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February 1, 2009 – Fire 
 

 
This picture, from bbc.com is likely of a different accident as the fire in Kenya occurred after 7 p.m., when it would have been dark. 
 
The news has been full of devastating fires in the past few days: At least 22 were killed 
in a fire that gutted a store in Nairobi, Kenya, and about 25 additional persons are 
missing in that fire. The death toll in a nursing home fire in northwestern Russia rose to 
23, as rescue workers discovered more bodies in the ruins. A group celebrating a 
birthday shot off fireworks at their table and set fire to a bar in China’s Fujian provence, 
leading to the deaths of 15 people. Four more fires were deliberately set early Saturday 
in an area of eastern Pennsylvania plagued by arsons.  
 
In the most recent fire story to hit the news, at least 111 people have died in Kenya after 
an overturned tanker caught fire on a highway and exploded. An additional 200 are 
being treated for burns from the same incident. The story reported by BBC News is that 
hundreds of people gathered to collect spilling gasoline from the overturned tanker. 
Some reports say that the fire was started by a lit cigarette, others say that people being 
turned away by police for trying to gather spilled fuel started the fire deliberately. 
 
Fire stories catch my attention. Although my life has been wonderfully free of pain and 
injury, I did burn myself in an accident a half dozen years ago. I was using the wrong 
kind of fuel to start a slash pile on fire and I stood too close and the resulting flash 
caused burns on my face, chest, hands and arms. Fortunately the burns were primarily 
first and second degree burns and after treatment in the emergency room and about ten 
days of recovery, I was able to go on with my life without additional disruption.  I 



remember the pain being pretty intense at the time, but we tend not to remember the 
most intense pain and from my perspective of years later, it wasn’t all that bad.  
 
At least, i can clearly say it was nothing compared to what happened at that overturned 
oil tanker last night. I can’t even imagine the scene. Hundreds of bodies littering the site, 
hundreds more in various states of injury. How could rescue workers even know where 
to begin to provide relief to so many? 
 
Fire has long been used as a symbol for the most horrible thing that can happen. 
Descriptions of God’s judgment speak of fire, most descriptions of hell include images of 
fire and burning. “You’re playing with fire,” is a common warning of extremely risky 
behavior. People talk of being the victim of a con artist as “getting burned.” Hospital 
workers report that the pain experienced by burn victims is among the most intense 
form of pain that they witness. Even with modern fire fighting techniques and equipment 
fire is difficult to control. Fire experts speak of “fire behavior,” almost as if he fire itself 
were a living entity. In rural Kenya last night, emergency response was slow.  
 
The town of Molo, where the accident occurred has no fire engine. The Nakuru 
Municipal Council’s fire engine arrived at the scene more than an hour after the 
explosion. Emergency services in Kenya are very slow and often nonexistent. Red 
Cross volunteers who have some emergency training, but lack necessary equipment, 
are often the first responders to disaster. 
 
The amount of human suffering is indescribable.  
 
And the survivors are left to try to make some sense of all of the pain and suffering. In a 
place of intense poverty, where most people do not have money for traditional 
transactions, the thought of spilled fuel going to waste was anathema. A few policemen 
weren’t going to keep the crowds from what was known by all to be very risky behavior. 
It is hard for those of use who live in entirely different circumstances to imagine a 
scenario where we would risk our lives for a gallon of gasoline.  But it is hard for us to 
imagine the circumstances of the world’s most impoverished people. 
 
Paul Collier, economics professor at Oxford University, coined the term “bottom billion” 
to describe the world’s most impoverished citizens. Roughly one billion people live on 
less than a dollar a day and have experienced stagnant economies with no growth for 
as long as twenty years or more. Intense poverty is often the result of civil wars or other 
conflict, the depletion of natural resources, and poor governance.  
 
It would be easy to read the news stories of tragedies in far-away places as events that 
have no effect on our lives. The victims are unknown and nameless to us. And yet we 
have the power to make a difference in their lives. It simply takes less money to raise 
the standard of living for the world’s most impoverished people than any other 



population group. The price of a fancy coffee at a coffee shop could double the weekly 
income for a family.  
 
We don’t have the power to prevent tragedy and suffering.  But we do have the ability to 
respond. May we do more than look on with horror at these tragedies. May they inspire 
us to action in the ways that we can help.  
 
Copyright © 2009 by Ted Huffman. I wrote this. If you want to copy it, please ask for permission. thuffman53@mac.com. If you want 
to share it with a friend, please direct your friend to my web site. 
  



February 2, 2009 – The Castle 
 

 
 
Youth in our church have been working on the construction of a castle. It is made out of 
donated non-perishable food which has been donated by members of the congregation. 
The castle got dramatically larger yesterday as people brought in shopping bags full of 
food. It is part of the annual Souper Bowl of Caring food drive that coincides with the 
Super Bowl football game. 
 
The first Souper Bowl of Caring took place in 1990 when youth in 22 churches in 
Columbia, South Carolina organized a canned food drive. Their appeal was for each 
person who intended to watch the Super Bowl to bring one dollar and a can of food. 
Seeing the huge crowds of people who attended the event live and the even larger 
television audience, the youth thought what the impact would be if each person donated 
$1 to help end hunger. That initial effort raised $5,700. It was inspired by a simple 
prayer, “Lord, even as we watch the Super Bowl, keep us mindful of those who don’t 
even have a simple bowl of soup to eat.” 
 
Since 1990, the Souper Bowl of Caring has grown to the largest youth-led food drive in 
the world, raising over $50 million for soup kitchens, food banks and other charities in 
communities across the country. Through the Souper Bowl of Caring, hundreds of 
thousands of youth have experienced for themselves the joy and satisfaction of giving 
and serving. And their efforts have inspired people of all ages to follow their generous 
example.  
 



2008 was another record-setting year for the Souper Bowl of Caring. Not all 
participating youth groups register and report to the national website, but those who did 
accounted for 262,000 youth participants in 14,300 youth groups who raised more than 
$10 million. A whopping 4.5 million pounds of non-perishable food was collected. This 
year’s giving and participation is expected to be even greater. 
 
One of the unique features of the program is that every penny and every can of food 
collected is donated directly to a charity selected by each group. There is no national 
clearinghouse to receive the donations. Each youth group selects its own charities who 
provide food to the hungry, shelter the homeless and show compassion to those in 
need.  
 
The youth in our church have, for several years, divided their donations between 
Cornerstone Rescue Mission, which provides food and temporary housing, and Church 
Response, which participates with a local food bank to provide groceries to those who 
have a place to live, but need assistance with food. 
 
The castle is a visual demonstration of the amount of food that is donated. With walls 
that are three or four cans deep and towers that are eight or ten cans high, the structure 
contains hundreds of donated cans. Additional donations of boxed foods are piled high 
on adjacent carts and the floor. The amount of donations is impressive. And the youth 
will be receiving donations and displaying the canned goods for one more week before 
loading up the donations and delivering them.  
 
The truth is that this amazing display of generosity reflects only a very small portion of 
the potential. This program is capable of growing and expanding for many years. 
Everything about the Super Bowl is enormous. The international audience is estimated 
at a billion viewers, with as many as 97 million viewers in the United States. An 
advertising slot during the game costs $3 million. $206 million in advertising was sold for 
this year’s game.  
 
Think of the potential impact. If everyone who watched the Super Bowl donated $1 to 
hunger relief the face of poverty in the world could be transformed. Even a very small 
fraction of the money spent on Super Bowl parties, events and advertising would be a 
huge amount of money.  
 
We may not have the power to end hunger in this world, but we do have the power to 
make a difference. One prayer combined with the efforts of one youth group who 
proceeded to organize a couple of dozen other youth groups. They, in turn recruited 
others into what has become a nation-wide outpouring of generosity.  
 
If you think the castle in the entryway of our church is impressive, multiply it by the 
estimated 15,000 youth groups participating in the Souper Bowl of Caring this year.  
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February 3, 2009 – My Tartan 
 

 
 
I know that I have English ancestry. Whether or not there is any Scottish is a bit 
uncertain, as my ancestors have been in the United States for a long time and my 
knowledge of my genealogy is restricted to the most recent generations. I do think that it 
is possible that I have some Scottish in me, if the behavior of my ancestors is any 
indication. But we are not like some of the descendants of Scottish and Irish clans who 
can name their kin and claim a specific tartan for their kilts.  
 
I’ve never worn a kilt.  
 
Until the middle of the nineteenth century, highland tartans were associated with regions 
or districts, rather than any specific clan. The cloth designs were produced by local 
weavers who used their own taste and locally available natural dyes to form the patterns 
in the cloth.  I suppose that people tended to purchase locally woven materials, but I 
suspect that there was some shopping from one weaver to the next to find a design that 
was to the liking of the purchaser.  Sometime in the mid 1800’s specific tartans became 
associated with Scottish clans or families and also with institutions that are associated 
with a Scottish heritage.  
 
These days there are folks who are proud of their Scottish heritage who have 
associated with a particular tartan through family or community associations. They 
proudly wear their family colors as a show of their roots. Probably the most common 
Scottish tartan is the Royal Stewart worn by the pipes and drums of the Royal Highland 



Regiment. The Regiment is also known as the Black Watch, a name that is also given to 
its distinctive tartan of blues and greens. 
 
Modern printing techniques means that tartans are no longer limited to textiles, but are 
reproduced in a wide variety of non-woven mediums. Paper, plastics, packaging and 
wall coverings all can be found with various patterns of stripes that imitate the effect of 
weaving.  
 
Which is how I think that I have discovered my tartan. As I stated earlier in this blog, my 
Scottish ancestry is in question in the first place and so far I have been too lazy to 
research all of the details of my heritage. So, like an ancient Scotsman, going from 
weaver to weaver to select the design that he likes best, I have decided to select my 
own tartan. Who knows? Someday I may pick up the game of golf and develop a need 
for a distinctive plaid for my pants. 
 
I discovered my tartan as the result of a Christmas gift. Several years ago, as a joke, I 
wrapped a present for our son in layers of duct tape. I thought that the duct tape 
wrapping would make the present difficult to open and provide a laugh for our family on 
Christmas morning. At that time duct tape was available only in the gray-silver color that 
can actually be found on heating and air handling ducts. The present was a hit and the 
method of wrapping became a tradition. Each Christmas I select one present for our son 
and wrap it in duct tape. Presents wrapped in duct tape have come the other direction 
also over the years. 
 
And, a few year ago, we began to discover colored duct tape. First there was black and 
then white and then primary colors. At times I’ve had rolls of duct tape in most of the 
available colors. Then some creative company came out with clear duct tape. I use it all 
the time for all kinds of patches.  
 
Duct tape has become the “bailing wire” of my home-made repairs. It is a joke that I 
keep a roll of duct tape handy in all sorts of places. I have some under the seat in my 
pickup, and a roll or two in the garage. There is duct tape in my study and even a roll of 
duct tape in the pulpit at the church. You never know when an emergency repair might 
be needed. Just last Sunday, there was a script that kept blowing off of a music stand 
whenever anyone walked by. Duct tape to the rescue, the drama proceeded without a 
hitch. 
 
It was just a matter of time before someone started printing plaid duct tape. And it was 
just a matter of time before someone in my family purchased a roll as a gift for me. 
Actually, I received two rolls of plaid duct tape for Christmas this year. One has a 
pattern of greens and blues, not quite, but not all that dissimilar from the Black Watch or 
Royal Stewart.  The other features green on a red background. It seems that such duct 
tape would be a perfect compliment for almost any occasion. 
 



We wear inexpensive leather gloves when handling firewood. It doesn’t take long for the 
gloves to have holes in the fingers. Duct tape is the preferred method of extending the 
life of the gloves and silver used to be the color of choice. No more! I’ve repaired the 
fingers of my gloves with plaid duct tape to add a touch of class to any Woodchuck 
Society occasion. 
 
It is said that Scottish folk are frugal with their money, unwilling to spend when it is not 
necessary. This trait has been translated and exaggerated into the common lore in such 
a way that frugality is associated with being of a Scottish heritage. What better 
association than duct tape and frugality. A person with duct tape on the fingers of his 
gloves speaks of someone who seeks to avoid wasting money.  
 
