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May 1, 2009 – Pandemic 
 

 
Poster from the National Library of Medicine. www.nlm.nih.gov 
 
A friend asked me yesterday if I was still going to make a trip planned for next week. 
The trip is for a writers’ conference to be held in Arizona. I am excited about the 
conference and the work that we will be doing together over the next months and years 
as we develop new teaching and learning materials for the church.  
 
I have paid some attention to the news of the outbreak of flu that has now claimed over 
300 lives worldwide. I know that it appears that the current strain started in Mexico, 
where there have been the most cases, that it is easily communicated between people, 
and that the virus has spread around the world. I have read of the responses of health 
officials in several countries and I know about the five day ban on public activity in 
Mexico.  
 



But it had never occurred to me to cancel my trip. I hadn’t thought of it until my friend 
asked the question. Maybe my reaction isn’t what it should be, but I am not afraid of the 
flu. 
 
There are more than a few fear mongers out there. Someone who was touted as a 
financial expert was being interviewed on the radio and warning listeners to make sure 
that their homes were stocked up with groceries, that they had a reserve of cash, and 
were prepared for a temporary shutdown of all business in the United States. This 
person also recommended that listeners cancel trips, stay away from public gatherings, 
and avoid unnecessary contact with others. It sounded like that person had written a 
really good script for Y2K and since those fears were proven false, had kept the script 
for the next time when some level of public panic might be incited. 
 
I confess that I am reluctant to put any stock in the advice of financial experts. I received 
my quarterly pension statement yesterday. The advice of experts has not provided any 
security in the investment market. Perhaps they have turned to giving advice on how to 
weather a virus that is spreading rapidly in order to draw attention to the advice they 
gave us about planning for our retirement.  
 
Our church will be open for business on Sunday. And each successive Sunday as well. 
If the flu outbreak becomes severe in our community, we will continue to worship God. 
And if the ATM machines and credit cards stop working because everybody is too sick 
to go to work the church will survive.  
 
I don’t mean to take illness lightly. But I have no intention of living in fear.  
 
Maybe it comes from having been born at the height of a worldwide epidemic. The peak 
in the number of polio cases in the United States occurred in my birth year. A couple of 
years after I was born the Salk vaccine became available. A little later, the Sabin oral 
vaccine was widely distributed. I remember taking the oral medication. I don’t remember 
much trauma. I have seen the pictures of children in iron lungs and I have had several 
friends who have varying degrees of mobility disorders due to the disease. But I haven’t 
lived in fear.  
 
Of course, I am not in the group most vulnerable to the flu. The biggest risk of my 
getting the flu is that I might unknowingly share the virus with one of the many elders I 
visit every week. I’ve had the flu before. And I am in general good health and less likely 
to develop pneumonia or other more serious complications.  I am sure to get a shot of 
flu vaccine every October because I am busy and don’t want to have to lose work to 
being sick and because I don’t want to be the carrier of an illness to the people with 
whom I work.  
 
But I don’t let the fear of “worst case scenarios” dictate my life. I’ll listen to the news 
from health officials. And I’ll follow the common sense procedures that we have been 



taught: careful and frequent handwashing, the use of alcohol-based hand santizers 
before and after greeting people, covering every cough and staying home if I develop 
symptoms.  
 
I wasn’t raised in fear, but I was taught to wash my hands before every meal. I have no 
problem with common sense.  
 
As far as I know, my trip will proceed as planned. The meetings are being held in a 
Benedictine Retreat Center. A monastery seems like a pretty safe place for prayerful 
work. And the work in which we are engaged will continue long after this current scare 
has passed. 
 
And I wish you health. Wash your hands. Cover your face if you cough or sneeze. Go to 
bed if you feel sick. Seek medical treatment if symptoms get worse or persist. But don’t 
let fear dominate your life or dictate your decisions. We’re all in this together. And we 
will take care of each other.  
 
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. 
  



May 2, 2009 – Walk into the Light 
 

 
 
It has become a tradition for me to join with friends for a little walk in early May and 
today is the day. We’ll start at Old Storybook Island and walk to the end of the paved 
walkway past Cleghorn Canyon Fish Hatchery, then turn around and walk back. It isn’t 
much distance for walking, but each step helps our community bring an important issue 
to light. 
 
Every year in the United States, more than 32,000 people die of suicide. It is estimated 
that close to one million persons make a suicide attempt each year. Here in South 
Dakota, our incidence of suicide is higher than national averages, meaning that people 
are more likely to die of suicide here than in other parts of the country. As a member of 
the Pennington County LOSS (Local Outreach to Survivors of Suicide) I am too 
frequently called to provide information, referral and resources to a family who has just 
learned that they have lost a loved one to suicide.  
 
But I do not walk because of statistics. While I am mindful of those who have died and 
of the simple fact that their number is too large, I walk because I believe in prevention. 
Education and public awareness can help to prevent premature death by suicide. For 
too many years the social stigma attached with psychological disorders, including 
severe depression, has kept us from speaking of those who suffer. Many victims of 
depression suffer in isolation and silence because they do not know how common their 
condition is. While some diseases such as cancer, diabetes and heart disease receive 
publicity and prompt the community to rally with fund-raisers and support for victims and 
their families, depression often results in a lack of attention and isolation from support 



systems. Brain diseases are organic diseases as surely as the diseases that affect 
other organ systems. And depression is all to frequently fatal with dire consequences for 
family members who are left behind. Educating the public about brain disorders, their 
symptoms and treatment might help to break through the wall of stigma and allow more 
people to receive the treatment they need and deserve. 
 
With teens, who often lack impulse control, delaying a suicide can be preventing a 
suicide. Time can provide an opportunity for significant changes in brain chemistry and 
thought patterns. Time can provide alternative solutions to problems that seem 
overwhelming.  
 
Our local walk is a fund-raising event for the Front Porch Coalition, a group of 
individuals and agencies in our community who work to prevent suicide.  Fund raising is 
important. The Front Porch Coalition has a part-time community services director and 
faces funding challenges every year. With the economy tightening and grant funding 
cut, the support of individuals in the community is even more critical. I understand the 
need for fund raising, but I do not walk to raise funds. Susan and I try to be as generous 
as we are able, and I ask a few family members to make donations, but I do not raise 
much money. I feel that it is wrong for me to solicit pledges in the church that I serve. 
My position as pastor creates an unfair pressure on potential donors. And I am not the 
world’s best at asking others to donate, even when I believe deeply in the cause.  So we 
put a few dollars in the kitty, but we would do that even if I didn’t walk.  
 
I walk in part for the indulgence of my memory. Over my lifetime there have been too 
many deaths. I go through the list and always have the same questions. Why? What 
could I have done to prevent this? Why didn’t I see it coming? A few miles of walking 
allows me to focus on the memories of brilliant, creative, loving, giving people with 
whom I shared this life and whose lives were cut short too soon. I have pledged to 
never forget these people. And walking is an opportunity to remember.  
 
But mostly I walk in solidarity with the other walkers. We are survivors. We have faced 
the worst grief imaginable and we continue to stand upright. On a day when our 
community clearly identifies those whose lives have been affected by suicide, I choose 
to stand with that group of people. We choose to defy the stigma. We choose to be 
public with our grief and with our quest for more effective treatment for those who suffer 
from brain diseases. We choose to walk in the hopes that public awareness might 
prevent at least one death. We choose to walk because we can never forget. We 
choose to walk because we believe in each other. We choose to walk because grief can 
be survived and hope is possible. We choose to walk because death is not the end. 
 
There is a simple song that I sing to myself as we walk. I know the words in Swahili. Sia 
Humba is a traditional African song, born in the struggle for human dignity and freedom 
in countries that have known deep oppression. I know the words in Spanish as well. The 
struggles of Central America have made those countries appropriate places for people 



to remind themselves of the call to walk in the light. And I know the words in English. 
“We are marching in the light of God.”  
 
There is still much darkness in this world. 
 
But we choose to walk in the light.  
 
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. 
 
  



May 3, 2009 – Pine Needles 
 

 
 
Having grown up amongst cottonwood trees and lived in homes with deciduous trees for 
most of my life, when we took at look at our present home, I had a delicious thought: 
“Cool!  All the trees are pine trees - not a single leave to rake!” It is not that I mind raking 
leaves, exactly. It just isn’t one of my favorite jobs. I don’t know why. It may be because 
most years it ends up being a solitary task. When Susan and the kids used to help rake 
leaves, I enjoyed it. But it didn’t always work in our schedules for us to be available to 
rake at the same time. Maybe I don’t like it because it is a dusty, dirty job. But that 
doesn’t quite make sense. I get involved in all sorts of other dirty jobs and don’t mind 
them at all.  
 
Whatever the reason, I had this brief fantasy about a home in the pine forest where I 
wouldn’t have to rake leaves. It lasted only until I actually moved into this 
house.  Leaves are easier to rake than pine needles. And a few ponderosa pines can 
produce a lot of needles. These days I haul a minimum of two very full pickup loads of 
needles off of our yard each year.  And you can’t just let pine needles lie on the ground 
if you want to have a lawn. They are so acidic that they will kill the grass. Similarly, they 
can’t be just added to the compost pile, because they are too acidic all by themselves. 
The only way for us to compost the pine needles that our trees produce on our own 
property would be to collect all of our grass clippings and probably haul in some 
additional organic material from other places. Since our city has a yard waste recycling 
program and the needles can be composed as part of the city program, I end up hauling 
them there. That means I get to use the fork to pitch the needles twice: first into the 
pickup and then from the pickup into the yard waste dumpster.  



 
It is simple yard work. Every home owner gets involved in yard work. It isn’t that bad. I 
can’t explain why I procrastinate and complain about a few pine needles so much. But I 
do. So yesterday I raked, loaded hauled and delivered a load of pine needles from our 
yard. I still have more to get. The gutters need to be cleaned and I have an out-of-
control pine shrub near our post light in the front yard that is in need of trimming each 
spring. So there is at least another trip to the yard waste container yet to be done.  
 
But it feels good to have delivered the first of the spring loads. Yes, unlike deciduous 
trees, pine trees produce a load of needles in the fall. After I rake them, there is another 
load by spring. Not all of the pine needles let loose at once. It takes a good snowfall to 
get the trees stripped of the old needles. And I’ve never been tempted to rake the 
needles in the middle of the winter during the snow. 
 
Of course the extravagance of needles is just one more sign of God’s bounty. Through 
the incredible processes of plant biology the trees in our yard succeed in producing 
oxygen at the same time as they grow and stay green to keep our yard beautiful. They 
provide shelter for the birds, homes for the squirrels, and shade for our house. They 
smell wonderful each time it rains and shower us with pollen each spring. They produce 
barrels and barrels of pine cones each year. If I didn’t mow my yard, it would soon be 
full of new trees planted from the cones of the existing trees. Left to its own devices, our 
yard would revert to a thicker stand of trees all on its own. The new little trees actually 
prefer the acidic soil, so leaving the pine needles on the ground provides rich soil for 
new trees to start. It is only my desire for a particular look in my lawn that requires that I 
rake the pine needles.  Actually, raking the needles also helps to keep the green space 
around my home that is essential for adequate fire protection. Were I to allow the fuels 
to build up in my yard as they do in the forest, the next fire that came along might just 
decide to take my house along with the dead needles and grasses.  
 
But the quantity of needles is truly impressive. Nature is not one to short change in any 
department. Exuberant abundance is the rule of the day in the natural world.  
 
Today will be a day of separation from the natural world for me.  I board an airplane at 6 
a.m. to travel to Phoenix and from the Phoenix airport I’ll ride a shuttle van to a 
monastery where I’ll spend the next four days. There may be a few opportunities to go 
outside and walk on the monastery grounds, but we need to remain very focused on our 
work in order to be wise stewards of the funds that the church is investing in our project. 
We have a lot of work to accomplish in the next six months and it has to be well-
coordinated. Although we have some sophisticated Internet tools to assist us, I have 
twelve writers whose material needs to be consistent and ready and this is our only 
face-to-face meeting.  
 
But I am an early riser and I usually am able to get by on a bit less sleep than some of 
my colleagues. This might give me a chance to step out and breathe fresh air from time 



to time. And we may find that taking a short walk together will make us more efficient as 
we tackle the work of the next few days.  
 
And if that doesn’t work, I’ll have the memory of raking pine needles yesterday to 
remind me of the joys of the outdoors that surround me in my everyday life.  
 
And the best part of raking pine needles is the feeling that you have when the job is 
done.  
 
Maybe next week I’ll get around to planting a few things in the garden.  
 
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. 
  



May 4, 2009 – Not South Dakota 

 
A few minutes for a quick walk yesterday and the obvious presented itself.  This place is 
in so many ways not like the place where I live. The Franciscan Retreat Center is on the 
northern edge of Scottsdale, Arizona. It is obvious that this a a desert climate. The 
vegetation is so different from home. The retreat center grounds are landscaped and 
filled with cactus and other plants that are strange to my eye. There are palm trees that 
reach to the sky with just a little green at he very top. You’d think that in the desert a 
tree that big might have a bit more shade. It is very beautiful.  
 
The temperatures also indicate that I’m not at home. The high was in the low eighties 
yesterday - enough to feel quite warm to this kid from the north. And this is early spring 
around here. The temperatures get much higher once things really warm up.  
 
At home I have the basic survival skills. Were I to have to spend the night in the hills, I 
know how to build a shelter. I know how to keep danger at bay.  Here I am not so sure. 
Which of the lizards are edible and which are dangerous? Could I catch one in the first 
place?  Rattlesnakes I know, but does it ever get cold enough around her to make them 
lethargic like happens at home? And there are lots of different insects, some of which 
pack a painful bite. 
 
And I know nothing about finding water in such a place.  
 
But I could learn the things that one need to survive around here. Like any other place, 
you learn to seek out the people who have the skills and get them to teach. 
 
There are other ways that these few days are quite different than being at home.  



 
The church gathered in this place is no less committed or real than the church at home. 
Our worship yesterday included communion just like the church at home. The words of 
the liturgy were familiar and the faith of the people is genuine. But in some ways we are 
the church gathered for a unique moment. We all have home churches back in a lot of 
different places. And our home places are varied and diverse. Chicago, Alberta, 
Washington DC, Minneapolis, rural New Hampshire, rural Iowa, California and more. 
There is one writer who lives in this area and even a guy from South Dakota. (That 
would be me.) And we have come together for a common purpose to work for the future 
of the church on a single project. 
 
This isn’t my first big curricula project. I’ve heard the rhetoric about doing something 
new and important before. I’ve heard people talk about how this project is truly new, “on 
the cusp,” and “cutting edge.” And each project has had a feel to it that made me 
believe those things. But I have also seen and participated in what will probably be the 
denomination’s last major in-house print-based curriculum. In a way what we did those 
years ago was more of a signal of the past than of the future.  
 
We do things differently now. These new resources will be collaboratively produced with 
extensive use of the Internet. And they will be distributed over the Internet. In a way it is 
hard to think of The Pilgrim Press - the nation’s oldest continuously running printing 
house - engaged in a venture that will not involve much printing at all. Do you still call 
such a venture  a “press” or does the institution finally need a new name? 
 
We are a new community, brought together in part because of our skills and 
experiences. And w are engaged in a new venture, whose outcome is yet to be seen. 
Even so, we are also the church - constituted in this time and place for the purpose of 
worship and mission.  
 
And there is much that I recognize in this gathering. There are the kind of people who 
are doers - eager to get on with the task and not so eager about all the meetings. They 
are here because they believe in service. They tolerate the meetings because they are 
a way to engage in the mission. There are the intellects, who are concerned with 
consistency of ideas and who are both quick to criticize and intensely loyal of ideas. 
They are reading the documents - though at this meeting their faces are buried in their 
laptops, not in stacks of printed pages. There are comedians and clowns who make us 
laugh and are good at being the center of attention. There are quiet servants who don’t 
say too many words, but upon whom you know we will be dependent as the project 
goes forward. There are people who are led by their emotions and whose passion gives 
energy to the room and can sometimes lead us in directions we did not think we wanted 
to go.  
 



And there are more. And the particular ones in this gathering of Christ’s’ church are not 
the same ones that we have at home. And yet I’ve had enough years in this wondrous 
church to feel quite at home here.  
 
The issue is not that I have one church here and one at home. The issue is that these 
people here desperately need to be made aware of the church at home. If we fail to 
make the connections to local congregations and our need to serve them, we will fall 
short of our calling. And the church at home needs to be made aware of the church in 
this setting. We are not alone. We belong to a church that is much bigger than the 
gathering at 1200 Clark Street in Rapid City. We need to know that others care. And 
that we have much to offer to a world in need of the good news we experience. 
 
