty of sympathy and no small measure of advice. I
heard from people who were adamant about chiropractic treatment and others who
advised me to avoid it. I heard from folks who thought walking was the best exercise
and others who said walking made their pain worse. All of the advice and stories that
were shared were offered out of concern. There was acknowledgment that the pain is
real and a genuine desire to offer help.
I suspect that the event that set off my back pain was shoveling snow on a slippery
driveway. While I wasn’t aware of a problem at the time, I was lifting and twisting and
standing in awkward positions to keep my balance. Muscle strain seems like the easiest
explanation for what has happened. But I am also aware that back pain is a common
symptom of poorly managed stress. And my life has had its share of stress lately. I have
not been as attentive to exercise and self care as I might have been. And I have had a
tendency to over-schedule my life leaving little time for self-care.
A pain in the back is impossible to ignore - a sure sign that I can make some relatively
minor lifestyle changes for better health. A few days off work, a more intentional
exercise program and taking care of my back will have me free of pain before long. I am
planning to work a normal schedule this week, but I will be looking for places to adjust
my schedule to provide for adequate rest and exercise. I’ll have to learn to cut back on
some of my activities and restore balance to my life.
And I resolve to eat plenty of chicken soup. Chicken soup isn’t just good for the soul - it
is good for the body. The distinctions we make between various aspects of our lives are
artificial. Mind, body and soul are all aspects of the same life. A healthy body is not
somehow distant or distinct from a healthy soul. Care for all aspects of our lives gives
us strength and endurance to face the future with joy.
For today, I have a little pain in my back and hip to remind me that I am not invincible
and that I need to take care of myself. I have stories of others who have experienced
pain far deeper than mine and have recovered and returned to normal life. And I have a
bit of chicken soup in the refrigerator to warm for my lunch to remind me that I belong to
a community of people who care for and support me.

Life is good, even when it hurts a little bit.
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March 17, 2009 – Wondering About Our Past

A picture of part of one of the scrolls by Michael Kappeler\AFP\Getty

At the center of Biblical-historical scholarship since their discovery in 1947, the Dead
Sea Scrolls are an amazing collection of ancient texts. The scrolls, found in the caves of
Qumran, near the Dead Sea, by a Bedouin shepherd, have been carefully preserved,
copied and translated over the sixty years since they were discovered. There are
fragments of Biblical texts along with other ancient writings. Some of the biblical texts
are the oldest copies to which scholars have access and therefore have great value in
the quest for some sense of the original texts. Prior to the discovery of the scrolls, the
earliest known copies of Biblical writings were from around 900 a.d. The scrolls date
back to 200 a.d., nearly 700 years older than any previously discovered scrolls. The
texts are carefully stored in Israel, although in recent years some fragments of the
scrolls have been allowed limited public showings in other countries.
We were privileged to see some of the scrolls when they were displayed in Chicago as
a part of an international tour. The fragments, carefully displayed in a low-light
environment, were impressive to see. It was easy to make out individual Hebrew
characters on some of the fragments. There was a quiet in the room, as if each person
who entered had some sense of awe and respect for documents that were so old.
For more than sixty years, since the discovery of the scrolls, the dominant theory of
historians has been that the scrolls were part of a collection of sacred texts maintained
by an Essene community. The Essenes were an ascetic Jewish community that
flourished in the 1st century and lived in the scorching desert canyons near the dead

sea. The primary source of information about the Essenes is Flavius Josephus, a
former Jewish Priest who wrote a history of Judaism while being held captive in Rome
during the first century.
Now the community of Biblical historians has been shaken by the claims of prominent
Israeli scholar, Rachel Elior, who disputes that the Essenes ever existed at all. She
claims that the Essenes were a fabrication of Josephus, who wrote to counter antiJewish writings that circulated in Rome. Josephus, according to Elior, wanted to portray
Jews who were the highest ideal of human behavior - a parallel to the Spartans who, for
the Romans, were uniquely virtuous. Elior claims that virtually all descriptions of
Essenes by Greek and Roman historians are based on the works of Josephus and thus
expand the false portrayal of Jewish history.
Elior bases her claims on her careful reading and study of the scrolls themselves. She
contends that there is no mention of the Essene community anywhere in any of the
scrolls. “It doesn’t make sense that you have thousands of people living against the
Jewish law and there’s no mention of them in any of the Jewish texts and sources of
that period.” She argues that the Essenes were not a group of especially virtuous Jews,
as Josephus claims, but rather the renegade sons of Zadok, a priestly caste banished
from the Temple at Jerusalem by Greek rulers in the 2nd century B.C. When they left,
they took their scrolls with them. The discovery at Qumran is the remnants of a huge
library that was hidden for safekeeping. The scrolls address a biblical priestly heritage in
many different places.
The controversy stirred up by Elior’s theories isn’t likely to have a huge impact on
contemporary practice or belief among Christians or Jews, but the scholarly
conversation that it has stirred up is nonetheless helpful in the quest to better
understand our past. History is always presented with a bias - a point of view taken by
the historian and official histories never present every interpretation of the events that
have occurred.
The conversations raise a question about how much of our past can be known. Even
with the discovery of ancient texts and new discoveries from archeological evidence,
our understanding of the past is like the scrolls themselves - incomplete fragments. We
know some stories, we have some bits of evidence, but a complete picture eludes us.
Although we are undoubtedly the product of our past, we know our past imperfectly. We
have a faith that is rooted deeply in the history of humanity, but it is a history that we
know only in part.
James Charlesworth, director of the Dead Sea Scrolls project at Princeton Theological
Seminary, is not at all concerned that the word Essene does not appear in the scrolls.
Essene is not the name that the members of the community would have given
themselves, but rather a title imposed by those outside of the community. References to

‘men of holiness,’ or ‘sons of light,’ are present in the scrolls and are direct references to
the community that held the scrolls.
It may be just an esoteric argument among scholars, but the interplay is fascinating to
an armchair historian like myself. My life has led me in a different direction than direct
study of original historical material. I gain my information by reading the works of
contemporary scholars and following their arguments, rather than studying the original
texts.
What I have learned that is important to the practice of our faith in this generation is that
history is not always the way it first appears. Some of the historical “facts” that we have
been taught are called into question by developing scholarship. One needs to be open
to new information, new scholarship and new ideas. Sometimes historians have related
second-hand stories as fact and in the telling of those stories obscured the truth about
history rather than making history more clear.
The world is not always the way it seems. History is not a finished book with set facts.
There is more that can be learned through scholarship and through offering new
theories on the past.
I don’t pretend to know all of the nuances of the technicalities discussed by the
scholars, but I am, nonetheless, intrigued by their arguments. They keep me wondering
about our past and, hopefully, open to new revelations about the distant past that might
help shape our understanding of who we are and what God calls us to do in our
generation.
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March 18, 2009 – Quilters

From time to time, we make comparisons between the congregation we are currently
serving and the congregation we served before coming to this church. Our previous
congregation is in Boise, Idaho, and their building was about the same age when we
arrived as the building of our current congregation is today. That means that some of
the building issues we face are ones we had previously faced in Boise. New bathroom
construction occurred in both congregations during our tenure in order to provide for
accessibility for those with disabilities and increased capacity for the congregation.
Heating systems and controls are another area where experience with our previous
congregation gives us a sense of what to expect as we live through this phase in the life
of our current congregation.
In Boise, when we updated the heating controls, we had to make a special provision for
the women’s quilting circle. They met in the fellowship hall, the room with the largest
amount of open space. They set up a large quilting frame and sat around the frame
tying quilts by hand. The members of the circle were in their seventies and eighties and
the sitting and the age of members combined to require a room temperature that was
significantly warmer than any other activity that took place in the room. Whereas normal
activities in the room called for a room temperature of 62 - 65 degrees depending on the
size of the group, the quilters needed the room to be at 72 - 75 degrees in order for
them to be comfortable.
While temperature controls is an issue that I understand, having gone through
upgrading of the systems in both of the congregations, the quilters are a different matter