So I probably don’t have much Scottish heritage, really. At least I’ve never been known 
for skillful management of money. And I am as apt as anyone else to spend money in 
ways that don’t maximize the return. Collecting money has never been one of my life’s 
goals and I have tended to pursue interests that don’t result in an accumulation of 
wealth. And I do enjoy giving money to causes in which I believe.  
 
But I do have gloves with plaid duct tape on the fingers. It may be as close to Scottish 
as I will ever get. 
 
Copyright © 2009 by Ted Huffman. I wrote this. If you want to copy it, please ask for permission. thuffman53@mac.com. If you want 
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February 4, 2009 – Waiting for Dawn 
 

 
 
Although I often rise before the sun, there are different moods with which I greet the 
dawn. Some days, I am wishing that it wouldn’t come so soon, longing for more time in 
bed and another opportunity to rest. Some days, I am eager for the morning’s light and 
its promise of a new day, new opportunities and new adventures. 
 
We’ve been engaged in a long vigil. One of the matriarchs of our church is dying and for 
the last 24 hours, I have been checking in with her family at the hospital. I started to bed 
last night, but in the wee hours I headed up to the hospital and spent most of the night 
with the family. These events, however, happen in God’s time, not ours and so I’ve 
taken a break from being with the family to come home and start my day. The truth is 
that as much as I would like to be there for the family and as much as I would like to be 
with them at the moment that their mother passes, I am a finite person. I have only so 
much energy and I have other commitments to other families, including my own. So I 
am taking a break and pausing to reflect on all that has been happening. 
 
The passing of a matriarch is a momentous occasion. This is a large family and there 
are daughters with their own daughters and granddaughters gathered in the room. 
There is a sense of wanting to take care of their mother just like they have cared for 
others. And yet, there is also a sense that the mother who nurtured them, the one who 
cooked and cleaned and cared for them, is now headed for a place where they cannot 
follow. The example that she set of how to be a mother and a grandmother was easy to 
imitate. This new chapter is more difficult. The one who has been present for all of the 
significant events of the lives of her children is now facing her mortality and when we 



are honest about it, her passing makes us come face to face with our own mortality. 
Mothers are like that. They put us face to face with life’s most important moments.  
 
There is a shifting in the life our our church - something that is always true, but of which 
we are more aware at certain moments. Yesterday I spent some time with another 
matriarch of the church who has finally come to a point of having to leave her home and 
begin to live in an assisted living facility. She fought this day with all of her strength and 
will. She stayed in her own home as long as she could. And part of her is still resisting 
this change. She has heard the words of the doctors and of her family and she has 
resigned herself to the truth of their words, but there is an emotional reluctance to 
accept the inevitable. She wants to hang on for one more moment, one more hour, one 
more day.  
 
The legends of our people say that the passing of Moses was like that. Moses was so 
full of life that he didn’t want to take leave, even when the time came for him to die. 
Some stores tell that he argued with God up until the end. Having won arguments with 
God in the past, Moses could be very frank and blunt with God. But none of us have 
been chosen for immortality. None of us can go on forever. In a sense our struggles are 
merely postponing the inevitable. But there can be some moments of intense 
relationship and deep love exchanged during that delay.  
 
So ours is a vigil. We watch and we wait and we confess that we don’t know the timing 
of these significant moments in our lives and in our community. In God’s time we will 
move forward. For now this is the quiet time, before dawn, waiting for the light to be 
revealed.  
 
And we are not alone in the darkness. Even if we weren’t surrounded by people, we 
would not be alone. As I have recited a thousand times and more, “thy rod and thy staff, 
they comfort me.”  Whatever valleys lie ahead, we know that we will receive God’s 
blessing and comfort.  
 
May the dawn renew our strength and revive our spirits. 
 
Copyright © 2009 by Ted Huffman. I wrote this. If you want to copy it, please ask for permission. thuffman53@mac.com. If you want 
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February 5, 2009 – One Man 
 

 
 
The Gospels report that Jesus once met a rich young man who asked him, “What must I 
do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus reminds him of the commandments and the young man 
reports that he follows them. Jesus then says to the young man, “One thing you lack. 
Go, sell everything you have, give the proceeds to the poor, and come, follow me.” 
When the young man heard this, he went away sad, because he was very wealthy.  
 
A couple of millennia after the encounter between the young man and Jesus that is 
reported in both Matthew and Mark, another rich young man read that story in the bible. 
He was at a crossroads in his life. His marriage was unstable, and he was unable to 
discover his purpose in life. He had achieved remarkable success early in his life, He 
had graduated from Auburn University and the University of Alabama Law School. 
While still in school, he and a friend had started a marketing firm. He was a millionaire 
before his 29th birthday. 
 
Millard and Linda Fuller took the gospel seriously. They reconciled, and decided to sell 
all of their possessions and give the money to the poor. They ended up at Koinonia 
Farm, a Christian community near Americus, Georgia, where founder Clarence Jordan 
helped them start a new life of following Jesus. 
 
When I tell the story of the founding of Habitat for Humanity, I am always clear to point 
out that Millard and Linda did not take their money and start Habitat for Humanity. They 
sold everything they had, gave the money to the poor, and then, with nothing in hand, 
no money and no resources, themselves poor, Habitat for Humanity began to grow. 



 
What they had was a believe that the economics of the bible would work in real life. “Do 
not charge interest to the poorest among you.” “Give what you are able.” “Remember 
the widow, orphan and immigrant in your midst.” 
 
In 1973, Linda and Millard moved to Africa to test their principles. In Bokotola, a small 
community in Zaire, they built simple, decent homes and sold them on a no-profit, no-
interest basis. Homeowner families invested their own labor in the homes and in the 
homes of other families. Money from the payments owners made on their homes was 
placed in a revolving fund that built more homes. 
 
In 1976, the Fullers returned to the United States and with others expanded the 
program of home building to create “Habitat for Humanity” International. Today, Habitat 
for Humanity has constructed over 300,000 homes in more than 100 countries around 
the world. More than a million people live in Habitat homes. The economics of the Bible 
work on a large scale far better than the founders of the organization could have 
imagined.  
 
Millard became a prolific writer and an inspirational speaker. He wrote more than 10 
books and his eloquence inspired many people to pick up a hammer and go to work and 
others to donate what they could to help build homes. I know that hearing him speak 
made a difference in my life. His practical theology, using the Bible as a guide to solve 
everyday problems, his ability to start with nothing and give from his poverty, his 
confident belief that everyone deserves simple, decent housing, and the example of his 
own life, are all stories that I have told over and over again. I think of him every time we 
start a new home an every time we dedicate a home and help a family move in. I tell 
stories about him every time I speak to a new member of the board of directors of our 
local affiliate.  
 
Tuesday, while we were preparing trusses to be lifted into place for the roof of a Habitat 
home here in Rapid City, and where literally thousands of homes were under 
construction around the world, Millard Fuller began to feel ill. His brother Doyle reported 
that Millard complained of a headache and chest pains. He was taken to the hospital in 
Americas, Georgia, where it was decided that he should be transferred to a larger 
hospital in Albany. He died in the ambulance en route to the larger hospital. 
 
The obituaries and news reports speak of all of the awards that Millard was given, and 
famous people are quoted about their friendship with him.  Former President Jimmy 
Carter said, “He was an inspiration to me, other members of our family and an untold 
number of volunteers who worked side by side under his leadership.” I was one of the 
untold number. When I met him, he was in Boise Idaho, to help a local affiliate gear up 
for increased home production. He spoke to our Association of congregations about 
providing shelter as “a matter of conscience.” He made me want to get out of my suit, 
pick up a hammer, and go to work.  



 
And I have believed, ever since, that some of my best sermons are not the ones I 
preach in the pulpit, but the ones I live working side by side with other volunteers. 
Millard taught me and so many others, that you don’t have to be rich in order to give. 
The gift from poverty can be the most significant you will ever make. In my life the thing 
that I seem to lack the most is time. So it is my time that I tithe. I have tried to tithe my 
time to Habitat, giving one day out of every ten as a volunteer. Sometimes I fall short, 
but each new day is a new opportunity. 
 
Habitat for Humanity is a truly remarkable organization. It is the largest home builder in 
the world and continues to grow exponentially. Through the expansion of this simple 
concept, entire communities are renewed, individuals are enabled to rise from extreme 
poverty, children are given the opportunity to grow up on safe and stable homes, and 
people of faith become partners with God’s people in need.  
 
And it is all because of one man.  
 
Millard Fuller would be the first to remind us that the one man is Jesus. 
 
I give thanks to God for the life of Millard Fuller.  
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February 6, 2009 – Trusses 
 

 
 
Probably most construction projects are a combination of waiting and rapid activity. This 
seems to be particularly true of homes constructed with volunteer labor. It seems like 
we waited and waited for the raising of the walls and now, just ten days later, we have a 
nearly enclosed building. The roof sheeting is on and it really looks like a house 
now.  Yesterday was one of those amazing “fast forward” days. 
 
Fritz, the owner/operator of Badlands Crane Service believes in Habitat for Humanity. A 
while back he started donating his time and his crane to lift trusses into place for the 
roofs of the homes. This really speeds up the process of setting the trusses. The use of 
the crane also increases safety on the worksite. Some assemblies, like the gable ends 
can be put together on the ground and then lifted into place as a unit.  
 
Fritz’s enthusiasm for Habitat is so great that he has succeeded in recruiting some of 
the builders with whom he works to help. Yesterday, the whole crew from T-IV 
Construction showed up. A couple of workers arrived at about 7:30. By 7:45, the crane 
was on the site and the T-IV crew had parked their large construction trailer next to our 
site.  A few more preparations such as organizing air lines, power cords, etc. and the 
work began. The crane hooked onto the first truss at about 8:00 a.m.  By 8:45, all of the 
trusses were in place. By noon all of the roof sheeting was on and the gable ends were 
also sheeted. The professional crew as practiced and efficient and the amount of work 
accomplished in a half day was amazing.  
 



Through a special arrangement with Dakota Craft, a local company that prefabricates 
home components, our affiliate uses pre-made trusses in all of our construction. Roof 
trusses, consisting of rafters, posts and struts, are assembled in the Dakota Craft shop 
on jigs so that each truss is the same as each other truss. They are assembled with nail 
plates, loaded onto a truck or trailer and delivered to our job site. Then the crane lifts 
them into place and the crew nails them to the house. It is possible to assemble trusses 
on the site from plain lumber and simple jigs can be made to assemble trusses, but the 
specialization of work and precision of the Dakota Craft process makes assembling roof 
trusses rafter by rafter and stick by stick and inefficient way to build a house. Since we 
work with volunteers, the slowness of our processes would mean that our houses would 
be exposed to the weather for long periods of time were it not for the pre-fabricated 
trusses.  
 
The trusses we set in place yesterday can easily hold up the roof of that house for 
century and more. Over the years, the shingles on the roof will wear out and be 
replaced, the siding may even be replaced. Windows and doors and other building 
components will wear out and be replaced. But the basic framing of the house will last 
for the entire life of the house. Trusses need to be set up correctly, spaced evenly and 
set plumb and square. The trueness of the framing dictates the quality of the house. 
And we have every reason to build the highest quality that we can afford. We are, after 
all, building a home to shelter a family. This house will be the place where children grow 
up over the next couple of decades.  They deserve a roof that doesn’t leak and walls 
that don’t let the wind in.  
 
Volunteering with Habitat for Humanity has taught me a great deal about construction. 
As time goes by, I’m becoming a better carpenter. I’m no craftsman yet, but each 
project teaches me more. Watching the skilled crew from T-IV Construction yesterday, I 
learned quit a bit about the process of building and framing. Each new lesson makes 
me more useful on the next construction site. I have no illusions about becoming a 
master carpenter, or even approaching the skill of he professionals. It is not my job or 
my calling. But I can learn to participate in the process. And every hour I donate helps to 
decrease the price of the house for the families who will live in them.  
 
Yesterday was a day for me to watch.  I had meetings throughout the day. I had desk 
work to do at the church, I had a funeral to plan, I had the typical events of my regular 
job. And it would be unfair for me to spend too much time at the construction site, as 
exciting as the day was. I spent about 45 minutes there before my first meeting of the 
day, and dropped by on my way to a noontime meeting just to see the progress. I 
snapped a few pictures that we can give to the homeowner. 
 
