
September 2009 
Index 
 
September 1, 2009 – Slow Elk 
September 2, 2009 – Sunflower 
September 3, 2009 – A Little More Firewood 
September 4, 2009 – Reading and Writing 
September 5, 2009 – Our Town 
September 6, 2009 – Salvation 
September 7, 2009 – What is She Thinking? 
September 8, 2009 – Harvest Moon 
September 9, 2009 – Driving on the Left 
September 10, 2009 – Sunrise 
September 11, 2009 – Eight Years Later 
September 12, 2009 – Shaped by Water 
September 13, 2009 -The Face in my Window 
September 14, 2009 – The Piano 
September 15, 2009 – One Year Later 
September 16, 2009 – Best Sellers 
September 17, 2009 – Finishing Projects 
September 18, 2009 – Outside the Comfort Zone 
September 19, 2009 – Convention 
September 20, 2009 – Marriage 
September 21, 2009 – Traveling 
September 22, 2009 – Celebrating with Colleagues 
September 23, 2009 – Dust Storm 
September 23, 2009 – Scary Times 
September 25, 2009 – Too Connected? 
September 26, 2009 – Buffalo Roundup 
September 27, 2009 – Watching from a Distance 
September 28, 2009 – Changes, Changes 
September 29, 2009 – Lugnuts 
September 30, 2009 – Remembering Forest 
  



September 1, 2009 – Slow Elk 
 

 
 
Lewis and Clark, on their famous voyage of discovery, catalogued the birds and animals 
that they witnessed. They noted buffalo, or North American bison, in numbers too great 
to count. They wrote about the difficulty of hunting antelope, which they called “goats.” 
They noted that there were both blacktail (mule) and whitetail deer. They documented 
the difference between grizzly and black bears. They wrote of prairie dogs and foxes, 
coyotes and wolves. They documented big horn sheep and mountain goats. And they 
noted in their journals Elk or wapiti (cevus canadensis).  However, I don’t know if there 
is any mention in the journals of Lewis and Clark of an ungulate that is common across 
the area they traveled, at least in our time.  
 
I am, of course, referring to the ubiquitous slow elk (beef cowsis commonis), sometimes 
referred to by locals as sumer stock. (You know, some are brown, some are black, 
some are white . . .) In my travels around the black hills and the surrounding plains, I am 
often given the opportunity to view these gentle creatures in their natural habitat. The 
South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks does not have any information on 
the actual count of these creatures in Western South Dakota, but I’m guessing that they 
are quite rare, as there is also no mention of a hunting season for these beasts in any of 
the Department of Game, Fish and Parks official documents. The lack of an official 
season on them must indicate that there is an intention of allowing the herds to increase 
before allowing sportsmen to harvest them. 
 
This is not to say that there isn’t an occasional animal taken by sportsmen. The most 
common explanation for the occasional killing of an animal by a hunter is: “I thought it 



was a deer.” They have also been mistaken for elk, bear, and perhaps even antelope, 
though how that could be is a definite stretch of the imagination.  
 
Like many of the other large mammals of the plains, these creatures are ungulates. An 
ungulate is an animal that chews its cud.  It has multiple stomachs and is able to 
swallow grass and other food quickly then later bring it back up to chew it properly. 
Evolutionary biologists speculate that this is the result of being victim to multiple 
predators. These creatures need to have the ability to eat quickly and be ready to run 
away from a predator at a moment’s notice. Hence the development of a digestive 
system that allows them to swallow large amounts of un-chewed grass and grain, then 
have the ability to flee danger and return to the process of chewing at a later time, when 
a safe location has been found.  
 
This ability was undoubtedly developed in the time when wolves were more numerous 
across the plains, as there are fewer natural predators for these animals today.  
 
Unlike other animals that are often featured in zoos and wilderness parks, these slow 
elk are most commonly displayed at county fairs and stock shows. Often the animals 
that are put on display for public viewing are far more pampered and groomed than is 
common in their natural environment.  
 
I confess that I have, when presented with the opportunity, tasted of these animals. I am 
pleased to report that their flavor is excellent and that there are cuts of meat that make 
for very fine eating indeed. They are like reindeer - not in flavor, but in the fact that the 
same animal, when domesticated has a different name. With reindeer are wild, they are 
called caribou, when domesticated they are known as reindeer. Slow elk, when 
domesticated are known as cows, though the particular animal in this picture would 
probably take offense at that designation since he is a steer, a condition that would take 
a great deal of words to explain. Suffice it to say that the general name for domesticated 
animals is “cows.” North American native “cowboys” herd these critters across the open 
prairies, often riding four-wheeled ATV’s and wearing colorful outfits. They speak a 
dialect of English that is easy to learn with a large variety of colorful words for the 
byproducts of grass left behind by their animals. Cowboys, who come in both male and 
female varieties, seem to have acquired a taste for Country music, which is basically 
hillbilly music with more pickup trucks, divorces and tragedies involving beloved dogs. 
Believe me it is an acquired taste. 
 
My advice to all hunters preparing to head to the hills in search of trophies and food for 
their families this fall, is to be on the lookout for slow elk. Remember their protected 
status and don’t even aim your weapon at one. Be sure of every target before you take 
your guns off of safety. And if you develop a taste for these fine critters, inquire at the 
local locker plant or meat processors. They may be able to put you in touch with one of 
the elusive cowboys and help you to get your hands on a steak, ribs or roast that you 
can cook on your barbecue. 



 
These notes on the natural phenomena of the Black Hills are probably the product of 
taking a day off. Normally there is some theological reflection in this blog, but today’s 
blog is a pure study in nature and the animals of the hills. Perhaps in a future blog, in 
order to return to the subject of theology, I could write about fish. 
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September 2, 2009 – Sunflower 
 

 
 
In our yard, sunflowers have to grow inside of the garden fence. I’ve planted them in 
several locations, but the deer will eat the plant before it blossoms if they can get to it. 
The sunflowers growing inside of our garden fence have the leaves that poked through 
the fence eaten off. I don’t have many sunflowers. I just planted a dozen or so seeds 
along the edge of the garden for decoration and as bird feeders for later in the fall. But 
they are tall an dramatic plants and their yellow blossoms are now following the sun 
across the sky each day.  One of the fun thing about sunflowers is that they all face the 
same direction. From one side all one sees is the green color of the back of the heads, 
with a few splashes of yellow that extend beyond the rest of the plant. From the other 
side there is a huge and brilliant blossom.  
 
Technically that large flower is actually a head composed of a large number of small 
flowers. The outer florets are the ray florets. The florets inside the circular head are 
called disc florets - each of those matures into a fruit that we call sunflower seeds - an 
inedible husk surrounding the softer seed inside. It is amazing how many seeds can be 
packed into a single head. The seeds are arranged in a pattern of interconnecting 
spirals which make the head fascinating to study from a close distance. 
 
Sunflower seeds can be eaten raw or roasted and are often sold lightly salted as a 
confection. Commercially produced sunflowers are also processed for the oil. Sunflower 
oil is used for cooking and also for producing margarine and biodiesel. The cost of 
sunflower oil is typically lower than olive oil and some varieties of sunflowers produce oil 
that contain a higher level of healthy monounsaturated fats than olive oil. After the oil is 



extracted, the cake that remains is useful as livestock feed.  Farmers growing 
sunflowers for oil production favor varieties with drooping heads. While not as attractive 
as the varieties favored by gardeners, these drooped heads are more difficult for the 
birds to raid the seeds. 
 
The plants also produce latex and there have been some experiments using rubber 
from sunflower plants. This form of latex appears to be hypoallergenic and a desirable 
alternative to other forms of latex for producing medical gloves and other products.  
 
But my sunflowers are just for show. I just like them. And I won’t mind if the birds steel 
the seeds. If I am lucky, I’ll harvest enough seeds to plant a few next year, which isn’t 
much of a challenge. A single plant produces over 80 seeds and I only need a couple of 
dozen for next year’s planting.  
 
Sunflowers are native to the Americas and were first cultivated in Mexico thousands of 
years ago. There is evidence of cultivated varieties in the southern states of the USA 
that date back to the time before Christ. Aztec and Inca people revered the sunflower as 
a symbol of their sun god. 
 
As soon as European explorers arrived in the Americas, they took seeds back to 
Europe and cultivation of sunflowers in Europe was very popular by the 1700’s. One of 
the reasons for the success of the plant was its popularity for producing an oil that was 
not banned by the orthodox church for use during Lent. The religious association with 
the flowers was totally different than in the Americas at the time, but the plant still had a 
significance to the practice of religion.  
 
Sunflowers are the state flower of Kansas, and they are easy to cultivate throughout the 
midwest. When we lived in North Dakota in the late 1970’s and 1980’s sunflower 
production was increasing on dry land farms as an alternative to wheat. Wheat prices 
remained low for more than a decade while the demand for sunflowers and their prices 
were rising. Sunflowers became a way for marginal farms to produce a small profit.  
 
I just like to look at them. Their cheery yellow heads are a bright spot in the garden and 
a reminder of the beauty of this world.  
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September 3, 2009 – A Little More Firewood 
 

 
 
“Could you use a little more firewood?” asked John, the Habitat for Humanity 
construction manager. “We can always use firewood,” I replied.  The large old tree was 
dying and had to be removed for safety. A local tree service sent a crew to take down 
the tree. The crew really knew their business and soon had most of the limbs removed. I 
stopped by while they were cutting. The man from the tree service asked if we had any 
equipment to move the logs. “Just a trailer,” I said. “We have to load everything by 
hand, so we’ll need small chunks, especially those thick pieces close to the base of the 
tree.”  “No problem,” he replied. “We’ll leave it in chunks that a couple of men could 
move.” 
 
We brought a crew of four. After about an hour’s work with a chainsaw to cut some of 
the logs down to size, most of the logs were removed in two trips with two pickups and 
trailers.  Only the bottom five logs remained. And they are still there. I’ve tried a couple 
of different ways of estimating the weight of the remaining logs. I suspect that they 
range from around 900 to over 1,900 pounds. We’ll have to cut them up, but we may 
need to rent a chainsaw with a bigger blade to get the job done. When we finally get 
them into chunks small enough to split, there is quite a bit of firewood in just the 
remaining logs. They’ll keep a home warm for a long time. 
 
But the job ended up being a lot bigger than I expected. I’m pretty good at getting into 
jobs that are bigger than I anticipate.  
 



The entire process is caused by people trying to do the right thing.  Habitat for Humanity 
was able to purchase the lot because it was a bit out of the way and would be difficult 
for a commercial developer to make a profit building a single family home. The tree was 
old and dying because no one had lived on the property for a long time and no one had 
the money to have it removed. The tree service donated their crew because they 
wanted to help Habitat for Humanity build homes. Because the crew was donated, they 
had only one day to get the job done and they had to quit when they ran out of time. 
And we were called by Habitat to remove the wood because we work in partnership with 
Habitat and they know we deliver firewood to people who need it.  
 
We can always use a little more firewood, even when it isn’t little. 
 
Our Woodchuck Society is all amateurs. We have gained a few skills at preparing 
firewood, but as an all-volunteer organization with no budget, we don’t have the 
equipment or expertise that professional crews have. Our crews prefer straight-grained 
pine, which splits easily and produces chunks of firewood that are relatively easy to 
stack. The harder woods provide good fuel for our users and burn longer than the pine, 
but they are difficult to cut and split and often produce knurled pieces of wood that are 
hard to stack.  
 
But we’ll get these logs cut up, moved, and stacked one way or another. It is just going 
to take more time than we anticipated. We pushed really hard to get most of the tree 
moved because we thought that the stump cutter was coming to remove the stump and 
now, two weeks later, I notice that the stump is still there. Lots of things take longer than 
anticipated when you are working with volunteers and companies that are donating 
equipment and labor. There are plenty of builders that construct homes faster than 
Habitat for Humanity.  
 
But speed is not the primary goal of Habitat. Eliminating poverty housing is a long-term 
goal that isn’t solved by building one or ten or fifty houses. It is going to take a 
concentrated effort over decades. There have already been lots of delays. And there will 
be a lot more.  
 
One of the lessons that I have to keep learning - a lesson that doesn’t come easily for 
me - is patience. Not everything in this world comes on my terms or in my timing. And 
the truly great endeavors of this life are bigger than life itself. Being involved in 
something that cannot be accomplished in a single lifetime is a meaningful process 
precisely because it doesn’t hinge on one person. It isn’t about me. 
 
Black Hills Area Habitat for Humanity is not going to eliminate poverty housing from this 
world. And the Woodchuck Society is not going to prevent people from being cold in the 
winter. But we will do what we can. One house at a time. One family at a time. One load 
of firewood at a time. The problems we seek to address are bigger than our ability to 
solve.  



 
Were we not motivated by faith we would have given up long ago. There is plenty of 
faith in our ventures. We need to have faith in each other, because there are few, if any 
tasks for an individual working alone - our jobs require teamwork. We have to have faith 
in the future, because subsequent generations will have to pick up the mantle and go to 
work after the course of our lives are run. And we have to have faith in God, from whom 
the call and authority for ministry comes.  
 
One of the slogans of Habitat for Humanity is “building on faith.” It is very meaningful to 
me. That’s what we are doing: building on faith. And some times we cut and split 
firewood on faith as well.  
 
I know it will take faith. I’m not going to move those logs by myself. 
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September 4, 2009 – Reading and Writing 
 

 
 
Note:  For some reason I am feeling a bit introspective today. So what follows is a 
rambling trip through the way I think, at least the way I am thinking this morning.  I doubt 
if it will produce any theological conclusions.  It is just a trip through my state of mind at 
the present. 
 
What I am reading these days: 

1. 1. The Evolution of God by Robert Wright.  Robert Wright is a brilliant 
philosopher who writes in a very readable manner. He is the author of two other 
best selling books, Nonzero: The Logic of Human Destiny, and Moral Animal: 
Evolutionary Psychology and Everyday Life. Since my college years, I have loved 
philosophy, especially the philosophy of religion.  Of course Wright hasn’t written 
a book about the evolution of God. He has written a good book about the 
evolution of the IDEA of God. The human perception of God and our ideas about 
God do evolve. I am enjoying the book and the ideas it evokes very much.  The 
problem is that I cannot read the book when I am sleepy, which is often when I 
have time for reading.  If I fall asleep while reading this book, I need to back up 
several pages to get back into the flow of the ideas that are being presented. 
2. 2. Cold: Adventures in the World’s Frozen Places by Bill Streever.  A great 
book on everything you wanted to know about cold and more. He writes about 
the world’s coldest places and the creatures that live there as well as stories 
about successful and failed expeditions to the world’s coldest places.  He 
describes the dynamics of freezing and of reviving people who have come close 
to dying from freezing. He explains the origins of the three major temperature 



scales and introduces us to their inventors: Daniel Fahrenheit, Anders Celsius 
and Lord Kelvin. There is no problem with reading this book when I am sleepy. In 
fact I think that it would work to read this book in the wrong order. Every page 
has some interesting tidbit or trivial fact in it.  
3. 3. J Macgregor’s A Thousand Miles in the Rob Roy Canoe.  Had there 
been a best seller list in London in 1866, this book would have made the top of 
the list. It was immensely popular as were a whole host of books about canoe 
adventures that were written in the second half of the 19th century. People who 
weren’t able to travel loved to read of the adventures of those who did. A 
thousand miles, even by canoe, isn’t a very long distance these days, but 
Macgregor has given us over 200 pages of wonderful description of 
adventure.  The problem with this book is that this kind of reading feels a bit 
indulgent to me - the sort of thing one ought to read on vacation or a day off. So I 
try not to give too much time to reading it. Besides it is just the kind of book that 
gives pleasure stretching it out. 

 
What I am writing these days: 

1. 1. Seven sets of “Sermon Seeds” for Clergy Journal. I’ve been writing 
some of these each year for about five years. They are printed in an annual 
minister’s planning guide.  Here’s the silly part. I don’t use sermon guides in 
preparing my sermons. I have no idea whether or not my ideas are useful to 
anyone. I guess the editor likes them. I keep being asked to write more.  We 
work a long ways ahead on these. My deadline is next Friday for sermon notes 
for June of 2011. 
2. 2. A book project on end of life counseling, death notification, and leading 
funerals.  I’ve got a little more than 50 pages down and I seem to be momentarily 
hung up.  I’m about a third of the way through the outline.  Once I get going, I am 
capable of writing ten pages a day, so maybe I’ll finish it in my lifetime. I suspect 
that it has limited interest and probably won’t ever be published, but working on a 
serious manuscript is a good discipline for me.  
3. 3. A short story about aging and memory loss. I forget what it is about. 
Just joking. I think it is finished. I’d love to write some more to go with it. 
4. 4. A blog - written not as a blog, but as a daily essay. My favorite form of 
writing. They ramble a good deal and some days I have five or six readers. Still it 
is a good discipline and it makes me feel like a writer.  

 
I’m also in the midst of editing a major work for United Church Press. I didn’t write any 
of the materials, but editing is a lot like writing and sometimes my writing is a lot like 
editing.  A dozen writers have prepared 700 descriptions of learning activities to teach 
the Christian practice of hospitality in a wide variety of settings to people of all ages. I’m 
putting them together for consistency, looking for duplications, trying to evaluate age 
appropriateness, clarity of instructions and the like.  I’ll make my December 31 deadline, 
but I may be a bit frazzled between now an then.  
 



I also preach an teach and try to be a pastor. This week I’m working on a funeral that 
will be co-officiated with a Unitarian pastor. I think she thinks I’m a fundamentalist. At 
least she doesn’t trust me and is worried that I might say the wrong thing. Earning her 
trust is a real challenge. The good news - the woman whose memorial service we will 
co-celebrate was a fascinating, pioneering, and wonderful woman who crammed more 
into nine decades than four or five of her peers. And her children are delightful - what a 
joy to work with people who can grieve and love and laugh and cry and be honest and 
faithful and doubting and intelligent and very human all at the same time.  
 
So, in my spare time I split wood and repair canoes an kayaks and run the rototiller and 
mow the lawn and do a large number of activities that allow my mind to think about the 
things that I am reading and writing. Yesterday I became a plumber when the water line 
to our refrigerator ice maker decided to fail. I mopped the floor, too. 
 