entirely. The new “Quilts of Hope” group that was formed in our congregation last fall is
not a group of elders who do a lot of sitting. This quilting group doesn’t set up big
quilting frames. In fact they do most of their quilting on a large machine that is not
located in our building. When they gather, they are cutting and sewing together quilt
blocks, creating banners for the sanctuary, designing paraments, and a host of other
activities. This quilting group comes in with a bustle of activity and keeps moving
throughout the afternoon and evening on the days that they meet. They require large
tables to roll out their fabric and smooth surfaces for cutting and sewing. They rearrange
the furniture, plug in several sewing machines, and usually have an iron going on one
side of the room. They don’t require the room to be warmer than usual. In fact their level
of activity more closely approaches that of a Sunday school class than a traditional
sewing circle.
The Quilts of Hope group is one of the new ministries that has emerged in our
congregation in recent years. Like other emerging ministries, it hasn’t required much
staff time, effort, or support. The group has done its own organization, set its own goals
and planned its own work. They require little in terms of support from the traditional
structures of the church and they are focused on their primary activity, not on
organizational structure. They don’t worry about maintaining the institution and don’t
have time for long meetings. They would rather get to work than talk about working.
These emerging ministries are quickly becoming the heart of the congregation. The
Quilts of Hope group is not connected with worship through the design and creating of
paraments for our communion table and banners for our sanctuary. They create a quilt
for each baptism that occurs in our community and provide quilts for other special
events and occasions. They brought new energy to the annual women’s retreat which
focused on quilting this year. They are open to new members and provide an easy
place for those who are interested in quilting to connect to the wider church. They have
a broad range of ages and a wide spectrum of church experience among the members
of their group. There is no formal process to become involved. Just show up for a
quilting day and you’re a part of the group. No dues, no officers, no worries.
The pattern is not dissimilar to the Woodchuck Society, that delivers firewood to our
neighbors on the Cheyenne River and Pine Ridge reservations and provides great
opportunities for fellowship around the process of cutting, splitting and delivering
firewood.
As I think about the future of our congregation, I believe that one of our strengths is
found in the focus on ministries. We aren’t organized into formal mission teams, we
don’t have an organized volunteer coordinator who deploys our volunteer resources, we
don’t have structures and funds set aside to start new projects. But we are incredibly
quick to respond to real needs when they are identified. We are flexible in the ways in
which our members can participate, and we are eager to say “yes!” to new ideas. These

centers of ministry are not patterned after one another, but rather arise out of the
congregation in response to an identified need and available skills.
They transform discipleship from “we have to” into “we get to.”
Last night the quilters worked right up to the time that the church board was scheduled
to meet in the same room. As board members were arriving, quilters were putting away
their fabric and machines and moving the furniture back into a place for a group of a
dozen church leaders to have their monthly meeting. The brief overlap when members
of both groups were together in the same room, moving tables and chairs and talking
about their respective activities in the church was a wonderful time. The board got a
better glimpse of the ministry of the quilters and the quilters sensed some of the
excitement that the board has around its strategic planning process.
I’m quite convinced that the church of the future doesn’t look like the church of the past,
but there is a line of continuity that connects the various times of our lives and the
various ministries in which we engage. We may have fewer institutional structures and
patterns of decision-making that are even more streamlined than our current
organizational scheme. It may be more difficult to chart our organizational structure. But
we will continue to be open to new and emerging ministries.
And as the level of activity increases, we can turn down the thermostat a few more
degrees.
A neighbor of the church seeing the growing pile of split firewood in the church yard,
commented, “you don’t heat that building with firewood, do you?” We don’t. But the
emerging ministries of the congregation are providing warmth and energy for an aging
congregation in ways that are more lasting than raising the temperature in the building.
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March 19, 2009 – Hallways

It has been a week since I injured my back and my recovery has been substantial. I am
able to be fully involved in my job and there are only a few limits to my normal activities.
I did cancel a planned trip to Cleveland to participate in the spring meeting of the board
of directors of Local Church Ministries. I would not have been able to tolerate the airline
rides. The problem is that I cannot bear to sit down for any length of time at all. I’ve
learned to place my computer on a counter and work standing up. I shift my position
and place a pillow behind my back when attending meetings. It isn’t much of limit.
One of the results of this is that I take frequent breaks from my work and wander around
the building. Waling is good exercise for me and it eases the sensations in my hip and
thigh to walk.
For the most part, when I think of our building, I think of the rooms. We have a beautiful
sanctuary, a large fellowship hall, a comfortable parlor, a kitchen, classrooms and more.
The hallways are just there to connect the other spaces. Sometimes we decorate
hallways with pictures or posters, but their primary purpose is to get people from one
room to another. But in a building as large as ours, hallways account for a significant
amount of space. There are as many square feet of hallways as the largest room in the
building.
Most of the time the hallways are places of activity. On Sundays, people stop for
conversation in the hallways and children are going back and forth from one room to
another. When we have meetings or concerts, we tend to fill up our building and there is

a constant flow of people to get to coat racks, bathrooms, and other places in the
building. In the mornings, when the preschool is in session, the hallways are full of kids
and parents going to and from the drinking fountain and pausing for conversation. The
walls in the hallways are brick and concrete block and sound carries pretty well. My
office is at the opposite end of the building from the preschool, but I can often hear the
children when I step out into the hallway.
But most days in the late afternoon, there is a time when the hallways are empty. There
are fewer activities and the building empties. It is not uncommon for there to be only two
or three of us in the building and our offices are clustered at the east end of the facility.
So for the past few days, I’ve been walking the halls. I’m not the sort of person who
spends too much time sitting at a desk in the first place. My job is varied and I can
usually find an excuse to get up from the desk and paperwork and go visit someone.
But with a bit of nagging pain, I hesitate before heading for my car. Between sitting at
my desk and sitting in my car is the time of walking, which is more pleasant than any of
the sitting. I’ve taken to wandering the hallways.
It is a good thing. I should be familiar with the building. I should be paying attention to
what is going on. A bit of loose moulding or mopboard can be easily repaired before the
problem gets bigger. There is always a bit of clutter to be cleared and things to put
away. And walking around the building stirs my imagination about new programs and
possibilities for new activities. We’ve been working on plans for our Easter celebration
and most of our attention has been focused on the sanctuary, but I am getting some
ideas about the events that happen in the hallways as well. The hallways are often
places of greeting and building fellowship. The informal activities of the hallways help to
build up the community that is expressed in the events of the sanctuary and fellowship
hall.
I often am aware of how grateful I am for our church’s building. When we lived in Idaho,
we focused much more attention on our building. It was a bit too small for the
congregation and had multiple maintenance problems. As we sought to raise funds for
renovation and expansion of the facility, I would say things like, “our building is the focus
of our mission and ministry.” We would talk about how important it was to have a
physical presence in the community and a facility to house our work. But the truth is that
the building can’t every become the focus of mission and ministry. Mission and ministry
is always about the people. The building that we have here in Rapid City frees us to
focus our attention on the true center of our life together. We are the inheritors of the
sacrifice and insight of a previous generation who envisioned, planned and constructed
this facility that continues to serve our congregation so well. Not having to make the
building the focus of our attention allows us to engage in mission and ministry.

But it is always a balancing act. We dare not ignore our facility. We need to have the
same kind of eye for the future as did our forebears so that we do not pass on building
problems to the next generation.
So it is good to walk the hallways with an eye to how we might reduce energy
consumption and how we might make changes to improve the utility of our facility and
how changes in program, membership, and mission might shape the ways in which we
use our spaces.
I know that my physical condition is temporary. I’ll soon abandon the frequent
wandering through the building. Even if it takes longer than anticipated, today is the last
day of winter and the weather will soon have me walking outside. For now, it’s good to
take some time to wander the hallways and imagine the work we continue to do in this
place.
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March 20, 2009 – Eucharist