My job is to make the connections.  
 
Here in Arizona, I advocate for local churches like the one I serve at home. Here I sing 
the praises of a dedicated group of people who serve God at the place where the 
sidewalk ends - the home of not only that huge white outdoor cross, but also the biggest 
woodpile in town. Here I speak of the struggles of rural and isolated congregations in a 
state with a big geography and many miles between churches. 
 
At home, I tell the story of the church in its national and international settings. I report on 
the work that we are doing. I remind people of the connections. I explain where mission 
dollars go and what work they do. 
 
For a few days I need to be fully present to this process and these people. But I can and 
will never forget the people I serve at home. And when I return home I can and never 
will forget the task that this team of people share to do the work of the church.  
 
In the first curriculum project in which I participated, one of the things that motivated me 
was the anticipation of seeing an actual book with a glossy cover and my name on the 
inside with the word “writer” next to it. Never mind the fact that those books have largely 
been recycled by the congregations that bought them. I kept a copy, to be sure, but is a 
fleeting treasure. This project will be even more fleeting in terms of my ego. My name 
may appear as one of a team of contributors, collaborators, writers and editors 
somewhere on a web site. It is unlikely to have more interest and impact to those who 
use the resources than the little copyright byline on the bottom of my blog pages. The 
truth is that it isn’t about me. It is about the church. If we succeed in serving than our 
names don’t matter much at all. If we are forgotten, our work will not have been in vain.  
 
But perhaps I can be a bridge between two different settings of the church and through 
my skills as a communicator those two settings might grow in appreciation for and love 
of each other. I’m not in South Dakota, but I won’t forget where my home is. 
 
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.  



May 5, 2009 – Desert Blooms 
 

 
 
One of the things about spending time in a place that is unfamiliar is that is is constantly 
full of surprises. I had checked out the forecasts on various weather web sites, so I 
knew that I was coming to a place where the daytime highs would exceed 100 degrees 
even in May. And I knew that the countryside would be dry. This isn’t my first trip to 
Arizona, but it is still a place where I have little experience. 
 
What I wasn’t expecting on this trip was all of the color. This place is definitely not 
monochromatic right now. The trees are a riot of color. There are more kinds of 
blooming trees than most places that I have lived.  Red, purple and yellow seem to be 
the preferred colors for blooming trees and there are plenty of blossoms so that the 
trees appear to be exploding in color.  
 
The cactus plants seem to prefer subtler colors. Though like some of the trees, some 
cactus tend towards yellow, pastels are more the norm. Pink blossoms top many of the 
spiny plants. I think that the timing of our visit is fortuitous. In a place where the 
temperature is almost always above freezing and the soil temperatures remain warm 
year round, the cycles of growth and dormancy are triggered more by seasonal changes 
in precipitation. The average annual rainfall in this part of the world is about the same as 
fell on the hills in a four-hour period causing the 1972 flood in Rapid City.  
 
I am told that about half of the rain that falls on this place comes during the summer in 
the form of big thunderstorms.  At that time, the carrying capacity of the land is not great 
and there are lots of streams, rivers and torrents in places that are normally dry.  The 



other half of the rainfall comes during the winter, such as it is, with gentle rain and 
sometimes overcast days.   
 
Even though there has not been a huge quantity of rain, our visit, coming at the end of 
the winter’s precipitation, works just right for the desert to show of its blossoms.  
 
Even the blossoms of these plants have to be tough. They grow right at the top and 
boldly dare the hot sun to scorch them.  
 
The room where I am staying has a tile roof, walls of thick adobe, and windows on the 
east and west sides so a breeze could blow through if there ever was a breeze. A 
ceiling fan keeps the air stirred. Sleeping with all of the windows wide open it sounds as 
if the coyotes have us surrounded when they start to sing. A voice comes from one 
place and another answers from the other side. They probably aren’t as close as they 
sound, but certainly they are closer than our usual coyote song at home.  
 
Just before time for me to get out of bed, the Gambel quail start to stir. I’m not good at 
describing sounds, but it seems to me to be about half way between a chicken and a 
pigeon. They don’t really crow, but their sound has more syllables and more notes than 
an owl or a morning dove. 
 
I didn’t expect color and sound to be the primary messengers of nature’s beauty. I’m not 
sure what I expected, but I suppose that the feeling of sunburn on my skin was 
somewhere in my anticipation prior to the trip. This is a place for sunscreen, but it is no 
hotter than the Dakota prairie in July and this time of the year things cool down at night 
just like at home.  
 
It is a good setting for our meetings. The days are long and full and I need to work to 
stay focused on what others are saying and how they are participating in the process. I 
need to be ready to facilitate a session and then switch roles and become a recorder of 
the ideas we are sharing. So my glimpses of the setting of our meeting come in small 
doses - a few minutes to walk in the morning and an occasional break between 
meetings. Most of my breaks are filled with conversations that are relevant to our 
project.  
 
Yesterday the only time I got out my camera was before breakfast, so the picture in this 
blog and those from which it was selected are nearly 24 hours old. But they are 
wonderful souvenirs of this trip. I will long remember the people who are shaping this 
experience. And I am obtaining six months of relatively intense work so there is no 
chance of forgetting the reason for this gathering. But the photographs will remind me 
that we are meeting in a place of incredible beauty. God is not constrained by the walls 
of the meeting rooms or the wakefulness of my colleagues. God is continually creating 
and surrounding us with new beauty.  
 



We ignore this beauty at our own peril. Today I pray for the ability to look even more 
closely and see even more clearly the glory of this place. 
 
May the beauty that surrounds you be something that you cannot ignore. 
 
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. 
  



May 6, 2009 – Homeward Bound 
 

 
 
There is still much work to accomplish today. Our meetings go into the mid afternoon. 
But I am already saying good-bye to this place. I’ll have my things packed into my 
suitcase soon. At the retreat center, we put fresh sheets on the beds after our last night, 
and before long, I’ll have turned in my key.  I haven’t been here that long, really. Just 
three nights. Things are comfortable here, but it isn’t home. But the time in this place 
has been important. Some tasks require focus.  Despite all of the talk about multi-
tasking, the truth is that I work best when I do one thing at a time. Here I am with a 
group of people who have all reserved a significant block of time to accomplish a 
significant task. 
 
I know that when I return home, I will return to the world of everyday demands and a job 
that is often pulling me in many different directions. It isn’t practical for me to expect to 
be able to work uninterrupted for large blocks of time. And my sense of the order of 
tasks needs to be flexible because my jobs involve other people who have lives and 
schedules of their own. 
 
There may be some things that can be learned from the ways we have been 
collaborating at this conference. Thinking in terms of similar circles of collaboration to 
accomplish the work of the church may be helpful. I often find that time away provides a 
fresh perspective when I return to my home setting.  
 



Right now, I am feeling very tired. The days have been long and very full. And the work 
that lies ahead is significant. I have had to be available to a circle of people who have 
lots of questions and who deserve support so that they can do their work. And so I have 
tended to relegate my personal space to the edges of the days, rising early and staying 
up late.  I long for home and for rest. 
 
But, of course, home has its own demands and rest is sometimes elusive.  
 
The challenge is to maintain life in the present even when anticipating the future. I am 
ready to go home. I am homeward bound. But I am not yet home. And I need to find the 
joy and beauty and wonder of the place that I am. I even need to find the gifts of the 
time of transition.  
 
So I will pack with care this morning. As I place each item into the suitcase, I will allow 
myself to think of home and those I love in that place. And then I will place my suitcase 
in the corner of the room and turn my attention to the thoughts and demands of this 
place. I know that later in the day my suitcase will be my companion as I travel to the 
airport and board the plane for home.  
 
And I will take a few minutes for one more walk around this wonderful place. There is 
much beauty in this place that I have not yet discovered. And I am indeed fortunate to 
live in a time when travel is comparatively easy. To awake in Arizona and got to sleep in 
South Dakota requires travel at a pace that we take for granted but would have been 
impossible for most of the people who have lived on this earth.  
 
As I walk I will be thinking about many people. My community continues to grow. For the 
next six months, a dozen writers living in a dozen different places will be on my mind. I 
will have the responsibility and the joy of receiving their work and editing it into the form 
for its publication to the churches. While I pray for these writers, we must also continue 
to be connected to the churches and not forget those we are called to serve. If we do 
our work at too large a distance, we will fail to produce the resources that real churches 
really need. Like so many other things in life there is a balance that must be 
maintained.  
 
The birds have been up for some time. They are most active when the temperatures are 
cool at the edge of the day. I hear their calls through the open windows and know that a 
new day has begun. May I live in such a way that I appreciate and add to the beauty. 
 
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. 
  



May 7, 2009 – No Longer Ted 
 

 
 
My flight from Phoenix to Denver yesterday afternoon brought a reminder of a short-
lived adventure in aviation.  The relatively new Airbus A-320 airliner on which we flew 
had the new blue and white United colors on the outside and United’s new first class 
and business class plus seating arrangement. But there were orange stripes on the 
overhead cargo bins and the bulkheads in the airplane all had my name on them. There 
are at least 25 such airplanes in the United Airlines fleet these days, all about five years 
old, and all having replaced older and less fuel-efficient Boeing 737 aircraft in the United 
fleet. 
 
Even though the aircraft are new, they are all sporting fresh paint on the outside. There 
was a time when my name, Ted, was boldly painted on the outside as well. Ted airlines 
was announced in November of 2003 and the first flights of the airline were in February 
of 2004. It was to be a new kind of budget airline, modeled after the success of 
Southwest Airlines and the new Frontier Airlines.  
 
Ted airlines flew out of the Denver hub to popular destination cities. The airlines were 
originally fitted with all of the seating being the same. And the plan was to develop a 
fleet of aircraft that were all the same type of plane, thus reducing maintenance costs. 
Ted never was an independent airline. It’s flights were all flown under United’s 
certificates and licenses by crew under United’s existing union contracts. 
 
The experiment did not work for United. Rapidly rising fuel costs forced all airlines to cut 
back and the costs associated with maintaining two brands, two sets of advertising, two 



fare schedules and the like provided an opportunity for United Airlines to cut costs by 
eliminating the Ted brand. 
 
Ted is no more as an airline. The airplanes are no longer Ted. Which is not to say Ted 
is dead. In fact I am quite healthy and very much alive. And there are a number of 
airplanes in the United Airlines fleet that still have my name written in interesting places 
around the cabin interior. 
 
It is interesting to note the changes. The plan of Ted airlines was to provide reasonably 
priced travel for passengers without distinctions between classes. Everybody had the 
same amount of room for their legs and feet. Everybody had the same amount of space 
in the overhead cargo bins. Everybody paid a similar price for their tickets.  
 
The sense of equality was the first thing that changed after the airplanes were repainted 
on the exterior.  Being some of the newest aircraft in the United Fleet meant that the 
former Ted airplanes were good candidates for a three-tiered seating arrangement with 
relatively small first-class compartments and business class seating with the same 
seats as economy, but more leg room.  The extra leg room in business class was 
created at the expense of economy class, where the seats were rearranged with less 
room between rows.  Passengers in economy class pay about the same fare was was 
the case on the old airline and get less space. And everyone is asked, upon check-in, if 
they would like to upgrade to a higher class by paying an additional fee on the spot with 
their credit card.   
 
United also makes a big deal of displaying the class distinctions in the boarding area, 
seating the first class and business class compartments first and making those in 
economy wait until the others are settled. 
 
I guess it works for the airline. But I won’t be flying in any of those seats with the extra 
room and the preferred treatment in the boarding area. When I travel, the luxury is in the 
speed of transport. Every seat in the airline gets to the destination at the same time. 
Those of us with less leg room at the back of the plane aren’t really suffering. We just 
pay less. We have no need for status or special privilege. 
 
But I get a special perk each time I fly on one of those airplanes.  It has my name on 
it.  Even though the brand didn’t work out and United has gone back to using the entire 
name on the outside of the airplanes, Ted survives on the bulkheads of the airplanes. 
And it will be several years before it is cost effective to re-decorate the cabin interiors 
and cover up the name. 
 
The airline is no longer Ted, but I am still around. I occasionally fly on United Airlines, 
but have no particular brand loyalty. Most of my flying is paid for by the church and I try 
to get them the best value for the money on each trip. And as much as I enjoy airplanes, 
they are not the focus of my traveling these days. More important is the work of the 



church that brings people together from different places to collaborate on shared 
mission and ministry.  
 
And that mission and ministry is never about one person only. Each of us who 
participate are, in some sense, working ourselves out of a job. I try to do our work in 
such a way that  one day the work can continue without being dependent on me. It 
never was about me in the first place. Every project in which I share will have the same 
future as the airline. The day will come when it is no longer Ted. 
 
Chances are, however, that the memory and the name will linger a bit even after Ted is 
gone. 
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May 8, 2009 – Picking Up Supplies 
 

 
 
Part of my parents’ farm machinery business was an inventory of general farm and 
ranch supplies. And one of my first jobs for which I was paid was sweeping the feed 
warehouse. We were talking last night, and I can’t remember all of the details, but I 
believe that my starting salary was one dollar to sweep the warehouse.  It needed to be 
done at least once a week, and I usually tackled the chore on Saturday. We used a 
coarse push broom and an aluminum grain scoop for a dustpan. 
 
The smell of the feed warehouse was pleasant to me, but also distinctive.  I used to get 
that smell when I stopped by Abys Feed and Seed to get salt for the water softener or 
food for the cats. But Abys has moved and there is a coffee shop where the offices used 
to be located. 
 
There is still one store in town that has that same smell. Runnings Supply sells a wide 
range of products that are similar to the things we sold at Big Timber Farm Supply. They 
have feed and animal medicines, tack and tarps, garden tools and shop tools, seed and, 
this time of the year, a lot of live chicks. They’ve got different varieties of chickens, 
ducks, geese and turkeys all in stock tanks with warming lights over the top. This time of 
the year a familiar sound is added to the familiar smell. 
 
They also stock gates and wire stretchers and posts and wire. They’ve got trailers and 
lawn mowers and post hole diggers and blades. There are chainsaws and splitters. But 
they also sell kids toys - the tough steel ones that look like real tractors and construction 



machines. They’ve got jeans and coveralls and jackets and sweatshirts. And there is a 
lot more. 
 
For months there have been rumors that the store has been looking for a bigger building 
and now it appears that they are in the process of making a deal to buy the old Target 
store in the mall. I understand their need for more space, though they have a lot of 
inventory that can be contained by a fence and doesn’t need to be under a roof.  But I 
can’t imagine such a store moving to the mall. The article in the newspaper says that 
they will have to undergo air quality tests. 
 
I’m all in favor of air quality, but I’d be willing to lay odds that if the store moves to the 
mall they’ll be leaving the smell behind. 
 
Now I’m not much of a mall shopper. I avoid the place as much as I can. And most of 
the things that I am interested in buying can be purchased in other places. Furthermore 
there are a lot of things for sale at the mall that I have no interest in purchasing. I do 
know which entrance to use at Sears to get to jeans and tools. But I’m having trouble 
imagining a feed and farm store in the mall.  
 
I suppose it is kind of fun to imagine someone setting all of those chicks and a few 
rabbits lose in the main mall, but you know that is never going to happen. I can also 
imagine the chaos that could reign if ranch trucks with horse or machinery trailers start 
to mix with the aggressive shopping mall parking lot crowd. It might resemble a 
demolition derby. And if they are worried about the air quality report, they probably won’t 
like it when a rancher with a load of heifers parks his trailer in the lot while he picks up a 
few things from the store. 
 
I guess all of this is progress. I guess I should be glad that the business is successful 
and needs a bigger shop. And I certainly should be glad that someone has figured out 
how to use an existing building instead of building a new one while others sit empty. 
And certainly the mall needs good businesses to fill their space.  
 
But I hope they don’t gussy up the feed store too much. You don’t need carpet to try on 
Carhartts. Fancy lighting only gets in the way of selecting the right tarp. Three or four 
50# bags of feed will pretty much do in a shopping cart. Muffler clamps don’t come with 
designer labels. And fifty percent of raising chickens is shoveling . . . well you know 
what I mean.  
 
I reckon that if they move out to the mall, I’ll go out there. I’ve got to buy cat food 
somewhere and I prefer to purchase it in a store where it isn’t the biggest feed bag they 
sell. When you need tire chains, you need the real ones. And chicken wire works to 
keep the rabbits out of the garden for a while.  But I really hope that they don’t have to 
make everything pretty and fancy. Some things are better plain and ordinary.  
 