When my brain becomes really scrambled there is going to be a lot of interesting stuff in 
there to mix up in creative ways. I should be able to bore almost any audience at the 
drop of a hat. And I own a lot of hats. 
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September 5, 2009 – Our Town 
 

 
 
I think that tourists entering Rapid City expect that the I-90 connector will lead them 
straight through town. It looks like it is a straight line from the connector to Highway 16, 
the road to Mt. Rushmore. But looks can be deceiving. Yes, there are buildings in the 
way. In fact the two streets do not line up. Traffic has to make a left and then a right turn 
to get from one street to the other.  
 
Of course this is no surprise to those of us who live here. Nor are we surprised to know 
that there is a lot of town on the west side of skyline drive, the ridge of hills that divides 
our town in such a way that newcomers don’t realize how much city there is on the other 
side.  
 
There are lots of things in our town that aren’t quite the way they first appear.  
 
The Upper midwest has a reputation for being ethnically homogenous. It is true that 
there are a lot of people of European and Scandinavian descent in our community. But 
not everybody. Of course we have a lot of people who are Lakota, Nakota and Dakota - 
and a significant mix or Native Americans from other tribal backgrounds. We have 
friends who are Navaho, Ojibwa, Hunkpa, and Anishinaabe. Assuming that all of the 
Native Americans in our city are the same is as silly as assuming that Norwegians and 
Swedes see eye-to-eye on every interpretation of history.  Our community has African 
Americans, Asian Americans, and Hispanics. These groups, too, have come from many 
different communities and cultures. There are people whose families came from India 



and Pakistan, from China and Japan. There are dozens of languages that are spoken in 
our town. 
 
Western South Dakota has a reputation for being politically conservative. The 
Republican Party often captures the majority in elections for state wide and national 
leaders. But the majority doesn’t describe all of the individual people in our town. There 
are people who are so Libertarian that they can sound like anarchists. There are people 
who are so liberal that they are disappointed with the conservatism in the Democratic 
party. If you listen to the folk in our community, you can find almost any political opinion 
that you can imagine.  
 
Yes, there are a lot of people who identify themselves as Lutherans. But that doesn’t 
begin to tell the story of religious diversity in our community. There is a funeral at our 
church on Tuesday at which I know there will be Southern Baptists, Assembly of God, 
United Church of Christ, Unitarian Universalist, Lutheran, Presbyterian, Methodist, 
Lakota traditional, Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist and agnostic participants. There 
may be many other varieties of religious perspectives as well. When I am invited to pray 
in public, I often am mindful of the wide diversity in names for God and ways of praying 
that are a part of our community.  
 
Things are not always the way that they first appear.  
 
Visitors to our town during the first week in August might think that we all ride 
motorcycles. Locals know that not all motorcyclists are the same.  
 
Sociologists have long observed that there is a tendency of people to move into 
communities that are relatively homogenous. Large cities develop neighborhoods that 
are predominantly of one ethnic background. Some sociologists have speculated that 
the increasing polarization of the United States into “red states” and “blue states” is in 
part the product of people moving to live in areas where there are more people who 
agree with them politically. There are also several studies that show an increasing 
tendency towards age segregation. Retirement communities, some gated and very 
exclusive, tend to exclude younger residents. Excellent schools attract families with 
children into their neighborhoods.  
 
Our town is aging like many other communities in the upper midwest. And the 
combination of a relatively small number of professional and manufacturing jobs and a 
large number of businesses in the service sector makes Rapid City a desirable place to 
retire and a difficult place to launch a new career. But to describe us as all being the 
same age is simply not accurate. There are plenty of young families and people of all 
ages in our town. 
 
And there are a lot of us who enjoy the diversity of our town. We don’t want to speak 
only to those with whom we agree. We don’t want to recreate only with those who are 



our own age. We don’t want to have any one political party or religious group dominate 
the others. We welcome neighbors whose ethnic heritages are not our own. Living in a 
multi-racial, multi-ethnic, multi-religious community is appealing to many of us. 
 
I will admit that we who treasure the diversity of our town don’t write as many letters to 
the editor of the newspaper as those who are less tolerant of different points of view. 
But even those letter writers have an appetite for argument and need an opponent in 
order to make their letters interesting. 
 
There are lots of wonderful things about our community that take time to be revealed. 
Not everything is immediately obvious. And that makes living in this place a fascinating 
adventure. I’ve lived here fourteen years - not long compared to natives. But it is the 
longest I have lived in any community in my adult life and in just a few years it will be 
the longest I have lived in any community in my lifetime. Perhaps age is settling me a bit 
and I am less prone to wandering than I once was. However, I prefer to think that this 
place is so fascinating that it takes a long time to get to know it. Certainly I am making 
new discoveries about our town and its people every day.  
 
Even though I can navigate through downtown and know how to find the major 
landmarks, I still can get mixed up on the streets of our town.  There are streets that I 
have never driven on and neighborhoods where I have never walked. There is much left 
to explore and discover. There is more than meets the eyes in our town.  
 
And that is probably true of any town in this world.  
 
We welcome you to visit our town. We’ll try to show you the best hospitality that we are 
able. But don’t expect for everything to be easy and obvious. You may get confused 
trying to get from one place or another. There are plenty of locals who can give you 
directions.  And if you like the joy of surprise, our town has plenty of surprises to share.  
 
And no, I don’t know why the two streets don’t line up. There was an excellent 
opportunity when a flood wiped out a huge section in the center of the town. The streets 
could have been connected with just a little more park on one side than the other. But it 
is too late now. It wouldn’t be worth the disruption. It might require moving a high 
school. It isn’t going to happen. And he disconnection means that visitors are more 
likely to stop and take a look at our town. It’s worth the time. 
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September 6, 2009 – Salvation 
 

 
 
The debate over health care, health insurance and various reform proposals has been 
unexpectedly intense in the United States. I suppose that we shouldn’t be surprised. 
Attempts at health care reform, dating at least back to the Kennedy administration in the 
1960’s, have been met with significant opposition. And the current climate of talk radio, 
blogs that circulate without any fact checking, and intense partisanship tend to polarize 
our political discussions. Health care produces intense emotional reactions for a variety 
of other reasons as well.   
 
Long before the existence of health insurance, before the advent of modern, scientific 
medicine, people often viewed illness as a form of punishment. At one point in the 
Gospels, Jesus is asked, “Who sinned, this man or his parents?” when presented with a 
victim of illness. Mental illness, in particular has been judged to be some form of 
punishment by many people for many generations.  
 
There are many different ways to look at sin and salvation.  Throughout the history of 
people on this planet, there have developed many powerful ideas about a form of justice 
that lies beyond the experience of this life. Such ideas grew out of the observation that 
reward and punishment do not seem to always be fairly distributed. To use the title 
Harold Kushner’s book, we wonder what it means “when bad things happen to good 
people.”  
 
Sin and salvation have been portrayed in at least three major models throughout 
history, and there are probably many more. There is the economic model: wealth and 



poverty. Salvation is having wealth, punishment is living in poverty. People observe that 
wealth and poverty are not always distributed fairly. Stories develop over a belief that 
this injustice will someday be set right. These notions have led to descriptions of heaven 
as a place of incredible wealth: streets paved with gold, gigantic mansions, gates of 
pearl.  Another model is a social model: community and loneliness. In this model, 
salvation is living in community and punishment is being banished from community. In 
this model, heaven is a place of reunion, where one is reunited with loved ones and 
surrounded by an extended family. Punishment in this model is being banished to lonely 
places and cut off forever from those one loves. The third model is the medical model: 
health and illness. In this model, heaven is a place where there is no suffering or pain 
and hell is a place of relentless pain. The pain of burns is often used as the nature of 
eternal punishment.  
 
Of course most descriptions of heaven mix up all of the models.  
 
We may not use the language of ancients. We may be a little better about attempting to 
blame victims for their illness, but we still think in those terms. People develop heart 
disease because they are overweight is another way of saying they are punished for the 
sin of gluttony. We don’t use the same language, but there is still an element in the 
public debate that asserts that part of the reason there are so many sick people is that 
they don’t take care of themselves - they are being punished for the things they have 
done wrong. When we are pushed, we know this is not true. We know that people 
become sick through no fault of their own. We know that disease strikes people of all 
walks of life and all levels of virtue. But old ideas die hard and they influence us even 
when we are not aware of them.  
 
Our national health care debate becomes more complex because we have the 
economic model and the health model intertwined. Treatment for illness is distributed 
through an economic system where people pay to have their illness treated. In this 
model, treatment and finances are limited commodities which are exchanged. Health 
care providers do not have any income until illness is present. No one gets paid for 
people staying healthy. So illness and poverty and health and wealth are all 
interconnected. Even though most people believe that those who do not have money 
should receive treatment, there is an underlying sense that there must be some reason 
that they don’t have enough money. They weren’t prudent enough to purchase proper 
insurance, or they didn’t qualify for a job with benefits. 
 
We seem to be quick to accept a system where some people have all the health care 
they want or need and others do not. The cost of health care as a percentage of wages 
varies widely depending on what kind of job one has. Coverage for a family can be as 
small as 2% of personnel costs and as high as 50% of personnel costs. That is a huge 
difference. We are aware that the system is unfair, but we don’t know the right ways to 
make changes.  
 



And so the debate continues. Some believe that they are arguing for justice - 
championing the victims and standing up for the powerless. Some believe that they are 
discussing philosophy of government with debates over the desirable size of 
government programs and the role of government in the process of regulation. Some 
believe that they are discussing simple economics, stressing the size of deficits and the 
costs of interest. Some believe that they are discussing the advance of science, 
advocating for further research and advancement in methods for treatment. 
 
But to my ears, the debate often sounds like an old theological argument about sin and 
salvation.  When discussing sin and salvation from a medical model, it is easy to identify 
the  doctrine of original sin: Everyone will one day experience illness. Our bodies are 
frail and our lives are finite. Pain and illness are components in every life. And the 
process seems to accelerate as one ages. No one escapes. Since all experience 
illness, all are in need of healing. The theological doctrine is “since all have sinned, all 
are in need of salvation.” 
 
I think we are, in realty, engaged in a national theological debate in which we are being 
overly careful to avoid theological language. In the midst of that debate values like 
compassion and forgiveness will play a major role.  May we not forget them as we 
continue to participate in the conversation. 
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September 7, 2009 – What is She Thinking? 
 

 
Photo from Chuck and Sybil Rounds. 
 
Our friends are visiting their granddaughter in Australia. Of course they are enjoying 
their son and daughter-in-law as well, but the center of attention for all is Chloe, who is 
just over two months old. Yesterday they sent us the gorgeous picture that 
accompanies today’s blog.  She is a beautiful baby, and, according to the experts (our 
friends) she is exceptionally intelligent. 
 
In the photo, she is staring right at the person with the camera with those beautiful dark 
eyes.  It made me think of our children when they were little. Parents, and grandparents 
I presume, can spend a lot of time looking into the face of a baby. It isn’t all because of 
being tired, though there is less continuous sleep at that phase of your life. There is 
something genuinely fascinating and captivating about this little person and, because 
she cannot talk, there is always the question, “What is she thinking?” 
 
I’ve studied a bit of developmental psychology and I know that there are some theories 
about the mental processes of infants, but it is impossible to know exactly what babies 
re thinking. The memories of our own infant experiences become buried amongst other 
memories. People just don’t have clear memories of the first year of their life, so getting 
a sense of what babies are thinking before they develop language is not based on 
eyewitness reports.  There re a few tools that psychologists can use. EEG is very safe 
and acceptable. In the case of infants, they don’t even have to attach the electrodes 
with adhesive - they can sew them into a little cap and watch the blips of tiny synapses 
firing to their heart’s content.  Researches introduce stimuli such as sounds, tastes or 



visual images, or having a parent appear and disappear from the child’s field of vision 
and to see what activity goes on.  From these studies we know that infants undergo a 
transition a couple of months after birth from primarily sub cortex brain activity to 
increasing activity in the cortex. It is as if the vision and auditory centers begin in the 
sub cortex and later are transferred to the cortex. This follows the evolutionary pattern 
of the brain. The sub cortex is older from an evolutionary point of view and the cortex is 
a newer area of the brain.  
 
But the bottom line is that no one, including scientists who focus all of their research on 
infant development, knows what a baby is thinking. We speculate. We theorize. It is the 
best we can do. 
 
Charles Fernyhough is a developmental psychologist who has written two books about 
his own daughter, A Thousand Days of Wonder: A scientist’s chronicle of his daughter’s 
developing mind and The Baby in the Mirror: A child’s world from birth to three. The 
books combine scientific research and a sense of objectivity with the deep love and 
subjectivity of a father. The books present as good a window as I know into the 
experience of an infant as she or he is starting to tune in the world. In addition to letting 
readers know what science teaches about a baby’s developing mind, he freely admits 
what we do not know as well. 
 
Take vision for example. Hockenbury claims that all babies are myopic and that it takes 
months of experience before they begin to be able to focus their eyes. Everything is 
fuzzy to them and they rely more on smell than on vision. It sort of makes sense. Vision 
is a sense that cannot be used prior to birth. A rudimentary sense of smell and hearing 
can develop in utero and babies are born with some limited experience hearing and 
smelling, even if they haven’t yet developed the ability to process those sensations. 
Fernyhough reminds us that the lens of a baby’s eye is absolutely clear, where as our 
lenses have yellowed with time. The yellowing of the lens means that it filters out some 
of the blue. To a baby light is so bright that it may be the biggest shock that they 
experience.  
 
The immature brain doesn’t process sound in the same way that a more mature brain 
does, either. There are lots of over and under tones that our brains filter out, as well as 
echos and other parts of sounds. Babies seem to be experiencing all of those 
sensations at once, so the world is louder and filled with echoes to them. Another thing 
that is interesting from the EEG studies of babies is that the synapses in their brains 
don’t always fire in the appropriate location. A visual stimulus might trigger activity in the 
auditory centers of the brain. A sound might trigger a taste response. We don’t know 
exactly how this is perceived, but we are relatively certain that the information 
processing isn’t yet sorted out for tiny babies.  
 
What we do know is that whatever they are perceiving, however the world works to 
them, whatever they are thinking, babies are intensely relational. They respond to other 



people in their world. They show genuine delight in the experience of familiar others. 
They might not have the processing to recognize the visual appearance of a familiar 
person, but they have enough total experience that some people, such as parents are 
recognized in some fashion.  
 
And we know that relationship is critical to infants. Those who are deprived of 
relationship do not develop normally. And when a baby develops sticky fixation, a 
condition of staring intently at a single object that may be caused by a temporary loss of 
vision control as processing shifts from sub cortex to cortex, they are more likely to 
fixate on faces, not on doorknobs or toys or other objects.  
 
I’m fascinated by the picture. I printed it so I could study it a bit more. You can see the 
activity in the hands and arms and imagine that the feet are kicking as well. But the 
baby is not looking at herself. She is looking at whoever is holding the camera. You 
can’t help but wonder, “what is she thinking?” 
 
I guess we’ll never know, really. But that doesn’t stop us from wondering. 
 
I think that Charles Fernyhough, in selecting the title for his book, was thinking of the 
infant’s experience. A thousand days of wonder certainly is a good way of describing 
the initial experiences of the infant. But the title could apply to the adults in the child’s 
life as well. For mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, grandparents and aunts and 
uncles it is also a thousand days of wonder - wondering about what this tiny person is 
experiencing. And in the wonder is definite delight. What a wonderful thing this baby is! 
 
Each year, we Christians recall the birth of Jesus and think about the significance of 
God becoming human - as an infant. It is a mind-boggling thought. We more likely think 
of God in terms of the vastness of the universe - the heart beat that pulses with the 
expansion and contraction of the entire universe. It takes a shift in perception and in 
theology to pause and think of God as an infant. But there is no less awe in each infant 
than there is in the vastness of the universe. There is no less wonder, no less mystery, 
no less opportunity for discovering depth upon depth.  
 
While I am drawn to scientific explorations and expanding our understanding of the 
processes of this universe, I am well aware that science teaches us not only what we 
know, but also what we do not know. There is much that is yet to be learned, much that 
is yet to be understood, and much that is beyond the capacity of our minds to fully 
perceive. Like newborn infants, our senses can experience more than our brains can 
process. Living in the mystery is a wonderful experience and it sets us on a life-long 
journey of discovering and learning. Even when there is much we have learned and a 
few great truths to which we can become dedicated, there is even more yet to be 
learned.  
 



I may never know what she is thinking. It is still a worthy thought and an engaging 
wonder. 
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September 8, 2009 – Harvest Moon 
 

 
 
We were treated to a spectacular moonrise last night. There were quite a few clouds in 
the sky, and a bank of clouds lay on the horizon, so the moon had to rise a bit before it 
became visible, showing through a break in the clouds. I suppose that one of the things 
that made it so dramatic was the simple fact that I happened to be looking. The moon 
wasn’t quite full, it was waning and about 88% visible. I had missed the full moon, which 
occurred Friday night.  I’m not sure that it is technically the harvest moon, but I think of 
the September full moon as such. But this year it is early in September and so the next 
moon, in early October might be the true harvest moon. Or it might be the hunter’s 
moon.  
 
The names for the full moons vary with time and place. I announced as I came in that it 
was the “corn” moon, which is the name I learned for the August full moon. But the 
August full moon can also be called the sturgeon moon, the lightening moon, the grain 
moon and the dog days moon. Perhaps it would be good to call it the barley moon, 
which is sometimes a name applied to the August full moon and sometimes to the 
September full moon, barley being one of the grains that is harvested a bit later than 
others. The names of the months vary from culture to culture as well, but since Roman 
times, a lot of the world has gotten used to the names that are most familiar to us. 
 
The race to the moon was a part of my childhood and adolescent years and we paid 
close attention to it. I had autographed pictures of astronauts and we would watch each 
space launch on the television regardless of the time of day that it occurred. Early 
morning in Florida is even earlier in Mountain time, where we lived, but we all got up to 



watch. When Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin took that first moon walk, I assumed that it 
would soon become a regular occurrence. I never thought that there would be a long 
time when our attention would be elsewhere and no travel to and from the moon would 
be taking place. I expected that human travel to other planets would have followed 
within a decade or so. I’m sure that I didn’t have a real sense of the cost and complexity 
of such ventures. I was caught up in the power of a national goal that had been set and 
achieved. It was one of our ways of honoring President Kennedy after his assassination 
- we honored the goal that he led us in setting.  
 