We like to make distinctions between events in our lives. This is an ordinary day. Today
is special. This meal is the usual. That meal is a celebration. This person is an
acquaintance. This person is a friend. Perhaps one of the ways that we mark the
passage of time is by designating some events and some activities as unique. We count
our birthdays. We set aside holidays. We designate some meals and some relationships
as special.
But there is great value in the ordinary.
From the beginning of the Protestant reformation, there has been a discussion in the
church about the celebration of communion. There was a sense that the tradition of
using Latin instead of the common language somehow distanced the meal from the
people in the pew. The words that were shared along with the bread and the cup had
become somehow the province and special possession of priests who had been
separated from the common folk by education, their role in the community, and special
privileges that they shared. On the other hand, there were reformers who argued that
the overuse of the special meal had somehow trivialized it. By celebrating daily, and at
times multiple times a day, the ceremony had become a ritual of rote and repetition
instead of a unique and powerful celebration of the presence of Christ.
The truth is that the tension has been in the meal since its inception. Jesus said to his
disciples, “I have earnestly desired to share this passover with you before I suffer.” The
ceremony that we call Holy Communion was itself deeply rooted in the past. It grew out

of the celebration of an ancient celebration of our people. It was a meal that was shared
once a year with special ritual and ceremony. The passover was anything but an
everyday event. On the other hand, Jesus transformed the meaning of two of the most
common symbols of the meal. We have no memory of special words that were said with
the sharing of the lamb or the bitter herbs or the haroseth. The unleavened bread and
the cups, common elements that would have been present at other meals, became the
focus of the new celebration that has continued since Jesus gathered with his disciples
in an upper room. The distinction between the special and the common was blurred.
During Lent, a small group of our congregation gathers weekly for quiet contemplation
and the sharing of communion. The elements of our gathering are simple. The music is
simple, we use fewer words, we allow more time for quietness. And we share a bite of
bread and a drop of juice. It has become a very special time for those who participate.
And yet it is very ordinary.
Last night we shared bread from our kitchen. Nothing special, just the everyday bread
from which we make toast and sandwiches and eat with our meals. I simply sliced of
one end of a loaf and brought it to church for our celebration. The words that I said were
words that have been said before.
It was very common.
It was very special.
In that meal we were given the simple gift of being reminded that it is not about us. We
were joining with faithful people who throughout many generations in many places with
many languages have participated in the celebration of Christ’s presence. It did not
matter how many people we gathered. It did not matter how much money was
deposited in the offering. The service wasn’t about preserving our institution or
promoting our causes. It wasn’t about us.
There are moments in this life when we catch a glimpse of the wider reality of which we
are a part. We spend much of our lives thinking that where we are right now is life and
the time that follows the disposal of our physical bodies is death. Only occasionally do
we glimpse that life is much broader than the span between our birth and death. Only
occasionally do we remember that we belong to a people who have been in relationship
with God for thousands of years and who will love God long after the days of this
generation are past. We spend much of our lives counting time as if our sense of
minutes and hours, days and weeks and years is somehow the only way of measuring
time. Only occasionally do we catch a sense that past and present and future are only
our frame of reference and that our sense of time doesn’t describe the vastness of the
reality that lies beyond our perception.

We remember that Jesus wanted to share one of those occasional shifts in perspective
with his disciples. Perhaps his desire was fueled by his knowledge of his approaching
death. Perhaps it was sharpened by the disciples’ anxieties over their future and over
what they perceived as a great separation. What we do know is that he asked those
who follow to remember whenever they shared the bread and the cup. And in our own
imperfect ways we have continued to remember ever since.
The arguments about which words or what language, the discussions about
what beverage or what kind of bread, the conversations about how often and who is in
charge all fade and seem somehow silly and irrelevant when we gather together to
remember and to experience the very real presence of Christ in our lives. Life and death
are not divided by some stark wall. The one who died is alive. The one who seemed
absent is present. The past and future are now. The not yet already is.
It is a fleeting moment. We cannot hold onto it.
But it is enough.
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March 21, 2009 – A Short Trip and a Long Story

My back is improving and we took a little drive down to the southern hills yesterday
afternoon. The purpose of our trip was to pick up a car that had been damaged in a
collision with a deer. It was an older car with over 270,000 miles on it. It had belonged to
the son of a colleague of mine. When he hit the deer during Christmas vacation, the
solution was for his father to help him get into a different car. Dad ended up owning the
salvage car. The Woodchuck Society at our church has a large, tandem axle trailer for
hauling wood and with the sides removed, the trailer is large enough to haul the car.
As we drove along, I got a story.
Some time ago, a local congregation became aware that there was a mother with two
children living in their church. When the investigated, they found out that the trailer in
which the family had been living had been damaged during cold weather when the
furnace had failed and water had frozen the pipes, causing leaks. The pastor and
another member of the church went out to the trailer to see what they could do to help
and discovered that the problems with the trailer were much bigger than they imagined.
There is no need to go into details here, but a negotiated price with a motel, three
weeks, a 22-yard dumpster, more than 50 loads of laundry, a deal with a mattress store
to donate mattresses, searches through thrift stores, a work day with volunteers, a
furnace repair, and a couple of days of working on the plumbing later and the trailer is
almost ready for the family to move back.

The single mother works virtually full time and the children are sometimes with their
father, who lives nearby and sometimes on their own. One of the jobs that the mother
does in the evenings to make ends meet is pizza delivery. And her car is on its last legs.
It is burning oil badly and repairs would easily exceed the value of the car.
Hence a car that has hit a deer, has no value, but still runs well and could be repaired
with a hood and a radiator from the junkyard, a new serpentine belt and a little
volunteer labor becomes a solution to another problem.
It is unclear what would have happened if there had not been a church to start solving
the problems one by one. The total of the problems was overwhelming the mother.
There were too many things that had to be done and some of them, while not requiring
too much money, required more money than she could set aside from the costs of
surviving. And many of the problems were of the nature that they kept getting worse and
worse. The pipes had continued to leak for weeks, destroying floor coverings and
mattresses that had been placed on the floor without bed frames. The fact that water
pipes were corroded actually helped to slow the water flow and limit the damage. The
mattress soaking up water seemed to prevent water from traveling to another room. The
pipes would freeze and the water would stop flowing each time it got cold. None of that
damage would have occurred if the mother had had the resources to replace a $15 part
in the furnace. But she never even attempted to solve that problem. The furnace
stopped working, she knew she didn’t have money for a service call and she didn’t have
knowledge to fix it herself. So she didn’t know what to do.
Not knowing what to do made the problem get bigger and bigger and bigger until it was
literally impossible for her to solve the problem of where she and her children could
live.
Sometimes, when we seek to help people, the problems are so overwhelming that we
can’t figure out what to do. My friend and colleague has a gentle style and a calm
approach that lead him to just start working on the small problems one at a time. He
figured out how to get the water shut off and the furnace fixed. He recruited some
volunteers to help with clean up.
And then he thought of the car.
Hiring the towing and paying for repairs would exceed the value of the vehicle. But
instead of giving up and starting to look for some other inexpensive vehicle, he started
to think about how he could get it moved and repaired. Earlier in the week he had asked
me if I had any experience towing an all-wheel-drive vehicle. I had no experience, but I
mentioned that our church had a trailer that was large enough to haul it. I didn’t expect
him to want to move it so quickly, but as the story unfolded on the drive, I began to
understand why yesterday was the day to go get the car.

Of course, we know that the car, even when it is repaired, is not the end of the story.
There will be continuing problems for the family. The plumbing is now leak free, but the
trailer is barely habitable. There are some stress-management and perhaps other
issues that indicate the family would benefit from counseling. The trailer is in a location
that requires a working car and the car that we hauled yesterday when repaired will still
be an old car with a lot of miles on it. There is very little back-up in the family system.
When problems occur, there are few places to turn for help.
A church, seeking to help someone can easily create dependencies that result in the
problems becoming too expensive and too big for the church.
But doing nothing doesn’t seem like the right thing to do.
So my colleague is trying to do what he can, realizing that it may be too little help,
realizing that the next problem may be too big, realizing that time invested in helping
this family means time away from his own family. Limits have to be set.
But each day that the family has its own home is one more day of stability for children
growing up in a chaotic world. Each day that the mother can go to work and earn money
to support her family is better than a day when she has no income. Each example and
lesson that is taught about living with less is a valuable lesson and a life skill that might
be helpful in the next crisis.
There are many problems that are too big for us to solve on our own. But just because
the problem is too big to solve doesn’t mean that one should ignore it. We know that we
cannot solve the problems of poverty in our community. We know that there are plenty
of families whose lives are chaotic and dangerous. We know that there are children
being raised in impossible circumstances. And we know that we can’t solve all of the
problems. So we do what we can. Yesterday, for the price of a half tank of gas and a
half day’s time, I was able to provide a little help. At the same time a volunteer
handyman was giving part of a day to do some repairs on a trailer. My colleague who
likes to tinker with cars on his day off will get the car repaired. Another colleague who
once worked at an auto salvage yard will help find necessary used parts.
We won’t get everything set right. But we might be able to help a little bit.
And even if things don’t work out as planned, we are all gaining new stories to tell.
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March 22, 2009 – Getting Ready