And Fairpoint is a far piece to drive to pick up a fence post.  
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May 9, 2009 – Dirt 
 

 
 
I got time last evening to run the tiller through the garden.  I didn’t get the job done, but I 
loosened things up enough to add a layer of compost before tilling it one more time. 
After fifteen years of building up the soil, we have pretty good dirt in our vegetable 
garden. It didn’t start out that way. The soil is rather thin and sandy around here, with 
lots and lots of rocks. It is good for growing pine trees and sagebrush, but for potatoes 
and lettuce, a different blend of dirt is required. Over the years we have maintained a 
large compost area and hauled in topsoil from several different locations. We get 
organic matter from some friends who raise horses and from time to time I bag the 
grass clippings from the lawn to add to the compost. Our household compost is also 
added to the mix as well as the stalks and other plant material from the previous year’s 
garden. 
 
There was a small garden plot in our yard when we bought the house, but the first time I 
ran the tiller through it I discovered that there was a layer of topsoil about six inches 
deep on top of the usual. Now, when I run the tiller, it digs as deep as it will go. I still 
have to pick a few rocks each time I dig, but there are a lot fewer than when we started.  
 
The garden is getting more productive. I’m sure that it is not all do to having built up the 
soil. Much of the productivity comes from having learned about what grows well in this 
place.  This year, we’re making a big change. We won’t be planting sweet corn. 
Although sweet corn and tomatoes are the two crops that I associate with vegetable 
gardens, the truth is that our place isn’t quite right for sweet corn and our output of corn 
is always scanty. With lots of good fresh sweet corn at the farmer’s market, we’ve 



decided that the real estate in the garden is better invested in other crops.  Some years 
we’ve had over half the garden in sweet corn for a couple of weeks worth of harvest. 
That same amount of ground will produce a lot of potatoes. 
 
Of course, I’m being a bit eager. The soil temperatures are still a bit low. But sometime 
in the next couple of weeks, we’ll get the garden in and a new season of growing will 
have officially begun.  
 
And once again we will be impressed and delighted with the simple mix of dirt, seeds, 
water and sunshine.  
 
The truth is that every plant and animal - all living things depend on these elements. 
Without dirt, we wouldn’t exist. And there is more to dirt than meets the eye. I read 
somewhere that every shovelful of dirt contains more living organisms than all of the 
human beings who have ever lived. At the microscopic level, dirt contains a fascinating 
universe of living things. There are fungi that lay traps for tiny worms, creatures that eat 
other creatures, bacteria that can break down and eliminate toxic chemicals, and a 
whole universe of life and death and the recycling of the elements from which life is 
formed.  
 
It only looks like the garden was static and lifeless all winter. Beneath the surface it was 
teeming with bacteria, fungus, mites and nematodes all going about their processes of 
eating and digesting, living and dying. The chemical properties of the soil were being 
adjusted by these various organisms. As organic matter in the soil was breaking down 
into its component elements, new organisms were beginning their life cycles. 
 
Stirring up the dirt yesterday made for changes in the soil. Parts that had been isolated 
from the air and sunlight were turned up and the dirt on the surface was mixed with 
what lay deeper down. Parts of the garden that were more moist were mixed with dryer 
parts. All the while the creatures of the soil were at work, sliding on film of water that lies 
between the grains of inorganic matter, preparing the way for seeds that will soon be 
planted.  
 
There are gardeners who are very precise in their work, taking samples of the soil and 
testing them before adding specific chemicals to change the nature of their soil. I’m less 
precise and less scientific in my approach. I take notice of the color and smell of the 
earth. I make some decisions about how many pine needles and how much grass to 
mix in with the other compost. I feel the soil between my fingers and break up the 
clumps with my tiller and my rake.  I try to keep the garden roughly level and to provide 
enough moisture to keep the plants growing.  
 
And I pull a few weeds. Not enough, but a few.  
 



Somehow it all works and the earth produces food for our table. Harvesting vegetables 
from a backyard garden is like getting free food. By the time harvest comes, I have 
already justified the expenses on tools and seed. And I never keep track of the amount 
of energy I consume driving to and from various places to pick up supplies for the 
garden. No record of hours invested is ever kept.  
 
But I do suffer from a condition that seems common to all gardeners. I tend to think 
about the future a lot. Here I am today imagining this year’s harvest and I haven’t 
planted a single seed in the ground. Fortunately there are a few perennials that yield 
even when I do nothing. Rhubarb grows on its own. But for the rest, I need to get to 
work.  
 
For one who spends many of his days sitting at a desk clicking the keys on a computer, 
getting my hands in the dirt is a therapeutic adventure. We aren’t technically dependent 
on our garden. We wouldn’t stop eating if we didn’t produce a harvest. It is an optional 
activity. But it is something that I continue to enjoy. 
 
Happy spring!  I’m glad it is time to be out in the garden. 
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May 10, 2009 – Mother’s Day 
 

 
 
It is hard to write about Mother’s Day without stating the obvious. And it is hard to write 
about it without a kind of sappy sentimentality. The topic has been approached so many 
times in so many ways that it is hard to say something fresh.  
 
But I have been extremely fortunate in the Mother’s department. The two women in our 
home, both mothers, are the best examples of that role I can imagine. And I had the 
good fortune to have a wonderful mother-in-law as well. Being surrounded by such 
wonderful women makes it easy to celebrate Mother’s day. There is much to celebrate.  
 
But we will have a calm day and a rather muted celebration around here. We are at a 
phase in our life where acquiring more things is not a priority, so gifts tend to be small 
and symbolic. And our children are far away this holiday, so they won’t be joining in the 
celebration. 
 
We’re hoping our celebrations won’t be anything like those of a family in Templestowe, 
a suburb northeast of Melbourne, Australia.  The mother was lying in bed waiting for her 
two daughters to prepare her breakfast. She heard some shouting, but she was used to 
occasional bickering between the two daughters. The shouting, however, grew more 
intense and then she heard sirens getting louder and closer to the house. It turned out 
that the daughters had managed to set the kitchen on fire. Their dad had received 
second-degree burns on his hands and arms trying to extinguish the blaze and will be 
spending the night in the hospital.  They probably won’t forget this particular mother’s 
day. 



 
As I said, we’re planning a more muted celebration. No sirens or fires, thank you very 
much. Perhaps a nice dinner at home after a busy day at church.  
 
There are various versions of the origins of Mother’s day.  Certainly ancients recognized 
the importance of mothers and the role they play in the lives of all humans. But the 
modern celebration is often credited to Anna M. Jarvis, whose campaign for a day to 
honor mothers resulted in the official declaration of a day in 1908.  Jarvis’ work was 
based in that of earlier generations and the original declaration included the pursuit of 
peace. The idea was that the real way to honor mothers was to pursue peace and to 
end the killing of their children.  
 
Fewer people remember the 1870 Mother’s Day Declaration by Julia Ward Howe. The 
author of the Battle Hymn of the Republic, sickened by the carnage of the Civil War, 
called on mothers to come together to protest war. She wrote in part: 
 
“Arise, then, women of this day! Arise all women who have hearts, Whether your 
baptism be that of water or of tears say firmly: ‘We will not have great questions decided 
by irrelevant agencies, our husbands shall not come to us reeking of carnage, for 
caresses and applause. Our sons shall not be taken from us to unlearn all that we have 
been able to teach them of charity, mercy and patience.’” 
 
Howe proposed making July 4, the nation’s birthday, an annual day for women to 
protest war and gather together to promote peace: “In the name of womanhood and 
humanity, I earnestly ask that a general congress of women without limit of nationality 
may be appointed and held at some place deemed most convenient and at the earliest 
period consistent with its objects, to promote the alliance of the different nationalities, 
the amicable settlement of international questions, the great and general interests of 
peace.” 
 
Howe’s Mother’s Day eventually settled in July 2 instead of July 4. By 1873, women’s 
groups in at least 18 North American cities observed this Mother’s holiday. However, 
the early celebrations were dependent on Howe’s organization and funding and most of 
them faded after she stopped footing the bill. Boston continued to celebrate the holiday 
for more than 10 years. 
 
The initial plan had not worked out as Howe envisioned, but it laid the seeds for Anna 
Jarvis’ campaign for the creation of a national holiday to honor mothers and to work for 
peace. On May 10, 1908, the first official Mother’s Day celebration was held at Andrew’s 
Methodist Church in Grafton, West Virginia and at a church in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. The Sunday holiday caught on and is celebrated throughout the world to 
this day.  
 



The truth is that we best honor our mothers not by the cards and flowers and gifts given 
on this day, but rather by the lives we live. Remembering the early plea for peace and 
for the end to unnecessary death of children is appropriate as we honor mothers 
everywhere this day. If we would truly honor them, we must work for solutions that bring 
about an end to violence against innocent victims. 
 
Happy Mother’s Day. May this day be a day of rededication to peace. 
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May 11, 2009 – Stamps 
 

 
 
A while ago we noticed that we had quite a few stamps of various denominations in a 
desk. Over the years, when the price of stamps had changed, or when we had 
purchased stamps of special amounts for some special project, we had kept a few. The 
dollar value of the unused stamps was pretty small, but for a few weeks it was 
entertaining to try to get the right amount of postage on a letter by combining the 
stamps. It is a good thing we got those stamps used up when we did, because I really 
have to stop and think to remember the correct rate. 
 
The price of a one-ounce first-class letter goes to 44 cents today.  We have a supply of 
the post office’s “forever stamps,” so we don’t have to pay the increase until we use 
them up and purchase our next stamps. 
 
The price of postage stamps gives one way to keep track of the overall increases of 
prices over time. The post office is prohibited from increasing postage rates at a rate 
that exceeds the overall inflation rate, so the price of postage roughly demonstrates the 
general rate of inflation.  
 
The year I was born, the cost to mail a first-class letter was 3 cents. It had been the 
same rate since 1932, when the 2 cent price was raised to 3 cents. The price had been 
2 cents since 1883, except for two years during the first world war when it was raised to 
3 cents.  I think that the price drop in 1919 after the war was the only decrease in the 
price of postage in the history of the US Postal Service.  
 



When I was five years old, the price was raised to 4 cents and another five years later it 
went to 5 cents. Over the next ten years, the price rose to 8 cents before taking a 2 cent 
raise to 10 cents in 1974. The price had gone to 15 cents by the time I graduated from 
seminary and had made it to 22 cents when we moved to our second congregation.  
 
When we moved to South Dakota in 1995, the rate was 32 cents.  At 44 cents, we are 
mailing a lot fewer letters, but I doubt that the reason is the price of a stamp. There are 
simply other ways to communicate. Most of our bills are paid electronically and we use 
e-mail for a lot of our general correspondence.  
 
But I still enjoy getting a letter from time to time and there is something pleasing about 
sending one as well. There are a few pieces of business correspondence that are best 
handled through the postal service, and they have good rates for sending packages to 
certain places, especially books and items to military APO addresses. The post office is 
in financial difficulties, but I hope they don’t go out of business too soon.  
 
More likely than going out of business, the post office is considering cutting back on the 
number of days that they deliver mail. We’ve become accustomed to six day a week 
delivery, but I suspect that we would quickly adjust to three or four day-a-week 
deliveries. After all, the correspondence that needs to be delivered quickly is sent 
electronically these days any way. The difference of a day in the delivery of a letter 
might not be all that big of a change. 
 
There are folks who live in remote areas of Idaho and Alaska and perhaps other states 
who receive mail deliveries only once a week. They seem to get along perfectly fine with 
that service.  
 
It would be nice if higher postage rates decreased the amount of unwanted mail that 
reaches our home, but I don’t expect that to happen. While the letters we want to 
receive cost 44 cents to mail, bulk mailings have a wide variety of rates. I have 
envelopes on my desk that were received in the last few days that were mailed at 32, 
14, and 10 cents. Sales flyers and fundraising appeals travel at reduced rates.  
 
I’ve never gotten into stamp collecting, although the name of the hobby makes it seem 
exotic and attractive. Membership in the American Philatelic Society sounds like an 
impressive accomplishment. The closest we have to such a collection is that we have 
kept a few old letters with the cancelled stamps on the envelopes. We didn’t keep them 
because of an interest in stamps, we just used the envelopes as a way to protect the 
letters. 
 
It has never been about stamps for me. What is important is the connection with others. 
And although I like letters, I know that it is unlikely that our children will ever write many 
letters. They keep in touch with the technology of their time. They write e-mails and 
keep up with their web pages and we use our computers to have video conversations 



from time to time. I don’t know how long it will take for us to give up the postal service 
entirely, but its total demise doesn’t seem imminent.  
 
So I will continue to send letters from time to time and some of the mail I receive will be 
meaningful to me.  
 
Now, if I could figure out how to use those three 60 cent stamps I have. They aren’t 
enough for International air mail any more and they’re a penny short of two ounces and 
I know I don’t have any 1 cent stamps around here. . . . hmm . . . 
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May 12, 2009 – Planting Trees 
 

 
 
We planted a couple of trees in our yard yesterday. It seemed like an appropriate way to 
mark Mother’s day. We’ve struggled with getting trees established in the yard. Some 
have done better than others, but hopefully these new trees will have an opportunity to 
take root and flourish. The area we live is a pine forest, with ponderosa pine, but we 
have chosen to plant Black Hills spruce trees when we have planted in our yard. 
Because we water the lawn, the extra moisture provides sustenance for the spruce. 
Black Hills spruce is native to the area and make lovely ornamental trees. The shorter 
needles and smaller cones of the spruce trees make them easy to distinguish from the 
pine trees. They also grow thicker branches and have a more traditional “Christmas 
tree” shape. 
 
Planting trees is a hopeful gesture. When things go well, the plants will continue to live 
beyond the span of the lives of those who plant them. It seems an appropriate gesture 
to honor mothers, who invest their lives in the future.  
 
Planting a tree is an investment in the future in many ways. Not only will the tree outlive 
the one who plants it in most cases, trees produce oxygen. Trees are critical elements 
in the earth’s system for dealing with air pollutants. Trees remove carbon dioxide from 
the air during photosynthesis to form carbohydrates that are used in the production of 
the structure of the tree. They also remove other gaseous pollutants, including sulfur 
dioxide, ozone and nitrogen oxide by absorbing them with other components of the air 
as a part of their natural processes. 
 



Although it is not a major factor in our yard, trees also help to stabilize soil help to keep 
soil pollutants from getting into the waterways. By slowing runoff in steep areas they 
help to keep groundwater from becoming saturated with surface pollutants. 
 
There are a lot of benefits to trees.  Of course a couple of trees in our back yard don’t 
make a huge difference in the overall quality of life on this planet, but sometimes it is 
enough to be making a positive impact, even if it is a a small impact.  
 
I spent most of the day yesterday engaged in physical work. In addition to planting 
trees, I mowed the lawn, hauled compost to the garden and tilled the garden again. The 
garden is ready for planting now. Soon we’ll have the added chore of weeding.  But it is 
good to have a chance to work outside. My work often involves sitting at a computer or 
spending time in an office and the fresh air and physical work have a way of renewing 
my energy and enthusiasm. I’m not used to such work and I’m a bit stiff this morning, 
but even that feeling is a good one. Stiffness can be a sign that I’m using muscles the 
way they should be used. 
 
Yesterday people died in suicide bombings in Iraq and in Afghanistan. Yesterday the 
Shri Lankan government's attacks against the Tamil Tigers continued to have 
unacceptable civilian casualties, including children and patients in a hospital that took a 
direct hit. The world continues to be a place of almost unimaginable violence and 
tragedy. And much of the tragedy of the world is beyond our control. It is easy to feel 
helpless in the face of the overwhelming horror that occurs in so many places around 
the world.  
 
But we could plant a couple of trees. We didn’t fix the problems of this world. We didn’t 
change the outcomes of lives. We simply planted a couple of trees as a way of making 
things a little better in our corner of the world. Hopefully others will enjoy the trees in 
years to come.  
 
It is easy to become overwhelmed by life and to feel powerless in the face of the great 
horror and tragedy. But each day presents the possibility of doing some good. May we 
continue to choose to act for good as we go through the days of our lives. 
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May 13, 2009 – Parts 
 

 
 
When I was a teenager, one of the jobs that I enjoyed at my father’s shop was 
assembling items that had been shipped. We often received boxes of parts for items 
that shipped better unassembled. Most of the time we assembled the items for our 
customers.  It was a fun job most of the time. The parts were new, everything needed 
was in the box, things fit and the instructions were usually helpful.  Assembling new 
equipment is quite different from repairing old equipment, where dirt and rust and 
sometimes damage make it hard to get bolts and nuts to turn and things don’t always fit 
as expected. 
 