Who would have thought that in my middle years most of the news about moonwalking 
would have to do with the untimely death of an entertainer who never left the earth? Life 
has a way of unfolding in unforeseen directions. 
 
Whether or not there are humans walking on its surface, the moon holds a lot of 
fascination for me. It looks so different on some nights than on others - it can appear to 
be closer or father away depending on its position in the sky and atmospheric 
conditions. The phases of the moon have enough influence that I am usually aware of 
where we re in its cycle.  
 
The full moons of the autumn have a long association with romance as well. The 
evenings remain warm and farm work slows at this time of the year - a perfect set up for 
the pursuit of romance. There were several Tin Pan Alley songs released a century ago 
that referred to the role of the moon in romance. The most famous is  “Shine on Harvest 
Moon.” It’s hard to tell who actually wrote the lyrics to the song as when songs were 
sold in those days, the name of the songwriter was changed to the current owner of the 
printing rights. The 1908 version was printed with lyrics by Jack Norwich. John 
Kennick’s Who’s Who in Muiscals credits Edward Maddena and Gus Edwards. Others 
claim the words were written by David Stamper, songwriter for the Ziegfield Follies. 
Norwich was the husband of Nora Bayes, who brought the song to fame, but Stamper 
was her pianist from 1903 to 1908. It’s possible that several people had a hand in 
shaping the lyrics: 
 
Oh, Shine on, shine on, harvest moon 
Up in the sky; 
I ain’t had no lovin’ 
Since January, February, June or July. 
Snow time ain’t no time to stay 
Outdoors and spoon; 
So shine on, shine on, harvest moon, 
For me and my gal.  
 
The months in the chorus have been sung in several different orders. The 1908 version 
was published with “January, April, June or July.” It has also been recorded with April, 
January, Ju-une or July,” and the way it appears above.  



 
Whatever words are sung, the moon inspired recalling a song that has been a part of 
our culture for a century, now. And the evening inspired lingering outside for a little 
longer than usual just to enjoy the beauty of the day and a few pleasant memories.  
 
In the midst of an often too busy life, there are some joyous moments when I just pause 
and take a break. Often such a moment is inspired by the incredible beauty of this 
universe. How fortunate we are to be able to look into the sky and see the moon and the 
stars and think of our place in the vastness of the universe.  
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September 9, 2009 – Driving on the Left 

 
As a public service, I thought it might be important to note a news item that you may 
have missed. This week the nation of Samoa switched from driving on the right side of 
the road to driving on the left. According to Samoalive News, the switch officially began 
at 6 a.m. on Monday. Cars driving on the right side were directed by police to cross 
over. There were teams of police dispatched to every intersection around the island’s 
urban area. Other officers were sent to rural villages to direct traffic and warn drivers. 
 
Samoa was a German colony at the time that automobiles first arrived, and, like 
Germany, they began driving on the right side of the road as more vehicles arrived and 
traffic rules became necessary. Since most Samoan drivers have never known anything 
different the reason for the change may not be immediately evident.  Driving on the left 
is the dominant pattern in the South Pacific and many Pacific Islands including Australia 
and New Zealand.  Both of those nations have high populations of Samoan immigrants 
who drive in their new adopted countries and regularly return home for visits. All 
vehicles in Samoa are imported and the country already has a mixture of vehicles 
designed for right-hand and left-had driving. It is estimated that as the years go by, 
there will be fewer vehicles where the driver sits on the left because importing vehicles 
from other Pacific Island nations will be less expensive than importing them from 
Europe or the United States.  
 
The change was not universally accepted by Samoan citizens.  In fact the case was 
argued all the way to the Samoa’s Supreme Court. The anti-switch group organized 
under the name People Against Switching Sides (PASS). They warned of the dangers 
of switching sides and predicted that accidents would increase dramatically. So far, 



however, it appears that the switch went smoothly and Samoa is headed for joining its 
neighbors in driving rules and customs.  
 
By and large the switch didn’t seem to garner much attention here in the United States. I 
didn’t see it among the headlines in local news or any of the domestic Internet sites 
from whIch I gain the news each day. I might not have noticed it except that we have 
had the opportunity to visit England and Australia, two countries where cars drive on the 
left. I’ve driven in both places without problems. Our daughter is currently living in 
England and although she had some fears about making the driving switch, has 
adjusted quite well. Like most people who have learned to drive on the right, staying on 
the correct side of the road isn’t much of a problem. More challenging is learning to look 
in the right direction before entering an intersection, remembering which lane is the fast 
lane on the freeway and finding the turn signal while driving. In Australia they joke, “Do 
you know how to tell an American driver?” “They turn on the windshield wipers before 
every turn.” I know I kept doing it.  
 
Driving is a combination of memorized actions and maneuvers practiced in an 
environment that demands conscious thought and close attention to what one is doing. 
The circumstances change and attention and rapid reaction are demanded in order to 
insure safety. More dangerous than drivers who have developed habits about driving on 
one side of the road or another are drivers who are distracted by the use of their cell 
phones or other devices. Just last week I had a close call with a pedestrian who was 
talking on a cell phone and who walked right out into traffic against  the red light in a 
busy downtown area. Fortunately no one was hurt, but it scared both of us. Stories 
abound of distracted drivers using their telephones. Last night after a meeting a 
member of our congregation reported about a motorcyclist who was driving one-handed 
while reaching into a back pocket to pull out a cell phone and make a call. People like 
that end up on the wrong side of the road from time to time.  
 
So be careful out there, friends. It is a dangerous world. Vehicles are traveling at high 
rates of speed by people with varying amounts of attention. It takes more than being 
sure that you are on the correct side of the road - you also have to be prepared to react 
to unpredictable and often irrational behavior of other drivers. No matter which side of 
the road is the local custom, drivers and passengers are precious cargo and keeping 
them safe is no easy task.  
 
And if this is the first time you’ve heard about the switch in driving habits in Samoa, 
remember that you read about it here first. This blog is not only a rambling theological 
commentary, but also a source of news that often gets missed. It is one of the 
advantages of writing a free form essay every morning. The number of potential topics 
is limitless. Who knows? Yesterday I wrote about the moon. Today it’s drivers in 
Samoa. Tomorrow I may write about something closer to home.  
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September 10, 2009 – Sunrise 
 

 
 
One of the clear memories from my childhood is the sound of my father’s boots as he 
came up the stairs. My bedroom was at the top of the stairs and my bed was right by 
the door. Some mornings he would pull on his boots and then come up the stairs to see 
if I wanted to go with him. I don’t ever remember not wanting to go with him. After he 
touched my shoulder he’d say something like, “If you want to come, I’m getting ready to 



leave.”  I could get out of bed and dressed before he made it to the back door and I’d be 
sitting in the front seat when he drove away from the house.  
 
Breakfast was usually at Alameda’s Cafe, a tiny lunch counter that might have a couple 
of truckers and a few others. We’d have eggs and sometimes pancakes. I always 
wanted a short stack: three plate-sized pancakes, but Dad was a big proponent of eggs 
for breakfast. “You need protein.”  We’d see first light as we drove up airport hill. By the 
time we got the airplane out of the hanger, checked over and fueled the sun would be 
up. Most days there was little breeze, but we almost always took off towards the 
northwest with the sun behind us. One of the enduring images in my mind is of that first 
turn, looking back upon the sunrise from the front seat in a Piper Cub. On the super 
cubs, the windshield continues with a clear plexiglass panel above your head. The 
sunrise stretched as far as you could see in any direction. If we were heading out for fire 
patrol, we’d fly south, up the Boulder, with the sun on our left. We’d fly past the hole in 
the wall and over into paradise valley to catch whatever mountain wave lift was left next 
to Emigrant Peak. We’d have enough altitude that we could see Yellowstone Falls just 
after passing over Mammoth Terrace. Old Faithful and the Lodge are easy to pick out 
from the air and the Lake signals the southern edge of the park. We didn’t always fly the 
same route because we’d circle or take a second pass if there was anything suspicious. 
Campers would be lighting their fires and you had to know whether or not a puff of 
smoke could be ignored.  
 
By the time we headed back north the sun would be making its way above the higher 
mountains. The height of granite peak is very close to the service ceiling of the cub and 
once the day got some heat to it the winds would start to swirl and get tricky. Pilots who 
fly for years in the mountains develop a healthy respect for them. “There are old pilots 
and there are bold pilots, but there are no old, bold pilots.” 
 
Some days we’d pick out the sight of a mountain goat. Most days we could see a 
moose and there were always lots of antelope, elk and deer. 
 
I’ve never lost my love of sunrises. 
 
The place where I work these days has a small gravel parking lot off the east end of the 
building, which is on the eastern slope of a hill. There are few places that are better for 
viewing sunrises. If I get to work in time, the sunrise behind the cross is an unforgettable 
sight. If I get a slow start, I watch the sunrise from home and on the drive in.  If I’m too 
late I get the direct sun filling the windshield as I drive down the hill. One of the treats of 
this phase of my life is stepping out of my car and standing for a while on the edge of 
the hill and watching the colors unfold.  
 
Sunrises are dispensed free of charge and available to all. In our part of the world there 
is no cost for a view to the east. I know that some city dwellers have the view blocked 
by other buildings, pollution and the curse of living in a place where they never turn off 



the lights.  And I know that there are homes tucked on the west slope of hills that are 
aimed at the sunset and never get to see a real sunrise. But for those of us who want to 
watch the sun appear in the morning, the view is free and there is plenty of room for 
others to look from their vantage point without ruining the view for the rest of us.  
 
I suppose that one of the qualities I appreciate about sunrise is the solitude. I usually 
have the church yard to myself. I know I used to feel privileged, when I was a kid, to be 
awake when much of the rest of the town was still sleeping, like the view was private. In 
those hours it seemed to me that I had my father all to myself.  
 
Sometimes I am amazed to think: the sunrise is beautiful whether or not anyone sees it. 
The joy of the morning is there whether or not we open our eyes and take a look. The 
glory of the silver and gold and orange and yellow of the sun’s first light are there even 
when we are distracted and paying attention to something else. It is a free gift, whether 
or not we take time to appreciate it.  
 
This morning it is still dark as I write. There is a faint glow on the horizon that promises 
as sunrise in a half hour or so. I may not make it to the church in time. But it is autumn, 
the sunrises will be later each day for a few months now and before long I’ll be arriving 
in the dark. But I live with the promise of a fresh sunrise every morning.  
 
Today is a new day and I’m anticipating a spectacular view. Time to get going on the 
things that need to be done. But I’ll pause, from time to time, to just look at beauty freely 
offered. 
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September 11, 2009 – Eight Years Later 
 

 
Photo from Visibility 911 blog 
 
There will be plenty of remembrances, a day of service in New York City, solemn 
ceremonies and prayer services today. It is the eighth anniversary of the attacks that 
destroyed the World Trade Towers in New York City, damaged the Pentagon in 
Washington D.C. and resulted in the deaths of all of the passengers in another airliner 
that was crashed in Pennsylvania, presumably a failed attempt at another Washington, 
D.C. target. There is little that I can add to these events. For the families of the victims, 
the tragedy never ends. The death of a loved one alters your life forever. The event has 
become imprinted on our national psyche and is one of the events by which we describe 
our nation.  
 
When the attacks occurred, there were frequent comparisons with the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1942. People said that they always remembered 
where they were when they heard the news. In that sense, I guess the comparison is 
valid. I remember first hearing that a plane had crashed into one of the towers on the 
car radio as I drove my daughter to school. Later we watched in horror as the tape of 
the plane hitting the second tower was replayed over and over. We were in a 
conference room at the school. Still later, we watched the film of the towers toppling 
from a television wheeled into our office.  
 
But there are also significant differences between the events of eight years ago and the 
events that prompted the US entry into World War II. The attack on Pearl Harbor was 
made by another government. War was the result. War is something that happens 



between two governments. The United States did not just enter the war in the Pacific, 
however, it also entered the war in Europe.  
 
And, in comparison to today’s wars, events unfolded quickly.   It was just two years and 
eight months from the attack on Pearl Harbor to the surrender of the Japanese and the 
official end of the war. A national effort of unprecedented proportions had been 
accomplished. People had sacrificed and saved and invested in war bonds and the 
nation had accomplished its military goals.  
 
I grew up in a different generation. The war of my age cohorts was fought in Vietnam. 
No one knows the official date of the US entry into that war, which was never officially 
declared as a war. Perhaps it was 1959. Sixteen years later, in 1975, the United States 
finally officially withdrew from that war.  
 
The events that have unfolded since the attacks of September 11, 2001 have been 
confusing and not clearly focused. First of all, the identity of the attackers was unclear. 
There was no nation state to blame. The individual attackers came from a variety of 
countries, mostly Saudi Arabia, a strategic partner of the United States and a source of 
much oil imported into our nation. The identity of the individuals and groups involved in 
planning the attacks was a little more clear. The organization  Al Queda and its leader 
Osama Bin Laden claimed responsibility for the attacks. But they did not represent a 
nation and the location of their headquarters was unclear. The President of the United 
States spoke to the nation of a global war on terrorism and he seemed to have the 
approval of the nation to launch attacks in Afghanistan and later in Iraq. The Taliban 
leadership in Afghanistan was toppled, though there are plenty of insurgents with 
dramatic violent capabilities. In Iraq, the government of Saddam Hussein was toppled 
and he was arrested, tried and executed. But the violence continues. Two wars and 
eight years later and there is no sense that our nation is more secure or that justice has 
been achieved. Although there have been plenty of speeches about an exit strategy 
from the war in Iraq, the war in Afghanistan continues to escalate with no end in sight.  
 
One might simply say that we live in a world that is far more complex than the world of 
our parents. But to say that would be to inaccurately simplify the challenges faced by 
previous generations. To say that circumstances are different is true, but the times were 
equally complex during World War II. The United States has maintained a continual 
military presence in Europe and throughout the South Pacific including Japan since the 
official end of that war.  
 
And for the families of the victims and the participants in the fighting, the war never 
ends. War changes the lives of all of its participants forever. That is as certain as the 
events of September 11, 2001 changed the lives of the families who lost loved ones. 
 



So it is appropriate to pause on this day and remember. It is appropriate to express our 
compassion and concern to the grieving families. It is appropriate to express our resolve 
to stand with them and even our passion to seek justice.  
 
But it is also a day for self-examination and evaluation. What changes need to be made 
in our policies, procedures, and involvements in the world? What actions provide more 
security for the world’s citizens? How can the the substantial resources of our military 
and our government be invested to bring about a decrease in suffering? There are no 
clear or simple answers to these questions. But they are the questions that are worthy 
of our energy and our national investment. 
 
The true memorial to the victims of the attacks on September 11, 2001, will not be a 
structure or another building or a monument erected in some city plaza. The true 
memorial will be the lives we live and the ways we seek to protect the most vulnerable 
members of every society. The true memorial is the one that is most elusive in our time 
- and perhaps in every generation. It is the gift of peace - not just for us, but for all of 
God’s children.  
 
Today is a good day to pray for peace. 
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September 12, 2009 – Shaped by Water 
 

 
 
Much of my growing up was next to the Boulder River in Montana. I was a teenager 
before the bacteria content in the river got high enough that we stopped drinking directly 
from the river. In my later teen years we heard about people getting giardia from the 
water in the high country.  I was an adult before I owned a water filter. I enjoy following 
rivers and creeks and stopping to look at the waterfalls and rapids. We lived for seven 
years in southwestern North Dakota where water requires much more work to obtain. 
Wells have to go deep and often the water from wells has a lot of mineral content. 
Water softeners and other filtration systems are installed in most homes.  
 
But I’ve never gone thirsty. We’ve always had access to a supply of clean drinking 
water. For much of my life I haven’t thought about it. Much of the world, however, is 
experiencing or facing water shortages. The problem isn’t so much a shortage of water 
as it is a shortage of clean water. Water is a solvent and many different things can 
become dissolved in water. Surface water can be contaminated by industrial pollution, 
the overuse of fertilizers, human and animal waste.  
 
It could become a giant problem. In fact, some people have predicted that the lack of 
clean drinking water will become the world’s leading health problem within a few 
decades.  The problem has been getting the attention of inventor Dean Kamen. Though 
his name is not recognized by many, one of his inventions is well-known: the Segway 
personal motorized scooter. Though sales of the Segway weren’t as dramatic as 
originally predicted, it did receive a lot of publicity.  Personally, I never found the scooter 
to be attractive. With the number of obese people in the world, an alternative to walking 



for able-bodied people just doesn’t appeal to me. But Kamen used similar technology to 
create the Luke - one of the most advanced prosthetic arms ever made available. The 
arm is not yet available for use by persons who have lost an arm. The state-of-the-art 
bionic arm has not gone into clinical trials due to a lack of funding. At this point, it is 
hoped that some people may be able to use the new arm relatively quickly, but it is 
evident that the cost will place the life-like limb beyond the reach of most persons. 
 
But Dean Kamen is a creative inventor and he has moved on. His current project is an 
attempt to create a way to transform almost any liquid with water content into a supply 
of safe drinking water. The project is called “slingshot” in memory of how David tackled 
the giant Goliath. Seeing the problem of water shortages as a giant, Kamen is trying to 
come up with a solution. The device he invented really works. The portable, low-energy 
machine is designed to purify water in remote locations. For a couple of years the 
devices have been used in field trials in rural areas of Honduras and the machines have 
run as planned.  
 
Slingshot shares a problem with other inventions by Kamen. These machines aren’t 
inexpensive. Currently it costs several hundred thousand dollars for each machine that 
is produced. Even if funding and engineering could be developed to go into mass 
production, the projected $2,000 per machine cost will be beyond the reach of many of 
the world’s poorest people. Like the segway and the Luke, this invention seems to be a 
solution to a problem that simply costs too much to become commonly used.  
 