We do continue to live in South Dakota. A week ago today, Rapid City set a record high
temperature for the date. Today we are told to brace ourselves for a blizzard. The
blizzard warning will go into effect at noon tomorrow and continue through 6 p.m. on
Tuesday. The forecast calls for 100% chance of precipitation on Monday. Falling
temperatures should make conditions right for a significant snowfall. If we are lucky,
moisture amounts will be significant as well. Some are saying that we might get as
much as three inches of moisture. If it all falls as snow, that would be a couple of feet on
the level. With significant winds forecast, there could be some large drifts.
The grocery stores will be busy this afternoon and people will do a little stocking up, but
most folks are pretty well prepared for spring blizzards. We have them most years and
they usually don’t last too long. As soon as it stops snowing, with a little digging out
we’re back to normal. We’ve lived here long enough to have our share of blizzard
stories. We’ve cancelled church events for blizzards as late as May 11. Experience
teaches us not to plan to go anywhere during the blizzard and to be ready to cancel
events, if necessary. It also teaches us that a couple of days are probably as much
disruption as we will have. With the blizzard forecast for a Monday, we’ll have church as
normal on the following Sunday.
Weather is one of the favorite topics in this corner of the world. It is a favorite topic
everywhere, I guess. While the level of hardship that we endure is not much in
comparison to the problems blizzards caused for those who lived on the plains in
previous generations, our lives are still affected by severe weather.

For the most part, we live in a place where our weather events are easily survivable. We
are too far away from the coasts to have experienced hurricanes. Tornadoes are rare
around here and mostly occur off to the east of our town. People can’t remember
significant earthquakes. We do get blizzards and the hills are prone to flash flooding, but
the flood of 1972 taught Rapid City some lessons that have made subsequent floods
easier to endure. Our home is high enough in the hills that we don’t feel vulnerable. We
know that the right storm can result in an interruption of electrical service and a few
blocked roads, but that is about as much problem as we will see and we’re set up to
deal with those things.
So our lives will be going on as usual today. We’ll probably check supplies before going
to bed tonight and make a late afternoon trip to the grocery store.
All of this is to say that it is a rather slow news day in Rapid City. Lent is progressing.
Our church is journeying through the season with some significant moments in worship
and some good opportunities to engage in service. The woodchucks had a splitting
party and stacked about 5 cords of wood yesterday. Since we delivered about 35 cords
last fall, the work represents about 1/7 of the wood we expect to need for delivery by
fall. March is early for us to have such significant stores. And we had 19 people show
up for the splitting party, which is a good crew. People were laughing and enjoying
themselves. I even got a little bit of sunburn on my neck. Not bad for the weekend
before the blizzard.
The rapid changes in the weather are one of the things that makes this such a
wonderful place to live. There are people who haven’t seen their lawns for months
because of all of the snow. There are places where the snow comes and stays . . . and
stays . . . and stays. But our weather brings us variety. I’ve been reading articles and
thinking about my vegetable garden, even though I know I’m well over a month away
from first planting. Warm weather gives us a taste of what is going to come. And spring
blizzards give us the moisture that we need. Without them, summers can be long and
conditions can get too dry and we spend the summer months with fire danger looming.
This year we are in pretty good shape. The reservoirs are nearly full and our wettest
time of the year is yet to come.
As the Australians say, “no worries, mate.” In fact, I’m looking forward to the predicted
snowfall. I hope we get plenty of it. I just want it to hold off today so all of the college
students heading back to classes after spring break have safe travels and good roads.
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March 23, 2009 – All Ages

It was a busy day at church yesterday. The department of education had set up an allages event for people to decorate goose eggs. There were pots of glue, stickers,
colored papers and all sorts of other decorations available. There was another table
where brightly colored fabrics were being cut and ironed together as part of a bannermaking project. The room was abuzz with conversation and happy sounds. Tables were
filled with all ages, from the tiniest children to grandmothers and grandfathers.
Some folks just enjoyed rolls and coffee and watching the ones who were engaged in
the crafts. Others were watching a slide show of pictures of a Woodchuck work day.
Others were simply making time for conversation and enjoying an opportunity to talk.
There seemed to be something for everyone.
It is the kind of event at which our church excels. People genuinely enjoy getting
together and a little activity gives them a reason to remain after worship instead of
rushing off to other activities.
We live in a time when people are prone to getting over scheduled. There are so many
activities and events that they crowd together and sometimes it feels like there is no
time at all. When we try to schedule events for youth, we find that their schedules are so
busy that they often cannot remember what commitments they have made. They will
think that they have some free time, but when the scheduled event occurs, they are
forced to choose between several events because they are double and sometimes triple
scheduled. Parents of younger youth spend a great deal of time driving back and forth

to events. Scheduling transportation for the many events and activities is a challenge for
many families.
We hope that Sundays can offer a change of pace for busy families. While we want to
offer enough programs to hold the interest of our people, we don’t want to contribute to
their sense of busyness and lack of time. Intergenerational events seem to offer
something unique to the families of our congregation. Many of the events and activities
in our community are targeted for a specific age group. The young children go to one
event, older children to another and teens to a third. Adults are often divided up into
peer groups with different events and activities targeting specific age groups. We also
do age-level programming in the church, but there is something special about
intergenerational events.
A young mother with two children was sitting at one of the tables. Her husband was
working and unable to attend. Soon I noticed that her baby was being held by another
member of our church. The baby was thriving on the attention from all of the elders as
he was carried from one table to the next. The mother had two free hands to work on a
project and time to share a little time with her daughter. And all of the events were
taking place in the same room, with everyone close enough to be aware of what was
going on. This particular family lives some distance from grandparents, aunts and
uncles, so the church offers the only easily accessible community that has members of
all ages who participate on a regular basis.
Of course a church does not exist for its members alone. We are not just another social
club in a community with a few too many organizations. Our focus remains on worship
and service. But part of the living of our faith includes being together in a variety of
settings. Saturday was a work day that accomplished a great deal. Sunday was a day
with a slower pace and different activities. Both are meaningful in the story of our
church.
Today is a light day for programs at the church. The beautiful 80-degree day that we
had yesterday is just a memory now. As our community prepares for a blizzard that may
cause some temporary disruptions, we don’t have events scheduled for the church until
tomorrow evening. And even that event may have to be rescheduled if the blizzard is
significant. Our life together is varied in terms of the kinds of activities and the pace of
events. Hopefully there is a little something for everyone in our community.
I hope we never forget the importance of the events we plan for all ages. May we
continue to be a church that brings together people who might not meet in their lives
outside of the church.
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March 24, 2009 – Snow Day

So far the blizzard is playing out pretty much the way it was forecast. Rain turned to ice
pellets which turned to snow around noon yesterday. There have been significant winds
and the snow continues to fall. It is hard to determine the exact amount of snowfall
because it is blowing and drifting, but there must be several inches. The storm should
begin to play out later this morning and it is possible that we will be able to resume
many of our activities by late afternoon or evening. After checking with other institutions
we’ve decided to reschedule all of the events scheduled for the church for today. There
is nothing on our schedule that is worth having people risk exposure to the elements.
So we have a snow day. That means that there will be a little more time for some tasks
around the house. With the deadline for filing income tax looming, I’ll probably invest my
extra time in catching up with some record keeping and getting the mileage from our
vehicles entered into the computer for the annual report.
There will be the challenge of snow removal - at least from the driveway. Usually that is
not much of a problem. I am used to having my driveway cleared before the county
comes by with the snowplows on the streets, but with my recent back injury, I won’t be
doing any shoveling and I’ll have to be careful with the snow blower. But we’ve got
plenty of healthy adults and some good neighbors. There will be no reason to over exert
or take any chances.
Blizzards don’t really disrupt our lives all that much, but they do provide a topic for
conversation all around town. Last night, I was checking out which businesses and