These days it is more common for a customer to receive the box of parts and assemble 
the item itself. Furniture manufacturers found that they could lower the cost to the end 
user if that user were willing to do some final assembly. Online shopping and rapid 
shipping means that customers receive items directly from the manufacturer in the 
same containers as they would be shipped to a retail dealer. And strangely, or so it 
seems to me, customer service is decreasing in difficult financial times.  
 
Yesterday I went to a local store to pick up an item that we had ordered for the church. 
We had decided that it was good to make the purchase locally even though the cost 
was more than 10% higher than making an online purchase. Local taxes support local 
government, and having local businesses is important to the overall health of our 
community. Sometimes the least expensive purchase in the short term contributes to 
long term problems. So we didn’t feel bad about paying a little bit extra in order to get 



the item from a local dealer.  And we thought as we ordered it, this way we will have 
local service for our purchase. 
 
When I arrived in the store, they handed me a box of unassembled parts. They were still 
in the container that had been shipped from the manufacturer. In other words we got 
exactly the same thing we would have gotten had we purchased online, except there 
had been an extra week’s delay in shipping and the price was higher. I walked away 
with the box of parts wondering how many people would consider it a wise use of the 
church’s funds to pay more for slower service and end up with exactly the same 
product. 
 
It is not that I object to assembling the parts. As I said before, it is an easy and 
satisfying task to assemble such an item. It will provide a good break from my usual 
desk work. I suspect that I will have the item assembled by the end of the day today 
without having really taken much time at the task. And I know that a single item is not 
the only reason to support local business. 
 
But it was just another item in a string of examples of poor customer service that I 
encountered yesterday. An advertisement ordered for the local newspaper was 
forgotten on the day it was supposed to run. The customer service representative 
offered me one extra day in exchange for two days that the add should have run. When 
I made an inquiry about the online advertising that was supposed to go with the ad, she 
said she would have to call me back. She never did call back. The newspaper likes to 
blame the Internet for its decline and what appears to be eventual demise. From my 
perspective the newspaper is declining because of a lack of basic objective journalism 
and a lack of customer service. If I have to go online to fact check the items I read in the 
newspaper, and if the newspaper continually treats its smaller customers like we don’t 
matter, it makes me wonder why I bother spending money on it in the first place. 
 
In another case, I made two trips to a local dealership to inquire about the spare tire for 
a trailer I had bought. The second trip was because there was no one who knew 
anything about it on my first trip. After more than a month’s delay and not getting 
satisfaction from the local dealer, I called the manufacturer. The answer was, “Sure, no 
problem. I have a truck in your area every two weeks. I can deliver it directly to you.”  If 
it was that easy to get the wheel and tire, why didn’t the local dealer make the phone 
call. Furthermore I obtained the wholesale price by going directly to the manufacturer 
which showed that on that particular item the dealer was marking up 100%. Pay more . . 
. what for? 
 
I understand that in a shrinking economy there are fewer employees in local businesses 
and that they need to work harder. But the businesses that succeed in hard times, it 
seems to me, will be the ones where employees are trained in customer service. It 
wouldn’t be difficult to train employees in basic manners and to teach them some 
attentiveness to customers. Small incentives could be offered to employees for 



exceptional customer service. But the business must first set the example by making it a 
policy to offer something extra to the customer.  
 
When the bookstore says, “We don’t have it in stock but we can have it next week,” they 
certainly must know that I can have it tomorrow by ordering it online. Adding the words, 
“if you need it in a hurry, we could have it here tomorrow for an extra shipping fee,” 
might keep them from losing the sale.  
 
Offering assembly of items for free or at a reduced cost might help customers to see the 
value of a local business.  
 
It is a tough position for the customers that local businesses fail to understand. We like 
the local businesses. We want them to remain in our community. Our community needs 
the jobs they offer and the taxes they pay.  We want our town to be vibrant and its 
businesses to be successful. But the truth is that investing money in customer service 
training for employees would be wiser than the radio, billboard and television 
advertisements that encourage customers to shop locally. Instead of trying to make 
people feel guilty for an online purchase, demonstrate superior service.  Positive 
reinforcement works better than guilt every time. 
 
So, enough grumbling from me. I intend to continue to make extra efforts to make 
purchases through local dealers. I intend to ask them for customer service. And I will 
think carefully about the long term consequences of every purchase I make. I know 
these are hard times and I know that local jobs are important to all of us.   Furthermore, 
I know that my complaints are minor. None of them will prevent me from doing business 
with these local stores in the future. 
 
Besides I have a box of parts in my office. When I was a kid, an erector set was among 
the best imaginable gifts, because you got not only the gift, but the joy of putting the 
parts together. Sure we paid a bit more, but I get the joy of putting the parts together. 
For a few minutes today I can be a kid again. And that has its own value that no one 
can take away. 
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May 14, 2009 – A Year Later 
 

 
 
It has been nearly a year since the flood of June, 2008, devastated Cedar Rapids, Iowa. 
Near the center of the state, the city was overwhelmed with water. Many homes and 
businesses were damaged beyond repair. The flood, said to be a 500-year event, left 
almost ten square miles of this city of 110,000 people uninhabitable.  
 
Old timers in our city know the devastation of flood. In June of 1972 the flood waters 
rushed through Rapid City. A wall of water destroyed homes and lives. The flood in 
Cedar Rapids was different. The waters rose slowly and there wasn’t the loss of life that 
Rapid City experienced.  But there was another difference that is evident nearly a year 
after the flood. 
 
The Cedar Rapids flood occurred as the the nation was entering the worst recession 
since the great depression of the 1930’s. As the waters of the flood dried up, so did the 
source of money that could be borrowed for rebuilding. If your home sustained $85,000 
worth of damage, the $28,000 check from FEMA doesn’t get it repaired. If the banks are 
not lending, the repairs cannot be made.  
 
A year after the flood, businessman Doug Ward has raised nearly $350,000 from a wide 
variety of sources. Most of the money is in the form of promised loans. The problem is 
that it is estimated that it would take $1 million to get his A&W restaurant open at its 
current address. And even if he could raise the funds to open the restaurant, the once-
thriving business would be standing in the middle of a nearly abandoned neighborhood. 



Chances are that it would be a poor investment unless the restaurant were moved to a 
new location. 
 
Despite assistance from the federal government, despite significant support from 
charities, despite investment by family members and friends, there are a lot of people in 
Cedar Rapids who cannot raise the funds necessary to rebuild.   
 
The news headlines don’t carry stories about Cedar Rapids today. We have a short 
attention span and there are other things that capture the imagination of news seekers. 
And the truth is that there isn’t much new in Cedar Rapids these days - more of the 
same seems to be the rule of the day. Some people are finding jobs in other 
businesses. Some people are moving away. The money to rebuild just isn’t there and it 
doesn’t look like it will be anytime soon.  
 
Sometimes, when I complain about the balance in my retirement account, I am rightly 
reminded that there are a lot of other people who have had significant losses in this 
economy. It is true. We’re all in this together. But the losses haven’t been evenly 
distributed. Some people have lost a lot more than we have. If you live in Cedar Rapids 
and lost your business and your home to the flood, the only thought you give to your 
retirement account is its critically low balance because you’ve withdrawn all of your 
savings in order to survive.  
 
There are a lot of people for whom retirement simply is not going to be an option.  
 
Yesterday’s news contained projections about the ways in which the economic crisis 
has hastened the date when Social Security will become insolvent. The dream of a 
comfortable retirement with an adequate safety net that was enjoyed by one generation 
of Americans doesn’t seem to be sustainable for the next generation.  
 
But times change. And people are amazingly resilient. I have a hunch that Cedar 
Rapids will rebuild. The process will be much slower than anticipated. And there will be 
much more disruption than expected. But through a slow process over time that sturdy 
midwestern resolve will emerge. They may not build back bigger than before, but in 
some ways they will build back better than before.  
 
That may be little consolation for Doug Ward. He’s likely to soon be working for 
someone else. After nearly thirty years of being his own boss, it will take some 
adjustment. The restaurant will likely not be rebuilt. But don’t count him out of the game. 
He is not complaining. He’s experienced hard times before. His father died when he 
was 5. He dropped out of school after the eighth grade to go to work. He did whatever 
work he could get. The restaurant was the result of ten years of driving a Coca Cola 
truck and saving every penny that he could.  The years of serving mugs of root beer to 
his friends and neighbors were good and they will be missed in years to come.  
 



Doug Ward will find a job and he’ll discover a new dream and set new goals. That’s the 
kind of guy that he is. Hope never ends.  
 
A year later Cedar Rapids doesn’t make a very good case for the efficiencies of disaster 
recovery. But it does make a good case for the power of the human spirit and the 
strength of hard-working people. It is going to take a few more years. And there will be 
some monumental struggles. But don’t count out Cedar Rapids - or any other town that 
is facing hard times these days.  
 
People are stronger than the downturn in the economy. Not only will we survive, We’ll 
emerge stronger and more compassionate from this chapter in our nation’s history. 
We’ll have our values readjusted and we’ll once again discover what is most important. 
Then we’ll roll up our sleeves and get to work.  
 
That’s the kind of people we are. That’s the kind of neighbors we have. That’s the kind 
of communities we are building. 
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May 15, 2009 – Pipes 
 

 
 
Regular readers of the blog will remember a lot of articles about organ pipes over the 
past few years. And The pictures may look similar to those who are not familiar with our 
organ. However, yesterday was another fun day in the long process of expanding and 
remodeling our church’s pipe organ. 
 
The picture may not mean much by itself, but it is a rack of organ pipes on the top of 
one of the new wind chests in the choir division of our organ. That rack is brand new 
and the pipes were inserted for the first time yesterday.  When they were played, it was 
the first opportunity that we had to hear some of the new sounds that are being 
incorporated into our instrument. 
 
The final push for the completion of the project is on. It is anticipated that we are within 
two or three weeks of a process that we began just over three years ago.  For more 
than a year the pipes have been in large pipe trays waiting for the completion of the 
wind chests and electronic wiring. The pipe trays are large wooden boxes, ten feet long 
and three feet wide. They are shallow, but will hold a rank or more of pipes. A rented lift 
was used to raise them up to the choir loft where they were stacked to await the 
installation of the pipes. Now each day there is one or two empty pipe trays and more 
pipes in the chamber.  
 
The process of building a pipe organ is complex and difficult.  The new pipes for our 
organ are made out of aluminum. Each pipe is unique and different from all of the rest. 
Individual ranks have pipes of similar shape but different size to make each pitch of the 



scale. Each pipe is made by hand, with small adjustments allowing for final voicing and 
tuning of the pipe. They are tested on a wind chest and voiced by an expert before 
being delivered to the church. Then they are re-voiced and tuned again as they are 
placed into the wind chests. Pipe by pipe, note by note.  Our organ has 34 ranks with 58 
to 61 pipes per rank. That is over 2,000 individual notes to play, voice and tune. 
 
But before the pipes can be installed, the wind chests have to be made and installed. 
There is a hole in the wind chest for each pipe. And the chests have to be custom made 
to match the pipes. Each pipe has its own electronic switch that opens and closes a flap 
to allow air to enter the pipe. Those switches are connected by fiber optic cables to the 
organ console where individual keys on the keyboard correspond to the pitch of the pipe 
and stop tabs determine which ranks of pipes are being activated. An organist can 
control volume by opening or closing louvers on the pipe chambers or by adding and 
subtracting the number of pipes that are played in combination.  
 
In our case, we have had an entirely new console manufactured. It is currently receiving 
the final coats of varnish and could be delivered as soon as one week. The temporary 
console with which we play the organ in the interim has only two manuals and 26 stop 
tabs. Our new console has three manuals and 77 stop tabs. As a result the temporary 
console cannot play all of the pipes currently installed in the chambers at the same time. 
To hear our new organ all at once will require the installation of the new console.  
 
Sometime in the last few days of May or the first days of June the organ will begin to 
emit sounds that have never before been heard. Even though we have heard individual 
pipes, they have never been played in combinations.  
 
Some of us have been imagining those sounds in our heads for a long time. Two years 
of fund-raising, and three years of construction have passed since we first began to go 
over lists of pipes and listen to the sounds of other organs. We had an Austin organ, 
manufactured in the early 1960’s with a classic American organ sound. We wanted to 
retain that sound and add a choir division with more flutes, reeds and other voices that 
add a bit of French flair to the instrument. Brilliant and bright with a solid foundation of 
deep pedal pipes.  And we wanted he ability to play other combinations of pipes for 
accompanying the choir and offering special music for voluntaries and other worship 
occasions. 
 
Fans of pipe organs are hoping for a little more volume from the instrument, but volume 
was not our primary goal. Power is communicated through complex combinations of 
sounds more than sheer volume. And the deep base notes of the longest pipes in the 
organ provide an experience the moves listeners.  Some sounds are physically felt as 
much as they are heard. 
 
Like a live wind ensemble, a pipe organ delivers sound waves on columns of moving 
air. The experience of hearing sounds delivered on moving air is quite distinct from 



hearing similar sounds delivered on static air. No recording and no devise that uses 
electric speakers can replicate the sound. Even sophisticated electronic organs with 
computer controlled delays in sounds, a “chiff” of a pipe valve added, and other features 
cannot provide the moving air that washes over the listener. 
 
But, as I mentioned earlier, the new sounds of our organ have existed only in our 
imaginations so far. The moment of truth when we first hear the instrument played in 
combinations is yet to come.  
 
But it is close. 
 
Organist Angela Kraft Cross will be at that new console in rehearsal on June 11 and 
performance on June 13 - less than a month from now. Throughout the summer guest 
organists will be playing our instrument as we prepare for year of special events to 
introduce the organ to our congregation and our community. 
 
Pipe organs come from a conviction that we are called to offer our highest and best to 
God in worship. The instruments are too complex and too expensive for individuals. 
They are custom designed and manufactured for specific rooms. Our organ has been 
for the purpose of worshiping God from the beginning. It is said that the pipe organ is 
one of the most complex and difficult instruments to master. It is played with both hands 
and both feet and the organist sometimes is reading six or more lines of music at the 
same time. Certain motions and actions have to be memorized because they occur too 
quickly for the brain to process while other actions and motions are also being 
completed. 
 
So even before it is finished, we dedicate this instrument to the glory of God.  And, like 
many other aspects of our religious life, we wait in faith for that which is yet to be 
revealed. And, from time to time, we hear a few sounds and get a small taste of the 
future that is unfolding.  
 
There may have been quite a few blog postings about pipes in the past - and there will 
be more in the future. 
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May 16, 2009 – Couples 
 

 
 
Today is Neil and Melissa’s wedding day. We have been planning their wedding for 
several months and they are well-prepared, so it should be a fun day of celebration for 
their families. Over the years, I have been allowed to officiate at a lot of weddings and, 
for the most part, it is something that I enjoy. Increasingly we have couples who come to 
the church seeking to be married who really don’t have any background in the church 
and know very little about who we are and what we do. There are more than a few 
inaccurate perceptions and expectations. Part of planning for many weddings is 
instruction in what a church is, what is acceptable in the setting of worship, and why a 
church wedding isn’t the way weddings are pictured on television. 
 
But this is not the case for this couple. They have been involved in churches all of their 
lives and they made a point of getting to know and becoming members of our 
congregation well in advance of their wedding. They are from the same rural community 
and their families know each other well. 
 
It happens that Neil and Melissa’s wedding day is the actual day of the wedding 
anniversary of a couple who were married in our church in 1954.  Late this morning, five 
hours before Neil and Melissa’s wedding, a smaller group of family and friends will 
gather in our sanctuary to celebrate the renewal of marriage vows on the occasion of 
the couple’s 55th wedding anniversary. 
 
It is an amazing privilege to be included in both celebrations. Ministers often get to view 
the entire span of life and are included in significant celebrations from baptisms to 



funerals and many occasions in between. And we are charged with finding words to 
express the significance of those moments. Words are the main tool of our vocation.  
 
As I reflect on the two occasions for today I am aware of the many differences between 
the two couples. Different words are demanded for each couple. And yet, I suspect that 
they have more in common than initially meets the eye.  
 