Not that Kamen should stop innovating. His ideas may emerge in new forms, and the 
discoveries he is making are likely to find application in new places. Some of the 
technologies employed in the Segway, for example, are finding their way into scooters 
and other mobility devices for people who with disabilities.  
 
Right now, the places in the world where shortages of clean drinking water are most 
acute are places of extreme poverty. An expensive, technological solution to the 
problem will require substantial investment by those who themselves aren’t yet 
experiencing thirst. So far, Kamen has based his arguments for the machine on his 
belief that the problem of polluted drinking water will spread to all parts of the world and 
that solving the problem now is key to preventing world-wide shortages and price wars.  
 
I am awed by the creative genius of the world’s inventors. And I hope that they continue 
to work on problems such as drinking water. But I am skeptical that expensive 
technologies alone will provide the solution to the world’s most vexing problems. 
Certainly we need to find ways to prevent the pollution of drinking water as part of our 
solution to this problem. Simpler and less expensive filters and other water cleaning 
devices will also be needed. Machines such as the slingshot may offer more to large 
urban areas than they do to rural and isolated areas. Portability may not be the most 
important feature as the world becomes increasingly urbanized and poverty continues to 
be a problem of large cities.  



 
Our lives are shaped by waters. And the lack of clean drinking water holds the potential 
to shape the history of life on our planet. Even if we don’t accept Kamen’s solution to 
the problem, he will have accomplished a great deal if he succeeds in convincing more 
people that the problem is real.  
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September 13, 2009 -The Face in my Window 
 

 
 
In the late afternoon yesterday, I was working in the basement of our home and I 
noticed a deer outside of the window. She was eating some grass that was growing 
outside the window. I crept closer to the window and realized that she wasn’t seeing 
me.  Somehow the light was reflecting off of the window in a manner that made her 
unaware of my movements. I got my camera and took a dozen or more pictures through 
the window. The window screen shows up in the pictures, but they record the memory 
for me quite well. It is an amazing thing to be two or three feet away from a wild animal 
without it knowing of your presence.  
 
We see the deer a lot and get to know individuals well enough to recognize them when 
they wanter through our yard. From a distance, they are beautiful animals with graceful 
bodies and long, slender legs. They eat quietly in the yard and occasionally lie down 
and chew their cud in the tall grass of the neighbor’s place. But they are wild animals 
and they like to keep their distance. They move away when I walk outside to pick up the 
newspaper or check the garden. They will run if I make a loud or sudden noise. The 
young ones are especially jumpy, their white tails going up at the slightest motion or 
sound.  
 
Yesterday’s experience afforded me a different perspective. I was close enough to see 
the places where the animals fur was matted and full of cockleburs. The burrs probably 
are not even noticed by the deer as they tend to stick on the outside of the thick fur. The 
seeds are tiny and they will rub or drop off soon enough. Those seeds are expert 
travelers. The cocklebur is a member of the daisy family that was once a tropical plant, 



but now has spread throughout the world. Those seeds have hitched rides on all sorts 
of animals. I’m not overly thrilled with the prospect of having them planted right outside 
my basement window, but there is no way I can avoid a little weeding even if the deer 
didn’t come so close to the house.  
 
The deer in my window is a sign that the animals have become acclimated to their 
human neighbors. When we moved into this house 14 years ago, the home was only 9 
years old and the subdivision across the street was just being built. Since we’ve moved 
out here, nearly 500 homes have been built within a couple of miles. The hillsides and 
forests that once were undeveloped and natural homes for the deer and turkeys are not 
dotted with homes. Somehow the incursion of so many homes has not had a negative 
effect on the population of the deer or turkeys. We see more these days than we ever 
did. Some of our other neighbors have moved farther away. We rarely hear the coyotes 
up close these days.  
 
With increased numbers and more homes and with a few less predators, there are 
plenty of deer than have gotten used to living with people.  The doe in my window 
yesterday is either three or four years old. She was born after most of the building in the 
immediate neighborhood. I suspect that she sleeps in the neighbor’s yard year round. 
Sometimes she will bed down under the trees in our back yard. The eating is pretty 
good for her. We have plenty of grass and the grass next to the house gets watered so 
it stays green when other plants are drying out and going dormant. The road poses a 
potential risk and each year several animals are hit by cars, but so far she has survived 
and eluded contact with a car. She has never known a world without humans and their 
homes, so it seems perfectly natural to her that I mow the lawn and keep a tall fence 
around my garden. She knows that my compost pile is a source of some things like corn 
husks that she finds to be very tasty. She was calm enough to have her fawn within 
easy sight of my back deck and although the little one was difficult to spot for the first 
few weeks of life, she has not been bothered by my wanting to take an occasional 
picture of the little one. 
 
Living with animals is one of the joys of life. I’ve never had an acreage or raised 
domestic critters. If you don’t count several house cats, our home has specialized in 
human habitat. I’m sure that sheep and cows and horses are as interesting as the wild 
animals, but I don’t put any work into the care of wild ones. I’d feel a different sort of 
obligation to ones I intentionally kept at the place. We tend to think of animals as having 
human attributes, something that probably is not the case. The deer doesn’t think like I 
do and probably does more by instinct than by rational thought. She’ll keep her fawn 
with her for about a year now, but after that the animal will be on its own. I don’t think 
deer go in for family reunions and often they see their relatives as competition for food.  
 
Their life is harsher and more dangerous than we think. They spend the stormy weather 
out doors. An injury like a broken leg is pretty much a death sentence for a deer. 
Chances of it living until the bone is mended are very slim. But perhaps the harsh 



realities of life and death are another reason why having animals in our lives and paying 
attention to them is good for humans. We are not exempt from the same realities. Our 
faith gives us a hope that is unknown to the animals. There are differences. But there 
are far more things that we share in common.  
 
So I am grateful for the face in my window. It is fun to get to know one’s neighbors even 
better than before. I don’t reckon I’ll get too attached to this critter. I know that there will 
be more in the years to come. Yesterday’s visit was a treat and the pictures will remind 
me of our encounter. And I’ll remember that outside that window is no place to plant 
sunflowers. 
 
How fortunate we are to live in this place and have such interesting neighbors.  
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September 14, 2009 – The Piano 
 

 
 
Yesterday was a wonderful day, full of worship, fellowship, music and more. But it was 
also a very long day.  I left for the church before 6 a.m. and it was nearly 11 p.m. when I 
got back home.  The fall fair at the church was a muted success, with activities moved 
indoors because of the weather. The music was wonderful and the entertainers were 
appreciated. One of the joys of the morning for me was that just as we were leaving the 
sanctuary the youngest children were on the outside flagstones blowing bubbles. The 
sun had peaked out and children chasing hundreds of soap bubbles was a delightful 
greeting at the end of our service. The barbecue was also moved indoors and 
attendance was a bit lighter than anticipated, but we had a fun morning and the 
congregation enjoyed the events.  
 
My afternoon was filled with services at three area nursing homes. The services are a 
bit too close together to afford much time for visiting, but I do services at all three 
locations each month, so I know and enjoy many of the people who share worship in 
those places. Even though we didn’t get long visits, the joy of seeing one another was a 
treat.  
 
I’m normally tired after a single worship service. I put a lot of energy into a concentrated 
amount of time. I think that most ministers have a reputation for Sunday naps, and I am 
no exception. But yesterday wasn’t a day for naps. Area piano students were coming to 
the church to practice and then to play music as the community gathered for a concert 
of the Black Hills Chamber Music Society. Featured artists for the concert were John 
and Mary Walker, who played piano duets. The Society was instituting a new program 



of having students play in the entryway before concerts and during intermission. The 
students are matched to the program of the concert, so we had two pianos in the 
entryway for duets. 
 
The main program was played with four hands on a single piano.  
 
Our congregation’s main sanctuary piano is now 4 years old. In 2005, we had an 
opportunity to pick up a 9’2” Blüthner concert piano. It was a bit of a financial stretch for 
the congregation and we had several fund-raising events to come up with the money. 
The piano has proven to be an excellent match for our room. Last night the Walkers 
made it sparkle. Their performance was brilliant and the audience was appreciative.  
 
People, including performers often are not familiar with the Blüthner piano. There aren’t 
many of them in the United States. Julius Blüthner began building pianos in Leipzig in 
the German province of Saxony in 1853.  It was a god place to be in the classical music 
business, with a rich tradition of vocal and orchestral music dating back to the 12th 
century. Blüthner had almost no marketing strategy other than showing his pianos at 
concerts and other gatherings where the instruments were played. Sales and production 
grew quickly and the instruments won high praise.  The company weathered World War 
I and the financial crisis of the late 1920’s and early 1930’s with little decrease in 
production. In fact one of the most famous Blüthner pianos of all time was the aluminum 
framed, parchment-covered grand piano what was custom designed for the airship 
Hindenberg. It was the instrument used for the first piano concert broadcast from the air 
and the instrument entertained passengers as the airship crossed the Atlantic Ocean. 
The piano was destroyed in the famous fiery crash of the giant ship.  
 
Control of the company passed from its founder to his son-in-law in the 1930’s. As 
Germany entered the second world war, the factory was nationalized by the government 
and piano production became a sideline as the steam-powered machinery was used to 
produce a variety of war-related items. The factory was hit by an air raid in 1943 and 
burned to the ground. It wasn’t until 1948 that production could be resumed and then it 
was very limited due to a lack of suitable materials. The East German socialistic system 
made it difficult for the company to engage the world market and the pianos that were 
produced mostly went into the local market.  
 
During all of these years, family members continued to build pianos. Ingbert Blüthner-
Hassler, third generation piano builder, received his master piano maker’s certification 
in 1958 following an apprenticeship in England and finally managed to get the firm back 
into family control in 1990. Export of pianos began in the early 1990’s and the piano that 
is in our sanctuary was manufactured in 2004. It is considered to be a world class 
instrument equal to the finest piano in any concert hall in the world.  
 



The story of the piano’s journey from the Leipzig factory to our church is a different story 
for a different day.  
 
Last night, it was a beautiful ending to a long day to sit and listen as the piano sang with 
all of its strength and glory. I sat in the balcony where I had an excellent view of the 
cross and banners as well as the piano, but I confess that for much of the concert I 
wasn’t concentrating on the visual image at all - I was listening intently to the music. The 
excellent acoustics of the room, the brilliance of the piano and the mastery of the artists 
combined to make it a concert to remember.  
 
It is hard for a church to justify the extravagance of expensive musical instruments. 
There are many needs in our community that might take precedence over music. The 
value of the piano could probably fund two homes in partnership with Black Hills Area 
Habitat for Humanity. There are many other worthy mission projects that want for 
funding. It is hard to justify the luxury of spending so much money on ourselves.  
 
The expenditure is not just for ourselves, of course. The majority of people at the 
concert last night were not members of our congregation. Music is an important 
outreach program of our church - one of the ways we connect with our community. 
Furthermore, art is not an extravagance. It is essential to sustaining our humanity.  
 
Mary Walker, one of last night’s artists, has pioneered an exciting new program in her 
community that we are hoping to replicate. She has observed that classical music 
training is often reserved for children from homes with significant income. Children of 
poverty often do not get private lessons or access to expensive instruments. Working in 
partnership with boys and girls clubs, she has identified children that otherwise would 
not have access to lessons, teachers, instruments and music. Their program offers free 
lessons and access to community-owned instruments for students that would not 
otherwise have an opportunity to learn to play the piano.  
 
Music, like many other resources is an untenable luxury if it is hoarded and kept to 
oneself. It is only justify-able if it is shared. May we share the blessings of music that we 
enjoy in ways that serve our community today and long into the future.  
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September 15, 2009 – One Year Later 
 

Photograph from CEO World Magazine, www.ceoworld.biz. 
 
Yesterday was the one year anniversary of the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers - the 
largest bankruptcy in U.S. history.  It is easy for me to remember the date because it is 
our daughter’s birthday. I don’t write about financial matters much. It isn’t my area of 
expertise. One of the reasons that it isn’t my area of expertise is that I don’t have much 
passion for money. It is good to be able to have a home and meals to eat. I like to buy 
gadgets and things from time to time. But money is just a medium - a way to get things 
or to do projects. Having money just to have money has no meaning to me. I don’t have 
any aspirations to be rich. Still, I know that ignoring money can be dangerous. It needs 
to be managed. Bills need to be paid. Priorities must be set. Discipline is required.  
 
The interesting thing about the current financial crisis, which has been called “the worst 
recession since the great depression,” is that the experts were wrong in so many ways. 
Huge banks got caught up in investment schemes that they didn’t even understand. 
They banked enormous amounts of money on and expectation that the economy would 
continue to expand. Reals estate was viewed as a sure thing. The value of houses was 
expected to go up and up and up. We all know the world doesn’t work that way. But that 
didn’t stop our economic experts from behaving as if unlimited expansion could be 
sustained indefinitely.  
 
So a huge bank went broke.  There were no customers to bail them out. The U.S. 
treasury did not step in. And the reaction was nothing short of panic. Other banks quit 
lending money. Stocks plummeted. Sales slowed. Unemployment began to rise. News 



of other bankruptcies of huge corporations began to become a daily diet.  Governments 
on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean stepped in to shore up the economy with huge bail-
outs. A few eyebrows were raised with stories of executive compensation and golden 
parachutes, but there was remarkably little finger-pointing and blaming. 
 
One year later, the experts are all writing their analyses of what happened. There were 
plenty of articles on the Internet yesterday and there will be more to come. Experts are 
asking, “What have we learned?” and “Is the recession over?” 
 
The recession isn’t over for the families who lost their homes. It isn’t over for the 
average US wage earner who is only able to work 33 hours a week, an effective pay cut 
of nearly 18%. It isn’t over for the people who lost their jobs. And the net effect of the 
financial crisis may mirror the existing trends in the U.S. economy - the rich get richer, 
the poor get poorer and the number of people in the middle class become fewer. The 
gap between those who have wealth and those who do not is even wider.  
 
It is easy to criticize. There has been plenty of vitriol for the “winners” in this situation. 
But the truth is that It would be easy for people to criticize me and the decisions I have 
made. I’ve made plenty of financial mistakes. There is a good reason people don’t turn 
to ministers for investment advice - it should remain that way.  
 
But I wonder if the biggest lesson isn’t quite different for a person like me. Maybe the 
truth is that I have become too much of a consumer: buying too many things that do not 
have lasting value, putting too much stock in material possessions. The true worth of my 
life is not in what I own or the size of my retirement account. The true meaning of my 
time is not measured by what things I buy.  
 
Perhaps the recession is an opportunity of unprecedented proportions. No, I don’t mean 
that now is the time to buy undervalued commodities to later reap record profits, though 
there will be some who will do that. What I mean is that it may be an opportunity to re-
evaluate our lives, re-order our priorities, and re-align our loyalties.  
 
I don’t think the financial commentators are really asking the right questions. The 
question isn’t “How can I get enough money so that I can retire without financial 
concerns?” The question should be, “What is the role of meaningful work in all of my life 
and how can I find in work that is meaningful at every age?”  
 
The global economy is incredibly complex and incredibly fragile. Bailouts of the size that 
we have seen in the last year cannot be sustained and it will be decades before we 
know whether they were the best course of action. There are a lot of factors that are 
beyond our control.  
 
When things shake down, faith, hope and love are not commodities that can be 
exchanged. They are not dependent on any particular economic system. They cannot 



be removed by foreclosure or crushed by speculators. They do not yield wealth in the 
terms of this world. But faith, hope and love carry the most enduring value. 
 
In the time of Jesus, there were plenty of people who were waiting for the Messiah who 
expected a new king of the world to arrive with wealth and power and glory. They failed 
to recognize a baby, born weak and vulnerable, into an impoverished family. Jesus 
never accumulated wealth. He was not called in to consult with heads of state. He didn’t 
have any retirement savings and he never owned a house. He wasn’t transported in 
luxury. And he proved to be vulnerable to the cruelties of an unjust system. When they 
whipped him, he bled. When they crucified him, he died. When they thought they had 
gotten rid of him, they were wrong. I choose to be a disciple of the resurrected Christ. I 
do not expect wealth or power or public acclaim. I do have treasures of faith, hope and 
love.  
 
It is enough. 
 
It is more than enough.  
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September 16, 2009 – Best Sellers 
 

 
 
Every once in a while, I get distracted reading lists.  News.com.au had a list of the best-
selling fiction books of all time and I went through the list.  As usual there were some 
surprises, but I wasn’t surprised by the fact that I have read most of the books on the 
list. I’m not sure what it means to make a list of best-selling books.  Recently I was 
talking to a publisher who said that the trick to a best-seller is to get people to buy the 
book, not necessarily to get them to read it. I didn’t know what he meant, but he went on 
to say that if people enjoy a book, they will purchase copies as gifts for others - the 
others may or may not read the book. The publisher doesn’t care - they are in the 
business of selling books. But I doubt any books make the all time best-seller list unless 
someone is reading them. 
 
The list I was looking at is supposedly the all time best-sellers for fiction writing.  
 
One of the surprises, for me, was that Sophie’s World by Jostein Gaarder made the list. 
It has sold 20 million copies. I enjoyed the novel a lot, but it is essentially a book on the 
history of philosophy. Yes, there is a bit of fiction. The girl Sophie finds secret notes that 
engage her in thinking about how her ideas fit into the ideas of others. In the end, it 
turns out that these are messages from her sea-faring father. But most of the words in 
the book are simply the history of philosophy - a topic that I love, but not one that has 
created many best sellers.  
 



I was surprised to see Richard Bach’s Jonathan Livingston Seagull on the list (Number 
16 with 40 million copies sold). I guess I thought its popularity was confined to a single 
decade. On the other hand it was really marketed strongly at the time.  
 
I wasn’t surprised to find J.R.R. Tolkien’s books on the the list. The Lord of the 
Rings was number 2 at 150 million copies and The Hobbit came in at #4 with 100 
million. He probably wouldn’t have been surprised that the #1 spot went to Charles 
Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities. 
 