Today the crew at T-IV will be back to work on their usual jobs, constructing custom 
homes that are valued by using fractions of $1 million rather than counting the individual 
dollars. Compared to yesterday’s work, the homes they usually build have complex 
roofs with lots of gables, corners, valleys and other features common to larger and more 



complex homes. They are artists at getting the angles right and making the finished 
home look spectacular. But no house they build, no matter how expensive, no matter 
how large, no matter how architecturally unique, will mean more than the simple 4-
bedroom, one-bathroom house they helped to build yesterday. Safe, decent, warm 
housing is a need we all share. 
 
And when we work together in partnership with those most in need, the process is truly 
amazing. One truss at a time, one roof at a time, one home at a time, our community is 
being transformed for the better.  
 
May our actions speak louder than our words. 
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February 7, 2009 – 24/7 
 

 
 
For whatever reasons, I have seen more of the night life of the hospital this week. Three 
different days I have been in the hospital in the wee hours. The hospital is one of the 
institutions in our community that operates twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 
There are all kinds of people who work during the night: physicians, coroners, police 
officers, fire fighters, emergency medical services personnel, nurses, laboratory 
technicians, operators of imaging equipment, and more.  
 
One of the ways that communities provide staff for essential services is by having 
people work different shifts around the clock. In the emergency room, the general shifts 
for nursing staff change at 3 p.m., 11 p.m. and 7 a.m. Other personnel work 12-hour 
shifts. And additional people work on an “on call” basis, responding as needed. I fall into 
the latter category. My job mostly involves daytime activities, but I am on call to respond 
when needed. Middle of the night calls are relatively rare. Three in the same week is 
even more rare. But this was one of those weeks.  
 
Last night’s visit was a part of volunteer work that I do with the front porch coalition and 
the Pennington County Sheriff’s Department. Our LOSS team provides outreach to 
survivors of suicide. We serve as first responders, providing support, information, and 
referral to family members and friends of people who die by suicide. Last night we were 
called out by law enforcement before we knew whether or not death had occurred. All 
we knew was that there was a serious attempt. 
 



It turned out that our fears were realized and death occurred.  We made it to the 
hospital just ahead of the survivors and were able to be with them throughout the 
process of notification and initial response to the reality. There is no easy way to tell a 
survivor that a loved one had died. In most cases, there is some advance information 
that bad news will be received, but there is no way to prepare for receiving such news.  
 
Still, it isn’t as bad as people imagine. People imagine that the would not be able to 
survive such news - that they would either go crazy or die. The truth is that they do not. 
There is an initial period of shock that can last for varying amounts of time. The family 
member receiving the news. Sobbing can convulse a body, a person might 
hyperventilate, they might collapse and need support.  
 
But it doesn’t last forever. In most cases after 20 or 30 minutes signs of hope begin to 
emerge. Last night the hope emerged in the form of people who were genuinely 
concerned and ready to offer support. Emergency room physicians and nurses offered 
medical support. Friends arrived to do what they could. Employers and fellow workers 
offered assistance. Law enforcement personnel offered answers to questions. The 
hospital chaplain offered a prayer. And we were there to offer information and the 
perspective of other survivors who have experienced death of loved ones by suicide. 
 
Even on the the worst night of a person’s life, there are signs of hope and healing.  
 
And so the healing begins. Tears flow until one believes that one could cry no more, 
and then they come again. People who genuinely care offer a shoulder to cry on and a 
hug of support. Offers of food and support come. Phone calls are made. Additional 
family and friends rally to the crisis. The process of surviving isn’t always smooth. One 
day at a time seems like a distant goal when one is surviving one minute at a time. 
There is no way to get through such an event gracefully. Muddling through becomes a 
way of life for some time.  
 
But there are plans to be made. Decisions that are demanded. And slowly, grief begins 
its process of healing. One breath at a time, life goes on. There are relatives to inform, 
family members who need care and support, arrangements that need to be completed. 
In the midst of the activity a small sense of reality begins to emerge. Even though 
survivors operate in a cloud for a long time, there are moments of clarity and 
understanding. A thousand questions that being with “why” have no answers, but once 
in a while a “what” question finds an appropriate answer. 
 
We believe that no one should have to go through that process alone. There is still 
plenty of stigma in our community for those who are victims of mental illness and those 
who die by suicide. But education continues and the situation is improving. The LOSS 
team is available 24/7. Packets of information are delivered. Contacts are made. 
Support groups are in place.  
 



Suicide not only claims the life of its victims, it wounds our community. But we are 
survivors and we form community in the midst of crisis. Strangers become friends. 
Helpful support is received. And our community goes on.  
 
So today’s blog is not carefully crafted. I am bone tired. And I’m heading back to bed to 
get some more rest. But I have no regrets about being available 24/7. Sometimes the 
needs of our community are simply more important than my need for sleep. And I know 
that there are others who are awake in the darkness waiting for the dawn of a new day. 
We are not alone.  
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February 8, 2009 – Wildfire 

 
BBC Photo 
We have always been attracted to remote places. We enjoy going up into the hills to 
camp and hike and explore. Growing up in Montana, our church camp was more than 
40 miles from the nearest town, more than 20 from the end of the paved road. From that 
base we hiked up into the wilderness. As opportunities presented themselves, we have 
traveled to other parts of the world and, while we enjoy visiting cities and urban areas, 
we also have tried to visit rural and isolated areas when we travel.  
 
In 2006, we had the opportunity to visit friends who live in Melbourne, Australia. During 
our visit we traveled to other parts of Australia including Uluru in central Australia and 
Tasmania, south of the mainland. But we also were able to take several leisurely drives 
through the forested hill country north of Melbourne. It was at the ned of Australia’s 
winter when we visited, but we found the temperatures to be comfortable. 
 
The world is vastly different in rural Victoria today. Enormous wildfires are raging out of 
control, destroying entire communities. In Kinglake, Strathewen, Wandong and 
Clonbiane, there are hardly any buildings left standing.  The town of Marysville is gone. 
At least 640 homes have been destroyed and the death toll stands at 84. More than 100 
square miles have burned, with gum trees exploding in walls of flames that exceed 150 
feet in height. The fires are the worst in the history of Australia.  
 
And arson is a big factor in the starting of the fires. In at least one case a fire that was 
contained was re-ignited by an arsonist.  
 



It is difficult to imagine the devastation and terror of fires burning on that scale. Even 
with temperatures dropping a bit with a change in the weather, fire officials estimate that 
the only thing that will enable the fires to be fully controlled is rain. Fortunately, much of 
the area in the path of the fires is not heavily populated. The rural isolation, however, 
makes fighting the fires more difficult and notifying people of the danger is also more 
challenging. At leas 14,000 homes are without electricity and communications are 
hampered by fire damage. In some cases, access to and from communities has been 
cut off by the fires.  
 
A national disaster has been declared and army troops have been deployed to help with 
firefighting efforts.  
 
In previous record fire years, February and March have proven to be the height of the 
fire season. In February of 1983, 75 died and 2,300 homes were destroyed. There were 
scores of fatalities in fires in Victoria in 1969, 1967, 1939 and 1922. But this year’s 
devastation is the worst ever experienced.  
 
There is substantial agreement in Australia that one of the factors in the increasing size 
and  intensity of wildfires is global warming. Although the majority of human-caused 
climate change stems from the production of carbon in the northern hemisphere, the 
effects of global warming have been more intense in the southern hemisphere. We live 
in a world where the results of our actions can impact the lives of people living in distant 
locations. 
 
It is a helpless feeling to sit at home and watch the news of the fires knowing that there 
is little I can do in the short term to lessen the impact of the fires. I suppose it would be 
easy to take the attitude that it is something that is so far away that it doesn’t concern 
me. But it does concern me. I have friends who live in Victoria. Although none of the 
people I know personally are currently in danger, some of the places that have burned 
are places that I have visited.  
 
Due to the difference of time, it is now late evening in Australia. Soon it will be Monday 
there. We get news of their day before we have reached that day ourselves. Sunday 
was a terribly devastating day for the people of Victoria. So today and tomorrow we 
send forth our prayers for the safety of the firefighters and for those whose homes lie in 
the path of the fires. We pray that those who have set fires might see the error of their 
ways and that no more fires will be set. We pray for those who have lost their homes 
and their towns to the fires that they might discover new beginnings and strength and 
support in rebuilding. We may be watching helplessly, but we are not hopeless.  
 
God is with the good people of Australia today and every day. May they also know of 
the prayers and support of their brothers and sisters in distant locations. 
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February 9, 2009 – Philanthropy 
 

 
BBC Photo 
 
The news continues to come from the fires in Victoria, Australia. The news continues to 
be bad. Now over 131 persons have died and officials have cautioned that people need 
to be braced for an increase in the death toll. In many cases there hasn’t been time for 
proper evacuation. In at least one instance thought they had time to get out because the 
fire was on the other side of the mountain 80 km (nearly 50 miles) away. The fire 
covered that distance in a half hour. Flames spreading at nearly 100 miles per hour are 
difficult to escape. The thick smoke has caused accidents and accidents have blocked 
roads that are being used as escape routes. The stories of tragedy are riveting and 
revolting at the same time. I can’t bear to think of the suffering of the victims and I can’t 
stop checking to see what is happening. 
 
Our lives are touched by the lives of others. Their greatest joys and deepest pains affect 
us. We cannot escape sensing our connection with others. Our minds rush to thinking 
about what we would do in a similar situation. “How would I react?” “How would I feel if I 
had just lost everything I owned?” “What would it be like to be suffering from severe 
burns and at the same time to be grieving the deaths of family members who did not 
survive?” These thoughts are inescapable as we witness with horror the tragedy half a 
world away. 
 
There is something deep within us that connects us to other people.  
 



In medicine, the common term for a victim is “patient.” We often associate this term with 
“waiting.” Patience is the ability to accept or tolerate delay without undue discomfort or 
anger. The connection between the terms, however, is not based in the acceptance of 
delay, but rather in the Indo-European word root “paen,” which means to endure. A 
patient is one who endures. And often what a patient endures is pain. 
 
We have another important concept that comes from that same word root: compassion. 
Compassion means “to endure with.” It means to endure whatever is being endured by 
another human being.  
 
There is an abundance of patients in the areas north of Melbourne Australia today. 
Much is being endured. And we are called to compassion - to endure with those who 
are suffering much. And endurance is part of what is demanded in this situation. While 
the best efforts of thousands of firefighters and emergency personnel are being 
invested, while support from the military and from other countries is being extended, 
while the world continues to offer resources and support, the fires are too great for 
humans to control. Tinder dry conditions and record heat have created the 
circumstances for firestorms that will continue to rage out of control for some time. “Get 
out of the way,” and “endure” seem to be the order of the day for many.  
 
And we feel compelled to endure with those who are suffering - the patients in need of 
healing that will take time. 
 
This brings to my mind another concept that we often define in a very narrow fashion: 
philanthropy. We think that it has to do with rich people giving away money. The original 
Latin term does not refer to wealth or to money at all. “Phil” is familial love - the love that 
siblings experience for one another. “Anthropy” is the whole of humanity. Philanthropy is 
the love of all humanity. The term literally comes from the realization that we all belong 
to the same family. We are connected.  
 
Geneticists teach that we come by this naturally - because all humans are connected - 
we share the same lineage and the same genes. We are brothers and sisters - or at 
least distant cousins. We are connected in one human family. We come by philanthropy 
- the love of humanity - naturally. Philanthropy is not some extraordinary act that is 
reserved to a small portion of the wealthiest people in the world. It is, rather our natural 
disposition that occasionally is realized in the form of financial gifts. 
 
But those suffering in Australia today aren’t soothed by philosophy or the search for the 
root meanings of words. They are patients - those who endure. And patients are in need 
of healing. Compassion: sharing that which is endured is the first step, but our 
philanthropy commands us to go beyond compassion.  
 
Our scripture teaches: “ . . . suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces 
character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because 



God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given 
to us.” (Romans 5:3b-5) 
 
Hope is an interesting concept. And if you can endure just a bit more philosophy and 
language study, our English word, “hope” also has Indo-European roots. The root word 
is “Kev” - the same root word from which we get the word “curve.” It means a change in 
direction. Our hope is literally based in the belief that we can change direction. Things 
don’t have to keep going the way they are. Change is possible.  
 
Hope is our expectation that good will come and the expectation is based in the 
conviction that change is possible. No matter how much suffering we must endure, we 
know that change is possible. And this knowledge is the source of the hope that will not 
disappoint us.  
 