institutions were closing as we made decisions about church activities. The list is
impressive. And some are going to have to make significant adjustments. Rapid City
area schools already were scheduled to run much later than usual due to previous snow
days. Now they will be adding at least two more days to their schedule. This will affect
the planning of vacation Bible school in some churches and the planning of family
vacations. It also will have an effect on when teens become available for summer
employment - a significant factor in the tourist industry.
The church had a light schedule early this week, so there won’t be too much disruption.
The computer and the telephone system make it easy to get out the word about church
activities. We may delay the printing of our monthly newsletter because of the decrease
in staff time, but we won’t make that decision until tomorrow at the earliest.
In a way, I appreciate the change of pace. Staying home seems like a treat in the midst
of a busy schedule. There are plenty of things to do and I am able to do much of my
work from home, so I won’t fall too far behind. I have no big trips planned, and no one
who is traveling in so the airport closure is no problem. We no longer have children in
school, so the impact of the change in the school schedule is minimal. The caregivers
who normally come to work with my mother will be able to stay home and we can
provide the care because we will be staying home as well.
From another perspective, I appreciate the reminder that we are not in control of this
world. With all of our machines and 4-wheel drive vehicles, we still have plenty of
limitations. The forces of nature are still significant and need to be respected. Our lives,
priorities, and activities are not the center of the universe. It is good to be humbled by
the weather from time to time. It helps us to regain perspective.
So, friends, stay inside and stay warm. Be careful when the time comes to move the
snow. It’s going to melt soon enough anyway. And we’ll get back to our busy lives.
Enjoy the break in the schedule for what it is: a blessing.
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.

March 25, 2009 – Fargo

The Red River begins at Wahpeton, North Dakota, where the Otter Tail and Sioux
Rivers flow together. From there, the river runs straight north, forming the border of
North Dakota and Minnesota. After crossing the Canadian border, it flows into Lake
Winnipeg. It was a thoroughfare for fur traders and a gathering place for Metis people in
Canada. The Red River Colony, formed where the Assiniboine and Red Rivers flow
together, grew into the modern city of Winnipeg. There are three urban areas along the
river, Fargo and Grand Forks, North Dakota and Winnipeg.
The river flows north on a relatively flat plain. That means that the ice breaks up stream
while the river is still clogged with ice. The terms “up” and “down” are often confused
because of the direction of the river’s flow, but the problem is simple. The ice blocks the
flow of the river and the water spreads out. This has been happening for eons, long
before human settlement. In fact the region is the site of a major paleoflood study,
where the effects of flooding on the shape of the land can be determined by excavations
and other archeological techniques.
There is some flooding every year. But the locals talk of three really big floods: 1826,
1950, and 1997. Now the residents of Fargo are wondering if 2009 will be added to that
list. The exact location of the flooding can vary, depending on temperatures and the
condition of the ice down river. The 1950 flood caused the most damage in the city of
Winnipeg. In 1997, most of the estimated $3.5 billion in damages was focused in the
Grand Forks area, though several other towns were also evacuated.

There is a flood control system in place on the river. A series of levees and dikes built in
the 1950’s constituted the largest earthmoving project of its time. Although there were
detractors and some derision of the project, it is estimated that the flood control plan
has resulted in savings of tens of billions of dollars.
Today attention is focused on Fargo. As many as 10,000 volunteers have been working
virtually around the clock since Sunday to place sandbags along the river. Students
from North Dakota State University and The University of North Dakota will have a third
day off from classes today to assist in the completion of sandbagging. The two schools,
in Fargo and Grand Forks, have a history of rivalry, but students are working side by
side on a common cause this week. The flooding of 1997 is recent enough to spark
emotions and memories among those who are working the flood lines this year.
Last night the river was flowing at 32 feet - 14 feet above flood stage. In 1997, the river
crested at 39.57 feet, nearing the record of a hundred years earlier when the crest was
41.1 feet. The levees only rise to 38 feet, so anything over that means water where no
one wants it to flow. Of course there are a lot more people, a lot more homes and a lot
more development these days than in 1897. Officials say conditions are right this year
to set a new record - both in the river’s level and in the potential damage.
Today will be a day to watch and wait. In fact it will be a tense week for North Dakota’s
largest city. Nearly 100,000 people call Fargo home and officials say the crest of the
flooding will probably come on Friday or Saturday. And on the Red River, the floods
linger. Once the crest has come, it could be days before the water levels subside
significantly.
While they wait, residents and volunteers from out of the area are filling sandbags. Over
a million sand bags have been filled in a massive effort at the Fargo dome since
Saturday and another million will be filled and in place by the end of the week.
Even the largest of our human efforts are small in comparison with the forces of nature.
We have some ability to divert flood waters, but we cannot control the flooding itself.
Property can be protected in many instances, but the damage will be real. Right now the
extent of the damage is unknown, just as the actual level of water at the crest of the
flood is unknown. It will be a tense week in Fargo, with people thinking and talking about
little else. The municipal courts have suspended trials so that all officers are free to
assist with emergencies. Many other institutions have interrupted or altered their
business to focus on the flood.
The weather can also be a big factor. Additional precipitation anywhere in the river
basin is a concern and colder temperatures can increase the risks of exposure.
At this point there are enough volunteers in the area. Additional people simply create
additional problems at this point. So we will watch and wait from a distance. We’ve good

good communication with our friends in the area and right now it appears that everyone
is safe. There may be a need for volunteers to help with clean up and recovery after the
waters have subsided. Church World Service has moved flood relief kits into the area so
that they will be ready when needed.
The people of Fargo and Grand Forks and Winnipeg and the other towns along the river
are in our prayers this week. They aren’t the only ones who are watching and waiting.
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March 26, 2009 – Changes

Somehow the normal course of life has taken me from being a young pastor to being
one of the “old guard.” I am the second-longest serving pastor in my association and
among the longest-serving pastors in the conference. I get the mailings from the
Pension Boards inviting me to pre-retirement seminars. I am older than the parents of
the youth in our church. The ways in which I have changed have resulted in some
changes in youth ministry. There was a time when my age was between that of the
youth and their parents, when I was an interpreter of youth culture and an advocate for
the youth in the church. These days I am outside of that culture in many ways, and
there are voices who are more effective in advocating for youth and youth ministries
than mine. I haven’t lost my passion for youth and ministries with youth in the church. I
haven’t lost my faith in outdoor ministries and camping programs. I haven’t lost my
vision of youth as leaders in the church. But I have learned that there are times when
other voices need to be heard. I have realized that there are times when I should not
attempt to speak for others, but rather to listen to them. I have discovered techniques
for enabling young people to assume leadership in the church.
But I am not the only one who has changed. The youth who were active in my first
church are in their forties now. They are the parents of teens themselves. A surprising
(and disappointing) number of them are no longer active in their churches. They have
experienced some incredible journeys and more than a few have become community
leaders and quite a few maintain regular contact with me. But many have drifted away
from regular church participation, their lives swallowed up in a host of other events and
activities.

Youth culture has shifted as well. There are plenty of elements that are familiar: energy,
enthusiasm, experimentation, a willingness to listen to different voices and different
music, an exploration of the world beyond the arenas of their parents’ lives, a passion
and energy for change, a genuine concern for one another and energy for outreach to
those who have need. There is a sense of impatience and invulnerability, strength and
passion that are often untested, limits that have not yet been discovered and appetites
that exceed capabilities. But there are also changes in youth culture that surprise me
and sometimes are a cause of concern.
In general, the lives of youth are more heavily programmed than they were a few
decades ago. There are more activities and more opportunities for participation, but
almost all of their time is consumed in activities and events that are planned and led by
adults. There is less free time for the development of their own ideas and activities and
more demands to meet the expectations of adults. The result is what looks, from the
outside, like a decrease in freedom. The range of choices is much wider: there are more
sports, more school activities, more clubs. But the possibilities for genuine leadership by
youth are fewer. They are encouraged to fill offices in structures inherited from previous
generations, assume roles that have been defined by adult leaders, and follow
programs that are led by others.
Youth in today’s world are more tired than we were. It is not that we didn’t have some
late nights - we did. It is not that we weren’t pushed to get up and get going in the
morning - we were. But there is a relentlessness to the schedules endured by most of
the youth in our congregation that moves them from one event to the next with little time
off. I suspect that there is more free time in my schedule than in that of many youth in
our church.
At the beginning of my career, a large part of youth ministry was presence. I made sure
that there were set times and locations where the youth knew that I would be present.
They felt free to drop in and discuss the things that were going on in their lives. Many
youth activities were barely programs. We would sit and talk. I would drop by a local fast
food restaurant and we would share a snack and a few stories. Youth don’t have time to
drop by any more. There has to be a specific program with a precise starting and ending
time in order for them to show up. And the evidence that they are used to being
managed is everywhere. Ask a youth a simple question about her or his schedule and it
is likely that she or he doesn’t know what will be happening a week from today.
Increasingly youth will promise to be present and participate in an activity only to find
out later that they had a previous commitment. In many cases, there is a parent or
another adult who is managing the schedule. In other cases, the youth are so used to
being double-scheduled that they simply make a decision on the spot as to which
activity will garner their attention. Planners of youth programs devise increasingly
severe consequences for missing activities. The motivation to participate comes from