Another expected book was Antoine de Saint-Exupery’s The Little Prince (No. 6; 80 
million). But I was a bit surprised at the number of children’s books that made the list. 
There are quite a few: Love You Forever by Robert Mursch, The Wind in the Willows by 
Kenneth Grahame, The Very Hungry Caterpillar by Eric Carle, The Tale of Peter 
Rabbit by Beatrix Potter, Charlotte’s Web by E.B. White, Black Beauty by Anna Sewell, 
and Ann of Green Gables by Lucy Maud Montgomery.  And I wasn’t surprised to find 
one of the Harry Potter books on the List. J. K. Rowling’s  Harry Potter and the Deadly 
Hallows was number 15 at 44 million copies sold. 
 
There are other classics of children’s and youth literature as well: Anne Frank’s Diary of 
a Young Girl (is this fiction?) and J.D. Salinger’s coming of age novel, The Catcher in 
the Rye. 
 
One wonders what the list-makers were thinking, calling the Hite Report on Female 
Sexuality fiction. I haven’t read the book, but thought it was research-based. And I doubt 
that Rick Warren would be pleased to see his 40-step guide to Christian Living with over 
800 footnotes, The Purpose Driven Life, on a list of fiction, though he may be pleased 
with his income from 30 million copies sold. 
 
It’s no surprise that Dan Brown’s The DaVinci Code made the list (No. 7 at 80 million 
copies sold). He also has a second novel on the list: Angels and Demons is number 18 
with 39 million copies sold. 
 
Agatha Christie got one of her mysteries to the list: And Then There Were None is 
number 3 with 100 million copies sold. 
 
There are quite a few that are often found on recommended reading lists: The 
Godfather by Mario Puzo, 1984 by George Orwell, The Thornbirds by Coleen 
McCullough, 100 Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Gone with the Wind by 
Margaret Mitchell, and To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee. Leo Tolstoy’s War and 
Peace made the list at number 20 with 36 million copies sold. I’d like to know how many 
of those were printed in Russian and how many in translation. 
 
I guess it shouldn’t surprise me that books that I have read and enjoyed would be read 
and enjoyed by others. And there are some classic pieces of literature that every 



educated person should read. My list of favorites would be different and I would 
recommend some novels that haven’t made best-seller lists. Dave 
Eggers Zeitoun should be a must-read for people trying to make sense of post-Katrina, 
post-911, multicultural America. I think that Hemingway’s The Old Man and the 
Sea defines the genre of short novel. There are a lot of classics that aren’t on the list. If I 
got started on making a list, it would take pages and pages. What I think I am trying to 
say is that popularity is only one measure of the success of a piece of fiction. A story 
can be well-told and important to read and painful at the same time. Some stories 
appeal to a limited market, but are nonetheless stories that must be told.  
 
While I got the list from my daily routine of reading on-line newspapers, it is interesting 
that what caught my eye this morning is not a story about the phenomena of on-line 
reading, but rather one about selling books. I don’t know what the future holds. I’m led 
to believe that there will be fewer paper books and more reading through electronic 
readers. Libraries won’t be buildings, but collections of downloadable resources. I don’t 
know, but I do feel lucky to be living in a time when I can still hold a book in my hands, 
feel its heft, smell the ink on paper and read something tangible. And I feel fortunate to 
live in a time when almost any book I would ever want to read is just a click and a 
couple of days from being in my hands at a reasonable price.  
 
My collection of books will one day be a problem for someone. Before the end of my life 
I’ll probably live in an apartment that is too small for so many books. But for now, I’m 
delighted to be surrounded by books. Having more than the number of shelves in my 
office and home is a great luxury for me. Having at least a dozen that haven’t yet been 
read is a sort of security. I know I’ll never be bored. 
 
Who knows what the best-sellers of the future will be? What I do know is that I’ve got a 
good chance of reading some of them before they make the all-time lists. And as we 
read and purchase books, we affect the lists.  
 
Keep reading. It is one of the great pleasures of this life. 
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September 17, 2009 – Finishing Projects 
 

 
 
I have a lot of unfinished projects. I’m better at starting things than I am at getting them 
finished. It provides a built-in cure for boredom. I always have something to do. The list 
of things that needs to be done always exceeds my time. If I am having trouble focusing 
on one project, there is always another that is waiting for my attention. Sometimes I 
make lists of the things that need to be done. It is satisfying to check things off of the 
lists, but new items get added more quickly than old ones get completed. My style is 
sometimes reflected in the church that we serve. As a community we enjoy starting new 
projects. When we get together, our minds are capable of thinking of hundreds of good 
ideas. I encourage congregational members to tackle their projects, start new ministries, 
and develop their ideas. I enjoy having a room in the church that has on-going quilting 
projects in one corner, a cabinet for a stamp art group, a weekly meeting of the 
watercolor society and is also the place where our church board meets. And all of those 
functions are secondary to the room’s primary function - it is a classroom for our 
educational programs.  
 
From time to time, however, we do bring projects to conclusion. For two years, our 
youth room has been a work in progress. The youth wanted to paint the room. It was a 
good idea. They envisioned a mural and got help in making their vision a reality. Other 
walls were painted with other decorations.  It took a lot more work days and a lot longer 
to get the room painted than they expected, but they were persistent and, a lot of pizza 
later, the painting was completed. The next step was new carpet for the room. We got 
hung up on that step for quite a while. We waited for one cycle of the church budget, 
hoping that we might be able to squeeze the funds out of the Church School equipment 



line item, but the timing was wrong and there was no expansion in the budget for new 
items. We considered asking the congregation to tap a reserve fund, but carpet didn’t 
seem like a priority for that fund. The youth are good at raising money, but we firmly 
believe that too much youth ministry focuses on youth raising money for themselves. 
We have been proud that our program is almost totally focused on raising money for 
others. Our youth have won the Big Brothers/Big Sisters “Bowl for Kids’ Sake” award for 
the youth group that raises the most money for their projects more than any other youth 
group in our town. And we aren’t the largest church in our community. So we did what 
other families do when the funds aren’t available - we lived without the carpet.  
 
Then a memorial gift, designated for youth ministry arrived. We spoke with the family 
about several possibilities, but the carpet project seemed to be the best match for the 
family. And they were delighted with the thought of having a picture of their beloved 
mother and grandmother hanging in the youth room. The committee reviewed the 
project, bids were solicited and the order for the carpet was placed yesterday. Laying 
the carpet means that we will be removing all of the furniture from the room again. We 
had it all out of the room when the youth were painting. That gives us an opportunity to 
return to the room just the items that are needed. The end of this particular project is in 
sight.  
 
Of course it is a youth room. To the younger youth in our church it already seems like 
the room has always looked that way. It won’t be long before someone suggests that we 
paint the room again.  
 
And, in typical church fashion, the same evening that we voted the final approval for the 
carpet for the youth room, we voted the first phase of a kitchen upgrade project that will 
include new tile for the floor and a new dishwasher. The task force that was 
commissioned to prioritize the projects in our kitchen came up with a long list. We are 
making a modest start, but if we do every project on the list, it will take years and I’m 
sure we can think of other things we want to do as the time goes by.  
 
Another task force is taking a look at ways to decrease our building’s energy 
consumption. Some ideas are simple, like replacing lightbulbs. Others are a bit more 
complex, like replacing all of the exit signs. Others are big, like replacing the boiler. 
Others are monumental, like re-insulating and re-roofing the building. We know from the 
beginning that this will be another long-term project. We won’t be doing everything at 
once.  
 
This fall marks the 50th anniversary of our congregation’s move to this building. At that 
time, the decision was made to sell the old church building and to start over with a 
larger facility, built from scratch. It was a bold and expensive move. The building that we 
left behind has continued to serve as a church for all of those years, but it is home to a 
congregation that is considerably smaller than ours. The building that our congregation 
constructed has served us well and it will be our home for many more years. We’ve 



made some upgrades. Though the 1959 building was mostly accessible and on one 
level, state-of-the art bathrooms needed to be replaced with rooms that accommodate 
wheelchairs and other special needs. There has been a lot of paint spread in the last 50 
years, and many of the rooms that originally had tile on the floor have been carpeted. 
Hallways have been carpeted and then the carpet has been replaced.  
 
It makes sense that we should invest in energy efficiency, increase accessibility, and 
keeping our kitchen useful to the church. The initiative that prompted the kitchen project 
was our decision to stop using disposable cups for coffee hour. That meant doing more 
dishes and prompted the need to replace our 50-year-old machine. The flooring needs 
to be done before the dishwasher is replaced and one thing leads to another. It is less 
expensive and less wasteful to stop using disposable cups, but that is only true if one 
takes a long-term view. In the short-term we need to make an investment. 
 
So there are a few more projects that are being started even as one is getting finished. 
I’m sure that I’ll see the completion of many more projects as the years go by. But don’t 
ever expect us to run out of projects.  
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September 18, 2009 – Outside the Comfort Zone 
 

 
 
When we are preparing people for their first trip to Costa Rica to visit with our sister 
church, we talk about moving out of our comfort zone into the mission field. Spiritual 
growth often comes from doing something that is new or unusual and finding oneself in 
a place that is not familiar. It is easy to talk about. We inform participants that in Costa 
Rica we will be riding the bus through impoverished neighborhoods. At the church we 
will be in rooms full of people who do not speak any English. When we walk down the 
street as a group, we will be identified as foreigners.  Many of our first-time participants 
in mission trips find themselves outside their comfort zone filling out customs forms or 
standing in line at immigration control.  
 
I’ve watched how people can grow when they are willing to step outside of their comfort 
zone for years. I’ve been with youth traveling by airline for the first time. I’ve 
accompanied delegations to distant locations and new experiences. I think that the 
gospel compels us to step outside of our comfort zones. When we surround ourselves 
only with the people and experiences that are familiar, we leave little room for growth. 
Jesus was constantly stepping across barriers - talking to widows and orphans and 
people whose lives were scarred by disease. He reached out to those who were outcast 
by society and he shared meals with folk who raised the eyebrows of his disciples and 
critics alike.  
 
Stepping outside of one’s comfort zone is a form of spiritual pilgrimage. Sometimes it 
doesn’t involve a big trip. It can be as simple as looking the pan handler in the eye and 
offering a warm greeting instead of passing by as if that person didn’t exist. It can be as 



simple as stepping out from behind the counter at the soup kitchen and sitting at table 
with the folks who have no other place to go for dinner that evening. It can be as simple 
as reaching out to an estranged relative with an apology or an invitation. 
 
Outside of the comfort zone we realize that the world isn’t all about us. There are many 
people in this world with many different experiences. Serving God’s people has little to 
do with making them like us, and a lot to do with understanding how God speaks to 
different people in different circumstances.  
 
We are careful to remind our pilgrims that we do not go to Costa Rica to bring the 
Christian message - Christianity has been a part of Costa Rica for as long as it has 
been a part of the United States. Christopher Columbus visited both places. We go to 
Costa Rica to experience the faith that is already present in that place and to share with 
sisters and brothers in faith our unity in Christ. We go as witnesses to the work of our 
sister church. As we support the work of that community, we learn to do it their way 
instead of trying to convert them to our way.  
 
I’ve made several trips to Costa Rica. Each involves a few steps outside of my comfort 
zone. Officiating at a wedding in Spanish was a challenge. Donning a baptismal gown 
and wading into the pool to officiate at immersion baptisms was different than our usual. 
Teaching young people a new set of urban street awareness and helping them to avoid 
becoming victims of theft keeps me alert. 
 
But I don’t have to go that far to get outside of my comfort zone.  
 
Last night we attended the Chamber of Commerce’s annual awards banquet. It isn’t my 
usual crowd. After 14 years of living in this place, I am comfortable in our church and 
comfortable addressing out congregation. I know what to say in that setting and I know 
how people will react. I have also formed a wide circle of friendships throughout the 
community and have participated in many arts events, cultural activities, and civic 
programs. I’ve stepped out onto the stage of the Civic Center Theatre in front of a sold-
out audience of nearly 1,800 people to speak to them about Habitat for Humanity and 
introduce the musicians of a fund-raising concert. But I’m not very good at social hours. 
I’m clumsy at balancing a drink and a hors d'oeuvre while trying to shake someone’s 
hand and visit pleasantly. I prefer sitting down and spending time with someone to 
working the crowd for a few two and three sentence conversations.  
 
And I squirm when I am the center of attention.  
 
Last night I was outside of my comfort zone. When called to the stage to receive an 
award, I was wishing that someone else would be called first so I would know what was 
expected and I could imitate their behavior. No such luck. I was first to go. Do I make an 
acceptance speech? It was the first for the presenter of the award as well. I stepped off 
of the stage and then was called back to make a short speech. Other award recipients 



had written scripts, I was not similarly prepared. I stammered and said something. I 
hope that the other people in the room weren’t as embarrassed as I was.  
 
I survived. I posed for all of the pictures with a smile on my face. And I was really glad to 
get home.  
 
Part of the award is the placing of my portrait in a gallery with 63 other people who have 
contributed to the arts in our community. Four people are honored each year, I think 
because there are four faces on Mount Rushmore. At any rate, last night was the 16th 
Rushmore Honors award. All of the portraits were on display. 
 
I was in Grand Rapids, Michigan attending the General Synod of the United Church of 
Christ when I learned that I would receive the honor. It was a busy time and I told the 
organizers that I would be available for the ceremony. And then I didn’t think about it for 
a long time - until the photographer called to schedule the portrait sitting. When I 
thought about it, I couldn’t help but wonder, “What am I doing up there with those other 
people?” There are folks who have donated hundreds of thousands of dollars and 
others that have raised millions. There are artists that have enthralled audiences and 
created lasting works of art. There are directors and performers and people who have 
served on boards for decades. I realize we live in a rather small town and know each 
other pretty well, but the faces in the Rushmore Honors portraits are of famous people, 
easily recognized by the people in our town. The kind of people who are friends with the 
mayor and the governor. I’m a preacher and a canoe builder that is more at home in a 
kayak than a tuxedo.  
 
But last night I realized that being with those people is part of what I really enjoy about 
living in the place where I do. I live in a community where an ordinary person like myself 
can sit down over a cup of coffee or lunch with an artist whose creative genius will be 
remembered for generations. They let a guy like me get up close and personal with the 
entertainers who thrill and inspire us. I can’t play the fiddle, but I can sit and talk with 
Kenny Putnam. I have no idea how to sustain a multi-generational multi-million dollar 
mountain carving, but I can talk with Ruth Kiolkowski about reconciliation between 
Lakota and settler families. I wouldn’t be trusted with a baton in front of a symphony, but 
I can sit next to John Knowles at a chamber music concert and share sublime moments. 
I can’t tune a piano and should never play one in public, but I can discuss pianos for 
hours with Mike Edwards and the two of us have moved more pianos than can be 
counted.  
 
And there was a moment in last night’s ceremony that helped to remind me what it was 
really all about. The slide that was projected showing my portrait had a phrase that was 
new to me. It declared our congregation to be “Rapid City’s Arts Church.” I am 
undeniably proud to be a member of a congregation that takes the arts seriously and 
supports art for the entire community. And it reminded me that the event isn’t about me 
or what I have done, but about what it means to belong to a church that lives its life in 



the center of the community. Pastors come and pastors go, but 1st Congregational 
United Church of Christ has had a solid presence in promoting and supporting art in the 
life of our community since the community was formed. I stand in the lineage of Mabel 
Robbins and Zona White and Mildred Calhoun who brought the first grand piano to our 
community so that the subtle sounds of Chopin could be performed live. That piano is 
still used every week by our choir. They brought not one but two pipe organs to our city 
so that Bach might be more than a recording, but a living experience. They played 
Gershwin with the symphony and worked to support music education programs in our 
schools. They insisted that sculpture be commissioned for the dedication of our building. 
 
Certainly a community needs more than one church that supports and promotes the 
arts. And we are fortunate to have many. But it is an honor to serve one of the leading 
congregations, even if it means and evening of feeling like I was outside of my comfort 
zone. 
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September 19, 2009 – Convention 
 

 
 
Long before there were any Europeans on this continent the Black Hills were a place 
where people gathered. Easily identifiable features such as Mato Tipi (Devil’s Tower) 
and Paha Mato (Bear Butte) made it easy to rendezvous with people from distant 
locations. The hills were the site of a wide variety of religious ceremonies and 
celebrations. Late summer through early fall were times of gathering. In June young 
men would head alone into the hills in quest of visions to determine the direction of their 
lives.  At the end of the summer, sun dances were held in many different locations.  
 
As the fur traders moved across the prairies, the hills were an easily identified 
geological feature that aided in navigation and setting the places for meetings.  
 
The tradition has continued to the present day. One of the things about living in this 
place is that we receive a lot of visitors. Our town is filled with hotels and meeting rooms 
and we are used to guests arriving from around the world.  Much attention is given to 
the area’s largest annual gathering, the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally. Next summer will 
mark the 70th rally that gathers hundreds of thousands of motorcycle enthusiasts for a 
week of races, displays, shows and events.  In 2000 attendance was estimated at 
754,844. The week doubled the population of our state. 
 
But there are other conventions and many smaller gatherings. Last week I noticed a 
poster for an event that I probably won’t be attending. This weekend Rushmore Plaza 
Civic Center will host the first annual Black Hills Tattoo Convention. The poster 
announces that “Rushmore Hall will come alive with live tattooing.”  Not only have I 



never had the urge to get a tatoo, I’ve never had the impulse to watch someone else get 
one. But if that is something you want to do, this is the place this weekend.  
 
I will admit that I have seen some amazing tatoos and there must be some incredible 
artists who are able to create such images on the skin of another person. The 
convention will feature a gallery. I was uncertain whether the gallery will be a display of 
photographs or if live people will be displayed. Advance publicity for the event said that 
the gathering features such a wide variety of artists that it is the place to get the tattoo of 
your dreams. That may be a clue that it isn’t the right gathering for me. I can’t remember 
ever dreaming about a tattoo. 
 
But the poster says that the one and only Lizardman will be performing throughout the 
event. It shows a man with a lot of green tattooing on his head and face. I’m not sure 
what the performance entails, but he will be live on stage tonight for people who just 
don’t want to miss such a thing.  
 
Tattooing has been a part of several different cultures for a long time. The first 
European explorers to visit the islands of the south pacific in the late 1500’s described 
tattoos observed in the Marquises Islands and other locations. A couple of centuries 
later, Captain Cook returned from the Marquises with a man from Tahiti whose body 
was covered with tattoos. The arrival of the visitor created quite a sensation and people 
traveled long distances to see the man. 
 