So, despite the pain and suffering ever-present in Victoria to day, despite the 
uncontrollable raging firestorms that threaten so much, despite the pain and loss and 
suffering and grief that are ever-present, we choose to live in hope - hope for Australia 
and hope for ourselves. It is a hope that is born of love for others. 
 
May our philanthropy - our love of all humanity - inspire us not only to give a bit of our 
possessions, but more importantly to share our hope.  
 
“Hope does not disappoint.” 
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February 10, 2009 – Downsizing, Sort of 
 

 
 
One of the themes of my life these days is moving furniture. I remember when we first 
moved to North Dakota 30 years ago. We moved into the parsonage with almost no 
furniture. We had a bed and a small desk and a kitchen table with a couple of chairs. 
The house looked so empty. It wasn’t long before we had rounded up more furniture: a 
dining room table, a sofa and a couple of chairs. 
 
Time passes, and we live in a frugal family. There have been many options for obtaining 
used furniture from relatives. We haven’t purchased too much new furniture, but have a 
few pieces that we obtained new.  And our family has expanded and consolidated. My 
mother and Susan’s father have moved to our community. Both have gone through 
several different living situations in the past decade, downsizing from a house to an 
apartment and from an apartment to an assisted living facility.  
 
Add to that, our children, while getting settled in life, have needed us to provide storage 
for their possessions from time to time as they made adjustments and changes in their 
lives.  
 
Yesterday, after a short period of time on the waiting list, I was able to obtain a large 
storage unit near our home. I have had a smaller unit in the same facility for a couple of 
years. The result was that the contents of the storage unit need to be moved. I got some 
of the items moved yesterday, but still have a couple of hours work before I get 
everything moved.  
 



And my mother is moving back to our home after a brief stay in a nursing home. Her 
increased use of a walker has meant that we needed to have a bit less furniture on the 
main floor of our home. More things to move.  
 
I think that we are testing the limits of frugality in our generation. While we appreciate 
that our elders were not wasteful, it seems that saving everything is not the most 
efficient strategy when space is limited. Paying rent at a storage facility can end up 
costing more than getting rid of unused items and, if they are ever needed in the future, 
replacing them as needed. It makes rational sense. 
 
But, of course, we are not rational when it comes to possessions, especially ones that 
have been in the family for a long time. And, as I moved things from one place to 
another yesterday, I was dividing the new storage space into sections for the various 
people who may someday need the items. There are three of us living in our house, but 
our storage unit houses possessions for six different family member. “Save that, 
someday I’ll come and get it.”  There is a table in the storage unit that is being stored 
until we can transport it to Oregon. Of course it has been unused and in storage since I 
transported it from Oregon a few years ago. Like I said, we are not completely rational 
about all of this. 
 
And it is not just the big items that need sorting and delivery. There are small things that 
have sentimental value that we keep but rarely use.  
 
And there are the collections of items that we have acquired that we do actually use, but 
are in need of better organization so that they are more readily available. I have been 
known to purchase a small tool such as a screwdriver or putty knife even though I 
already have the item, just because I can’t put my hands on it at the moment.  
 
We have been successful in slowing the acquisition. We are much more careful about 
our purchases and the gifts we choose to give one another than we once were. And we 
have had some success taking boxes of items to rummage sales and getting rid of 
many items. But some days it feels like a losing battle. A move of one of our parents 
can result in enormous duplications. A dining room table makes sense when you have a 
dining room. But it is no longer necessary when you take your meals in the common 
dining room. There have been enough aunts and uncles and grandparents and parents 
to make for a supply of extra dining room tables in our storage unit.  
 
The important factor in the long run really won’t be the number of months that we pay 
rental on a storage unit. The important factor will be how much we can reduce the 
inventory of items before we begin to downsize. Our current situation involves the 
accumulation of multiple generations. And there are treasures that should be passed 
from our generation to the next, many of which we have received from previous 
generations. But not everything should be passed along.  
 



So it becomes our mission to continue to sort and downsize. We weren’t moving in the 
right direction yesterday, obtaining a larger storage unit. But we did move additional 
items out of our house. And we did identify more items that we are ready to throw in the 
trash and others that will go to the next rummage sale.  
 
And we are forever hopeful. We know that life can take us in new directions. We know 
that the changes in the economy may indeed result in people around us who have 
increased needs and perhaps some of the items we have in storage can be of genuine 
use to others.  
 
I didn’t take any pictures of the shuffling of items in the storage units. So the sunrise 
picture is of a different reality. We live a good life in a good place and we are 
surrounded by beauty. And part of the beauty of our life is that there is enough open 
space.  
 
May we live our lives in such a way that there is always room for open space in our 
lives.  
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February 11, 2009 – Family 
 

 
 
“You can quit a job. You can move to another place. You can even get a divorce from 
your spouse. But you can’t resign from this family!” The ties that bind us together are 
deep and strong and we take them seriously even when they engender significant 
passion on our part. We care about our family and that is why sometimes the gatherings 
of our family are emotional encounters.  
 
I grew up in a large and diverse family. My parents started with adopting children, had 
children born to them and then adopted more. Before sociologists were using terms 
such as “blended” or “reconfigured” family, I knew that family was more than just blood 
relationships. Our siblings and our relatives come to us by birth and by choice and the 
road to our family is a one-way street. Once you’re in, you’re in. “You can’t resign from 
family.” 
 
As the years have passed, however, our relationships have changed. Like many other 
families, we have dispersed to many different locations and the physical distances 
between us are significant. Our lives are busy and complex and we aren’t always 
thinking the same way. The picture that accompanies this blog was taken at a recent 
gathering where five of the six remaining siblings were together. One missing seems to 
be typical for our family gatherings these days. If we waited until everyone could be at 
the same place at the same time, we might never get around to getting together.  What 
the picture doesn’t show are the complex networks of family that extend from each of 
my sisters and brothers. Our lives are interesting and exciting, but they are not, for the 
most part, conventional.  



 
Of seven siblings in our family, only two have not experienced divorce. One is no longer 
living. All are parents. Because of the differences in our ages and because of starting 
our families at different points, our children are very diverse in age. I have a niece who 
is older than two of my brothers. I am not yet a grandfather, but I have lots of great 
nieces and nephews and even a few great-greats. Mapping our family tree would 
challenge a genealogist and intrigue a family systems therapist. 
 
We are all descended from very strong religious roots. Our grandparents were leaders 
in their churches and communities. Our mother’s father served the Methodist Church in 
its national setting. If you get into aunts and uncles and cousins there are a lot of 
ministers in our family tree. But this generation spans a very wide range of theological 
perspectives from skeptical humanist to fundamentalist, with a generous smattering of 
new age, diverse old line denominations and even a taste of other world religions. 
 
We’ve earned our living from occupations as diverse as lawyer, nurse aid, aerospace 
compliance officer, minister, city maintenance worker, water slide operator, restaurant 
worker, convenience store clerk, tree surgeon office manager, truck driver, newspaper 
deliverer, writer, community organizer, and car salesperson. 
 
We’ve lived in homes as diverse as a cabin miles beyond the reach of power and 
telephone lines, hilltop executive home, parsonage, mobile home, multi-generational 
home, apartment, and nursing home. Some of my siblings have experienced 
homelessness and have been sheltered by rescue missions. There have been times 
when I have been able to visit the homes of all of my siblings and times when one or 
more haven’t had an address. 
 
We are a diverse lot. 
 
But we are who we are. We are a family. And you can’t resign from this family. 
 
While my experience of my family seems to me to be unique, I am aware that there are 
plenty of other families with complex relationships and diverse personalities. For the 
past couple of weeks, I have been working closely with a large multi-generational family 
in our church who have experienced the death of their matriarch. They are every bit as 
capable of strong opinions as the family where I grew up.  
 
On the other hand, the family where I grew up did more to prepare me for working with 
this particular family in devising a funeral for their mother, grandmother, great-
grandmother, great-great-grandmother than four years of graduate theological 
education. Seminary classes in liturgy, ritual, rites and sacraments don’t prepare 
ministers for the real-world complexities of family funerals. Cremation or burial, public 
viewing or not, open or closed casket, the choice of funeral home services and a 
thousand other decisions are only academic arguments until they concern the members 



of your own family. Walking alongside a family as they make these decisions requires 
well-developed skills of listening and occasionally the art of compromise. 
 
I am grateful for my family in ways that I have not communicated to them. And I am 
made aware once again of how short our time is to say thank you for the things that are 
most important.  
 
How fortunate I am to have been born into a family from which no one is allowed to 
resign. 
 
NOTE: Regular readers of this blog will note that it is late in posting this morning. A 
major software update yesterday resulted in the need to re-publish all of my web files to 
the server. It is not a big job for me, but it is taking a long time. This page will publish 
only after the rest of the pages are posted. I apologize for any inconvenience this may 
have caused. 
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February 12, 2009 – Homecoming 
 

 
 
Yesterday was a homecoming day for our family. On January 6, mother was admitted to 
the hospital with pneumonia. She remained in the hospital until January 12, when she 
went to Westhills Care Center, where she stayed for a month. Yesterday, after a month 
of physical and occupational therapy and loving care, she was able to come back home. 
The treatments of the hospital and care center have been effective. She is stronger and 
healthier than she was. We have made arrangements for physical therapy and some 
other services to continue through a home health care agency.  
 
So our family is reunited again. At least we are back to a more recent configuration. Like 
most families, we have had our share of changes, with children growing up and moving 
out and elders moving out of their own homes into different living settings.  
 
Of course a month is long enough for us to have forgotten some of the routines. And 
mother’s medications have changed during her stay in the hospital and care center. We 
came home with a shopping bag full of medicines and it took a bit of effort to translate 
the various cards of tablets into an organized system for her to receive her medications 
at the right time. All of that is part of the process of adjusting to the current configuration 
of our family. 
 
There are other routines that need to be re-established as well. When mom was in the 
care center, Susan and I were not very careful about our meals. We tended to work 
through mealtime some days and to be less formal about what time we ate on others. 



Regular meals are essential for mom’s health and submitting to the discipline will have 
positive health benefits for us as well.  
 
The main thing is that we are happy together. It is good to have mom back in our home 
and to be together. Although I was able to visit her every day that she was in the 
hospital and care center, some visits were brief and her routine was very disconnected 
from ours. She wasn’t able to share in the daily ups and downs of our lives and to offer 
her care and concern for the routine stresses of everyday living. And we weren’t able to 
share our lives as fully with her in visits that often were in a public dining room or public 
lounge.  
 
One thing about my job is that I get to observe a lot of families and my experience has 
taught me how precious time with family really is. The people in our lives are never truly 
ours. They are a gift of God for a little while. And even when we are blessed with 
longevity and good health, none of us will go on forever. That means that each day, 
each conversation, each hug is a precious gift.  
 
So we cherish the moments we have. In our hectic lifestyle with lots of coming and 
going, full appointment calendars and long lists of things to do, some of our moments 
are rather brief. And our new lifestyle is going to have a new parade of people coming 
and going from our home as we adjust to the various home health care services and 
meet the people who deliver them to us.  
 
Yesterday afternoon, as we were leaving the health care center, there was a parade of 
people who came to give mom a hug. The physical therapist, the director of social 
services, the dining director, the activities director, the nurse and aides, the dining room 
wait staff and others all stopped by for a hug and a greeting and to tell mom they would 
miss her. I thanked each one for their good care and I realized that all care is based in 
relationships. They will genuinely miss my mom. And she will miss them. We become 
attached to the people in our lives. And each change brings new relationships. I am not 
the only one who loves my mom and appreciates her smile, warm attitude, gentle sense 
of humor and upbeat nature.  
 
There will be challenges as we provide the care that is needed and adjust to the new 
routines, but we re indeed fortunate for every moment that we have together as a 
family.  
 
The cats seem to be pleased, too.  
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February 13, 2009 – Tragedy in Buffalo 

 
Photo from bbc.com. 
Officials say 49 people died after a Dash 8 commuter airplane crashed into a house in a 
suburb of Buffalo, NY last night. Killed were 44 passengers, 4 crew, and one person on 
the ground. Among the victims was the widow of a victim of the September 11, 2001 
terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York, who was traveling to Buffalo to 
present a scholarship that has been established as a memorial to her husband. 
 