I think that it won’t be difficult for the older couple to remember some of the idealism and 
joy of their wedding day. Much in life didn’t work out the way they imagined it. Some 
parts of life have been more difficult and some of the things they feared were not as 
challenging as they expected. But there was a time when they were young and in love 
and believed that their love had the power to change everything. And I’m quite sure that 
they can remember what that felt like. Over the years they have witnessed many 
couples whose relationships did not make it to fifty-five years. There have been divorces 
among their friends and there have been friends their age who have lost a spouse to 
death.  
 
Through it all they have remained together. And they have witnessed the power of love 
to heal. Despite the scripture read at their wedding, they have not always been patient 
and kind. There have been times when they have been arrogant and boastful and even 
rude. They have not always lived up to the ideals they shared on their wedding day. 
They have had to learn to forgive and to make changes in their lives and in their 
expectations of one another.  
 
It is a significant thing for them to stand in the church today and to renew the vows they 
took more than a half a century ago. To look into the face of your beloved and say, “You 
are more beautiful and desirable than you have ever been. Marrying you has been 
among the best things of life for me and if I had life to live over again, I would choose to 
live with you.” And they will mean it. And it will be true. 
 
There is a part of me that wishes that there were some way to tell the younger couple, 
who will marry this afternoon, how incredibly marvelous it is to grow old together. The 
older couple is the age of their grandparents. And Neil and Melissa can’t imagine what 
life has in store for them. They look into each other’s eyes and they don’t see the 
wrinkles that will one day develop and the effects that decades of living will have upon 
them. They cannot yet imagine how love can continue to grow and deepen as shared 
memories accumulate over decades of faithful living. Even if I tell them that the day will 
come when they will look in the mirror and barely recognize the face staring back at 
them, they won’t believe me. Because they are young and in love and their whole lives 
are stretching out before them.  
 
But my wedding prayer for them is that they will discover, in their own time, in their own 
way, the deep joy of growing old together. It is one of the best things in the world. And it 
is a rare treasure.  I’d love to be there on their 55th wedding anniversary to listen to 



them tell the stories of their life together. But that is a future that even I can’t imagine. It 
will unfold in its own way. 
 
There is something wonderful about the number two in the process of creation. Couples 
hold the power to create and love in unique ways. And through God’s love two become 
one. How fortunate I am to be invited to witness the joy of that gift. 
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May 17, 2009 – Camp 
 

 
 
Today our congregation is celebrating Placerville. Placerville camp is relatively close to 
our church, just a few miles into the hills. It is a beautiful location alongside Rapid Creek 
with thick forest all around. The cluster of camp buildings provides sleeping, dining, 
worship and meeting space. But what is best about camp is the outdoor space. There is 
a gently sloping field next to the creek with open space for games. A foot bridge leads 
across the creek for access to lots of hiking and space for adventure. There is ample 
space for quiet personal meditation, a safe area for campfires and an outdoor worship 
area. 
 
Our service today will focus on building excitement for campers to sign up, promoting 
the use of the camp by families and other groups in the church, raising awareness of 
the ministries of the camp, and raising much-needed funds to keep the programs of the 
camp vibrant and exciting.  
 
I was a camp kid.  My parents took to me church camp when I was only a couple of 
months old and we continued to attend camp every summer of my life. After Susan and 
I were married, we served as managers and cooks at the same camp for two summers 
during our seminary years. When we graduated, we became active in the camping 
programs of the conferences where we served. I have multiple drawers full of camp t-
shirts.   
 
My participation in camp goes far beyond the fact that it is a tradition - something that I 
have always done. I believe deeply in camp as a place for quality Christian education. 



The outdoor setting combines with the intensity of residential study to create multiple 
opportunities for growing in Christian community, experiencing the awe of God’s 
creation, and sharing the Gospel story. One week of camp is equal to or greater than 
the number of hours we get with many of the youth and children who participate in the 
church.  
 
As children grow older and enter their teenage years, camp becomes an wonderful 
opportunity to try on new roles in the community and consider what kind of adult one is 
becoming. Public school settings can be filled with cliques and assumptions about an 
individual’s role, abilities, and direction in life. Camp provides a setting of meeting new 
people and forming community in an intense an intentional way. Youth are freed to try 
on a new experience or a new role in the community without feeling like they will be 
labeled and have to stick with that designation forever.  
 
It is in this setting that many of us have discovered our vocation.  I am not the only one 
of my colleagues who sees a direct relationship between my summer camping 
experiences and my call to the ministry. Spending time with ministers in a setting that 
seems closer to everyday life than Sunday morning worship gave me an opportunity to 
get to know and admire pastors for more than their abilities in public speaking. I got 
glimpses of how they lived their lives and what their work meant to them. And I began to 
imagine that I might be drawn to that kind of work.  
 
I suppose that one could argue that there are so many ministers with camp experience 
because we immerse ourselves in the life of the church and so have gone to camp as 
part of that immersion, but I think the link is more substantial. It is not just that so many 
of us have participated in camp. So many of us have had experiences at camp that led 
us to understand God’s call for our lives.  
 
The unique combination of intense community living and plenty of open space for quiet 
thought and personal reflection leads one to considering one’s place in this world. The 
positive and uplifting nature of the program encourages imagining the highest and best 
for each individual. We are not all the same. Some people are not called to be ministers. 
Some are called to be teachers and physicians and builders and social workers and 
technicians and scholars. One can experience a call to many different vocations at 
camp.  
 
But I am worried. Church camps are always run on shoestring budgets. We believe so 
deeply in what we are doing that we keep costs low. Money should never be a barrier 
that prevents a person from attending camp. And we believe deeply in quality 
programming, some of which can cost a significant amount of money. Those of us who 
are involved in camp committees and administration invest our funds in programs and 
facilities and trust God and the congregations we serve to keep the savings and provide 
for the future. It isn’t that we are spendthrift, it is that we believe deeply that the funds 
should be invested in the camp and not sitting in a bank. 



 
A downturned economy and hard times for our families makes camp seem like a bit of a 
luxury. And there is plenty of competition for church camps these days. Sports camp top 
the list of priorities for many families. And there are a host of other speciality camps that 
focus on everything from computers to quilts. Camp properties tend to be desirable 
vacation properties and cash-strapped church officials can be tempted to sell the 
property to provide for the everyday operation of the church. Our neighbors in the 
Northern Plains Conference sold their camp site years ago. Nebraska, Colorado and 
Montana have sites that are facing financial crises and there is a question in all three 
conferences about how much longer programming can continue.  
 
Our camp is more stable financially and continues to operate within its budget. We do 
not own the land where our camp is located, but have a low-cost lease with the National 
Forest Service. Most of our programming is provided by volunteers, most of which 
invest their personal funds in providing camps. But the numbers of campers are not as 
large as they once were. And donations from local churches and individuals have 
declined in the face of the current economic situation. 
 
Christian camping really blossomed during the Great Depression. When times were the 
hardest, church camps provided relatively low-cost vacations for those who would not 
have otherwise had such an opportunity. Property values were low and camp sites were 
not seen as particularly desirable locations for other uses. And people were generous 
despite having less resources themselves. I am not convinced that a downturn in the 
economy is bad for camping. It might just prove to be the opposite.  
 
So today we will celebrate the camp that we have and promote continuing participation 
and support in our congregation. Placerville is not the only place to meet God and 
experience Christian community. But it is a wonderful place for those experiences. 
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May 18, 2009 – Model A Ford 
 

 
 
The story that I have heard from time to time is that my Uncle Randy, when he was 
dating my Aunt Teddy, had a Model A Ford with a rumble seat. On occasion he would 
take his date and her three sisters, one of whom is my mom, for a ride. The three 
younger sisters would ride in the rumble seat. This story has always been told with joy 
and made the idea of riding in a rumble seat a good thought. 
 
Of course our family never had a car with a rumble seat. I think my first ride in a rumble 
seat was after I had become an adult and a friend in North Dakota completed the 
restoration of a 1932 Chevrolet that his in-laws had owned when they got married. He 
managed to find the car in a shed on a farm and completed the restoration in time for 
the celebration of the couple’s 50th wedding anniversary. One item that he could not 
find for the restoration was the original key fob, which had fold-out wires for cleaning 
and gapping the spark plugs. I happened to find the correct fob among the possessions 
of my great uncle after he passed away. When I produced it, I instantly became a 
member of their family. 
 
There was a car with a rumble seat in the parking lot at the church on Sunday. Ron Hill 
brought his restored Model A to church. We had our Sunday School picnic and there 
was a bounce house for kids in the parking lot and one of the members of our 
confirmation class brought two antique engines that he had restored.  It was a fun day 
with good food, good fellowship and plenty of stories to be told. We had celebrated our 
church camp, Placerville, and the service had been filled with stories of camp and its 
meaning in the lives of our congregation.  



 
I hadn’t thought much about which parts of the day had affected which people until I got 
in the car with my mother and father-in-law, who are both in their late eighties. On the 
short drive to deliver Keith to his home the conversation was focused on the Model A 
Ford. Both of the elders had stories about Model A cars. And the stories they told were 
fun stories of good times. 
 
Ford actually used the designation “Model A” on two different cars. An early Ford, 
produced in 1903-1904 was designated “Model A,” but the car that is remembered 
today as the Model A was mass produced in the Ford Factory from 1927-1931, 
following on the heels of the successful Model T.  On one hand, the timing of the 
release of the Model A was unfortunate. The Great Depression had the nation in its grip 
and there were a lot fewer automobile sales than had marked the 1920’s. On the other 
hand, the timing meant that what cars were produced and got into the hands of 
consumers were, for the most part, treasured and well-maintained. There was an 
attitude of making things last that came out of the depression and it resulted in many 
Model A Fords having long and varied service lives. They were converted into pickup 
trucks and even farm tractors. And more than a few survived to make it into the hands 
of automobile restorationists. 
 
Ron’s Model A sure brought smiles to faces when he drove it to church yesterday. And 
for those who were teens and young adults during the depression, it sparked memories 
and stories.  
 
The world has changed. There may be a few iconic cars that are remembered as 
classics from my young adult years such as the Ford Mustang or the Pontiac GTO, but 
both of those cars were produced in a variety of models over the years, with new body 
styles released each year. And there were plenty of other choices. I doubt if any single 
car will provoke memories for my generation the way the Model A does for our parents. 
When we were coming to age, the horsepower race and the shift to a consumer culture 
was producing a climate of constant upgrading and changing of cars. “Drive new every 
two,” was the banner across the front of one car dealer in our town. There was a sense 
that technology was advancing at such a pace that anything that was five years old was 
out of date. There are a few automobile enthusiasts who have preserved and restored 
cars from the 1960’s and you see a lot of cars from those years at car shows, but they 
simply don’t have the impact on our emotions that the Model A produces for our 
parents. It seems as if everybody knew someone who had a Model A Ford. 
 
It is always interesting to note what we save and what we discard. Our choices aren’t 
always the best. Part of what makes antiques valuable is that not every one saved 
them. There are just a few examples of what used to be. When I look around my house, 
I can identify the antiques that we have received from previous generations, but I 
haven’t got a clue what we will leave to future generations from our time. It may fall to 
future generations to decide what to keep and what to recycle. As handy as our 1999 



Subaru has been, something tells me that it won’t be drawing crowds in a church 
parking lot seventy years from now. 
 
Far more valuable than the antique car in the parking lot yesterday, however, were the 
memories that it provoked. And we have some good memories and more than a few 
stories to tell. In the process of sorting and deciding what to retain and what to release, 
some memories and stories are definitely “keepers.” 
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May 19, 2009 – Recreation 
 

 
 
The commandment about observing the Sabbath is very clear. And the warning 
includes the commandment not to take ourselves too seriously. “Even the Lord God 
rested after six days of creation.” It might just as well have said, “Don’t think you’re more 
indispensable than God.” Because it is easy to convince oneself that there is too much 
work to take a day off. 
 
Truly observing Sabbath requires more than just taking a day off, however. There are 
plenty of chores that can be crammed into a day out of the office. And with computers it 
is easy to take a few minutes to check e-mail, respond to colleagues and turn one’s 
mind to work even when distant from the workplace.  
 
Yesterday was a day off for me. I sometimes get two days a week off, but that hasn’t 
happened for a few weeks and won’t be occurring for a few more. There are simply too 
many things going on and scheduling weddings and other special events requires that I 
work on Saturdays.  But I’m pretty good about observing Mondays as days off.  
 
When I look at the day I had yesterday. I can think of four things that were recreational 
for me. Each provided more energy than it consumed. I went for a paddle in the 
morning. I baked bread. I took a nap. And I planted the garden. Well, I planted most of 
the garden. I’ve got a couple of rows of peas to plant and some supports for the 
tomatoes to put in place.  I ran out of daylight last night as I was working in the cool of 
the evening.  
 



Paddling a canoe or kayak is always a recreational activity for me. And yesterday 
morning I  had the lake to myself. The water was glassy smooth. As I headed up the 
inlet to check out the beavers’ activities, a pair of canadian geese went to work to lead 
me away from their nest site. They honked noisily and swam just ahead of the boat. If I 
came too close, they would splash and fly forward a few feet, just enough to stay ahead 
of me. They didn’t actually take to the air and put a big distance between themselves 
and me until they were convinced that I had paddled safely past the place they were 
protecting.  
 
On a calm, quiet morning, two geese can be incredibly noisy. 
 
One of the beavers poked his head up to take a look at me, but sensing that I was no 
threat, they ignored me as I checked out their lodge.  
 
Baking bread is very recreational for me. I do it enough that it doesn’t require much 
concentration and baking has waiting built into the process. I proof my yeast with a little 
flour and water before mixing the dough, so there is a half hour for doing other things or 
reading a book while that occurs. Then I allow the dough to rise a couple of times, which 
takes more waiting. And it takes nearly a half hour to bake the bread. And kneading 
dough is very therapeutic for me. I can allow my mind to wander and think whatever 
thoughts come naturally as I push and turn the dough.  
 
And a nap . . . well, what can I say. I’m a pretty good napper. I can wake from a short 
sleep feeling refreshed and energized.  
 
Normally I like working in the garden, but it was pretty warm yesterday, so I waited until 
evening and I didn’t really allow enough time to get the garden in.  It always takes me 
quite a while to lay out the garden, deciding where to put the rows, what to plant in each 
row and the like. Tomatoes, beans and peas require some extra support, so I have to 
plan ways to hold up the plants. And I use some water-filled plastic devices around the 
tomatoes to help give the young plants a boost. Filling those takes quite a bit of time 
and effort. And it isn’t quite full summer yet, so it is pretty dark by 9 p.m.  I’ll get the 
garden finished one evening this week. 
 
Last week was cool, so I think my timing on planting was about right. Some of the crops 
could have been planted last week, but it was too early for the tomatoes.  Our growing 
season can be a little short for some crops, but we keep adjusting what we plant 
thinking that we’ll come up with just the right combination one of these years.   Of 
course I bought too many seeds and I can always imagine an even larger garden at this 
time of the year, but for this year our little plot will be sufficient. And we did increase the 
garden area over last year by quite a bit.  
 
So, all in all, it was a day of recreation for me. It is interesting that the commandment 
reminds us that God rested from the work of creation and we sometimes have to take a 



day off to make time to participate with God in the on-going work of creation. I slept well 
after my day’s activities and I’m ready to return to the office this morning. That, it seems 
to me, is a good sign. 
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May 20, 2009 – Warm Days 
 

 
 
Even with the sophisticated tools available to meteorologists today, predicting the 
weather is a bit of an art and there can be inaccuracies in forecasts. And for some of us, 
who tend to ignore the weather forecasts except when planning a trip or special event, 
the weather comes as a surprise. After a cool week last week, this week began with 
high temperatures. I found myself wearing short sleeved shirts when I should have been 
wearing long last week and yesterday I had on a dark long-sleeved shirt and ended up 
using the air conditioner in the car as I drove around town.  
 
Widely varying temperatures are a part of the hills. We have experienced dramatic shifts 
in temperature in very short times and there can be huge differences in relatively short 
distances in the hills. The forecast calls for temperatures at least ten degrees lower 
today and highs in the upper sixties for the rest of the week. Yesterday’s 90 degree day 
was an exception, not the usual weather for May in the hills. Except that “the usual” is 
the result of drawing up averages, and hot or cold days can occur at any time of the 
year around here.  
 
What makes the newspaper are the extremes. After the record temperatures and 
intense fires of the summer, Australia is beginning autumn with record flooding in 
Queensland. The two areas are far apart and there is a lot of Australia that experienced 
a relatively normal year, but the hardships caused by extreme weather are what make 
the news and people living in far-away places get the impression that the whole country 
is subject to dangerous weather conditions.  
 