outside of the youth in the form of punishments rather than from inside the youth in the
form of commitment.
Part of this reality is pure sociology. Our nation is aging. Families are smaller. There are
fewer youth in our schools and fewer youth in our communities. Adults have
expectations that the number of programs and events will increase. More programs with
fewer youth means that youth have less of themselves to give to any specific program
or activity. Part of the reality is that the lives of our youth reflect the lives of their parents.
Adults are more busy. Our lives are more programmed with fewer moments of free time.
Citizens of the United States are working more hours and are more over-extended than
at any other time in our history. The majority of our children are raised in households
where all of the adults work outside of the home. Busy parents demand that their
children be busy as well.
I don’t want the world to stay the same. I don’t want the youth of today to grow up in my
culture. The unique moment of history in which I made the transition from childhood to
adult was shaped in part by the unique confluence of the Civil Rights movement and the
Vietnam war. I do not want the lives of the current generation to be shaped by
assignations of leaders, erosion of trust in government, and violence in the streets. I do
not want history to rewind. Today’s youth face wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and wars
continue to consume the lives of young adults. Today’s youth face an uncertain job
market that is in many ways far more challenging than our experience. Each generation
faces its own time in history. Each is shaped by factors that are far larger than an
individual’s experience.
When I pray for the youth of our community, I pray that they will find time for solitude
and silence. I pray that they will discover their own unique vocation and experience
genuine freedom of choice in the direction of their lives. I pray that they will listen to the
voice of God that calls them.
Part of growing older is learning to trust. I now know that the future of today’s youth
does not hinge on my intentions and actions. I now know that I need to trust the
intelligence, creativity, compassion and wisdom of a new generation.
I know that things will not stay the same. Change is inevitable. May I learn graciousness
as I participate in the lives of yet another generation of youth and young adults.
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March 27, 2009 – A Trust

Isaac Watts has been called the father of English Hymnody. He was a prolific writer of
hymns, many of which are in use today. Many contemporary Christians, even if they do
not know his name, are familiar with hymns such as “Joy to the world!” “Jesus shall
reign where’er the sun,” “O God, Our Help in Ages Past,” and “When I survey the
wondrous cross.” It is said that he wrote over 750 hymns. In addition to his hymns, he
was a prolific writer of essays on theological themes.
Isaac Watts lived from 1674 to 1748. He was the son of a very independent thinker. His
father, who also was named Isaac Watts was jailed at least twice for controversial
thoughts. The son received a formal education and became a pastor of a large
independent chapel in London and became involved in the education of pastors. At the
time of his life, Watts was more ecumenical than was common. His interest was in
promoting faith, education and scholarship rather than preaching any particular
doctrine.
Protestants at the time most often sang only the Psalms in worship. John Calvin had
initiated the practice of Psalm singing by creating vernacular translations of the
Psalms. Watts’ hymns were revolutionary for the time in the fact that they were based
not just on Hebrew Scriptures but on the wider experience of Christians and opened the
door to the creation of new poetry. The revolution in hymnody that Watts initiated set of
a flood of new poetry and hymns for the church. His hymns reflect a personal
spirituality that is emotionally captivating to singers centuries after he wrote the words.

Watts was drawn to the independent spirit of American Congregationalists and
developed a special relationship with Yale University, which was founded by
Congregationalists. At his death all of his personal papers and original works were
donated to Yale, which continues to be the primary archive of his work.
A century after Watts’ death, Samuel Worcester, a professor at Amherst College and
pastor of the Tabernacle Church in Salem, Mass., published a collection of hymns of
Isaac Watts. The book was an attempt to collect all of the hymns of Isaac Watts and
give instructions for their singing. It is not a complete collection but contains nearly 400
of Watts’ hymns along with a selection of hymns by others. The book contains no notes,
only text, but includes the names and composers of tunes for the poems. It also
contains translations of the Psalms by Watts, set in meters that make them more easily
sung by users of the English language. Originally printed in 1834, they hymnal went
through several different printings before 1850. The collection is considered to be a
classic and most copies are in the hands of museums and private collectors.
Last night, following our mid-week Lenten service, I went into my office and discovered
a bright silver gift bag. Inside was a copy of the Scottish Psalter from the 1920’s. The
Scottish Psalter has a unique design, with the pages split. The top pages contain the
tunes and the bottom pages the psalms. The tunes and psalms can be selected
independently, so that the same psalm can be sung to many different tunes and the
singer can see both the tune and words at the same time.
Also inside the same bag was a copy of the 1847 printing of Samuel Worcester’s
collection of Isaac Watts’ hymns. I had to force my hands to stop shaking as I paged
through the book looking at the familiar hymns. Here, in my own hands, was an
incredible piece of the history of the hymns we sing in worship each week. The hymnal
was an extremely gracious gift from faithful members of our congregation. And I
recognized immediately that it is not something that I can possess, but rather a trust that
has been placed in my hands to treasure and to pass on to future generations. The
leather-bound book, now more than 160 years old should be preserved, treasured and
passed on.
But it should also be shared. Isaac Watts did not write his hymns to reside in some
carefully hermetically-sealed document storage area of a museum. He wrote his hymns
to inspire faith and teach theology. He believed in the power of education and the value
of careful study and precise use of language to express faith. He understood that the
gifts of God that were recognized by previous generations should be used, sung,
enjoyed and understood in the light of the experience of the current generation.
Isaac Watts’ hymns transcend time. When we sing them, there is no separation
between us and a man who died two centuries before our birth. Our emotions are
engaged and our faith is expressed in a fashion that is timeless.

From all that dwell below the skies
Let the Creator’s praise arise;
Let the Redeemer’s name be sung
Through every land, by every tongue.
It will take careful prayer and discernment to discover the best ways to display, share
and pass on this treasure of song. It is a trust that I do not take lightly.
Deeper than the trust of a particular book that temporarily resides in my study is the
trust that we have received in the hymns of Isaac Watts. An independent and creative
thinker, Watts did not want any generation of Christians to be bound by the dusty
traditions of the past, but to find new ways of expression of faith. His hymns were to be
sung and enjoyed, but also to inspire new generations to write their own hymns. His
love of education and intellectual honesty would have led him to reject hymns that are
theologically inconsistent of spiritually shallow, but he would support the writing of new
hymns for each new generation. Perhaps his hymnal can serve as inspiration and a
reminder that we are called not just to sing the old, old, songs, but also to create new
songs with the same commitment to integrity in the expression of faith that mark his
hymns.
It is a trust worthy of the best of our thoughts.
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March 28, 2009 – Not Quite a Luddite