I grew up with parents in the aviation business. I have heard over and  over the 
statistics about the safety of air travel. When I need to travel, I don’t hesitate. I was a 
pilot myself before I decided to quit due to the cost of flying enough to meet my 
standards of safety. I do not ever remember being scared in an airplane. Riding in 
airplanes is something that seems quite natural and fun for me. 
 
The odds of being injured or killed in an airline accident are much lower than other 
forms of public transportation. And they are incredibly lower than private automobile 
travel. The US loses more people to automobile accidents every week than the number 
of victims of the 9-11 attacks. And those events weren’t accidents, they were attacks.  
 
Nonetheless airline accidents are dramatic. Although most airline accidents do not 
produce victims and those that do usually also have survivors, there are occasional 
dramatic accidents like the one last night, where all of the passengers and crew are 
killed.  
 
The cause of the accident remains under investigation, but it occurred during approach 
to landing in snow and freezing rain - conditions that can result in decreased airplane 



performance. An airplane that gets too slow will stall and a stall too close to the ground 
cannot be corrected. But the causes of the accident are pure speculation at this point. 
The fire was intense. Investigators will have to wait until the site is completely cooled 
from the fire and then collect whatever evidence remains. 
 
Witnesses report that it is amazing that there weren’t more victims on the ground. Two 
people escaped from the house that was hit with only minor injuries. Damage to 
surrounding houses was light. “It could have been worse” is slight consolation to the 
families of the victims, however. 
 
The news was still carrying stories about the U S Airways flight that ditched in the 
Hudson River almost a month ago. In that accident, all passengers and crew were 
successfully rescued without any major injuries. It is the way that we want all airline 
accident stories to end. 
 
There are many intersections of life and death in this world. We, who are living, find 
ourselves thinking about those who have died. Yesterday I attended a firefighter’s 
funeral. Sitting on the edge of the sea of blue uniforms I was intensely aware that the 
people surrounding me are the people in our community who respond to the fires, drive 
the ambulances and respond first when a tragedy occurs in our community. They are 
the ones who transfer patients to the ambulance gurneys, inset the bodies into body 
bags, and come face to face with the realities of life and death in our community every 
day.  
 
And they, like us, are not immune. We all will one day die from this life. It is that simple. 
And it is that complex and confusing. Human beings are finite. We do not go on forever. 
So our memorial services turn our attention to the things that last - the things that do not 
die. Memories remain. Legacies continue. But love never dies.  
 
As Paul wrote to the Corinthians, we may have some ability to envision the future, we 
may have some ability to speak, we may have some knowledge. But these things come 
to an end.  Faith, hope, and love abide, these three. And the greatest of these is love. 
 
So how do we respond to the very real tragedies? With love. We respond by nurturing 
the relationships that we have been given, loving more deeply, committing more of 
ourselves to love.  
 
The fire trucks have returned to the station. The blasts from the sirens can no longer be 
heard. Even the memory will begin to fade. But love never dies. 
 
Today, on the eve of the feast of St. Valentine, may we once again be prepared to 
invest in love. 
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February 14, 2009 – The Flowers 
 

 
 
Today is Valentine’s Day, a good day to celebrate love and the presence of love in our 
lives. The Bible teaches that God is love, so it is a day of the celebration of God in our 
lives. We recognize God in big and little things. Last night the beauty of a bouquet of 
flowers was a joyous addition to and unexpected ceremony. 
 
We have an altar guild at our church who take care of our sanctuary. They care for the 
live plants in the front of the room, consult with the Department of Worship about 
banners and sanctuary decorations, maintain altar cloths and paraments, and provide 
for flowers on the communion table. The flowers are donated by the members of our 
congregation, but there is substantial coordination required with members, flower shops 
and others. The donation of flowers is noted in the worship bulletin each week and often 
there is a memorial phrase as part of the flower dedication. 
 
The usual flower delivery time is Saturday morning. However, for some reason the 
flowers were delivered and set up in the sanctuary on Friday this week. When I arrived 
at the church last evening, the altar was set up for worship, with candle sticks and the 
flowers. During the middle of the week, a Bible and a different pair of candlesticks are 
our usual appearance.  
 
Last night was the night of a small, private wedding. A young couple met at work a 
couple of years ago. He was born in Bali, in Indonesia, and came to the United States 
when he was a teenager. He has lived and worked in Rapid City for 7 years. He has no 
other family members in the area. The bride grew up on a South Dakota reservation and 



moved to Rapid City as a young adult, to seek a better job and living for herself. She 
has a sister who lives in town.  They fell in love and decided to marry. Without strong 
religious affiliations, and with few family members in the area, they decided to have a 
simple civil ceremony. They saved up and purchased rings. On January 30 they went to 
the courthouse and purchased a wedding license only to find out that there was no 
officiant available to perform the ceremony.  
 
In South Dakota, a wedding license is valid for 20 days after issue. That means that 
their license, if not executed, would be valid only through February 19. They began to 
call churches in search of someone to officiate at their wedding. In Rapid City, there are 
many churches that have a strict rule about pre-marriage counseling. And counseling 
takes time. Some congregations do not allow people to be married in their church 
unless they are members. Others have high fees associated with weddings. It is typical 
for the charges at a church to be between $500 and $1,000. This young couple has little 
extra money. They kept calling.  
 
Something in the bride’s voice intrigued me when I took the phone call. This type of 
wedding is very unusual for us. We have weddings that are scheduled a year in 
advance. I usually refuse weddings where there is no connection between the couple 
and the church. A church is primarily relationships, not just a building to rent for a 
backdrop for wedding pictures. But there was an openness in the conversation with the 
bride-to-be that interested me. Something told me that our church could help this couple 
by reaching out.  
 
So the wedding was planned. We planned the wedding for the evening, because both 
the bride and groom work full time and cannot afford to take time off of work. Planning 
for a Friday evening allowed me to fit the wedding into my schedule at a time when 
there were no other activities planed for the church. By not turning up the heat and not 
having any of the usual “extras”  such as organist, wedding coordinator, janitor, etc., I 
was able to offer the church and the ceremony to the couple at no cost to them. The 
hotel where they both work offered a dinner and a room for the night. 
 
The groom arrived first, with three friends. He had on a brand-new white shirt, a tie and 
dark slacks. The bride had a nice dress. Her sister was with her. After checking the 
license and a few additional details, we turned on the lights and went into the 
sanctuary.  
 
The flowers added a brightness to the evening that would otherwise have been missing. 
One of the friends brought a camera and took pictures of the ceremony.  
 
It was simple and short. The promises exchanged by the couple were as genuine as I 
have every witnessed. The reverence and respect paid to our building by the couple 
and their friends was far more impressive than many weddings that occur in our 



building. They were nervous and a bit shy about the kiss. It was a sweet evening. They 
will remember it for the rest of their lives. I am unlikely to forget it as well.  
 
Their heartfelt thanks and expressions of gratitude were deeply appreciated. They took 
a reply envelope with them so that they could make a donation to the church at a later 
date. I invited them to join us for worship on any Sunday. I don’t know if I will ever see 
them again.  
 
But for a brief moment last night, the flowers were part of a deeply religious ceremony in 
the traditions of our church.  
 
The donors of the flowers intended them for our Sunday worship service, where they 
will serve beautifully. But I intend to tell them the story of the extra worship that the 
flowers graced and thank them for the beauty they added to a simple ceremony that 
changed the lives of a young couple forever.  
 
After all, a Valentine’s story like this one is too good to keep to oneself. 
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February 15, 2009 – Healing 
 

 
 
The Gospel for this morning is very simple. A man identified as a leper approaches 
Jesus and says, “If you choose you can make me whole.”  Jesus replies, “I choose. Be 
well.” The man is healed. The report in the Gospel of Mark is very direct and simple. 
Over the years since the story was first told, theologians and others have added to the 
complexity of the report, speculating on the reason Jesus told the man not to tell of his 
healing and asking why everyone who suffers an ailment isn’t instantly healed. Earlier in 
the gospel we learn that not everyone who came to Jesus for healing was healed in a 
simple statement, “all who were sick in that region came . . . many were healed.” One 
can conclude from the report that there were some who were not healed.  
 
We want religion to be magic. If I say the right words, if I believe the right things, then I’ll 
have a life without sickness and suffering. But we know better than that. We know that 
good, faithful people who live lives of prayer and service experience illnesses. We know 
that there are diseases that cause incredible pain and suffering and that believers are 
not somehow exempt from those diseases. We know that we cannot manipulate 
disease by our attitudes or beliefs. 
 
That’s where the man who approaches Jesus gets it right. He confesses that the choice 
about his illness lies beyond himself. Whether or not he is healed, and when that might 
occur is not something that the victim can control. “If you choose” is a simple admission 
that the choice does not belong to the leper. In a few words, he admits he does not 
control his situation. 
 



All around the world preachers are struggling with this text, seeking deeper meanings, 
trying to figure out how it connects to the lives of their people. Some will be addressing 
people who have received devastating medical diagnoses and are praying for miracle 
cures. Some will be addressing people whose lives are shattered and who are 
desperately praying to be made whole. Faith isn’t magic. It doesn’t give one the power 
to be exempt from mortality.  
 
The simple truth is that the leper did not live forever. He was cured of his disease on 
that day and went out and told others, but another day came in his future when he 
suffered a disease from which he could not recover. His faith made him whole, it did not 
make him immortal. Healing doesn’t mean that there is no more disease. The Gospel 
doesn’t report what happened to the leper after Jesus granted his healing. A life of faith 
doesn’t give us knowledge of the future.  
 
Healing doesn’t always mean the cessation of illness. Sometimes it means being able to 
live life fully in the present, free from guilt and worry. Sometimes it means being able to 
be fully present in relationships with others of genuine love. Sometimes it means 
accepting the truth of our own mortality.  
 
The cross in the front of our sanctuary is a continuing reminder of the intersection of life 
and death. In this death joy and sorrow, healing and illness, hope and fear, life and 
death, are very close to one another. There are times when we can’t tell if the tears 
running down our cheeks are tears of joy or tears of sorrow. The cross in the front of our 
sanctuary is a continuing reminder that it is at this intersection of life and death where 
we meet the resurrected Christ. Whatever this life has to give us, we don’t have to face 
it alone. Whatever the future may hold, we can face it knowing that we are loved.  
 
We like the front of our sanctuary as it is: simple. Maybe we like our faith that way at 
times, too: uncluttered. “If you choose . . .” might just be a very good opening for our 
prayers this day. 
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February 16, 2009 – Where to Put the Prison 
 

 
 
The State of South Dakota is looking for a site to locate a new Prison in the Rapid City 
area and each proposed new site is met with controversy. The latest site to be proposed 
is the site of a former decking and fencing business off of Elk Vale Road in Rapid 
Valley. The proposal is for a facility to house 265 inmates that would replace the current 
102-bed minimum security facility on Creek Drive.  Neighbors have reacted negatively. 
No one wants a prison facility in their neighborhood. The proposed site got my attention 
because our daughter works at a day care facility that is in the neighborhood.  
 
I don’t think that there would be any risk to the day care center if the prison were located 
at the proposed site.  It is a minimum-security facility. The inmates housed in the facility 
would be very low risk. And the security at the day care center is first rate. Access to the 
building is carefully controlled and the facility has full time video surveillance. It is 
probably a bit alarmist for me to use a picture of the day care center for this blog, but my 
early-morning search for pictures of the area revealed that the only pictures I have that 
were taken within a mile of the proposed prison were taken inside the day care center.  
 
Being in the neighborhood with the prison would probably affect business for the day 
care center, however. Because people are afraid of prisons and prisoners.  
 
Where to locate the prison is a problem for State officials. A previously studied site north 
of the Flying J truck stop ran into flood plain issues. A location near the city landfill 
would have cost more than twice the $6 million for the proposed All Decked Out 
building. All of the proposed sites have prompted complaints from neighbors.  



 
We are afraid of prisoners. And we have a lot of prisoners. Incarceration rates in our 
country are the highest in the history of the world. At 737 per 100,000 citizens, our 
incarceration rates are significantly higher than countries that are considered to be 
repressive such as Russia (611/100,000), Turkmenistan (489/100,000) and Cuba 
(487/100,000).  
 