In those areas tattooing was a sacred art, performed by shamans with a comb of 
needles carved from bone or tortoiseshell attached to a wooden handle. Needles are 
dipped into pigment made from soot, water and oil. The needles are then placed on the 
skin and the handle of the comb is tapped with another wooden stick, causing the comb 
to pierce the skin.  The name tattoo comes from the sound of the stick tapping the 
handle of the comb.  
 
Tattooing with traditional tools was banned in French Polynesia in 1986 by the Ministry 
of Health due to the difficulty in sterilizing the wooden and bone tools. Tattooing 
continues in the area, but modern tools which can be sterilized in an autoclave have 
replaced the wood instruments.  The sound of an electric motor vibrating a steel needle 
doesn’t evoke the word “tattoo” to describe the sound. The Black Hills Convention 
poster promises “Traditional Polynesian Tattooing Exhibitions.” I don’t know if that 
means traditional tools being used. Perhaps there will be information about the ancient 
symbols that have been used for hundreds of years and the meanings that are attached 
to those symbols.  
 
I think this is a rather big event. A half dozen area hotels are advertising special 
convention rates, and Rushmore Hall at the Civic Center is a big room with a lot of 
space for displays and vendors.  
 



I suspect that the crowd will dress a little differently than some of the other convention 
crowds that we see. There should be a lot more short-sleeved or sleeveless shirts than 
the Stock Show, for example. On the other hand, I’m sure there are plenty of cowboys 
with tattoos. 
 
As I said, I have no plans to attend the convention, but I do appreciate living in a 
community that welcomes guests, even when our guests have different lives, goals, and 
sensibilities than our own. There should be plenty of local fans of tattoo art to make our 
guest feel that their trip was worthwhile.  
 
I am curious about one thing. I wonder what activities will take place int he children’s 
corner.  The poster says, “Due to adult subject matter all children under the age of 16 
must be accompanied by a parent or guardian.” It also says, “While you enjoy the ink, 
we have activities for your kids to enjoy.”  I hope Lizardman isn’t performing in the 
children’s corner. That might be scary enough to cause the kids to have dreams of 
tattoos. 
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September 20, 2009 – Marriage 
 

 
 
I’m not sure how many people remembered it in South Dakota, but yesterday was “Talk 
like a Pirate Day,” me hearties.  Yes, the annual observance, perhaps made famous by 
columnist Dave Berry, is observed by fun-loving and pirate-liking people across the 
country every September 19. Aarrr! People who are really into the celebrations not only 
talk like pirates. Avast! They even dress like pirates. Guidebooks such as Pirattitude: So 
You Want to be a Pirate? Here’s How! and The Pirate Life: Unleashing Your Inner 
Buccaneer exist to help those who discover that their pirate vocabulary is lacking. 
 
Avast, me hearties! There’s even a “Talk Like a Pirate” web site that gets millions of 
hits. And if you are really into the lifestyle, you can subscribe to the full-color Pirate’s 
Magazine.  
 
Anyway, as I said, the holiday didn’t seem to receive much recognition in the hills. 
Maybe we were distracted by the tattoo festival. 
 
I wasn’t talking like a pirate during the wedding of our secretary and office administrator. 
Jo has been working at the church for a dozen years and we’ve shared some of life’s 
ups and downs with her. Not long after she came to work at the church she was 
divorced and she worked hard at being a responsible single mother. A few years ago a 
huge hail storm parked over the area where her home is located and hailstones took out 
the skylight in the kitchen. The rain caused quite a bit of damage and their family had to 
move out of the house while repairs were made. Members of the church rallied around 
her and supported her though out the process.  



 
So it was a delight yesterday to gather with her on a happy occasion and to join in the 
celebration of her marriage. We’ve gotten to know her husband as he has spend 
considerable time at the church and has even volunteered on Woodchuck splitting days. 
It was a delightful ceremony in a beautiful outdoor setting with friends gathered from all 
over. 
 
Over the years, I have officiated at a lot of weddings. I have to admit that I don’t always 
enjoy weddings. We get a lot of requests for weddings because we have a beautiful 
church and people often are thinking about the setting and the backdrop for pictures 
when selecting a location for a wedding. But from our point of view, the commitments 
made and the service itself is far more important than the setting. From my perspective, 
too many weddings are about show, with families spending thousands and sometimes 
tens of thousands of dollars trying to impress their friends. The church is just one small 
element in a much bigger scheme.  
 
It’s not that the church needs to be the center of attention. But if the focus is showing 
off, people can easily get distracted from what is most important. A marriage is far more 
than a ceremony. It is a lifetime of commitment and faithful loving. I tell most couples 
with whom I work that I won’t be “marrying” anyone at their ceremony. I will officiate, but 
I’m already married and happily so. Their marriage is something that they will be making 
every day for the rest of their lives, not something I create with a signature on a form 
from the registrar of deeds office.  
 
Some of the couples really get it. Others look at me and nod politely and, as soon as 
possible head for the photographer or the caterer or the dress shop where they can talk 
to someone whose priorities are more similar to their own.  
 
There was a slightly more serious and even, at times, somber tone to yesterday’s 
celebration. It was filled with joy, to be sure, and there was plenty of laughter and a bit 
of gentle teasing, but there were also some serious moments. Our congregation has 
watched Jo’s children grow into adulthood. We were there for their confirmations and 
yesterday was a new step in their maturing. As their mother humbly asked for their love 
and support, she renewed her commitment to always offer her love and support to 
them.  
 
The groom, who has known the grief and loss of widowhood, understands the depth of 
commitment the couple was making. He was surrounded by friends who had been with 
him through some of the real ups and downs of life and who were there to support him 
once again as he undertakes a new adventure.  
 
I really believe in marriage. Despite the statistics, despite the high rates of divorce, 
despite the pain that I have witnessed when promises and lives are broken, I still 
believe that living in a life-long, committed relationship is a wonderful way to live. For 



someone with a personality like mine, it is the right way to live. But as an officiant, there 
is only so much that can be said in a ceremony. There is a lot more that couples have to 
learn for themselves. I try, but it is nearly impossible to tell a pair of starry-eyed twenty-
somethings about the joys of growing old together. I try, but it is difficult to help others 
understand that trust is one of the most wonderful things in the world. It is also very 
fragile and it must be earned in a lifetime of faithfulness.  
 
So we weren’t observing Talk Like a Pirate Day yesterday. What we were doing 
seemed, to us, to be much more important. We came to surround the couple with our 
love and prayers. May both be continued as they travel this life’s journey together. 
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September 21, 2009 – Traveling 
 

 
 
Despite all of the modern technology, we still need to get together face-to-face from 
time to time to do the work of the church. I am learning to do a lot more with the 
computer, e-mail, telephone and am even learning how to do audio and video 
conferencing, but there are some parts of relationships that require us being together in 
the same time at the same place.  
 
In our United Church of Christ, that means meetings in Cleveland. I am here today for 
the annual meeting of the denomination’s educational consultants. For the past 15 or so 
years we have been gathering once a year to coordinate planning for the 
denomination’s educational programs. This meeting is especially busy because we are 
in the development stage of new resources and there is a national gathering in February 
to introduce those resources to the conferences. Our group will be planning and leading 
that gathering.  I also have set up meetings with the senior editorial staff of the 
resources to discuss some of the issues related to the areas of those resources where I 
am involved in producing activities. 
 
It may be the sour grapes of an old curmudgeon, but I don’t enjoy traveling by airline as 
much as I once did. The things that are done to create the illusion of security are a bit of 
a hassle. We wait in lines, remove our shoes and belts, pack our bags knowing that 
they will be searched. I am all in favor of safety for the traveling public, but ours is a 
system that is always reacting to the last threat instead of anticipating the next one. The 
people who tried to smuggle explosives onto an airliner in England have been 
sentenced and we wait in line watching security officials confiscate water bottles and 



send parents back to dump out their baby’s bottle. Much of what happens at TSA 
checkpoints is about creating the illusion of security. The illusion is important, to an 
extent. We do need to feel safe in order to travel. But some rules and regulations are 
not explained and simply make travelers feel out of control.  
 
The new regulation with this trip that I hadn’t heard before, is that no personal items can 
be placed in the seat pockets of the airplane. I was traveling light, with a small computer 
case that fit under the seat in front of me and a book. The flight attendant was specific in 
giving instructions that we could not place our books in the seat pockets. It wasn’t a 
problem, it just doesn’t make sense. I have no idea how that might compromise safety 
in any way.  
 
From Denver to Cleveland, there was a family with a 2 1/2 year old daughter who sat in 
the seats just ahead of mine. The little one had an Elmo doll with her and was very well 
behaved, obviously enjoying being the center of attention and having both of her 
parents doting on and enjoying her. I never got it quite straight whether they were going 
to or from grandparents’ home, but I think they were on their way to visit grandparents. 
It was a happy trip for the family and her bright smile as she peeked over her daddy’s 
shoulder brightened my day.  
 
As we got off of the airplane a little after 10 p.m., she was sleeping and her father 
carried her while her mother struggled with their carry-on luggage. I was tired too, only a 
short cab ride away from a hotel room and a comfortable night’s sleep, but knowing that 
I had to stay awake and alert to safely navigate the final steps of my journey.  
 
The airlines carry very precious cargo. Our flight contained a reasonable cross-section 
of our society: business people heading for meetings, sales people heading for contacts 
with clients, parents and children, grandparents and young adults. Each has a unique 
story, a unique set of circumstances. Keeping them safe is a clear national priority. But 
the most important aspects of safety may not be things that can be achieved by 
inspection points and long lists of rules. Trust comes from getting to know one another 
and connecting with the stories of those who surround us. Our encounters with other 
passengers are too brief to really get to know their stories and politeness and fear 
dictate that we are careful when talking to others.  
 
Just as we need to spend time face-to-face in order to do the business of the church, 
we need to open our lives to the personal experiences and realities of others in order to 
travel safely.  There is as much safety in the time we spend waiting for the airplane to 
board as in the security lines. In the security lines, we look at the back of the heads of 
our fellow travelers. In the waiting lounge, we look at their faces. 
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September 22, 2009 – Celebrating with Colleagues 
 

 
 
Life affords a wide variety of different relationships. Yesterday was a day of colleagues. 
The word colleague has similar roots to the academic institution: colleague. It comes 
from Latin and the term means to share life and work. In contemporary English we 
usually focus on the shared work aspect when we use the word colleague.  A colleague 
is someone who is engaged in a common body of work. But the original term also had a 
colleague of sharing life.  There was a time when colleges were primarily residential 
institutions. They were created because there is an efficiency to sharing the tasks of 
providing meals and shelter. A group of people in a dormitory allows for less energy to 
be put into housing than a series of individual independent dwellings. A dining hall 
serves food more efficiently than a group of different kitchens. The idea was that most 
of the energy of the group of people needed to be invested in research, teaching and 
learning. Therefore there needed to be an efficiency to the rest of life that allowed for 
most of the hours to be dedicated to academic pursuits. 
 
Over the years colleges have changed a great deal. Many contemporary colleges in the 
United States are doing away with their food services and going to apartment style living 
for all students and teachers. Our focus on the individual and our desire for privacy have 
led us to a different attitude toward living and working with others.  
 
The colleagues with whom I am meeting this week are people with whom I do not share 
much of life. We are together only once or twice a year. What we have in common is our 
work and our attention is focused on that work. We share common goals, common 



tasks, and common responsibilities. And when we get together we tend to work long 
days. 
 
But we cannot avoid learning about and caring about the lives of our colleagues. We’ve 
been working together for many years.  We’ve seen changes in families, divorces, 
marriages, major life-threatening illnesses. We’ve watched each other’s children grow 
up, even when our window on that reality has been a handful of snapshots shared once 
a year. We’ve told stories of our family life over meals and around the edges of 
meetings. We feel like we know each other even though our lives are lived in different 
places all across the nation. 
 
Last night we had a little party that we’ve been planning since summer. One of our 
colleagues had a book published in May or June. Some of us felt almost as proud as if 
we had been the author. The topic of the book is right in the center of the work that we 
share. Some of our common ideas have been invested in that book and are reported in 
the words our colleague wrote. We couldn’t be happier.  So it made sense to have a 
celebration. As parties go, it wasn’t very dramatic. We had a cake, some balloons, and 
most of us brought our copies of the book for her autograph. We laughed and told 
stories and enjoyed being together.  
 
For 500 years, publishing has been a major part of collegiate life. Professors are 
expected to publish. Writing words that have some permanence is a highly-held value in 
our circles. An author is celebrated and revered. But the truth is that we all know that 
the world is changing. Publishing is a tricky business. Our press, the oldest on the North 
American continent, is struggling to stay in business. Some of the books that we publish 
are almost printed on demand. We are in the process of down-sizing our warehouse 
operation. We will have less inventory, fewer titles, and more of our publication business 
will focus on online activities from selling books to electronic distribution of the work of 
our writers. 
 
So an actual book, with a cover and pages that smell like ink, is an occasion for an 
aging group of educators. It is a reminder that we stand in line with colleagues that have 
come before us.  
 
And, perhaps, it is also a reminder that we stand in line with a new future. Our meeting 
has been focused on the introduction of new resources for education that invite an 
entirely new way of thinking about teaching and learning. The book itself is a discussion 
of a new way of thinking that leads us away from traditional school models for Christian 
education.  
 
So last night we paused in the busyness of our meetings and in the midst of a rapidly 
changing and often difficult to understand world. We had a simple party. We enjoyed 
being together. We celebrated accomplishment. But the party didn’t last long. We had 
worked too hard and the day had been too long for any of us to want to stay up late. We 



have too much work to do today for any of us to stay way from our computers and 
papers for very long.  
 
As tempting as it is to rest on the accomplishments of the past, it is the challenge of the 
future that beckons us. As colleagues who share study and work, we are aware of how 
much there is to be learned. We have only just begun to understand the process of faith 
formation and the passing of the core truths of our faith from one generation to the next. 
We are aware that our task is too big for any one of us alone. It is too big for one 
generation of teachers. We hope that in our time we will be able to add one small bit to 
the larger conversations of our faith. The book seems to us to be such an addition. 
Those of us who did not write it felt pleased with the accomplishment of our colleague.  
 
And the cake tasted good, too! 
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September 23, 2009 – Dust Storm 
 

 
Photo by Stefanus Herryanto from news.com.au 
 
Australia, especially the provinces of Queensland and New South Wales, has been 
experiencing one of the largest dust storms on record the past couple of days. 
Conditions are expected to improve in the next day, but there are chances of more dust 
storms blowing across the country later this week. The dust is so think that it has 
obscured visibility from Sydney to Brisbane and beyond. Photos from the area show 
colors from pink to orange to yellow as the huge clouds of dust from the center of the 
nation blew across the country and into the ocean. Particulate levels in the air reached 
1500 times their normal levels - the highest on record. The cloud was nearly 375 miles 
across and it traveled nearly a thousand miles before reaching the coast. As storms go 
this is a really big one. As dust storms go it is definitely one for the record books. 
 
Life seemed to go on pretty much as usual despite the storm. Traffic was slowed due to 
reduced visibility and air traffic ground to a halt at major airports across the region. On 
the the city’s largest freeways was temporarily closed as workers cleared accumulated 
dirt from the tunnels. Ferry service in the Sydney harbor was temporarily suspended. 
Workers, most wearing some kind of face mask, scarf or filter across their noses and 
mouths continued to head for work. Health officials advised people to stay indoors as 
much as possible until the air clears.  
 
A lot of different factors came together to create the conditions for the storm. Record 
droughts during the past years has baked the deserts in the center of the nation. Dry 
conditions have resulted in several years of record fires that have left hills and valleys 



without trees to disrupt the wind flow and filled with ash that is easily picked up and 
blown around by the wind. High winds allowed the storm to move rapidly across the 
region. 
 
Many Australians are used to dust storms, but this is one of the words most have ever 
seen. They awoke to strange scenes and colors outside of their windows. The dry, hot 
and windy conditions are adding to the danger from fires that are burning in several 
wilderness areas across the provinces.  
 
Further south, residents of Melbourne’s south-east suburbs reported hearing loud 
explosions as an earthquake and mild aftershocks shook the area. No serious damage 
was reported, but houses were shaken. In Berwick, where we visited in 2006, the 
shaking reached three on the Richter scale.  
 
It is a day that will go into the record books as one of the strangest. It must have 
seemed a bit like armageddon as the howling winds provided the most obvious sounds 
and the stars were invisible in the night sky due to the dust in the air. After a day that 
was filled from dawn to dusk with dust, some residents reported being awakened by the 
sound of silence as the winds died down during the night.  
 
Although there was some damage from downed trees and roofs damaged by the wind 
and ambulance services have reported an increase in calls from asthma sufferers, 
things appear to be returning to normal the day after the mazing storm. 
 
Regular readers of this blog will recognize the weather as an occasional topic. I am 
interested in phenomena that illustrate how much of this vast universe is beyond the 
ability of humans to control. Although our decisions and behavior can have far-reaching 
consequences, the truth is that human actions are a tiny piece of the total picture of this 
universe. There are many things that occur that we cannot control or manipulate.  
 
But what we can do is to observe, document, and reflect on the meaning of events. Our 
senses are tuned to noticing things that might not be perceived by other creatures on 
our planet. Our technologies enable us to hear of events that are far away and to look at 
images of our planet taken from space. We can get a bit of perspective from a long 
heritage of human observation of the planet. And we try to arrange the experiences of 
this life into a meaningful pattern. Scientists analyze and document storms and track 
their movement across continents. Meteorologists attempt to predict future movements 
of storms and document the conditions that lead to them. We record our observations 
and study the records of previous generations.  
 
Here, at least at one point in the vastness of the universe, are sentient beings who are 
looking out and trying to make sense of its vastness and powerful phenomena. We don’t 
have many of the answers, but we have gained in understanding. Each new discovery 



leads to more questions, but we do draw some conclusions that we can hold in 
common.  
 