The term luddite comes from a movement of English textile workers at he beginning of
the industrial revolution who protested changes in the textile movement by engaging in
sabotage of mechanized looms. There is considerable disagreement among historians
as to whether the resistance of the luddites was to the technology of the changes or to
the economics of the changes, but in contemporary usage, the term luddite is used to
refer to someone who resists the use of modern technology. There is often a bit of
derision in the term. I have heard it used, on several occasions to refer to people who
resist the use of computers and even specific aspects of computer technology.
Recently someone used the term, jokingly, to refer to my reluctance to spend much time
on social networking sites, such as facebook. The term doesn’t fit if one compares it to
the historical meaning. I have never destroyed a computer, and I often have been the
first to introduce technological devices to my setting. I carry a laptop computer with me
almost everywhere I go and I use a computer for all of my writing, of which there is a
considerable amount. My cell phone doubles as a personal digital assistant and I keep
all of my calendars and addresses on the Internet and access them through a variety of
different devices, depending on where I am. I have a digital camera and keep about
12,000 images on my computer and about double that amount on my backup hard
drive.
But I have seen a lot of changes in the technology of communication. And I am reluctant
about some of the changes. Susan and I were married during the summer before our
senior year of college. The first five years of our marriage, we were both full-time

students. And for all of that time and for most of our first parish, all of our writing was
done on the Olympia portable typewriter that I had received as a gift from my parents as
I headed off to college. Actually, it was the typewriter that my sister had received a year
earlier. We swapped because I preferred the smaller “pica” type. That typewriter
contributed to two bachelors degrees, two masters, a doctorate and nearly seven years
of sermons.
Our first computer was purchased about eight years into our career as pastors and
there has been a stream of increasingly sophisticated machines in the intervening
years. We helped one church purchase its first computers and another set up its first
network.
Often the technology serves us and the church well. But there have been days of
frustration. When I went to seminary, I never expected that I would become the primary
person responsible for solving computer problems. I do most of the software installation,
make many of the decisions about the purchase of software and hardware, serve as the
network administrator for our church, and am the primary “go to” person in our
organization when things don’t work. And when things don’t work the institution can
grind to a halt. We can’t produce worship bulletins without functioning computers and a
networked printer. Our newsletter appears on the monitors of at least three different
computers before it is distributed. Members can now opt out of the printed version and
read the newsletter online. So when computers aren’t functioning properly it is a crisis
and we set aside other work to get things going.
Regular readers of this blog will notice that it was very late yesterday and it is going to
be late today as well. There is a problem, most likely in our remote server, that has
required us to republish large amounts of the web site. A minor change, such as
updating the blog, requires that we re-post every interconnected element of four
different web sites. This is a time-consuming process and I don’t yet know for sure if the
problem is in my machine or the server. It mimics a problem that occurred at our last
software update. The technical support people were suspicious of my software
installation, but it turned out to be a problem on their end, not mine, They solved it and
life went back to normal. I haven’t even called them this time because the problem is so
similar that I believe that there must be many others experiencing the same situation
and hopefully the problem will be gone in a few days.
In the meantime it is frustrating. I don’t have too many readers, and most of them don’t
read at the same time each day, so there are only a few who notice that the blog isn’t
there when they look for it, but it is a part of my daily routine. Most days the blog is done
and out of my consciousness by 5:30 a.m. and I am on with other activities. Yesterday, I
spent much of the morning checking to see how the process of web publishing was
going. Today has started out with the same frustration. If the problem persists tomorrow
the blog just won’t get posted. It won’t be the first time that there was a suspension in

publishing the blog. I’ll keep writing and one of these days the blog will appear on a
regular basis.
At least I have the sense to walk away from the technical frustrations for worship and, I
hope, for the needs of the people of my church. Technology is neither good nor bad. It
is a tool. And not our primary vocation. I use the computer because a minister is in the
communication business. Communicating with others is an important part of what i do.
My experience has taught me that there will be many more changes in the machines
that we use to communicate.
I still have that portable typewriter. It is still in functioning condition, but the ribbon has
dried out over the years and I have no idea where to find a new ribbon. On the other
hand a Google search for “Olympia typewriter ribbons” revealed over 23,000 sites and
the first ten all claim to be sources for the ribbons. It might not be a problem to continue
using a typewriter as long as one has access to the internet.
As I write this, my publishing attempt has failed again. Sigh . . . it could be another
frustrating day. On the other hand, it could be that I’ll just take the frustrations with the
computer as an excuse to spend less time with the machine today.
Copyright © 2009 by Ted Huffman. I wrote this. If you want to copy it, please ask for permission. thuffman53@mac.com. If you want
to share it with a friend, please direct your friend to my web site.

March 29, 2009 - Paddler’s Dream

Yesterday was another day of frustration with web publishing. I know that the problems
will soon be solved, but the instant information world of the Internet doesn’t exactly lend
it self to patience. A couple of days of disruption is significant. Of course, I haven’t been
spending all of my time just trying to publish my blog. I’ve had plenty of other things to
do and just give the web publishing an attempt from time to time as I go about other
duties and activities.
At some point during the frustration, I changed the photograph on my computer’s
desktop. I change that photo frequently, preferring to select a single photo over setting
up a slide show. The current image is a picture that Susan took of me paddling in the
Bay of Fundy in the summer of 2007. The trip was a wonderful adventure and we have
great memories of the places we went and the things we did.
The little wood strip kayak is the most traveled of my boats. It has been in the ocean off
of the east and west costs of Canada and the United States, in the waters of a couple of
the great lakes, down the Missouri and Yellowstone rivers, and a lot of lakes and
puddles along the way. It isn’t the fastest of my boats, not even the fastest of my
kayaks, but it is very sturdy and easy to transport. I’ve scratched it up on the rocks and
a little sanding and a couple of coats of varnish later it looks pretty good. Over the years
I’ve had a couple of different seats and foot pedal systems in the boat and it remains
easy to repair and modify.

Of course, it isn’t really the boat that makes the adventure. Having a boat is wonderful,
because it grants access to the water. A kayak is a good way to explore the water
because one sits low, right on the surface of the water and the boat is easily
maneuverable and safe and warm to paddle. This particular boat isn’t the right vessel
for stormy weather, but staying close to shore affords the possibility of heading for dry
land when storms arise.
The ice is breaking up in the lakes in the hills, but it isn’t exactly paddling weather right
now. Forecasters are calling for another blizzard to hit our area sometime in the next
twenty-four hours and we can have our share of spring storms for another month.
It is a good time for dreaming.
Susan and I have been planning a trip for this summer. The General Synod of the
United Church of Christ will be held in Grand Rapids, Michigan this year. We’ve decided
that it is a good opportunity to take a couple of weeks of our vacation around Synod to
drive around Lake Superior. Our plan is to drive the southern shore from Duluth to Sault
Ste Marie, before Synod and then return to Sault Ste Marie and drive around the north
shore after the meeting. Because the trip will occur during the height of tourist season,
we will need campground reservations and so have been selecting campgrounds and
making our reservations.
It provides a wonderful diversion from the everyday.
We all need to have a few dreams about the future. At our particular age and stage in
life, planning a trip is just such an adventure. We used to be more able to just take off
and travel as we saw fit. Vacations were sometimes occasions for wandering without
too much set agenda. But with our responsibilities for our parents and work and other
things, we now need to carefully plan our times away from home and make sure that we
have others who can carry some of our responsibilities in order for us to be able to
travel.
What we are discovering is that he planning can be a lot of fun. It gives us a goal
toward which to work and the work of planning provides pleasant interruptions for our
daily activities. Looking at a few web sites, checking the mileage, making note of the
things we want to do and see - each builds our anticipation for the trip.
So if you notice that I’m a bit distracted at times, it’s just a paddler’s dream. One of the
lucky things in my life is that when I wanted my first canoe, I couldn’t afford to buy one.
So I decided to build one. The process of building that first canoe took most of a winter,
and I spent far more time thinking, planning, dreaming and building than I did paddling.
Now, years later, I suppose that the number of hours I have spent building boats is
about equal to the number of hours I have spent paddling them. I have literally gained
double the entertainment and recreation of having purchased boats.

I resisted the urge to get out the kayak to put a fresh coat of varnish on it yesterday. I
know that there is a storm coming and I need the space in the garage for other things
right now. But it won’t be long before I will be checking out equipment and heading to
the lake for a few test paddles to make sure we’re ready for our trip.
In the meantime, I’ve got the picture on my computer as an inspiration for the daily work
that needs to be done right now. I enjoy the work that I do day to day, but it’s fun to
keep a paddler’s dream in the back of my head as the days go by.
May you discover your dreams as well.
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.

March 30, 2009 – Alone on the Water

Row for Hope photograph. www.rowforhope.com.