Our rates of imprisonment of our own citizens are much higher than our neighbors, 
nearly quadruple that of Mexico (196/100,000) and eclipsing Canada’s rate 
(107/100,000).  And in South Dakota, our rates are high, more than double that of our 
neighbors in North Dakota and Nebraska. 
 
Incarceration rates in the United States are rising. Despite falling crime rates since 
1991, the population of people in prison has risen by nearly 50% in the same time. The 
biggest factor is change in sentencing policy, with a nearly 30% increase in the length of 
sentences between 1995 and 2000.  
 
I don’t pretend to be an expert in the area of prisons or prison reform. Like my 
neighbors, I want violent offenders to be isolated from society and prevented from 
offending again. I have observed the expensive and large additions to our county jail 
and other prison facilities. I don’t know how to have a safe society without prisons. At 
the same time, I am alarmed at accelerating costs of housing prisoners and the failure 
of our society, in many cases, to re-integrate people convicted of non-violent crimes 
back into the role of productive citizen.  
 
Despite positive statistics of work-release programs, they are expensive and 
cumbersome to administrate. Non-prison alternatives such as supervised house arrest, 
tracking bracelets, etc. are reserved for a very few high-profile cases and not in regular 
use here in South Dakota. The most hopeful programs I have witnessed in my time of 
living here are the teen court system and the center for restorative justice.  
 
The teen court system is designed for early intervention and fair punishment for minor 
infractions committed by teens. Teens serve in a wide variety of roles in the system and 
punishments are aimed at keeping offenders actively involved in the community while 
imposing real penalties for infarctions. Community service is often a component in 
sentencing.  
 
The Center for Restorative Justice brings perpetrators face-to-face with their victims and 
puts a human face on what is otherwise an often-impersonal process. Offenders who 
have been through the restorative justice process are much less likely to reoffend.  
 
Six weeks ago a juvenile broke a window and crawled into the church. It appears that 
he was intent on stealing computer equipment. However our alarm system was 
triggered and the police captured the youth inside of our building. The total loss to our 



church was one broken window. The expense to the community of law enforcement 
personnel, equipment, and time was much higher than the church’s loss. I don’t want 
anyone to be breaking into churches, and I believe that there should be consequences 
for people who are caught stealing, but I worry about a juvenile who might get caught up 
in the system and, through exposure to other criminals become much more hardened 
and more likely to resort to crime in the future.  
 
The States Attorney asked me what I thought might be a fair sentence for the crime. I 
suggested that a fair sentence might include getting to know the members of the church 
by working with us on a Habitat for Humanity project. After thinking about it, I think that 
splitting and delivering firewood might also be a good way for him to get to know who 
we are and what we do. I don’t know if it would make him a better citizen, but I think it 
might have a more positive effect than sitting in a prison cell.  
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February 17, 2009 – Gallo Pinto 
 

 
 
Food is one of the identifying features of a culture. There are, of course, many other 
ways to identify a specific culture: art, music, clothing, nuances of language, and other 
features. But food is a big part of culture. The United States, with its “melting pot” of 
cultures, has a wide variety of cuisine. Most small cities have restaurants that feature 
Italian, Chinese, Mexican, and other regional flavors. And those who have traveled 
know that the fare in U.S. restaurants is not the same as one finds when traveling to 
another country. It is difficult to say what food is distinctive to the United States, but after 
traveling in other parts of the world, tourists return with a hunger for a good hamburger. 
Perhaps the ground meat sandwich, even though its name comes from a German city, 
is one of the defining foods of our country. 
 
In Costa Rica, there is no doubt that Gallo Pinto is a food that marks the culture. The 
dish of rice and black beans is served everywhere from the fanciest restaurants to the 
most humble homes. There are some variations in recipe, but the basic ingredients are 
the same: rice, black beans, finely chopped onions and sweet peppers, and cilantro. 
Garlic is another common flavoring and hot peppers are added in some places. In Costa 
Rica gallo pinto is served with fried or scrambled eggs for breakfast and with fish or 
meat for dinner. It is common for gallo pinto to be served with every meal of the day. 
 
I do not know why the dish is called gallo pinto. The name means “spotted rooster.” 
Maybe the color of the dish, with the rice taking on a gray hue from the bean water, 
resembles the color of an exotic spotted rooster. For gringos in Costa Rica, it is enough 



to simply learn the local term for the dish - we often use language without knowing all of 
its origins and the subtleties and nuances of meaning. 
 
For me, an occasional tourist in Costa Rica, the flavor of the dish reminds me of some 
of the first meals I had in that country, served at the Community Christian Church of Los 
Guido. I associate the flavors with the good people who live in the neighborhood and 
whose lives are marked by poverty. The ingredients are inexpensive. Dried beans, 
soaked overnight, are combined with rice that has been cooked in a large kettle or 
sometimes a deep frying pan. Cilantro is a much-used and very common spice and the 
amount of onion and pepper in the dish varies with what is available. There are plenty of 
recipes for gallo pinto on the Internet, but locals don’t use recipes for such a basic dish. 
It is, for the most part, something that everyone just knows how to cook.  
 
It is a dish that I have learned to cook a bit, because we have developed a taste for it 
and because it reminds us of our friends in Costa Rica. When our church has a Costa 
Rican meal, I usually volunteer to make gallo pinto because it requires minimum 
preparation time. As long as I remember to soak the beans overnight, the rice, onions, 
peppers and flavorings can be sauteed in a little oil in a few minutes and everything 
combined into a crock pot to simmer until the rice is cooked and tender. The rice 
absorbs the water, so it requires little attention. Over cooking produces a bit of a mushy 
mess, but the flavors remain. If I forget to soak the beans, canned beans can be 
substituted, but the flavor and texture aren’t quite the same.  
 
When there is little meat in one’s diet, beans become an important source of nutrition. 
And dried beans are inexpensive. 
 
In the short, ten-day trips that we make to Costa Rica, there isn’t enough time to get 
tired of rice and beans at every meal. People who spend more time in the country get 
their fill after a while.  
 
It is important to us to share the food of Costa Rica along with the stories of our sister 
church. Christians in the United States have a tendency to think that mission work is 
about exporting our faith. We have faith and we take it to another place. The image is 
not accurate, at least in my experience. Rather we travel to places where we discover 
that faith already exists. Christianity came to Costa Rica with Christopher Columbus at 
about the same time it first arrived on the North American continent. The country is 
officially Roman Catholic, but protestant churches thrive and find room for witness and 
service throughout the country.  
 
When we tell the stories of Costa Rica, we help our congregation see that our 
relationship is not one of “us” and “them,” but rather a shared mission and ministry that 
takes place in two different locations. As useful as food is, it is a poor substitute for real 
relationships. So the heart of our connection with our sister church is regular visits. It is 
more challenging for members of their congregation to travel to visit us, but we have 



been blessed with a visit by Pastor Dorotea and her two daughters, and we continue to 
work with our partners to discover other visits that may be appropriate. So we continue 
to discover ways for our members to visit Costa Rica. In addition to commissioning our 
members for service during Vacation Bible School in Costa Rica, we try to take a group 
for a shorter trip with some significant service project every couple of years. Some 
people make multiple trips. Others only go once. Over the years, the number of people 
who have been able to make the trip has increased and we have a small community of 
committed folk who have seen our sister church first hand.  
 
And that group of people contains some wonderful cooks. So, from time to time, we put 
together a meal of Costa Rican recipes to share with our church here. It provides a 
perfect atmosphere to tell stories and share the faith of our sister church. We’ve 
planned such a meal for the first Sunday in March. 
 
I’ll bring gallo pinto even though I don’t know why a dish would be called “spotted 
rooster.” 
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February 18, 2009 – The Logo 
 

 
 
It amuses me to see the popularity of certain logos in clothing. John Deere logos are 
showing up on lots of children’s clothes and on numerous items for adults as well. Of 
course people pay extra to tout the brands of their choice. You can buy all kinds of 
items with logos on them: t-shirts, caps, jackets, coffee mugs, clocks, calendars, even 
dishes and silverware. 
 
This is nothing new to me. As you can see by the photo that accompanies today’s blog, 
I’ve been wearing clothing with the John Deere logo since I was six years old. In fact my 
whole family had clothing with the logo, even a couple of my cousins. 
 
My dad was a John Deere dealer. I was 25 years old before I had a jacket that didn’t 
have some kind of logo on it. In general we preferred John Deere to Purina Chow when 
we made clothing selections as kids. But you don’t always get a choice in the matter, or 
at least didn’t when I was a kid. 
 
The picture reminds me of another phenomenon of my growing-up years. We had 
“family shirts.” The t-shirts with the logos were the exception. Most years my mother 
would get a few yards of cloth and make shirts for every member of our family out of the 
same material. After a few years, we could go on a family vacation or for a week at 
church camp all wearing matching shirts. The fact that we kids were constantly 
changing size wasn’t much of a problem, there was always an older kid to donate a shirt 
the right size and a younger kid to take the one just outgrown. I don’t remember this as 
any kind of a burden. I thought it was kind of neat to have a family that was big enough 



to have our own uniforms. Not many of my friends had similar circumstances. We even 
have a few pictures of our family dressed up in family shirts with the dog wearing a 
modified wrap made out of the same material.  
 
We lived in a small town. Everybody knew what family we belonged to without the need 
of identifying clothing. When we traveled out of town, there was little doubt in the minds 
of strangers who belonged together.  
 
We don’t have matching shirts these days, but the truth is that we still belong together. 
Family is one of those things that shapes you forever.  
 
Looking at old family photographs illustrates not only changes in our family, but also 
changes in our culture and community. Just the fact that our family photo albums show 
the switch from black and white to color photography illustrates one big change. As the 
years went by, we have more photographs. I assume that this was due to decreasing 
costs and increasing availability of cameras that were relatively simple to operate. It 
certainly is not due to the fact that I have become more photogenic as the years have 
passed. At last count, I have nearly the same number of digital photographs on the hard 
drive of my computer as we have in our collection of four generations of family 
photographs. I rarely go anywhere without a camera. And our children all have cameras 
built into their cell phones. 
 
It is difficult to tell, from this perspective, which of the contemporary photographs will 
become treasures and which will need to be sorted out to make room for new images. 
The process of sorting photographs mirrors the sorting of memories that takes place as 
we seek to integrate the various experiences of our lives. Some memories come to the 
forefront, others are shifted to less prominent places in our minds. Some are available 
for instant recall and immediate storytelling, others require considerable pondering and 
searching. 
 
A photograph like the one above can set my mind off in a hundred different directions, 
recalling a thousand different memories. Until I looked at the picture, I had forgotten that 
the honeysuckle bushes by our house were ever that small. I had nearly forgotten about 
the wide venetian blinds in the living room of the big white house that we called home. 
Actually the house wasn’t any bigger than the one in which I live today, it just seemed 
bigger because I was smaller. And I had nearly forgotten how utterly irresistible my 
sister’s hair was. How could you not grab a handful of those curls and pull, even when 
you knew it would get you into trouble? I can almost hear her cries of “mother, mother, 
mother, mother mother!” It seems perfectly normal to me that my mom has her hands 
firmly on my shoulders and that my sister is standing beyond my reach leaving a blank 
place between us in the photo.  
 
The picture includes two cousins and was taken just before the two littlest boys joined 
our family. The summer that the picture was taken, we flew to Washington, DC to return 



the cousins and to visit our nation’s capitol. I will always remember that summer. We 
saw the Wright Brother’s airplane  the first ever to fly at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. And 
the Spirit of St. Louis was on display in the same museum as well.  
 
Every snapshot is a partial story, none can capture all of the stories of our childhood. 
But every picture seems to stir multiple memories and stories. Some of those stories are 
worth forgetting. Most are memories to treasure.  
 
My memories aren’t as well organized as the photographs in my mother’s albums, but 
looking through the albums helps to organize them a bit more. Perhaps one day I’ll try to 
write down some of the stories and organize some of the memories.  
 