Folks in Sydney and cities across Australia will be cleaning up lots of dust in the next 
few days. They’ll be sweeping and shoveling and trying to help things return to normal. 
And they’ll be telling each other stories of the dust storm of September, 2009. Some of 
those stories will be told for generations as we continue to seek to more fully 
understand this fascinating planet on which we live.  
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September 23, 2009 – Scary Times 
 

 
 
I have made some very special friends by hauling canoes on the roof of my vehicle. 
Strangers will come up an talk to you if you have a canoe on the roof of your car. My 
first conversation with Eleanor Bray was at a gas station where she was getting gas for 
her car and I had two canoes on the roof of mine. That conversation led to my doing a 
complete restoration of her 1947 Old Town OCTA Canoe, but it also led to her daughter 
and Angela Kraft Cross performing an organ concert in our church. It led to a friendship 
that has connected us through our love of the outdoors, of canoes, of music, and many 
other common interests. 
 
And I want to believe that people who enjoy canoes are somehow special. Of course we 
are like other people. There are all kinds of people who own and enjoy canoes. But we 
tend to like quiet. We tend to be contented with going slow. We tend to like to look at 
things and to let our minds wander. We tend to tread lightly and leave little sign behind 
when we travel.  
 
I just finished reading a story about a canoeist that I have never met. Dave Eggers is 
not the canoeist. He is one of the most promising English non-fiction writers of our 
generation. Our son gave us a copy of A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, his 
memoir of losing his parents and of raising his little brother. I picked up What is the 
What, his account of the story of one of the children swept up in the warfare in Sudan 
and the traumatic and dangerous path that led him to the United States. He is a talented 
writer who does his research carefully and who has the courage to tell the truth when no 



one else is talking about the subject. I picked up the book not because of the title or the 
subject matter, but because of the author. 
 
The man with the canoe in the picture is not the man with the canoe about whom Dave 
Eggers has written. His man with a canoe was arrested when a team of men armed with 
assault rifles broke into a house that he owned one day.  He was there with three 
acquaintances, including a tenant who was renting the home from him. He was a citizen 
and a prominent business owner with multiple properties, many employees and 
hundreds of clients. He was taken to a make-shift holding center where he was held 
outdoors in cages made of chain link fence surrounded by armed guards and bathed in 
floodlights round the clock. There was no chair, and no bed in the holding area. The 
pavement was dirty and he was not allowed to touch the fence. Prisoners who touched 
the fence intentionally or by falling asleep were pepper sprayed repeatedly. From there 
he was taken to a maximum security prison where he was held in isolation for 28 days. 
He was strip searched repeatedly. He received no medical attention although he had a 
severe infection in his foot. He was not allowed a phone call. His family did not know 
whether he was alive or dead. He was told verbally that he had been arrested for 
looting, but no formal charges were ever brought, no hearings were held, and no access 
to a lawyer was provided. When his release was finally secured he was finally, after 
much effort, able to retrieve his identification card.  The money that he had at the time of 
his arrest was never recovered. He lost 20 pounds during the time of his incarceration 
and required immediate medical treatment upon his release.  
 
The men who were seized with him were held longer. One was in prison for five months, 
another for six months and the third for eight months. None were ever charged with any 
crime. None received any hearing or judicial procedure. None were allowed to contact 
any one in any way during the time of their incarceration.  The house where they had 
been at the time of their arrest was left unlocked and exposed to the elements. All of the 
personal property that had been in the building was removed and never recovered. The 
canoe also was taken. 
 
This was not in Germany during the second world war. This was not in the Soviet Union 
during the height of its military power. This was not in Sudan during its lawless times. 
This was not in Cambodia after the Vietnam War. This was in the United States of 
America in 2005. The men were citizens with no criminal records or history. The powers 
granted to the federal government in the wake of the attacks of September 11, 2001 
combined with the chaos that followed the path of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans set 
up conditions where our nation lost its protections for its citizens and its commitment to 
human rights. The man in Dave Egger’s book had remained in New Orleans after he 
had sent his family to safety to care for the properties he owned and managed. He had 
used his canoe to rescue several stranded persons and to care for pets left behind in 
the storm. He never carried any items of value with him in his paddles around the 
flooded city. He never entered a property illegally and never engaged in any form of 



looting or theft. He was living in a home that he owned and visited his rental property 
daily because it had a working telephone.  
 
I read the book with horror. I have known that such stories existed, but had not 
previously read such a well-researched and well-documented account. In those dark 
days after the storm people died because our government was more interested in 
setting up make-shift jails than rescuing stranded people. The suspension of basic 
constitutional rights prompted by the fear that followed the September 11 acts of 
terrorism almost cost us our constitutional democracy. Once innocents can be made to 
disappear, the power of the government is unchecked.  
 
This is not a political issue. Democrats and Republicans alike believe in the constitution 
and its basic commitment to protect the rights of citizens from unlawful arrest and 
detention without trial. This is not an issue of ideology. Conservatives and liberals share 
a basic commitment to human rights and an abhorrence of governments that abuse 
their powers and trample human rights. 
 
But it is our issue. This is not some foreign government whose values we oppose. This 
is our government and we the people are ultimately responsible for its actions. We 
might call the circumstances in New Orleans in 2005 an anomaly, but we dare not 
ignore what happened. We must urge our legislators to restore the right of habeas 
corpus to all who are incarcerated. We must return to the protections of our constitution. 
We must not allow our fear to result in the detention of people without cause. We have 
come very close to losing our democracy when our government can arrest and detain 
innocents and hold them without anyone even knowing that they have been arrested. 
Officials acting on behalf of our government seized property without cause and did not 
return it.  
 
Dave Eggers will not receive any income from this book. All author profits will go to the 
Zeitoun Foundation, formed earlier this year to aid in the rebuilding of New Orleans and 
to promote respect for human rights in the United States and around the world. 
 
Read the book. Check out the facts. Decide for yourselves. We cannot afford to pretend 
this didn’t happen. We can’t afford to allow it to happen again.  
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September 25, 2009 – Too Connected? 
 

 
 
I like gadgets. I was early to switch from a paper calendar to a hand-held device years 
ago. Over the years I have spent way too much money on various calculators, phones, 
personal digital assistants, mp3 players, and other devices. Some have proven to be 
very useful in helping me to get work done, others have not. I am amazed at the 
capabilities of these things and like playing with them and discovering their capabilities.  
 
But there are times when a person simply needs to put the devices down. I tell people 
that I encourage them to call my cell phone, but they should be prepared to leave a 
message. I don’t allow my cell phone to interrupt conversations and there are times 
when I just don’t answer it. I don’t leave the e-mail program launched on my computer 
at all times. I check e-mail several times a day, but I don’t allow it to interrupt other work 
that I am doing at my computer.  
 
I enjoy being able to use Skype to have a video conversation with our daughter in 
England. I like having a phone that will take pictures and send e-mails. But there are 
limits. And, as our society adjusts to the impacts of technology in our lives, we need to 
discover where the limits lie and how they should be observed.  
 
Since the beginning of 2008, 23 employees of France Telcom have died by suicide and 
another 13 have made serious attempts. Company officials are investigating what has 
gone wrong with their corporate culture to create such a string of tragedies. Union 
leaders are calling for a government investigation of the company’s corporate culture. 
France Telcom is one of Europe’s largest telecommunications providers and the 



formerly government-run business has been privatized in recent years. There have 
been plenty of work-related stresses for employees as the corporate culture is revised, 
new management styles are introduced, and job descriptions are altered. The current 
global economic downturn has contributed to a sense of urgency for many business 
matters for the large company. 
 
Suicides are complex individual matters and often come in relationship to brain 
disorders and other disease processes. It would be wrong to start pointing fingers and 
assigning blame. The number one priority for the company and related companies is to 
get serious about suicide prevention. A professionally-staffed constantly-available 
telephone crisis center is important. Training in community resources is essential. 
Support groups can be very helpful. There are many things that companies can do to be 
pro-active in the face of the threat of employee suicides. 
 
It is interesting to note that several of the suicide notes at France Telcom mentioned the 
pressures caused by employees being constantly available through mobile phones that 
are capable of sending and receiving e-mail messages. Employees felt that they never 
got a break from their work and had to be constantly available, regardless of the time of 
day, to respond to business concerns. Chief Financial Officer of France Telcom, 
Gervais Pellissier, spoke directly about pressures caused by technologies that enable 
work to encroach on personal lives: “When you were an average employee in a big 
corporation 15 years ago, you had no mobile phone or no PC at home. When you wee 
back home, work was out.” 
 
Home computers and smartphone devices make it possible to be engaged in work 
around the clock with no breaks when one goes home. Constant connection creates 
pressures that are not healthy. Some workers have dubbed the “BlackBerry” smart 
phone “CrackBerry.” There is significant evidence that workers can become addicted to 
the devices and are unable to take a break from checking e-mails without some form of 
outside intervention.  
 
Businesses are only beginning to take seriously the ways in which new devices and 
new ways of working can have an impact on the personal lives of employees. Studies 
have revealed that addiction to devices can be as severe as other forms of addiction 
and that in some cases formal counseling and intervention from others is required in 
order to break unhealthy patterns of behavior. It is easy to remind employees that the 
devices have an “off” switch and that they should take a break from constant 
communication. It is more difficult to actually take that break. With constant pressures to 
accomplish more work, a highly competitive workplace, and the fear that missing a 
communication might mean losing one’s job, meaningful changes require a shift in 
corporate culture not just a change in personal behavior.  
 
We know that our world is undergoing a dramatic change as we shift from print-based 
communication to electronic communication. Even the language is changing as a result 



of the introduction of increasingly sophisticated electronic devices. Change produces 
stress. And stress can be a factor in serious illness.  
 
The string of tragedies that has occurred at France Telcom points to the need for 
increased counseling services in the workplace and other measures to assist workers in 
making the changes required by this cultural shift. While we cannot slow the pace of 
change in our world, we can develop coping skills that enable us to remain healthy in 
the midst of confusion and change.  
 
In the meantime, I continue to play with my smart phone. The key word, however, is 
“play.” When it gives me enjoyment, that is one thing. When it becomes a burden and 
interrupts my life it is a different matter entirely.  
 
So if you are calling my cell phone, be prepared to leave a message. I may be in the 
midst of another conversation and unable to answer the phone. It is also possible that 
the phone is in my sock drawer and I’m out on the lake in a kayak taking a break from 
gadgets and seeking the personal space and solitude that are required for a healthy 
life.  And for what it is worth, even though my phone will receive and send e-mails, if you 
click on the e-mail link in this blog, you’ll have to wait until I’m at my computer and have 
my e-mail program turned on. I don’t feel the need to be in touch with everyone at every 
hour of the day and night.  
 
Be careful out there, friends. This is serious stuff. If you are feeling out of control and 
need help, help is available. Program this number into the speed dial on your Blackberry 
or other mobile device: 1-800-273-TALK (8255). It is the national suicide prevention 
hotline. It might be the most important phone number of all. 
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September 26, 2009 – Buffalo Roundup 
 

 
 
The Black Hills are an amazing place to live. So much is available in such a small 
amount of space. We have dramatic hills with wonderful hiking, beautiful reservoirs with 
delightful paddling, badlands with an entirely different feel and look, and lots of 
wildlife.  If you’ve seen a herd of buffalo in a recent movie, chances are you were 
looking at the Black Hills. The buffalo herd at Custer State Park is managed at about 
1,500 head.  As such it provides a look back to the days when thousands and 
thousands of buffalo roamed the prairies of the midwest. The days of the massive 
buffalo herds are gone, but the Custer State Park herd provides a reminder of the ways 
things used to be.  
 
Although the buffalo are given free range in the park and adjacent public lands, the herd 
is not left unmanaged. Without wolves, it would be impossible for the herd to achieve 
balance in the hills. The size of the herd is managed by an annual sale of 
buffalo.  Vaccinations are given to prevent diseases that can spread from buffalo to 
cattle. In order to make all of that happen, the buffalo are rounded up once a year and 
driven into corrals where they are counted, vaccinated and sorted. This practice has 
been going on for over 40 years and the annual buffalo roundup attracts visitors from 
around the world. It is one of the few places in the world where one can hear the sound 
of hundreds of buffalo running across the prairie.  
 
Scholars like to use the term “American Bison” for the animals because they are more 
closely related to the Wisent or European Bison than to the Asian or African 
Buffalo.  But both words, bison and buffalo have similar origins meaning “ox-like” and 



the use of the term buffalo to refer to the North American animals dates back at least a 
hundred years prior to the introduction of the other term. Besides, that is what we call 
them around here.  For what it is worth, we pronounce coyote with a silent “e.” None of 
the coyotes in South Dakota speak Spanish and when someone pronounces the “e” at 
the end we know they aren’t from around here. They probably can’t pronounce Pierre, 
either. 
 
Buffalo are the largest land animals on our continent.  They are impressive. The big 
bulls get your attention right away and they can run a lot faster than one might think. 
Every few years we have an incident where a tourist gets too close to the animals in the 
park and ends up getting stepped on or gored. Like all wild animals, buffalo need to be 
respected. During most of the year the buffalo spread out across the park and it is easy 
to show visitors a few examples by driving around the park. 
 
Long before French fur trappers and traders gave the name buffalo to the animals, 
Lakota people called them Tatanka. Tatanka literally means bull buffalo, but it is 
generally applied to all of the animals and it refers to a way of life in addition to the 
animal. Buffalo provided the basis for life for plains Indians.  Their food, clothing, 
shelter, household items, tools, and weapons came from buffalo.  No part of the animal 
was wasted. Tatanka was also a source of inspiration and ceremonial activities. 
Following the herd was a way of life for centuries. 
 
The intentional elimination of the great buffalo herds was directly related to the 
domination of North American Indians and movement of immigrants, many from Europe, 
into the plains.  It is difficult to know for sure how large the herds were prior to the 
decimation of the great herds. Estimates of the total number of buffalo range from 30 to 
60 million animals. At one time there were fewer than 1,000 animals surviving.  
 
So the 1,500 animal herd at Custer State Park is the largest in any place, and when the 
animals are driven together the ground shakes and the sound is a reminder of the way 
things used to be on the plains.  
 
The buffalo roundup is a real festival this day with pancake feeds, an arts festival, a chili 
cook off an lots of other activities scheduled throughout the weekend. The main 
roundup begins on Monday morning and those who want to see it need to arrive early to 
get a good place to view the herd. For obvious reasons, park officials need to keep 
viewers back at a safe distance when the animals are being driven to the corrals.  
 
Many plains states use the buffalo as a symbol of their geography and culture. I have 
heard that people in Wyoming were upset when Kansas came out with their design for 
the state quarters. Kansas ended up with the buffalo and Wyoming with a bucking horse 
and rider. South Dakota has the largest herd in the nation, but we went for a design 
featuring a pheasant and Mount Rushmore. The truth is that the buffalo never paid 
much attention to state lines. Prior to the formation of the individual states, the range of 



the buffalo was the entire plains. The people who made their living following and hunting 
the buffalo weren’t constrained by political boundaries, either. The boundaries came 
after the herds were decimated and the people who lived off of them were 
impoverished.  
 
Autumn is a great time to visit South Dakota. And the annual Custer State Park Buffalo 
Roundup is worth watching. It is a bit of our culture that we like - something that 
distinguishes us from others. Come, visit, and enjoy. You can even call them bison, if 
you want. But don’t expect us to use that word. And while you’re here, you can catch 
the sight of a coyote chasing a jackrabbit. But whether it is a college game or nature’s 
splendor on the plains, don’t expect us to pronounce the “e” at the end of the word. 
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September 27, 2009 – Watching from a Distance 
 

 
Photo from Reuters News Agency 
 
For some reason, I remember the Philippines as being one of the places where our 
church is active. In my childhood we had visits from missionaries in the Philippines who 
told us of agricultural projects and other ways in which the church was helping to 
improve the lives of people there. As a young teen I helped strip down a combine and 
prepare it for shipment for use as a stationary harvester. My father’s business donated 
the used machine and we helped raise funds to pay for shipping. As a young pastor I 
served in southwestern North Dakota and often heard of Lloyd Van Vactor, a local man 
who had become a minister and then a missionary and who was kidnapped and held for 
some time in the Philippines before finally being successfully released. Our church’s 
experience in Turkey paid off as we had several people who were skilled in working in 
interfaith situations and negotiating with muslim extremists. Lloyd’s book, Twenty 
Longest Days, is an account of his captivity. Upon retirement, the Van Vactors lived in 
Spearfish canyon and we would see them at church events from time to time. I have 
several friends who have visited the country as part of training for mission work and I 
have enjoyed hearing of their experiences. Over the years I have developed friendships 
with many from that country. Ihave long paid attention to news from the Philippines, 
though I have never visited that country myself.  
 
The news coming in from the Philippines today is pretty grim.  Manilla and other cities 
on the island of Luzon have taken the brunt of tropical storm Ketsana. Manilla 
experienced 13.4 inches of rain within a four-hour period Saturday. Average rainfall for 
the month of September is 15.4 inches. Rivers are swelling and 280,000 to 300,000 



homes have been flooded. People have been swept away by the raging waters. So far, 
officials have confirmed 51 deaths with an other 20 people listed as missing. BBC World 
News Service has dramatic footage of people holding onto floating debris being swept 
under a bridge.  thousands are stranded on roof tops and on the tops of city busses that 
are strewn about in the waterways that until recently were city streets. Water is flowing 
over the tops of dams in some areas. Officials fear that the dams themselves will fail 
causing another round of severe flooding. Travel by automobile is impossible and urban 
water and power systems have failed. Officials are rescuing individuals by helicopter, 
but that task could take days with the number of people who are stranded.  
 
Residents of the Philippines are no strangers to rain and storms. An average of 20 
typhoons and storms hit the islands every year. Officials estimate, however, that this is 
the worst flooding that the islands have seen in more than 40 years. Casualties and 
disruption will be more intense because the nation’s largest urban areas bore the brunt 
of the storm. Approximately 80% of the capitol is under water. One government official 
estimated that over 4,000 people have already been rescued from rooftops and upper 
story areas of their homes. In some places, ropes were strung so that residents could 
make their way through waist-deep water to places with more shelter.  
 