The crab apple trees in the church yard had a strange spring. With all of the spring 
snow followed by high temperatures they produced fewer blossoms than usual. Some of 
them looked like they were blooming on one half of the tree and skipping the blossoms 
on the other half. Despite the heavy spring snows, the porous soil that surrounds the 
church has dried up. A volunteer was working on the sprinkler system yesterday. The 
hole he dug showed how dry the soil has become in the past couple of weeks. None of 
us know how that will change. We could have more rain and cooler temperatures like 
we did last spring. Or it could turn hot and dry and rise fire concerns early in the year. 
We’ve seen that kind of weather in recent years as well. 
 
My enthusiasm has matched the blossoms on the crab apple trees. Some days I’ve 
really got spring fever, rushing to do outdoor chores and longing for summer recreation. 
Some days it seems like summer is coming too quickly this year. My emotions are 
mixed and tend to run hot and cold rather than seeking an average. 
 
Perhaps there are some who can live so fully in the present that they are unaffected by 
the shifts in weather, but I am not one of them. I have a memory and recalling other 
years is one of the tools I have for making sense of this world. And I have been given a 
deep sense of hope. I anticipate the future with joy and am open to being surprised.  I 
rarely just take things one day at a time.  
 
I love the blossoming trees even though they remind me that I still have allergies to 
certain tree pollens. It appears that this spring will be a mixture in terms of allergies: not 
as bad as some years and not quite as good as others.  
 
The weather could change any day. Knowing that things change keeps me on my toes 
and keeps me interested.  
 
May we all learn to find joy in whatever weather we receive. 
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May 21, 2009 – Joyful 
 

 
 
A friend asked me yesterday, “Are you always like this?” “Always like what?” I 
responded. “Always upbeat and positive?”  I hadn’t thought about it much, I guess. I 
didn’t know exactly how to respond. The setting was a group of colleagues who are 
relatively close. We are able to speak frankly of our jobs and their frustrations and we 
know a little of each other’s family lives as well. We have been meeting for regular Bible 
study for years and have seen each other through a lot of different seasons and 
situations.  
 
I am a happy person. Life has been incredibly good to me. And I think that as I have 
grown older I have developed better ways to deal with conflict and stress in my life. But I 
am not aware of being somehow more upbeat and positive than others.  I just am the 
way I am.  
 
The list of things for which I am grateful is long.  I live in a beautiful place. Almost every 
morning I am greeted with spectacular sunrises. I have taken so many pictures of 
sunrises that I hesitate to use them in my blog for fear that doing so would be so 
repetitious that readers would become bored. But most days I am struck with the 
incredible beauty of this world. As I sit at my computer this morning, I can hear the birds 
singing to greet the new day. There are many who are not able to live in such a 
beautiful place. 
 
I have been blessed with family. My parents provided a home of love and security and 
challenged and supported us to go into the world to pursue our dreams. I discovered the 



love of my life at an early age and have a wonderful marriage. We have two children 
who have brought so much to our lives and who continue to delight and amaze us as 
they move out into the world.  
 
I have been fortunate in my vocation. Not only do I have a calling that I love and a job 
that is meaningful, I have been blessed to be called by congregations that are 
supportive of ministry and engaged in reaching out to the world. Over the years I have 
heard more than a few horror stories about ministers mismatched with their 
congregations and even a few tales of congregations that were abusive in their 
relationship to their pastors. These things have never happened to me. I have been 
called to serve faithful, honest and fair people.  
 
My life has been remarkably free from pain. Recently I experienced a back injury and 
I’m not fully recovered, and there are a few activities about which I have to be careful. 
And the normal process of aging has left me with some bumps on my finger joints and 
some days my hands announce their presence with stiffness and some pain.  But for 
the most part, I do not live with anything that might be called chronic. My health has 
been a tremendous blessing. 
 
I could go on and on with the list of good things that are a part of my life. And often I do 
when I am giving thanks to God. 
 
It isn’t that my life is without stress. It is easy for me to become over committed and I 
have a tendency to accept more tasks that time would allow. I am as good about 
worrying about our children or our aging parents as anyone. Some days I drive as many 
as sixty miles just going back and forth between the office and my home balancing the 
care of my mother with the demands of my job. I can read my pension statements and 
my retirement savings have taken a hit in the recent economy that is as bad as, but no 
worse than, others in a similar position. I know I won’t be able to retire as soon as some. 
There are mornings when I am tired and the thought that I need to work at least a 
decade more than my father did makes me more weary. 
 
But I rarely spend much time or energy worrying about the stress in my life. Exercise 
and activity seem to be effective for me in treating depressing thoughts. I have never 
experienced the illness of depression. I have done enough academic research and 
taught enough classes on stress management to know that stress is not, in and of itself, 
a bad thing. It is just when there is too much or too little stress that it turns to 
distress.  My stock answer to “Busy day?” is “It beats unemployment.” I would rather 
have the stresses of my life than to have too little to do. Boredom seems like a real 
waste of human energy to me.  
 
Life is good. And I have received many blessings.  
 



Last evening I stood on our front porch and watched a rainbow that followed a gentle 
spring shower. I had just planted the last of the vegetable garden and the timing of the 
rain couldn’t have been better. The tomato plants have been in the ground enough to 
start to show signs of recovery from the stress of transplanting and most of the activity 
in the garden is taking place underground. There isn’t even any weeding to be done yet. 
My mother was enjoying a new book that I had brought home to her, the cats were 
curled up and sleeping on the couch. There is undone work in my study and a garage 
that desperately needs cleaning. But those tasks were put on hold last night. The 
rainbow was fare more beautiful than the picture I was able to take.  
 
The ancients were quick to interpret the rainbow as a sign of God’s favor. In the time of 
Noah God gave the rainbow as a sign of covenant. “I will be your God and you will be 
my people.” The terms of the covenant are simple. God did not promise an easy life, or 
wealth, or power, or recognition. God did not offer an exemption from pain or tragedy or 
confusion. God did not suggest that there would be no disease and God did not promise 
that life would be easy. “I will be your God and you will be my people.” “In the midst of 
the tragedies and stresses of this life, I will not abandon you.” “In the face of danger and 
disruption and change, I’ll be there.” It has been a good deal for God’s people from the 
beginning. The stories of our people record incredible pain and suffering, displacement 
and dispossession. There were times when we were refugees and other times when the 
decisions we made led us into slavery and oppressive governments. But the stories of 
our people also record wonderful moments of the certainty of God’s presence. They tell 
of life that triumphs over death, beauty that overcomes chaos, deep joy that endures 
grief. The rainbow reminds me of so many stories of our people. 
 
So the answer, I guess, is yes. I am always like this. At least I am always a child of God 
and God will never abandon me. I have sung “Joyful, joyful, we adore thee” at a funeral 
and meant every word.   
 
Jesus promised, “You will know joy and that joy no one will be able to take from 
you.”  May you know that joy today and each day of your life.  
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May 22, 2009 – The Trailer 
 

 
 
We love to travel. And we have traveled in many different ways over the years. We’ve 
gone backpacking, carrying everything we need on our backs. We’ve traveled long 
distances with one or two suitcases. We’ve done a lot of car camping with a tent, a 
portable stove and lantern. For many years we had a small pop-up camper that we 
pulled behind our car. It had a stove, an ice box, plenty of sleeping space and a small 
dinette. In recent years we’ve acquired a slide-in pickup camper that has plenty of 
amenities for luxurious camping. We have a solar panel, batteries and inverter on the 
camper so we can charge the computer’s batteries when we travel.  
 
The only problem with the camper is that even though it is a pop-up style, it is a long 
ways from the ground to the top of the camper and I like to take a canoe or kayak along 
when we go camping. Hauling boats on top of the camper requires hauling a ladder so 
that I have a way to get up there. No problem. We have a ladder that is easy to take 
with us.  
 
This year we acquired a trailer that will haul a lot of canoes and kayaks. We don’t intend 
to take all of our various boats with us on any long trips, but the trailer will work to take a 
couple of boats and the boats that are loaded on the lower levels of the trailer can be 
loaded and unloaded without much strain. 
 
The temptation, however, is to begin to take too much with us. The trailer will easily 
accommodate the large tool box that is usually in the back of the truck, but which we 
remove when we take our camper. A couple of space pods will provide a place for life 



vests, paddles and wet gear that sometimes have shared the cab of the pickup with us. 
We could easily take a spare bottle of propane and save ourselves the trouble of finding 
propane dealers in remote locations.  
 
One could haul a lot of stuff on that trailer. Lawn chairs, a barbecue grill . . . the list goes 
on and on.  If we strapped a rocking chair to the top of the camper, we could look like 
the Beverly Hillbillies going down the road.  
 
One way to measure a vacation might be to think in terms of what one takes along. We 
wouldn’t consider a vacation without a few books. And, of course, we need clothing. 
And if we are traveling away from public accommodations, we need food and water.  A 
place to sleep is nice with enough blankets to keep us warm. A boat for a little 
recreation and to explore waterways. 
 
Another way to measure a vacation is to think in terms of what one leaves behind. Part 
of the purpose of vacation is to remove oneself from the normal routines of everyday 
living. There are definite advantages to traveling lightly. The less one carries, the less 
there is to lose. The less worry in a vacation the more freedom to explore new 
experiences. We have family members who have traveled around the world with a 
backpack. They do not report of their adventures in terms of what they left behind, but 
rather in terms of the new things that they have seen, done and learned. There are 
definite advantages to traveling light.  
 
As is true with most things in life, the key is striking a balance. And each person and 
each situation has a difference balance point. The amount of gear required for several 
weeks away from civilization is different than the amount required for visiting in cities. 
Mounting an expedition to the top of Everest requires different gear than taking  day 
hike along an established trail. Each trip requires an analysis of what should go along 
and what should be left at home. Just because the trailer can haul an item doesn’t mean 
that we should take that item along.  
 
I’ve had vacation on my mind more than usual this spring. Part of the reason is that we 
are planning a rather large trip with our camper. Part of it is that our trip is being taken in 
conjunction with the United Church of Christ’s General Synod, which means we’ll be 
traveling at the height of tourist season. As a result we have had to make campground 
reservations and do a fair bit more advance planning than is our usual style. Whatever 
the reasons, there is a fair amount of anticipation of this trip.  
 
Advance planning allows one to make more careful choices about what to bring and 
what to leave behind. I’m sure we won’t need as many canoes as are pictured in today’s 
blog. I’m thinking that the trailer means we won’t need to bring a ladder along on this 
trip. There are other choices that we will make before we depart on this trip. 
 



Life is like that. There are things we keep that are valuable and meaningful. Memories, 
experiences and stories can add to the quality of our lives. It can be meaningful to 
discard old grudges, worn-out ideas, and past hurts. There are things we can leave 
behind without regret as we journey through this life. And there are other things that can 
add much to a life. 
 
The trailer is an add-on. We can unhook the truck from the trailer and travel without it. 
There are places we want to go where the trailer will not go along. And there are times 
when we will leave the truck behind when walking is the best way to see what we want 
to see. Hopefully we will achieve the kind of balance that allows us to enjoy our vacation 
without creating problems for others.  
 
Maybe our lives are like that too. Sometimes we bring more of ourselves to a situation 
and sometimes we bring less. Not every story is appropriate for every occasion. May we 
find the grace to sort through our lives and keep the things we need and lighten the 
burden of the things we should leave behind. 
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May 23, 2009 – Climbing 

 
There is something about a unique geological feature that invites people to climb to the 
top.  Devil’s tower is one such place.  Experienced climbers find the monolith to be 
challenging and on most visits to the place one can see climbers on the rock. It is a sort 
of test of the will and ingenuity of humans in the face of a huge challenge. 
 
But a little over a week from now, on June 1, climbers will once again be asked to 
voluntarily refrain from climbing at Devil’s Tower. Every June since 1996, administrators 
at the monument have asked climbers to refrain from climbing and have offered 
alternative sites for rock climbing in the Black Hills. This is out of respect for Native 
American traditions and ceremonies that take place at the monument.  
 
The popular name of the feature is based on a misunderstanding of Native traditions. 
The Lakota name for the feature is Mato Tipi, the home of he bear. There are many 
stories about the rock including one that describes the ridges on the sides of the rock as 
the scratch marks of a giant bear. The name “Devil” was applied by Europeans to 
several features that Dakota and Lakota people found to be infused with spirit. 
Misunderstanding the concept of spirit, the newcomers gave those places the name 
devil. Devil’s Lake in North Dakota got a similar name. In Lakota lore, however, there is 
no devil. The concept of a negative and powerful being who directs evil is not part of 
traditional native thinking.  
 
The name aside, it is important to understand that different people have different 
approaches to the feature. Native Americans regard the tower as a sacred site and 
many of them feel that recreational climbing desecrates the tower. June is a month of 
many ceremonies and cultural activities at the tower. 



 
The ban on climbing is not absolute. It is voluntary. Unlike the closure of some climbing 
routes due to prairie falcon nesting, there is no enforcement of the June ban. In fact the 
ban only reduces climbing. About 85% fewer climbers are seen on the rock in June. 
That means that 15% continue to climb despite the request that they refrain. 
 
Strict enforcement is not desired. One hopes that people would show enough respect 
for others and their religious traditions to voluntarily refrain from climbing. What is 
desired is respect. And respect cannot be legislated or enforced. It must come from 
within each individual.  
 
It reminds me of a dilemma in central Australia, where there is another amazing rock. 
Uluru, also known as Ayers Rock rises out of the red desert and is a beautiful and 
awesome feature.  It is sacred to the aboriginal people, the Anangu. They do not climb 
Uluru because of its spiritual significance and they strongly encourage visitors to 
respect this by making a conscious decision not to climb. But it is not the Anangu way to 
force others to observe their traditions. They make a polite request and are more 
concerned about the motivation and the spirit of others than they are about their 
behavior. Even though Uluru is administered by Anangu, the climbing route is not 
closed. They prefer that visitors, out of education and understanding, will choose to 
respect their law and culture by not climbing.  
 
As a result, hundreds of visitors climb the rock every day. The Anangu word for white 
skinned people is “ants,” because they swarm over the rock like ants. But the Anangu 
feel great responsibility for the safety of guests in their land. They feel a great sadness 
when a person dies or is hurt.  
 
Respect must be earned and it cannot be forced. But it is frustrating when people don’t 
take time to learn the cultural significance of a place and who, despite requests to the 
contrary, continue to climb without concern for the spiritual traditions or religious 
practices of others. 
 
Please visit Devil’s tower if you are in our part of the world. It is strikingly beautiful and 
you will gain a sense of a very special place. If you take time to walk around the tower’s 
base, you will begin to understand how it could have come to hold such significant 
meaning for native people. If you visit, please take time to view the displays and to read 
the stories of the place. Try to understand that it is more than just a unique feature of 
geology - it is a sacred place with great significance to indigenous people. 
 
Perhaps the monument has much to teach us about the nature of respect. It is a lesson 
worth learning. 
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May 24, 2009 – Confirmation 
 

 
 
After Christianity became an official religion of Rome in the mid 300’s the expansion of 
the church was so rapid that there weren’t enough bishops to provide leadership. It 
became common for people of all ages to participate in baptism ceremonies and then 
later, when a bishop came to visit, the baptisms were confirmed by the touch of a 
bishop. Over the centuries that practice developed into a tradition of baptizing infants 
into the faith and family of the church and later inviting them to go through the rite of 
confirmation as an affirmation of their baptism. The theory was that once children reach 
the age of making their own personal commitments, they can take responsibility for their 
membership in the church in a new way. The practice bears some connection to the 
Jewish rite of Bar Mitzva (for boys) or Bat Mitzva (for girls). This ceremony is a rite of 
passage that acknowledges the transition from childhood to adulthood. It includes the 
public reading of scripture as well as special prayers. 
 
In the Christian church, various forms of preparation for the rite of confirmation have 
grown up. There are congregations where the preparation is primarily academic, 
requiring years of study and the proof of a certain level of understanding of doctrine, 
tradition, scripture and church governance. In other congregations the emphasis has 
been on a particular catechism, or set of questions and answers that outline the basics 
of faith. Other congregations focus on relationships within the church with mentors 
being assigned to those preparing for the rite of confirmation.  
 
Over the years of our ministry, we have gone through several different approaches to 
preparation for confirmation. We have tried weekly classes, retreats, and other ways to 



get significant time with youth as they learn about the church and grow in faith. We have 
worked with mentors and guides who get to know the youth individually and share their 
journey of preparation. We have never come up with a single method of preparation that 
is right for all of the youth we encounter.  
 