Paul Ridley is only 25 years old, but he has a few stories to tell. He is only the third
American and the youngest ever to row across the Atlantic ocean. Yes, he rowed. No
sail, no motor, no way to move the boat except his own muscles. And he did it alone. He
was on the ocean alone for eighty-eight days, averaging 12 hours per day of rowing. His
little boat carried all of the food and water that he needed for the crossing. He endured
seasickness, salt sores and more.
But he has done it. He is back on dry land.
He started training about a year ago, rowing up to 10 hours a day, every day. The boat
is a custom built vessel, made just for this journey. It is 19 ft. 4 inches in length with a
beam of 5 ft. 4 inches, and weighs about 400 pounds empty It is ballasted to be selfrighting in heavy seas, and has a solar-powered electrical system to provide for a gps
navigation system, a laptop computer and a satellite phone. Paul and his sister spent
$60,000 of their own savings to pay for the boat. Although he had constant
communications throughout the trip, there was no chase vessel or rescue boat
anywhere near him during the trip.
He named his boat Liv, which is Norwegian for life. Translated in an older norse dialect,
the word can also mean protection or defense.

After a few delays, Paul set off from the Canary Islands on January 1. He landed on the
Island of Antigua yesterday afternoon, having rowed nearly 3,000 miles. It is no small
feat for anyone.
He has crossed the ocean and reached land, but he has not reached his goal. The goal
is to raise $500,000 for cancer research while fulfilling his own dream. He still has to
raise $400,000 to reach his dream. It is hoped that fund-raising can continue through his
web site www.rowforhope.com and through opportunities to speak about his adventure.
Paul and Joy Ridley lost their mother, Katherine, to skin cancer in 2001. It was deepest
kind of grief for the two teens. Paul found that he could work through some of his grief
through the physical activity of rowing. At some point the dream began to form in his
mind. He would combine his love of rowing with his desires to change the world. He
developed a partnership with the Yale Cancer Center to fund cutting-edge cancer
research and Row for Hope was born. The choice of cancer research as the focus of
the fund-raising was simple. The same year that Paul’s mother died from cancer, his
father was diagnosed with Prostrate Cancer, which has been successfully treated. His
father is now cancer-free, but the family has been forever changed by the disease.
There have been more than a few obstacles to overcome. But he has done it. The
reception in Antigua was incredible yesterday. The harbor was swarming with boats and
a really big crowd came out to see the young man who rowed across the Atlantic. His
hands are blistered and his seat was sore, but there was a sense of accomplishment
that will never leave him.
After a few days off to rest and recover, Paul and his sister Joy will be hard a work.
They hope to keep the Row for Hope organization functioning as a support for other
athletes who want to take on big adventures in support of cancer research. “We want to
help people use their big dreams to create big change in the fight against cancer.” A
quote from Hubert Humphrey has been one of the inspirations for Paul as he tackled the
Atlantic alone: “Oh, my friend, it’s not what they take away from you that counts - its
what you do with what you have left.”
Paul and Joy lost a lot when their mother died. What they have done with what they
have left has been truly remarkable. It is an illustration of the power and energy of
youth. But it is also an illustration of the power an energy of a dream. And sometimes, in
this life, we have to be able to dream really big and then work really hard to accomplish
our dreams. When someone asks, “what difference can one person make?” we will all
have the story of Paul’s amazing row to tell.
Skeptic will ask, “Why row across an ocean that has been successfully crossed by so
many in so many different ways?” “Why not just buy a plane ticket and fly across?”
There may be no way to explain Paul’s adventure to those who see the journey only in
terms of transportation. The triumph was hardly a nautical breakthrough. It is, however,

a triumph of the human spirit. One man, alone against the ocean and the weather. One
man overcoming all of the odds. One man taking time out of the normal activities of life
and job to accomplish a really big goal.
And one man did it. He was alone on the water. But he has never been truly alone. His
sister has supported him all of the way. He has a team of people who have been
inspired by his dream and who have invested in its success. The celebration in Antigua
last night was the expression of the joy of a whole community of people.
And for those of us who take to the water in tiny boats with oars and paddles, Paul
Ridley is an inspiration. You don’t have to have the biggest, most powerful, most
expensive boat in the world in order to travel across the water. A big dream, careful
planning, attention to detail, and preparation for survival can take a person a long way.
In Paul’s case, nearly 3,000 miles across the sea.
Congratulations Paul! May you continue to dream big. An may your dreams continue to
inspire others!
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March 31, 2009 – Digging Out

Well, it appears that the snow is letting up and that our second spring blizzard is now
mostly over. It is hard to compare, but it seems like we had less wind and a bit more
snow than a week ago. The county plows are already out on the roads and it won’t be
long before the neighborhood is full of snowblowers and 4-wheelers plowing out
driveways. It doesn’t take us long to get back to normal, which is a good thing because
the forecast calls for more snow by the end of the week. Folks are a bit weary of the
snow, but reluctant to complain. The years of drought are too recent and the memories
of dry times too fresh for us to complain. We’ve been praying for a wet spring and now
we have one.
And it is easy to find folks who have more severe weather challenges than ours.
Although the flood waters are receding in Fargo, they are getting hammered by a spring
blizzard and the additional snow in the floodplain means that the river will be even
slower to go down and the sandbags will become even more saturated and there will be
additional problems.
The snowfall has been even greater in the northern hills where snow loads are getting
significant. Although most buildings are designed to take the snow, there are always a
few problems that arise when the snow is especially heavy.
So, all in all, we don’t have it too bad.

Probably the biggest issue around here has to do with the things that get delayed
because of the weather. Area schools have had a lot of snow days. Rapid City schools
are scheduled to go through June 10, now - a very late date in tourist country. Our office
will need to get out a newsletter and prepare for Palm Sunday and holy week with a
week that is at least a day shorter because of the snowfall. The work that needs to be
done remains the same, there is just less time to get it done. And we’re still up in the air
about some of the activities at the church. There is a meeting scheduled for this week
that was rescheduled last week due to the blizzard. If we don’t hold it this evening, it is
hard to tell when we will get around to having the meeting.
The weather creates additional problems for folk who live on area ranches. There are
still a few places that are calving and this weather can be lethal to newborn calves.
Ranchers need to get out regardless of the weather to get feed to the animals and to
check on those ready to have their calves. The more remote the ranch, the longer it
takes for the county snowplows to reach their roads. Equipment is more likely to
experience breakdowns and other maintenance problems with the heavy snow.
Event though we grumble a bit and keep hoping that the next storm will come as rain
instead of snow, there is a part of us that enjoys a snow day. We could have gotten out
most of yesterday, but we stayed home in part because we didn’t have anything that
couldn’t be delayed and we had plenty of work to do here at home. The date of Easter
this year comes very close to the deadline for filing income tax returns, so the work load
in our personal lives is rising at the same time as the work load at the church is rising. I
got a lot of our financial records organized yesterday by having an uninterrupted day at
home. I probably wouldn’t have had such a focused day of work had I been able to get
out, run errands and the like. When you live ten miles from town, just a trip to town can
take up quite a bit of time.
Things will be slow getting going this morning. With a tender back, I need to be careful. I
can walk behind my snow blower, but I’m not up to lifting snow with a shovel quite yet.
Fortunately there are plenty of people to help and we’ll have things cleared soon
enough. And some of the snow will be left to melt.
Just before last week’s storm, I got out and seeded an area of ground in our yard where
we had some dirt work done last fall. My timing should be great. The snow will keep the
ground moist as the temperatures rise and the seeds should germinate as soon as we
get a few sunny days. That is one of the joys of spring blizzards. The melting begins
almost as soon as the snowfall ends. Temperatures really aren’t all that cold and a little
sunshine will have the snow turning liquid quickly. The process of snowing and melting
releases the moisture at rates that allow the earth to absorb the water. It is good for the
health of the forest and good for the renewal of the reservoirs. Most of our area
reservoirs will be filled to capacity sometime this spring. And the recovery of the bigger
water systems, such as the Missouri reservoirs is occurring as well.

We’re doing just fine and we’ll be out and about today with a minimum of disruption. It
probably isn’t the last blizzard of the spring, but we can hope. So be careful out there.
The roads and walks are slippery and we don’t want anyone to get hurt. And if you end
up feeling a bit wet and chilly, come in and warm up, but try to remember the feeling.
Sometime in the middle of August, the memory of a spring blizzard will seem inviting.
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