Philippines President Gloria Arroyo appealed for donations and called for calm: “I am 
calling on our countrymen, especially residents of metro Manilla and other provinces in 
the path of the typhoon, to please stay calm, follow the instructions of local officials and 
civil defense authorities.”  Officials have ordered a complete evacuation of Cainta, in 
Rizal provence east of Manilla. The town is completely under water. 
 
Church World Service has personnel in the Philippines and maintains some stores of 
emergency supplies near Manilla. The CWS web site does not yet have an update on 
the storm. At this time we don’t know what response the agency has been able to put in 
place. The immediate concern in the Philippines is direct rescue of those stranded. As 
people arrive at temporary shelters, distribution of water and blankets will be essential. 
Food pantries and soup kitchens will need to be established and distribution of tents will 
probably be required as people face the prospects of not being able to return to their 
homes until basic services such as water and electricity are restored.  
 
For now we are watching from a distance, hoping that the emergency response of the 
Philippine government and that of Church World Service and other non-governmental 
agencies will be successful in saving lives and preventing further casualties. We keep 
the people of the Philippines in our prayers as the events unfold.  
 
There is a sense of helplessness that comes from watching dramatic events unfold so 
far away. But that feeling is minor compared to the sense of helplessness experienced 
by those who are stranded by the flood waters. The latest news says that the rains have 
stopped for now and that rescuers are having much success reaching people who have 
spent some time stranded without food or water. Even people who live in high rise 



buildings  and are in no immediate danger of being washed away by flood waters are 
living without electricity and running water. People are pulling together and offering 
assistance to one another, but additional supplies will be needed int he days and weeks 
to come.  
 
The floods remind us of the need for constant generosity to One Great Hour of Sharing 
so that funds and supplies can be available whenever and wherever needed. Our 
prayers for the people of the Philippines continue.  
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September 28, 2009 – Changes, Changes 
 

 
 
Shortly after Susan and I moved to Rapid City, we were interviewed by a newspaper 
reporter interested in the dynamics of a clergy couple who worked for the same church 
and balanced work and home life, raising children while both parents worked full time. 
One of the questions was about how we found time for personal conversation with the 
continuing need for conversation about work and family life. I commented on the fact 
that we enjoyed going out for coffee and that we were searching for Rapid City’s best 
cup of espresso.  A couple of area coffee shops responded to the article by sending us 
coupons for a free cup of coffee. 
 
At the time the popularity of specialty coffee shops hadn’t quite reached rapid city. 
Although Starbucks was expanding in larger urban areas, there were no franchises in 
Rapid City. Caribou Coffee and Dunn Brothers had not yet come to our city. Black Hills 
Coffee had a roaster in town, but wasn’t doing much retail sales. We moved here just 
before the parking lot kiosks started to appear around town. We found that some of the 
best places to go out for coffee and conversation were hotel coffee shops with prices 
that were more reasonable than specialty shops and a quiet atmosphere that allowed 
conversation.  
 
Back then Aby’s Feed and Seed, on 5th street, was just that: a feed store. It was a good 
place to purchase pet food and garden supplies and salt for the water softener. And it 
smelled like a feed warehouse, which to a kid whose first paying job was sweeping a 
feed warehouse, is a pretty good smell. I was proud of the fact that our town was small 
enough to have a feed elevator in its middle. Rapid City felt like the right size of town. 



 
But times change. And a lot has changed in Rapid City since we arrived. The empty hill 
across the street from our house is now a subdivision. To the north of our 
neighborhood, Red Rocks boasts a golf course and high end homes. The number of 
homes on Sheridan Lake Road has increased enough to produce a tripling of traffic by 
our back yard.  Some buildings have been home to two or three businesses in the time 
that we’ve lived here.  
 
And Rapid City residents found out that they were willing to pay premium prices for 
specialty coffee. The city’s first Starbucks was a kiosk in a grocery store, followed 
shortly by a mall location. Now there are two stand-alone shops that seem to be busy 
most of the time. Other coffee vendors have moved into town, bringing the familiar 
names from the cities with them. One of the unique shops that we have enjoyed is Bully 
Blends Coffee and Tea Shop. It opened in the front office area of Aby’s Feed and Seed 
after the feed store left downtown. It was independent, without the marketing and 
appearance of a chain store.  The interior was comfortable and, for a while quiet. They 
served specialty teas as well as good espresso and their baked goods were fresh and 
tasty. We enjoyed an occasional visit and from time to time, I arrange a meeting with a 
colleague of church members in the shop. For a short time last year, we hosted an 
event for older youth called Caffiene + Christ that were opportunities for informal Bible 
study and conversation.  
 
Now we hear that Bully Blends is leaving the funky space of the former grain elevator 
and moving to a couple of shops on Main Street. Their location will be about five blocks 
closer to the church, more reasonable for walking. And the business will continue to 
expand. They already serve lunches, beer and wine at their old location. A dinner menu 
is expected after they move. 
 
But our lives are changing, too. It isn’t just that shortly after moving to Rapid City I 
purchased a good espresso pump an discovered that one of the best places to get a 
good cup of coffee in town was my own home. It isn’t just that I’ve become a bit more 
cost conscious and spending $4 or more on something that only costs 25 or 30 cents to 
produce doesn’t make much sense to me.  It is that we are aging and our family 
dynamics are far different than they were. No longer is ours a home with two teenagers. 
Those teens have grown up and moved away to their own relationships and lives. We 
are more likely to make ourselves cups of coffee or tea and sit down in front of the 
computer to video chat with our kids than to go out.  It used to be that our kids were 
close by and needing our attention and our parents were far away.  Now the situation is 
different. Susan’s father and my mother have moved to Rapid City and we spend part of 
every day providing care for them. Our children are father away.  
 
But we still work at the same church and still have the joy of being in constant contact 
as professional colleagues as well as marriage partners. If anything, the challenge of 
how and where to have personal conversations is greater than it was when the 



interviewer from the newspaper asked that question. When we go out to a coffee shop 
to discuss plans for our home life or coordinate our calendars for work, we are likely to 
run into church members, colleagues, members of community boards, and others. 
There will be many conversations in the span of a half hour sitting over a cup of coffee. 
And all of the coffee shops have internet access. It is possible to take work with us and 
keep right on going as we sip our beverages. Finding a quiet place for a single 
conversation requires a bit more creativity.  
 
It is not an impossible task. A walk in the park or a hike in the hills affords plenty of 
space. We can take a canoe to the lake for a paddle. But we have to manage our 
schedules to make it all happen. And sometimes it feels like we are heading in different 
directions all of the time. Life is a bit of a juggling act with many concerns, pressures, 
needs, activities and relationships that must be held in balance. Sometimes we are 
graceful. Other times we are a bit clumsy as we engage in the process.  
 
But this is just one phase of our life together. After 36 years of marriage we are sure of 
one thing: life will continue to change. The demands of this time of our life are different 
than those of a decade ago. Another decade and our life will have different challenges 
and concerns.  
 
I’m sure that people who have lived in Rapid City for decades longer than we have can 
tell many more stories of the changes that have swept the city. Of course the flood 
transformed the appearance of the town. But there have been many other changes. 
Land that was once pasture has become developed as subdivisions and retail areas. 
The mall has competition from other upscale shopping areas. Downtown continues to 
experience revitalization and upgrades. Changes follow changes.  
 
But the elevator on 5th street still is standing. Rumors have it that more renovations are 
underway for a new use of the space. And just north, across Omaha street the big 
elevators still receive truck loads of grain and load into train cars. The street takes a 
bend to go around the massive concrete towers. 
 
One thing about all of the change, life doesn’t have time to become boring. And we 
remain hungry to spend time together.  
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September 29, 2009 – Lugnuts 
 

 
 
Back in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, when we lived in North Dakota, I was a 
member of our community’s volunteer ambulance squad. I never completed my 
Emergency Medical Technician Training, but I did complete North Dakota ECT 
certification. And I was a pretty good driver and was able to back the ambulance with its 
cube box accurately using mirrors. So I ended up driving the ambulance when it was my 
turn to take a shift of being on call. This was in the time before we had pagers or cell 
phones, so being on call meant having to stay home and be available by telephone.  If 
we went to visit friends, or if I made a call, I had to call the dispatcher and tell her or him 
where I could be reached.  
 
I went on quite a few calls and had quite a few experiences, some of which were not 
very pleasant. In those days the drinking age in South Dakota was younger than in 
North Dakota. Living four miles from the South Dakota line meant that people in their 
late teens would drive to South Dakota for legal drinking and then attempt to drive 
home. Some of those accident scenes were no fun for anyone involved.  I remember 
driving 150 miles to Bismarck one dark night with an infant that kept forgetting to 
breathe. Since we had to stop the ambulance every time they assisted the baby’s 
breathing, the trip was long. We completed the trip safely. I have a card with that baby’s 
heel prints on it - and a picture of her at when she was in the 1st grade. We drove over 
a hundred miles in a different direction one night with a man whose hip was broken 
because he had to be treated in a Veterans Administration Hospital - the surgery could 
not be done in another hospital because of the way in which veterans benefits are 



administered. There are more stories to be told than would be appropriate for today’s 
blog. 
 
Those days were after the first round of high gas prices and shortages of the early 
1970’s. People were buying small cars to save on fuel. U.S. auto makers were slow to 
respond with small cars and when they did, the quality was poor and the safety was 
often poor as well. In those days we drove a Ford Pinto. I remember that people in my 
church used to joke that the Ford dealer had to see the Pinto to us - after the news of 
the explosions in rear-end collisions and the problems associated with Firestone radial 
tires, the only person in town who would dare drive a Pinto was a minister.  It might 
have been funny, but I knew that the Ford dealer’s daughter had a pinto that was quite 
similar to ours. The truth is that we were just learning to become aware of highway 
safety. We had seat belts and we used ours, but most people didn’t. There were no air 
bags and no federal safety ratings on cars. Consumer Reports did accident testing, but 
not all makes and models were available in their ratings.  
 
Back in those days, we had a saying. “Lug nuts win.”  What it meant was that in a 
collision, the vehicle with the most lug nuts was probably the largest vehicle and the one 
to sustain the least amount of damage.  
 
I thought of that saying yesterday when I was sitting in my little Chevy Cavalier parked 
face to face with the pickup with which we haul our camper.  I park the two vehicles like 
that often and so I’ve seen that view of the pickup many times, but somehow it struck 
me how unfair a collision between those two vehicles would be. The car would probably 
go right under the truck. It doesn’t look like there is much that would prevent the truck’s 
bumper from getting to the car’s windshield. 
 
We responded to an accident once with an even greater disparity between the size of 
the vehicles. When we first arrived at the scene, we didn’t even see the car.   It was 
completely beneath the tractor of the semi that it had hit nearly head-on. Only a bit of 
the trunk and the taillights were sticking out from under the truck’s bumper.  It took us 
more than an hour to extract the victim. 
 
There have been a lot of strides in vehicle safety since those days. All of our cars are 
equipped with air bags and breakaway bumpers and crush zones. We have ABS 
braking systems that decrease the possibility of out-of-control skidding in hard braking 
situations.  
 
But the business of driving cars is not without risks. 
 
The good news is that the number of highway fatalities is decreasing in the United 
States. Last year, there was a dramatic drop of nearly 3,000 - probably due to a radical 
decrease in the number of miles driven due to the high price of fuel. High gas prices 
also resulted in slower speeds for those who were driving. But the trend toward fewer 



highway deaths is part of a bigger picture. 31,330 people died on in traffic accidents in 
2008, down from 34,502 in 2007. The 2007 number is over 20,000 fewer deaths than 
the record year, 1972. 
 
While the overall decrease in highway accident fatalities is encouraging, there is one 
statistic that remains alarming. The number of deaths in motorcycle accidents increased 
again in 2008 capping a decade in which the number of motorcycle deaths doubled. 
Over 5,000 people died in motorcycle accidents last year.  Lug nuts make a difference. 
Bigger vehicles provide more protection for their occupants. And one can’t get much 
less protection than a motorcycle.  
 
So be careful out there. We value every one of you. Statistics are meaningless when 
the victim is a member of your family or a personal friend. One death is too many. 
 
By the way - the pickup has eight lug nuts per wheel and the car has five. Hmm - that’s 
a dozen fewer when I’m driving the car. But the car gets double the gas mileage of the 
pickup, so it is unlikely that I’ll return to driving the pickup for everyday errands. Life is 
full of compromises. The good news is that when I drive the car I am less of a threat to 
other drivers than when I drive the pickup. 
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September 30, 2009 – Remembering Forest 
 

 
 
He was only five years older than I, but a world more famous. He was descended from 
famous stock, the most famous being his father who was a United States Senator. This 
Frank Forest Church was number four in the line. His son is number 5. Number 3, his 
father, was U.S. Senator from Idaho and ran unsuccessfully for the Democratic 
nomination for U.S. President in 1976. He nearly was chosen by Jimmy Carter as his 
running mate after he withdrew from the race. Frank Church III married the daughter of 
Idaho governor Chase Clark, so the son inherited politics from both sides of the family. 
 
The father, Frank Church III, was a Presbyterian. The family had been Presbyterian for 
generations. Forrest (IV) headed for the ministry, then turned his focus to academic 
scholarship, then became a pastor. He graduated from Harvard headed for service in 
the Unitarian Universalist Church. He served the same congregation for more than 30 
years. He grew up in Boise, Idaho, but lived his adult life in New York City. He was the 
author of more than 25 books, including a book about the relationship he had with his 
father.  
 
It would be easy to say that he was too young to die. But of course no one is too young. 
And none of us will live forever.  Though it must seem that way to his mother Bethine, 
who outlived three of the Frank Forest Churches that she had known, her father-in-law, 
her husband, and now her son. 
 
It has been easy for me to pay attention to Forest over the years. For a decade we lived 
in Idaho where his family was constantly in the news. It made sense for me to pay 



attention to the minister son who was ordained the same year as I. I read several of his 
books and found him to be an intellectually honest, direct and clear author. His career 
as a pastor has been stellar. At the time of his death, he was still serving the same 
congregation that he went to serve in 1978 when he was ordained. That congregation 
grew from an average worship of less than 100 to over 1,000 people in attendance. 
They have been active in a wide variety of outreach ministries including pioneering 
outreach to persons living with AIDS. All Souls Church was active in serving persons 
with AIDS before many people knew the disease existed. In the mid- 1980’s, when the 
disease was feared, they placed advertisements in busses and subways saying, “Aids is 
a human disease and deserves a humane response.” 
 
Forrest was famous for his sermons. Like his father, he was an inspirational speaker 
who had a charisma that attracted people to his words. He could hold the attention of a 
large group of people as he explored complex theological and historical concepts with 
them. It is rare for a sermon to make the annual anthology Representative American 
Speeches. Forest had eight of his sermons selected for those volumes. His sermons 
were filled with good humor and even the sermon in which he announced he had cancer 
and was terminally ill was interrupted with hearty and genuine laughter. He was a 
master of aphorisms, some of which have been quoted over and over by the likes of 
me: “God is not God’s name. God is our name for that which is greater than all and yet 
present in each,” and “The opposite of love is not hate but fear,” and “Want what you 
have, do what you can, be who you are.”  Perhaps his most memorable aphorism will 
become his epitaph: “The goal of life is to live in such a way that our lives will prove 
worth dying for.” 
 
Even after receiving his diagnosis, and in the midst of debilitating chemotherapy 
treatments, Forrest completed two more books. Love and Death: My Journey Through 
the Valley of the Shadow has the same title as the sermon in which he announced his 
illness to his congregation. The Cathedral of the World: A Universalist Theology is due 
out from Beacon Press sometime in the next month or so. 
 
No generation is truly aware of who its great theologians will be. Theology is a slow 
process. When the subject of study is one that has taken generations to emerge it also 
takes generations to reveal which words and thoughts are truly lasting. But I think that 
Forrest’s books are worth watching and re-reading for the next century or so while we 
wait to see who the great theologians of our time will be. His theology was not mine. 
There are several major points of disagreement. Were we to have the opportunity to 
debate I am sure that we would have both left the conversation unconvinced and 
unconverted by the arguments of the other. Yet I respect his genuine scholarship and 
his articulate writing. He was a great communicator and he forged a bond with a 
congregation that is truly unique in any time - and remarkable given the struggles and 
trials they faced together.  
 



It is important to be honest as we remember. Forrest was far from perfect. Two deep 
scars marked his life: his divorce and his alcoholism. Though he continued to live 
successfully and productively as a recovering alcoholic, he almost disappeared into the 
bottle right in front of his congregation - the fact that he continued to serve the same 
congregation through such significant and life-altering problems is remarkable. The fact 
that he was honest to talk openly, sometimes even from the pulpit, about those things, 
marked him as a human being with genuine problems and struggles. 
 
His son Frank wrote of his father, “My father wasn’t beloved because he was a larger 
than life pulpit-legend; it was because he battled and accepted his failures, successes 
and his humanity with such transparency and inclusion that despite the obvious pain, 
suffering and trials he endured, he was healed emotionally, spiritually, and personally by 
everyone around him.” 
 
Here is a truth about the life of the church that is often missed by those who are outside 
of the community: We gather together not because we are whole, but because we are 
broken. Only by confessing our brokenness can we be made whole. Forrest Church’s 
most valuable contribution to theology in our age may not be the books he wrote or the 
sermons he preached, but rather the life he lived. Broken and confessing. Weak and 
admitting. Ignorant and able to declare it. And through the grace of God he became 
whole and strong and wise. 
 
Still, we lost him too soon. There were more books he could have written. More 
sermons he could have preached. More humanity he could have shared.  
 
So here is one more aphorism. This one isn’t Forrest’s. I first heard it said by Roy 
Blount, Jr. but I offer it in Forrest’s memory: ‘Tis better to have been good an over than 
rotten and gone on too long.”  
 
As the world comes to terms with what we have lost in the death of Forrest Church, we 
live in anticipation of the day when we realize that what we have left is enough. For love 
never dies - even death cannot take it from us. Thanks be to God. Amen. 
 
NOTE TO REGULAR READERS OF THE BLOG: We leave today for two weeks’ 
vacation. I will be writing each day but will not have Internet access some of the days 
we are on the road. If you don’t see the blog at your usual time, check back the next 
day. I’ll try to post every few days. I’m sorry for any inconvenience this may cause.  
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