One of the realities is that church and participation in church may represent a smaller 
part of the lives of young people than it did for their grandparents. While we would like 
to have the church be the center of each life, there are many who view church as one 
among many different organizations and activities. Especially in ministry with children 
and adults, we discover that it is not just the young people whose priorities place other 
activities above participation in the church. Their parents also have priorities for their 
children that emphasize other areas of life. We often hear from parents that homework 
or sports events or even social activities such as concerts and dances are more 
important than church.  
 
So it is difficult to design programs of preparation that are meaningful and attractive to 
youth and their parents.  
 
But all of that is behind us for a few moments this morning. We have eleven youth who 
are ready for the rite of confirmation.  We have eleven carefully-crafted individual 
prayers prepared for the moment when each kneels in front of the congregation and 
pledges their life to Christ. We add their names to the official roster of members of the 
congregation, but we understand that confirmation is not about increasing the numbers 
of people in our particular church. Confirmation is about mission work. We will send 
these young people out into the world to share their faith with others. We expect that 
most of them will participate in other congregations when they are adults. We give them 
our blessings and prayers and understand that membership in the church of Jesus 
Christ is membership in a body that is far bigger than a single local congregation. 
 
Still, it is a significant moment of celebration for our congregation. We have watched 
these young people grow and mature in their faith. We have prayed for their health and 
safety and have rejoiced in their accomplishments. And now, with the offering of simple 
gifts, we say to them that we place the future of the church in their hands. While there 
are many years in which we will continue to share the work of the church, we 
acknowledge that these people will continue to provide leadership in the church beyond 
the span of our lives.  
 
It is an emotional moment, a sacred moment, and one we do not take lightly. 
 
As the sun rises on this new day, it seems to be an important day in the lives of these 
young people and an important day in the life of the church. We know that the future will 
not be the same as the past. We know that each new member changes the nature of 
the entire church. We know that the future is in God’s hands and not our own. So we 



anticipate new things that are yet to be revealed. We wait for the unseen to be come 
visible.  
 
And we pray. Without ceasing we pray. The words of our prayers for these confirmands 
will soon be forgotten, but we pray that the actions of this day will remain a part of their 
lives forever.  
 
One by one they will kneel and we will lay our hands upon them as a symbol of the 
connections that reach from the most distant past to the farthest future. They are a part 
of our identity and centers of meaning in an often-confusing world.  
 
It is, indeed, a day of hope.  
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May 25, 2009 – A Musical Bridge 
 

 
 
In music, a bridge is a section of music that connects two other portions of the same 
piece. Often the bridge contrasts in tempo and melody from what has come before and 
what will come after. Yesterday, we saw music used as a bridge between cultures and 
peoples in a dramatic fashion.  
 
Emotions can run high in relationships between natives and newcomers in South 
Dakota. Before the coming of Europeans to this part of the world, there were constant 
changes in the plains tribes. Most were semi-nomadic, following the buffalo herds and 
moving their encampments on a regular basis. When Dakota, Lakota and Nakota 
people moved into what is now the Dakotas they were probably responding to 
pressures from other tribes to the east who, in turn were responding to pressures from 
European settlement on the east coast of the United States. However they arrived, the 
plains lifestyle and the buffalo culture suited them.  And the Lakota became the last of 
the Native tribes in the United States to accept reservation life. Reservation life has 
never suited them well. There have been plenty of conflicts since the death of Crazy 
Horse.  
 
In 1973 the conflicts erupted into violence on the Pine Ridge reservation. There are 
plenty of folk around here who remember those days and who are quick to offer 
judgement of others.  
 
So we are careful to be polite to one another. And we are aware of the tensions and 
emotions that we have inherited from the past. Occasions where we can reach across 



cultures are treasured and carefully nurtured. But we rarely let our guard down and 
show our emotions.  
 
Yesterday was an emotional day for the musicians of the South Dakota Symphony’s 
chamber orchestra, the Porcupine Singers, and those who gathered to hear them make 
music together.  You could hear the emotion in the voices of the speakers as they paid 
verbal tribute to each other. You could sense that there were new and treasured 
connections.  
 
In the picture above, Melvin Young Bear, keeper of the drum and lead singer of the 
Porcupine Singers has his arm around Jeffrey Paul, principal oboist with the South 
Dakota Symphony Orchestra. It is not a connection that one might have expected a few 
years ago. The Porcupine Singers are famous throughout the Pow Wow circuit and 
across Indian country as keepers of traditional songs. They have incredibly high 
standards for vocal excellence and consistency in their drumming. They sing in Lakota, 
keeping the language and the culture of their people alive. The South Dakota 
Symphony is a bastion of high-brow culture. They perform at the Washington Pavilion in 
Sioux Falls wearing tuxedoes and honoring 400 years of western European music and 
culture. 
 
The Lakota Music project brought the two groups together. Initially their meeting was 
simply a cross-cultural experience with one ensemble playing and the other listening. 
Then they would reverse the roles and more music would be presented. This original 
four-hour sharing led to more opportunities for collaboration and finally to the 
commissioning of two compositions for the two ensembles to perform together. Over the 
last week the groups presented five concerts, wrapping up with the final concert in our 
sanctuary yesterday afternoon. 
 
The concert was a significant point on a long journey of reconciliation. The musicians 
had been working very hard and they were emotionally exhausted after their tour and 
performances. But the emotions that we experienced went far beyond exhaustion. It 
was evident that real connections between individuals and families had been made.  
 
And some of us were fortunate to have been there to witness this musical bridge. 
 
Today the sounds will be different, but no less important. The drum will be played in its 
natural setting, outdoors. As the singers present an honor song the audience will once 
again be a mixture of cultures and heritages. In place of the symphony, a lone bugle will 
sound taps. There will be speeches and remembrances as people gather to honor the 
service of those who have gone before at Black Hills National Cemetery. The cemetery 
can trace its roots to the placement of U.S. Calvary in the Black Hills for combat with 
Lakota warriors, has become a place where all races and all cultures are honored and 
remembered with respect.  
 



Somedays we ask ourselves if we are making any progress in our quest for peace with 
justice for all of God’s people. New wars and conflicts continue to claim the lives of 
young warriors. New injustices befall new innocent victims. Despite the lessons of the 
past, we continue to make the mistakes of the present. Our human decisions are 
imperfect and our human solutions rarely are permanent. Peace is an elusive dove that 
seems to be forever beyond our grasp.  
 
But there are moments when we experience healing. There are moments when we 
rededicate our lives to finding ways to live and work and celebrate together. Yesterday’s 
concert was one of those moments.  
 
May we continue to learn to make music together. 
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May 26, 2009 – Birthday Memories 
 

 
 
We’ve had a couple of family events in the last couple of days to celebrate the 89th 
birthday of my father-in-law, Keith Ricketts. Keith is descended from a family who have 
had long lives. His father lived to 92 years old and his mother to 100. Since my own 
father died when I was relatively young, I have had more years with my father-in-law 
than I got with my father.  
 
Not everything can be measured by counting years. But longevity in years can add up to 
a lot of memories. Keith’s mother had cameras and developed her own pictures before 
he was born, and he enjoyed photography throughout much of his adult life. In addition 
there were occasions for studio portraits to be made at various points throughout his 
life.  There is a pretty good collection of photographs that span the decades. And we 
really enjoy looking at those photographs - partly because the photographs usually 
spark some storytelling. 
 
Keith came into his teens during the great depression. Those weren’t good years for 
North Dakota dryland farms. At one point they lost the farm to the bank, but a special 
state program allowed them to buy it back again. It was too dry to produce much wheat 
in those days and they tried a lot of different ways to earn a living from the farm 
including a few years of commercial turkey production. Eventually Keith was able to 
pursue post-high school education and earned certification as a master electrician - the 
work that supported his family and earned his retirement.  
 



Always interested in helping others learn, Keith became an instructor in the electrical 
apprenticeship program and was honored for a lifetime of service to vocational 
education. Electricians have lots of stories about their work, which can involve 
everything from climbing poles to repairing microwave ovens. In the early part of his 
career, Keith helped bring electricity to rural areas that previously had none. He wired 
homes that were built without electricity and helped hook up a variety of work-saving 
appliances.  Over the years he worked on a radar base that was part of the U.S. Missile 
Defense System, he sold appliances, he installed and repaired commercial restaurant 
equipment, and discovered a variety of ways to tell people that they had just ordered a 
service call when all that was wrong was a burned-out light bulb. 
 
And there are so many other stories. Decades of service in the church have left Keith 
with experience in many different church projects. He has mowed the lawn, run the 
sound system, served on almost every committee. He was a charter member of a brand 
new congregation and helped in the construction of the church building and later an 
addition to that building. He became friends with ministers and invested hours upon 
hours promoting and supporting church camp. He helped patch together the appliances 
in the last years of a “temporary” camp kitchen and installed the appliances in a new 
one when it was built.  
 
There are stories of winters with massive blizzards and summers with intense heat. 
There are family stories about vacations and moves from one place to another. All of his 
sons-in-law know how to pass a butter dish and how to receive it without having their 
thumb jammed into the butter - and all have forgotten on occasion to the delight of their 
father-in-law. Keith is descended from a long line of practical jokers and his laugh is 
infectious.  
 
It’s good to have birthdays from time to time. Celebrations are important. And it is a 
treasure to have stories to tell and memories to share. As he finishes his ninth decade 
of living there are some days that seem a lot like the other days. Activities in the 
assisted living center sometimes closely resemble the activities of the previous day and 
the previous weeks. A special occasion is much appreciated as a change of pace. And 
occasionally something happens that adds to the list of stories to tell.  
 
And memories are not all that are collected. Over the decades there has been a 
reasonable share of grief. The deaths of family members and friends each leave their 
mark. And there are plenty of Keith’s contemporaries whom he has outlived. The death 
of his wife four years ago changed his life dramatically and set in motion the events that 
resulted in a move to another home.  His short term memory isn’t as keen as it once 
was and he can’t be as independent as he used to be. Moving to an apartment and from 
the apartment to the assisted living  home means that many possessions had to be left 
behind, given away and sold. A birthday brings to mind the losses one has experienced 
as well as the memories one has collected.  
 



We are the fortunate ones. Ot our siblings, we somehow have become the ones who 
are able to live close to our parents for this phase of our lives and theirs. We didn’t 
move back to the homes of our childhood, our parents moved to where we live. In this 
mobile society, people often move multiple times after retirement. As live goes on 
changes continue.  
 
It was fun to get out some of the old photographs and to tell some of the old stories. 
How lucky we are to be able to celebrate birthdays each year. And how fortunate we are 
for each day we have together. Families are indeed one of the great gifts of this life. I’m 
glad we have occasion to pause and say “thank you” from time to time. 
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May 27, 2009 – Learning to Recognize Emotions 
 

 
Photo courtesy of Autism Society of America. 
 
People who work with others who have been diagnosed with some form of autism have 
long noticed that those who have the disorder often fail to recognize others’ emotions. It 
is not that they are insensitive or don’t care, it is that normal signals such as facial 
expressions do not register as emotions. Some have even theorized that those who are 
somewhere on the autism spectrum experience fewer emotions or find their emotions in 
a narrower range than others. 
 
Asperger’s Syndrome, a mild form of Autism is often first diagnosed because parents 
and others observe a lack of social skills. Those who have Asperger’s Syndrome 
frequently don’t know when those around them are angry or sad. They often evaluate 
social situations without many emotional components and are confused by the reactions 
of others to circumstances where logic might dictate a different response.  
 
Parents and teachers who work with those affected by Asperger’s syndrome are 
challenged to find innovative ways to facilitate learning how to recognize others’ 
emotions. Due to a unique partnership between a non-profit organization and a popular 
media franchise, there is now a new tool.  Autism Spectrum Australia (ASPECT) has 
teamed up with the producers of Thomas the Tank Engine to produce a new online 



game that helps players learn to recognize common emotions such as happy, 
sad,  angry, surprised and scared. The game seeks to help learners recognize the 
similarities between the individual’s emotions and those experienced by others. It uses 
simple and exaggerated facial expressions on the the engine to indicate emotions. The 
game  can be explored at the ASPECT web site: www.autismspectrum.org.au.  
 
The choice of Thomas the Tank Engine is based on a study that was conducted in the 
United Kingdom that identified Thomas and friends as more fascinating to autistic 
children than other television characters. One of the reasons cited for this preference is 
that the characters in the show have clear facial features, the pacing of the program is 
appropriate and the stories are easy to follow. Thomas and his friends are particularly 
stimulating and motivating for children who have been diagnosed as being on the 
autism spectrum. 
 
Each time a child plays the game she or he is presented with a different sequence of 
emotions and asked to identify happy, sad, angry, and other emotions. The game 
presents a series of engines and asks the player to choose the one that displays the 
desired emotion. The developers of the game have attempted to create a focused 
simulation that takes advantage of the single-mindedness of autistic children to help 
them identify signs of emotions that later can be recognized in social situations.  
 
The game is relatively new and the research in the use of the game is incomplete, but 
early signs are very positive. The web site contains a version of the game that can be 
played by children and a link to a simple survey that can be taken by parents to assist 
with the research. 
 
The partnership between ASPECT and HIT Entertainment, owners of Thomas & 
Friends, covers more than a single game. The popular television program will work to 
promote greater awareness about autism spectrum disorders in the general community 
and has developed a set of stickers designed to generate donations to support ASPECT 
and the work of the organization.  
 
A teacher, in a conversation with me, once described children who have disorders on 
the autism spectrum as simply experiencing fewer emotions. “It is like a child with a box 
of eight crayons, when some other children have 64 colors.” The description isn’t quit 
accurate because it is not so much that there are fewer emotions as the differences in 
the way the brain processes emotions means that the expression of an emotion by 
another has to be greatly exaggerated in order to register in the complex brain 
processes of those who live with autism. The Thomas and Friends game takes 
advantage of both ways of thinking by offering a limited choice of emotions and 
characters with greatly exaggerated facial features.  
 



There is no guarantee that a child who masters the game will be better at recognizing 
emotions in other humans, but early indications are that the game does help with 
general social skills and the development of a degree of empathy.  
 
May is Autism Awareness Month and as the month comes to an end it is important to 
pause and to think of the challenges faced by friends in our community who live with 
autism every day. Perhaps a new game and a famous character can help to raise 
awareness of autism for each of us and to invite us to invest more deeply in research to 
help families who live with autism. 
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May 28, 2009 – Playing Pipes 
 

 
 
Flutes and pipes were a part of several ancient cultures and there is evidence that 
people have been playing sounds by blowing air through tubes for millennia on every 
occupied continent. Many different cultures have stories about the origins of flutes and 
their use to make music that stirs human emotions. In Lakota culture the flute is an 
instrument to express love beyond the power of human words. Both Roman and Greek 
mythology speak of pipes or flutes as instruments of the gods.  
 
There are several different systems for varying the pitch of a flute or pipe. One is simply 
to have multiple pipes of different girths and lengths. By stopping one end of the pipe 
and cutting the pipe to a precise length, a specific tone can be achieved.  Another 
system uses a solid rod inserted into the pipe that can be slid in and out varying the 
effective length of the pipe. Yet another system involves drilling holes into the side of 
the pipe that can be stopped by holding fingers over the holes to control the flow of air.  
 
It is not definitely known where the practice of tying together multiple pipes originated, 
but the practice is ancient. Both Greek and Latin have names for such instruments. The 
common name “pan flute” or “pan pipes” comes from the rustic Greek god Pan. The 
number and size of pipes varied, but there is a practical limit to the ability of a single 
human to hold pipes and to produce the air to blow through them.  In Roman times 
there was a significant breakthrough when a simple set of mechanical bellows was 
attached to a set of pan pipes allowing for somewhat constant air pressure and more 
volume of air than a set of human lungs can produce.  
 



The instruments began to grow in size and complexity as musicians added new pipes 
with different sounds. Experiments with different reeds and woods that could be 
hollowed were followed by the use of metal to form pipes. Different pipes had different 
mechanisms for voicing and tuning. As the instruments grew, specialized chambers, 
sometimes with louvers to control the flow of air and sound in and out of the chamber, 
were constructed. Before long these organs had grown too large to be portable and 
permanent installations were begun.  
 
The history of the development of the pipe organ in western music corresponds roughly 
with the development and expansion of Christianity. Both spread from Rome throughout 
Europe and both added complexity and variety as they grew. Churches became places 
for the construction of larger and more complex organs.  
 