In the meantime it is as interesting to me to notice the things that don’t change as it is to 
note the changes in our lives. 
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February 19, 2009 – The Teleological Question 
 

 
 
PLEASE NOTE: I serve as a member of the Pennington County LOSS team. LOSS 
stands for “Local Outreach to Survivors of Suicide.” We are a group of first responders, 
dispatched by the local 911 system, to respond to suicides in our county. Our purpose is 
to provide services and referrals to the survivors - family members and friends - whose 
lives are forever changed by a suicide. Although today’s blog was inspired, in part, by 
my work with the LOSS team, it makes no direct references to a specific recent suicide 
in our county. Although I am on call this week, we have had no call outs so far.  It is 
important to note that I do not discuss the private affairs of people’s lives with others 
and I do not use the personal tragedies of those I serve as material for sermons or 
blogs. This blog is about my experiences and not the stories of others. 
 
Somehow I have fallen, from time to time, into the task of notifying persons of the death 
of a loved one. I remember clearly the first time I was called upon to do this job. I was 
working as a family counselor for the Wholistic Health Care Center in Hinsdale, Illinois. 
One of my clients had been hospitalized as the result of an acute psychotic episode. 
She was capable of rational thought on occasion, but also had a wide variety of 
alarming symptoms including hallucinations, both auditory and visual, suicidal ideation, 
and bizarre religious opinions and convictions among other issues. She was 
hospitalized, in part, for her own protection. We were taking her suicide threats 
seriously. While she was in the hospital, her teenage son had taken suddenly ill. He was 
admitted to the same hospital with as yet undiagnosed symptoms, including significant 
internal bleeding. It turned out that he had been poisoned by chemicals that he had 
contacted while working at a farm in rural Illinois, but at the time the only information 



that I had was that he had become violently ill and suddenly died. I was called in the 
middle of the night by the husband and father, to make the notification to the mother 
that her son had died. I was still a student. It was only my second funeral. I had no idea 
how to break the news. I had a 20-minute commute to ponder what I was going to say. 
Because the mother was a patient in a locked ward, the nurses had already awakened 
her. She had to know that it was bad news when she saw her husband and me 
approaching her in that empty lounge area in the middle of the night. But I started with 
the obvious anyway, “We have some bad news and we need to tell you this ourselves 
because no one should hear this kind of news from a stranger.” While I was struggling 
for what words to use, her intuition kicked in. “It’s Bobby, isn’t it?” From there on  I didn’t 
know what to expect. She sort of collapsed in my arms and we sank together to a sofa 
and for a few minutes she simply sobbed and sobbed and I had no words. 
 
She didn’t disappear into a psychotic fog. She didn’t turn violent and start hitting us. 
Slowly but surely she began to gather herself together and to speak with her husband. 
She asked a few questions about what had happened. She even asked if they had 
played his music for him as he lay dying. They had. Somehow we got through that 
evening and the next few days of planning and conducting a funeral. She was released 
from the hospital for the funeral and burial and then readmitted.  
 
Over the years, I have been called upon to make death notifications on too many 
occasions. There are no easy ways to tell people the truth. But we are called to speak 
the truth in love.  
 
Being a minister, I am often asked, “Why?” or more specifically, “Why did God do this?” 
or “Why did God let this happen?” Why does a teenager loose control of a car at a high 
rate of speed in the middle of the night while not wearing a seatbelt? Why does a young 
man suffering from major depression and multiple addictions grab a handgun from the 
console of his SUV and wander back into his bedroom to pull the trigger? Why does a 
fifteen-year-old write dark poetry, arrange mementoes from the funeral of his cousin on 
his bed and hang himself with a belt from the bar in his closet? Why does a middle aged 
man in good health leave his stuck car and strike out across an open field in the middle 
of a blizzard? There are a thousand questions to which I have no answer. 
 
It is what philosophers call the teleological question: What is the purpose of the things 
that occur? Why do things happen? 
 
It is not far from the question of theodicy: If God is all good and all powerful, why do bad 
things happen? How can there be evil in a world ruled by a good God? 
 
I can tell you this much. In the midst of a crisis, when we are face-to-face with death’s 
ugliest realities, cheep theology doesn’t work. “It was God’s will” is about the stupidest 
and least helpful thing I’ve ever heard a minister or another well-meaning person say. 
God doesn’t work that way. God doesn’t cause accidents, big or small. God doesn’t 



make me drop an egg on the floor in front of the refrigerator and God doesn’t cause the 
tires of a car to lose traction and enter an uncontrollable skid. God doesn’t send 
depressed persons into the woods with a gun to kill themselves. God doesn’t cause 
cancer or heart disease or muscular dystrophy or Lou Gehrig’s disease. God doesn’t 
work that way.  
 
Nowhere in the Bible does it say “God is clinical depression,” or “God is broken eggs,” 
or “God is the combination of an automobile and alcohol.” 
 
Get it straight. God doesn’t cause evil. 
 
Ultimately, the teleological question might never be answered in our lives. The purpose 
of tragedy and evil in the world is not clear. It is undeniable, but we often do not know 
the answer to the question, “why?”. 
 
The Bible does say, “God is love.” 
 
And I have been witness to great love in this world. I have worked with the deputies and 
police officers who bend down in the snow and carefully and respectfully lift the lifeless 
remains onto a stretcher to transport to the hospital. They treat that person as if it was a 
relative. They wait until they are alone in their cruisers to cry and when they get off their 
shifts they hug their own wives with special intensity and call their children to make sure 
they are OK. I have watched the emergency room nurses work with silent efficiency to 
do everything in their power to bring comfort and order to a chaotic situation. I have held 
the sobbing body of a bereaved widow in my arms as friends arrive and gently take my 
place and move in with a familiarity that I cannot offer. I have been in the home when 
the casseroles and baked goods begin to arrive, often delivered without any knowledge 
of what to say, but with genuine care and concern all the same. I have been witness to 
great love.  
 
If you want to ask the question about where is God in the tragedy, don’t ask for the laws 
of physics to be repealed. Don’t ask for human freedom to be revoked. Trace the path 
of the tears down the cheeks of the survivors and sink to the floor with them and 
understand that God is weeping right along with you. The Bible doesn’t pretend that 
pain and sorrow and suffering aren’t real. The Bible doesn’t present characters whose 
lives magically work out and who get whatever they want just by asking for it.  The Bible 
is filled with stories of every imaginable human tragedy and horror: rape and incest and 
infanticide and lust killings and unfaithfulness and forced prostitution and war and 
injustice and ugly violence of every kind.  Real people facing real evil. And God is in 
every story, even the ones we cringe to re-tell. 
 
Read the book. God doesn’t make the bad things happen.  
 



God stays with the people of God in the midst of the worst tragedy imaginable. Love 
never dies. 
 
I have a friend who is a member of the Search and Rescue Squad. He lives for his 
volunteer work. He carries his pager with him wherever he goes so that he will always 
be ready to respond to the next crisis. He can drive the emergency vehicles, operate the 
jaws of life and put on scuba gear and make a dive to recover a body. He has placed 
human remains in body bags at accident scenes and repelled down rock faces to assist 
victims. He gets an adrenalin rush from each unique situation.  
 
And then he comes to my office and we talk about it. Or we take a walk or sit in a 
vehicle and he tells me what he had to do. He can talk to me without breaking any 
privacy rules or ethical boundaries because I am his pastor. We always talk about 
where God is in every situation. He has told me some pretty gruesome stores, but never 
one where God was absent. 
 
I’ll talk theology any day with any cop or fish and game officer or EMT or firefighter or 
rescue squad or LOSS team member. When you can no longer see the love, the job 
becomes unbearable and you quit. The good ones can still find God in the worst of 
human situations. They might not use theological language. They might not be regular 
church goers. But you don’t wade into the lake and grasp the inert form of a stranger’s 
child and breathe your own breath into that child’s lungs and then have to go tell the 
child’s parents that despite your best efforts their child is dead unless there is a reserve 
of faith somewhere deep inside of you.  
 
Quite frankly, the people with whom it is the most difficult to talk about theology are 
young pastors with no real-world experience. Despite the best of intentions, their 
attempts to make things better with words often fall short and ring hollow. Sometimes 
things can’t be made better. Sometimes they are just bad.  
 
It takes real faith to understand and recognize that God is present in the bad times as 
well as the good. But if I have learned anything from over 30 years as a minister it is 
that love never dies. 
 
No matter how bad it gets. Love never dies. 
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February 20. 2009 – Paperwork 
 

 
 
I became a minister because of many different factors. One factor was the deep joy that 
I found in theological thinking. The philosophy of religion and the history of religious 
thought are delightful mental challenges for me. Most theological concepts are complex 
thoughts that have taken generations to develop. The thought of wrestling with ideas 
that are too big to develop in a single generation is intriguing. I enjoy examining the 
Scriptures for fresh meaning in the context of today’s world.  
 
Even more than the intellectual challenges of the ministry, however, I think that what 
called me to ministry most was the relationships with people. I am genuinely moved by 
the stories and experiences of others. I want to help when I can. I enjoy the give and 
take of conversation and the experience of meeting new people. I have time-tested 
friendships that are deeply meaningful to me.  
 
I did not go into the ministry because of my love of paperwork. From the time she was 
little, our daughter has enjoyed filling out forms. She used to fill out the customer 
response cards whenever we ate in a fast food restaurant. She would fill out the 
subscription cards in magazines just for the fun of it. When applying for college or for 
jobs, she tackled the application forms with relish. 
 
I do not share her joy at that particular task.  
 
There are plenty of forms that need to be filled out in the ministry. Many of them ask for 
information that has already been given. We fill out annual report forms for the 



denomination, corporate and officer report forms for the state, employee report forms for 
the federal government, and lots of other paperwork. Our congregation has an 
administrative assistant who helps with the paperwork. Increasingly there is less paper 
and more computer forms in the task, but the mountains of paper remain.  
 
I maintain my certification as an educator in the United Church of Christ. Certification is 
granted for a five-year period and must be renewed every five years. Being a church, 
the deadline is a liturgical date: Ash Wednesday. That’s less than a week away and this 
year is my year to renew my certification. The application packet for renewal is 21 
pages of forms. At least we’re doing our part to keep the Post Office in business by 
mailing lots of paper back and forth to Cleveland.  
 
I have been an advocate of certification for educators. I believe that every profession 
needs to have standards and that those who receive pay and present themselves as 
professionals must meet certain educational standards and engage in rigorous 
continuing education to keep up with advances in their field. I have worked hard to be 
responsible in my own continuing education and am ready to demonstrate my 
competence in my field.  In the past five years, I have attended more than the minimum 
number of in service education programs, have earned 21 credits of graduate 
education, have published professional papers every year and have continued to hone 
my skills as a teacher. I believe that I am worthy of renewal of my certification. 
 
But that renewal won’t happen until all of the forms are filled out. And they must be sent 
in by the deadline. Which means that for half of the day yesterday, I was sitting at a 
desk filling out forms. And I’m not finished. I probably won’t be finished until sometime 
on Saturday or maybe even next Monday, barely in time for the forms to reach 
Cleveland in time for the deadline.  I wish I hadn’t procrastinated with the paperwork, 
but the truth is that I enjoy teaching far more than filling out forms. The truth is that it is 
easier for me to see hands-on face-to-face work as a higher priority than filling out the 
forms. The truth is that I happen to think that those who put people ahead of paperwork 
are better teachers. 
 
The certification process is not perfect. I requires too much paperwork. The forms are 
confusing and have been revised too many times to be fully consistent. Welcome to life. 
The members of the certification committee are more interested in teaching than in 
designing forms. The forms we fill our are recycled and modified from previous years. 
 
So I will fill out the forms. And I’ll get them in the mail by the deadline. And I won’t give 
too much time or energy to thinking about the forms for another five years.   
 
Already today, I’ve written nearly 800 words about my reluctance to fill out forms. If I 
had inserted the 800 words into the forms I’d be nearly finished with this year’s 
application. But then, I’ve known for years that I enjoy writing this blog more than I enjoy 
filling out forms. 



 
May your day be as free from paperwork as possible. 
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February 21, 2009 – Another Farewell 
 

 
 
Yesterday was our daughter’s last day at her current job. She is heading off on a new 
adventure. An opportunity to live in England for a while developed and she is heading 
off for what seems to be a grand adventure. She is twenty-five. A great age for a great 
adventure. I am fifty-five, a good age to worry about my twenty-five year-old daughter - 
just a little bit.  
 
I’m up very early this morning to take her to the airport. She’s going to spend the 
weekend with her brother before coming back to spend next week packing her things, 
cleaning out her apartment and getting ready for her trip to England.  
 