Once wind chests were developed, the ability to add different tubes and pipes to the 
instruments expanded greatly. Mechanical controls were designed to manipulate leather 
stoppers that could be opened to allow air to enter the pipe and closed to silence the 
pipe. As the instruments grew in size and complexity, so too did the control systems. 
Keyboards were developed to correspond to the pitch of the notes. Because humans 
can control not only their hands, but also their feet, pedal boards were developed to add 
to the number of different options for playing pipes. For centuries these control systems 
were purely mechanical, with some assistance from compressed air to move especially 
large devices. 
 
The first use of electricity in pipe organs was directed towards the creation of air. Air 
pumps and compressors were developed to provide a constant flow of air to the 
instrument. Without the need for humans to power the bellows, musicians were freed to 
manipulate different controls.  
 
In the middle of the twentieth century electronic organs were developed that used 
speakers to produce sounds. These instruments are common today and sophisticated 
electronics have been developed to produce a wide variety of sounds. Electronic organs 
never replaced pipe organs, in part, due to the differences in sounds produced.  An 
electronic organ creates a sound wave that travels across static air  towards the human 
ear. A pipe organ delivers its sound waves on columns of moving air, changing not only 
the pitch of the sound produced, but also the air pressure and movement upon which 
the sound travels. In addition, pipe organs produce a distinct sound for each pipe while 
an electronic organ pushes multiple pitches through the same speakers.  
 
The advent of electronic organs did, however, create a rapid period of advance in the 
controls that are used to play pipe organs. Electronic controls meant that the console 
from which the organ is played could be farther away from the pipes as not everything 
had to be mechanically linked. Electromagnets at the bases of the pipes were 
connected by wires to the consoles. Early organs had giant “umbilical cords” filled with 
thousands of wires running from individual controls to individual pipes.  



 
The development of microcomputers further advanced the ability of humans to control 
organs. Multiple levels of memory could be programmed into keyboards and stop tabs 
to allow organists to set up combinations of action prior to playing a piece of music and 
then switch from one set of sounds to another at the touch of a button. Fiber optic 
cables allowed for tremendous amounts of data to flow from the console to the 
instrument over very tiny connections.  
 
On Tuesday, our congregation accepted delivery of a new state-of-the-art console to 
play our organ. The console has a full pedal board and three keyboards or manuals to 
control the four divisions of pipes in our instrument (Pedal organ, swell organ, great 
organ, and choir organ). The console also has controls that allow different divisions to 
be played in different combinations from different keyboards. It has multiple levels of 
memory that allow different organists to set up their own combinations without 
disturbing those set by other organists. It has a digital display to assist with 
programming the console. 72 stop tabs allow for different ranks of pipes to be played in 
many different combinations. There are controls for the louvers on the chambers, the air 
compressor, and other components of the instrument as well. There is provision for the 
addition of new stops and new capabilities to the organ in the future. The console is a 
marvel of contemporary computer technology. 
 
This console controls approximately 24 ranks of pipes that were designed into the 
Austin organ installed in our building in 1961 plus an additional ten ranks of pipes that 
we have added in a new division. A rank is generally 56 to 61 individual pipes, with 
some specialty ranks having more or fewer pipes, depending on how they are used.   In 
addition our instrument also has chimes, which are solid cylinders of metal that are 
struck by small hammers controlled by electronic switches.  
 
It has been just over three years since we placed the order for this instrument. A 
significant amount of construction was required to prepare the camber, install the wind 
chests, modify the air handling system and have the console custom built to our 
specifications.  It took a couple of days of programming, tuning and voicing before we 
began to hear new combinations of sounds yesterday. There are still many days of work 
remaining to get the instrument balanced and all of the pipes tuned and voiced to work 
together.  
 
But we have begun to hear the new sounds. And the sounds are glorious. The things 
we had only imagined are beginning to take form in music. The delivery of the console 
was a major milestone in the journey towards a completed organ. 
 
A pipe organ is always a work in progress. There are always new pipes and new 
sounds that could be added. There will always be new ways of voicing and controlling 
pipes to produce additional combinations of sounds. And the artistry of individual 
organists can make the instrument sound very different at one time than at another. Our 



organ will never be “finished.” But we are approaching a time when construction will 
slow and practice will being to learn how to get the most music out of our instrument. It 
is an exciting time. 
 
We’ve invested a lot of energy, money and time in this project. It is one of the projects 
that will continue beyond the span of our lives.  Yesterday one of the consultants who 
had been brought in to help with voicing and tuning made the comment, “that’s the thing 
about pipe organs - it takes forever to tune each rank and then re-tune them together.”  I 
responded, “that’s why we installed the organ in the church - we have forever.” 
 
May the music continue. 
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May 29, 2009 – Blossoms 
 

 
 
Spring is definitely settling in. The hills are green and the pastures are starting to 
blossom with a wide variety of plants. Things are looking pretty good around here. 
 
Lots of the things that bloom in the open country have relatively tiny blossoms. One has 
to look carefully to see the beauty that is all around. I have never taken the time to get 
good at plant identification, but I enjoy looking at the wide variety of plants that grow all 
around.  
 
This year we have a lot of delicate purple flowers growing in the yard. The blossoms 
look like clover, and I suppose they are some variation on that plant, but the foliage isn’t 
quite the same as the sweet clover that is so common. I’m sure that a plant expert 
would tell me that there is nothing uncommon about the plants at all. But they add a tiny 
splash of color to an otherwise mostly green landscape.  
 
I suppose that the little bursts of purple are sufficient to attract honey bees for pollination 
to keep the plants growing and spreading in their territory. Although we usually mow all 
of the yard, I’ve decided to leave a small area uncut for a while so that I can watch the 
flowers grow. Allowing the plants to grow a little taller may reveal other flowering plants 
as well. Our neighbors have an area that they don’t mow and it sports all kinds of 
flowering plants including coneflowers and small sunflowers.  
 
The intricate detail and beauty of the flowers continue to delight and amaze me. A 
botanist might be able to explain some of the reasons for the wide variety of plants and 



the mechanisms for the subtle differences between various plants. But I seem to be 
satisfied to simply enjoy them without fully understanding all about them. Sometimes 
there is sufficient pleasure in just looking at things without fully understanding what one 
is seeing. I’m that way with the flowers. I don’t need to know their names or how they 
are related to other plants in order to enjoy them.  
 
The forecast shows a chance of showers throughout the next few days, so things will 
continue to stay green and blossom for a while at least. Each year is different from the 
last and the exact amount of rainfall in any given area is fairly unpredictable. So far our 
spring has been delightful with plenty of moisture to keep things growing. The forest 
seems to be recovering from the years of severe drought, though there are still large 
areas of trees that have been killed by insects. The cycles of life are much longer in the 
forest. It seems that the hills have patience for things that require a century or 
more.  And centuries-long timing is short for the geological processes of the hills.  
 
Plants can have a more dramatic effect than the short cycles of blossoms and growth 
that we observe. There is a dialogue of soil and rock and plants that surrounds us every 
day. The pine trees that surround us drop their needles onto the soil. The needles are 
acidic and when melting snow or rain carry the acids from the needles into the ground, it 
helps to break down the rocks. Many of the caves that dot the hills began as layers of 
sedimentary limestone. The limestone had fissures and cracks through which the acidic 
water from the surface flowed, slowly breaking down the rock until caverns and 
passageways began to open up beneath the ground. The limestone, as it breaks down, 
neutralizes the acid in the moisture leaving the water in the underground aquifer clean 
and neutral.  
 
Part of what makes this areas soil good for growing things is this long-term dialogue of 
water and pine trees and limestone. The color of the flowers varies in response to the 
amount of acid in the soil. In many cases the same varieties of plants produce different 
colors of blossoms in response to the pH of the soil. Adding different soil nutrients can 
change the color of the blossoms. 
 
The universe that surrounds us is incredibly and delightfully complex. It is amazing to 
think of all of the interconnections and relationships between the various parts of the 
world. Increasing our understanding of the natural world seems to increase our 
appreciation of it as well. The things that we normally take for granted become 
fascinating when we take time to study them and think deeply.  
 
Each flower blossom is an invitation to careful meditation. Unfortunately, in the quick-
paced lifestyle that most of us have chosen, there is too little time to simply lay in the 
grass and ponder the beauty of a flower. We tend to stay in motion and taking time for a 
simple prayer requires a discipline that we don’t always display. I hope that I can take 
the gift of spring flowers as an invitation to slow down and become more intentional 
about the life I live.  



 
Don’t expect dramatic changes. Many processes in nature require a lot of time. Maybe 
changing one’s lifestyle requires generous portions of time as well. But life is short. We 
humans don’t have the eons of geological time. May we continue to find deep joy in the 
moments that are ours. And may we never forget to give thanks to God for the beauty of 
this world. 
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May 30, 2009 – Ice Cream 
 

 
 
It is a sure sign of spring. Last evening, after dinner, we did some work in the yard and 
then decided to head to town for an ice cream treat. It has been a regular entertainment 
for us for all of our married life. When our kids were small I would tell them that 
occasionally the car would just decide all by itself to go to Dairy Queen and there wasn’t 
any thing we could do about it. Of course we didn’t want to change it. Our whole family 
loved ice cream cones. I can remember when our daughter was a tiny baby and we 
went to an ice cream store. I was holding her in one hand and an ice cream cone in the 
other. She would fuss because she wanted the ice cream, but when I held it to her lips it 
was too cold for her and she would fuss because she didn’t like that cold. So I would 
take it away and she would fuss for more. Pretty soon we were all laughing. She got 
over not liking the sensation of cold ice cream. 
 
One of the fun things about going out for ice cream is watching the people who come 
and go. Our family is quite different than it was a decade ago when we had two high 
school students. Now our grouping was two folks in their eighties and two in their fifties. 
We sat in a booth with a walker parked close by.  In the booth next to us was a family of 
five. I assume it was parents with two boys and one of the grandmothers of the boys. 
Those two boys were really well behaved. They came into the restaurant, went into the 
booth and sat down while the adults ordered the treats. They sat up and ate their treats 
politely and then wiped their own hands and faces with napkins. A couple came in with 
a four or five year-old girl. She was so excited that she kept bouncing up and down as 
they stood at the counter and waited for their ice cream. When she was handed an ice 



cream cone, she stopped bouncing and held it in both hands. But the excitement kept 
bubbling up. She spun in a circle as she walked with her parents to their car. 
 
When Susan was a child, her parents owned and operated a Dairy Queen franchise for 
a few years. She can remember that each year they had a special treat day when the 
whole school lined up and each child received a small ice cream cone. And her father 
was the owner of the ice cream store!  WOW! Imagine having a dad like that!  It 
certainly would be the source of great status for any elementary school child. 
 
Every trip to a place that sells ice cream cones brings back a flood of memories for us. 
We went out for ice cream when we were dating and when we were newly weds. Ice 
cream treats were a special part of the years of raising our children. When we visit them 
or they visit us as adults we still love to go out for ice cream. And it is a fun outing for us 
to share with our parents as well. A few more decades and I may be a resident in a 
nursing home eagerly awaiting the opportunity to go out for ice cream with a friend or 
family member.  
 
Having ice cream at home is a wonderful thing, but it isn’t the same thing as going out 
for ice cream. We don’t have a soft-serve machine in our home. Not that I haven’t 
thought about getting one, but so far expense and mess have prevented that.  And 
there isn’t the same flow of people to watch in our home as we find in the places that 
serve ice cream. Besides its good to just get out of the house and go on an adventure, 
especially for our folks who no longer drive themselves and don’t get out and about 
quite as much as they’d like. 
 
We’re getting pretty good at eating our ice cream slowly. Resisting the urge to gulp it 
down increases the pleasure. We can stretch a few ice cream cones into a half hour of 
sitting in a booth talking about life and watching other people go by. And the last bite of 
ice cream tastes every bit as good as the first one. Sharing an ice cream treat is one of 
the ways we have of slowing down the pace of our lives for a while. We sometimes 
make too many commitments and schedule too many meetings. An evening to just 
enjoy life is good for us and a very pleasant experience. 
 
So if you’re looking for us on a summer evening and we aren’t at home, check the local 
ice cream stores. There’s a soft spot in our hearts for Dairy Queen, but we’ve been 
known to eat ice cream in almost every place in town that serves it.  
 
No, we don’t have a magic car that automatically turns into the ice cream store of its 
own will. We actually have to make the decisions, choose the destination and drive the 
car to the places we choose. But we’ve practiced the run to the ice cream store enough 
that I rarely take a wrong turn. And when I do, we discover a new route to get where we 
are going. 
 



Ice cream cones are not inflation-proof. We can remember when they used to cost a lot 
less than they do today. But they continue to be a good value for the money and one of 
the things that we don’t plan on eliminating from our budget anytime soon. See you at 
the ice cream store! 
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May 31. 2009 – Volunteer 

 
Despite our desire to keep things simple, our church has some rather complex systems. 
We have a large building with a commercial boiler system filled with pumps and valves 
and an electronic control system that is operated by a computer in our office. There are 
complex and expensive commercial appliances in our kitchen. We have an expensive 
copier/printer in our office. There are plenty of things in the operation of our church that 
are far from simple. And most of those things require maintenance.  
 
Maintenance costs can be expensive. Skilled laborers and parts all involve costs that 
can quickly add up.  One of the ways that we seek to save money from the operation of 
the church and free up funds for mission and outreach is to use volunteers to make 
repairs when possible.  
 
We’ve had a fairly complex repair underway in our church yard for more than a week 
now. Our underground sprinkler system has been in place for several decades and 
some of the components have become worn out from years of use. The electronic 
valves that direct water to various parts of the system sometimes fail due to the buildup 
of sediment, corrosion and other factors. Because the system is old, repairs sometimes 
are more complex than simply removing an old valve and replacing it with a new one. 
New valves may not line up directly with the old plumbing. Joints in the plumbing have 
been cemented which requires cutting out some of the old pipe and replacing it with 
new in order to make a clean, leak-free connection. Most of the connections require that 
the pipes be thoroughly dried and cleaned in order to get a leak-free union.  
 
And the whole system has been buried, so in order to work on it, one has to dig a hole 
in the ground, remove the dirt, work down below the surface and, when all of the repairs 



are made and it is certain that no leaks remain the dirt and sod have to be replaced. 
The process also requires knowledge of electronics and wiring to make the necessary 
connections for the valves to be controlled by the sprinkler timer. 
 
The site of the current repair is on the corner where I turn into the area of the parking lot 
where I leave my car when I am at work. My job requires a fair amount of coming and 
going, so it is not uncommon for me to pass the place five or six times a day. I can 
watch the progress. And I can remain aware of the number of hours that one faithful 
volunteer has been working on the project. Most of the tools are carried in the trunk of 
his car, with some of the digging tools kept in a shed on the church grounds. On hot 
days, there is a fair amount of set-up, as he uses a tarp to provide some shade for his 
work and the tarp has to be secured so the wind doesn’t take it away.  
 
Most days I get to work before our volunteer arrives, but yesterday, he was already at 
work when I arrived at the church. And yesterday was Saturday. This isn’t a one-hour-a-
week volunteer. He has been working on this project every day for a week, now.  
 
Some of the tasks that we do with volunteer labor take longer than they would if we 
employed professionals because they don’t always have the right tools and parts, or at 
least it takes time to get all of those things together.  And we allow more flexibility in a 
work day than most employers. And volunteers are not charging for their labor, so we 
have the luxury of time.  
 
The simple fact is that we could not afford to operate our church without the gifts that 
volunteers bring. Our operating budget would need to be three or four times the size of 
the current amounts if we had to pay for the labor that is required to keep our facility 
open and in full operation. And most of our outreach and mission is undertaken entirely 
with volunteer labor. Some of the tasks that are accomplished get more attention and 
some get less, but volunteers don’t work for recognition or praise. They aren’t motivated 
by the tokens of thanks that we offer. They work because they believe in the cause and 
volunteering is a way to support the things that are important to them.  
 
I’m grateful for the volunteers who keep our church in operation. Their faithfulness and 
dedication impress me every day. In a few days the repair to the sprinkler system will be 
complete. The volunteer will move on to other tasks and projects in other areas of the 
church. I won’t be as aware of his work as I am when I pass him several times a day. 
But he’ll still be working. And he will still be doing jobs, like plumbing, at which I have 
little skill.  
 
How fortunate we are to have people that match our jobs and jobs that match our 
people. 
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