It was hard for her to say good bye to the day care center. She’s become attached to 
the children and to their parents. She is very good at her job and there is no doubt that 
she has special gifts for working with children. There was a cake and some pictures and 
lots of hugs and more than a few tears as she bid farewell to the children. It is not easy 
to say good bye, even when there is a grand adventure waiting. 
 
I think I can remember being twenty-five enough to share some of her excitement about 
her new adventures. Just before I reached my twenty-fifth birthday I was packing up all 
of the things in our apartment and getting ready to put them in storage for a couple of 
months. We spent six weeks in Europe, including some time in England, before arriving 
in North Dakota to start our first parish as full-time pastors. I was excited about the trip. I 
was glad to have made it through my degree program. We had lived in Chicago for four 
years and I was ready for a new place and looking forward a bit to getting out of the city. 



 
Of course it seems quite different to me, looking back. By the time I was 25, I had been 
married for five years. We had just finished graduate school, we had received the call to 
be pastors to two small congregations in Southwestern North Dakota, and things were 
in motion for our ordination in the fall. My parents and my sister and her husband were 
able to take time off for the grant European adventure. We had friends in many places 
in Europe and it seemed like the right time to take a big trip and see a bit of the world 
before settling down to our new career. My parents paid for the trip to Europe. 
 
Rachel’s parents aren’t paying for her trip to England. She never asked us to. She has 
figured out her own way to head of on this grand adventure. She is choosing her own 
path, which is a good thing. She is a very intelligent, resourceful and capable young 
woman. She is a hard worker and has earned the respect of her colleagues and the 
people for whom she has worked. She has threaded the path from high school into her 
young adult years with an incredible amount of grace. She has made more good 
decisions than bad, has treated others with respect and care and has made her father 
very, very proud. 
 
But I worry just a little bit.  
 
We live in a precarious world with lots of problems that can occur. The economy is 
tough and finding a new job when she returns form England will be a challenge. I want 
her to be happy in this life and I know that it is a good thing for her to experience the 
world beyond our little corner, but it seems like she will be so far away. 
 
I know my thoughts are not rational. When I was 21, I loaded my wife and most of our 
worldly possessions into our car and set off for Chicago. When we arrived, I didn’t have 
enough money to make the return trip without calling and asking for a loan from my 
parents. There were as many risks awaiting me as I threaded my way through my 
young adult years as there are for her. But I was blissfully unaware of most of the risks I 
was taking. I was just off on a great adventure. I would walk around Chicago just 
amazed to be there. I could spend hours in the library just being overwhelmed that there 
was a library so big. I had to pinch myself to remind myself that is was my life and not a 
dream. 
 
I know that Rachel has the skills and grace and wisdom to tackle the problems of her 
life. I know that she is capable and willing to work hard. And I know all of the things that 
might go wrong. So I worry a little bit.  
 
But I pray that my worries don’t hold her back from her life’s adventures. My parents 
never held us back from our adventures. And who I am today is, in part, due to the 
adventures I took before I was old enough to know better.  
 



Twenty-five is a great age for a grand adventure. At least that is what I keep telling 
myself. I’m even blogging about the topic this morning as I contemplate all of the 
changes in her life.  
 
But today she isn’t headed for England yet. She’s just going to Olympia. And her brother 
will be there to meet the plane. And they’ll have a fun weekend for him to show her his 
life in that place. And Monday evening, I’ll be at the airport to meet her when she comes 
back. She’ll be off work next week and I’ll have more time to be with her. Of course we’ll 
be spending that time moving her furniture into the storage unit and getting things ready 
for her trip. But working times are often the best talking times for us.  
 
And this morning I’m looking at the pictures of her with the children in her day care 
center and I am remembering when she was their age. I’ll never forget the first time I 
held her in my arms. She was so tiny she fit between my elbow and the tips of my 
fingers. It was like holding an angel. I had to make myself stop trembling. I remember 
sitting in the rocking chair that is still in our living room with her had on my shoulder in 
the middle of the night - I’ve lost a lot of sleep due to that girl over the years - and 
thinking I don’t know what I would do if anything bad ever happened to her.  And now 
she is too big for me to pick up in the same way and I am still thinking that I don’t know 
what I would do if anything bad ever happens to her.  
 
But I also know that she needs to live her own life and have her own adventures and 
that the time has come for her dad to wish her well and say farewell and cheer her on. It 
is definitely not the time for me to hold her back and keep her all to myself. Our children 
are never really “ours” in the first place. We are given the gift of their presence for a little 
while and our job is to prepare them and send them forth into the wide world.  
 
But I’m glad she asked me for a ride to the airport this morning. I still need her to need 
me just a little bit.  
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February 22, 2009 – The Summit 
 

 
 
I am not a mountaineer. I have done a bit of rappelling, but I never developed the skills 
of a technical rock climber.  I’m more suited to trails that wind through the woods. Still, 
there are plenty of summits that can be reached by a trail.  I’ve climbed the Barr trail up 
Pike’s Peak, though I guess it is no great accomplishment to have climbed a mountain 
that has both a railroad and a road for cars that go all the way to the top. Crazy peak, at 
a little over 11,000 feet is the highest point in the mountains north of the town where I 
grew up. It is a hike that is best undertaken from a base camp, so three days are in 
order. But there isn’t much technical about the climb. One has to cross a large field of 
scree and it is rather narrow near the top with some dramatic places where one could 
fall, but as mountain summits go, it isn’t on the list of top accomplishments. 
 
The two summits around here are Bear Butte and Harney Peak. Harney at 7200 feet is 
the highest point in the Black Hills and the highest point west of the Rocky Mountains in 
the United States.  The trail up Bear Butte is probably a more rigorous climb. It is 
steeper, at least at the beginning of the hike, and there are a lot less trees and therefore 
less shade as one walks. Neither is much of a challenge from a technical point of view. 
It is easy to summit and return from either in less than half a day.  
 
Our summits here in South Dakota may more closely resemble those in the Middle 
East. Israel isn’t exactly filled with mountains like Colorado. And the climate in the 
region is warmer and dryer than many mountainous areas. 
 



But there is something in the human spirit that draws us to go up to the highest places 
in whatever region we find ourselves. We look up to the heights and wonder what it 
might be like to see the world from up there and then, when the opportunity presents 
itself we take a little hike and go to the top of the mountain. Perhaps we do so just to 
say that we have done it. Perhaps there is some sense of accomplishment in being able 
to say, “I’ve been up there.” Perhaps it is a real desire to get a fresh perspective and to 
look at our world from another point of view.  
 
The Bible has plenty of stories of summits. Moses would go up on Mt. Horeb to talk to 
God and it was at the summit of Mt. Nebo where Moses looked over the promised land 
and received the news that he would die without entering that place. Jesus took Peter 
and James and John and went up on the mountain to pray. It was there that he was 
transfigured in their sight and he spoke with Moses and Elijah, a complete suspension 
of the normal limits of time.  
 
For thousands of years, our religious traditions have held that God is not restricted to 
any single place. Since God is everywhere, people can be in relationship with God no 
matter where their location. Yet, we continue to identify some places that somehow 
seem to us to have a particular sense of the holy. For the most part, these places are 
hallowed by the events that took place there. Horeb is sacred because it is where 
Moses was when the law was revealed. Nebo is sacred because it was the ending 
place of Moses’ leadership. But there are plenty of sacred places that are not on the top 
of mountains. Jerusalem has a few hills, but is hardly a summit. Pineal, where Jacob 
wrestled with the angel, is alongside the river. 
 
Still, from time to time we seek the high places. And we have had some awesome 
experiences at the summits of our lives. 
 
Perhaps is is the departure from the everyday more than the elevation that makes us 
more aware of God’s presence and receptive to God’s call. In the story of our people, 
these mountain top experiences, while deeply significant, cannot be retained. They are 
fleeting moments and soon enough we go back down and rejoin our everyday life at a 
somewhat lower elevation. I can stand in the old fire tower on top of Harney Peak and 
wonder what it might be like to watch a thundershower from that vantage point. But I 
have never been inclined to stay up there through the winter.  
 
The high places are for visiting. We live most of our lives in other places. 
 
Today, with Christians around the world, we celebrate transfiguration Sunday. We re tell 
the story of Jesus and James and John. And part of the story that we tell is how the 
suggestion that they build structures and stay on the mountain was quickly rejected. 
They descended the mountain after that experience and got on with the activities of 
their lives. The experience on the mountain was transient. No matter what they did they 



could not hang on to it. From time to time we may glimpse the eternal, but it is the 
nature of the eternal that we cannot posses it.  
 
Most of our lives are lived with memories of experiences at the summit. Only a very few 
moments are spent at the actual summit of any hill or mountain. But our memories are 
strong. We have stories of summit experiences that have sustained our people for 
uncounted generations. And even though we know that telling the story is not the same 
thing as having been on the mountain on that particular day, there is still a bit of the awe 
and wonder contained in the story and we share a fraction of that experience in the re-
telling.  
 
May we continue to experience the summit long after we are able to climb to the top. 
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February 23, 2009 – Fishin’ 
 

 
 
The days are starting to stretch out again. We can really notice it at the ends of the 
days. There is more light in the evening and more time for outdoor activities. And the 
sunrise is earlier. It is getting very close to the season of driving directly into the sun on 
the way to work. After months of going to and coming from work in the dark, the light is 
a welcome friend. 
 
I suppose, if I were like a lot of other folks, I’d be turning my mind to fishing. It’s the way 
we grew up. Fishing and hunting were regular pursuits of my father and grandfather. We 
have pictures of me joining them on their adventures at a relatively early age. I’m pretty 
sure that the fish in the picture above weren’t caught by me, although my dad used to 
set the hook and then hand me the rod to reel them in, and it is possible that I 
participated in the fishing. I certainly have lots of fond memories of scrambling over 
rocks and walking along creeks and rivers with my dad.  
 



We ate what we caught. There is nothing better than a pan-fried brook trout with your 
eggs for breakfast. I’ve had many a fresh-caught fish fried over a campfire with a little 
butter, a little flour and a little salt and pepper.  
 
But my mind hasn’t really turned to fishing. I don’t do much fishing these days. I haven’t 
lost my taste for fish. They are still mighty good eating.  I have a good fly rod and all that 
is needed to tie my own flies, but I haven’t tied a single fly this winter. The feathers and 
deer hide and other supplies are all in a box on the shelf and have been in the same 
place for several years. 
 
It may be that I’m just not that good of a fisherman. My youngest brother, Randy, is the 
fisherman in our clan. From the time he was big enough to go down to the river with us, 
he has focused on catching fish. He can see them when all I see is glare on the water. 
He can roll a cast under a bank edge and skim the water with a hook without making a 
splash. When we were younger, we could fish both sides of the river and switch sides 
for the walk back home. By the turnaround point, I might have one or two and he’d be 
begging me to take some of his because he was limited out. He has the eyes and the 
touch of a fisherman. I’ve never quite had that ability. 
 
But another part of the truth is that I’ve always been distracted by all of the other things 
that go with fishing. I love to skip rocks, wade in the creek, and look at the birds. I used 
to find bullheads and minnows as interesting as fish that were big enough to eat. I could 
spend more energy catching grasshoppers for bait as I did fishing. I loved making rafts 
out of old inner tubes and strapping on a face mask and snorkel to look at the fish close 
up. When we go fishing as adults I take my camera and spend more time taking 
pictures than catching fish.  
 
And once I discovered boats, well, I just headed off in another direction entirely. I can 
have my attention entirely diverted by the shape of a canoe or the joy of silent paddling 
in a good wooden boat. I’ve spent more time hauling canoes and kayaks to the lake 
than I have fishing in recent years. More than once I’ve loaded my rod into a canoe and 
started paddling. By the end of the paddle I haven’t made a single cast, but have had a 
joyful time just the same. Many days I don’t even have fishing gear with me when I head 
for the lake.  
 
I am so distracted by all kinds of things that go with fishing, that I really don’t do much 
fishing these days. The folks who head out on the ice with an auger in one hand and a 
tackle box in the other are dedicated fishermen. It isn’t that I’ve never been ice fishing, it 
is that I don’t get around to it every year. I’m not like some of my friends, who study 
everything piscatorial and can focus on the fishing so much that they don’t notice the 
scenery. 
 
Jesus seemed to have a special place in his heart for fishermen. He selected several as 
his disciples. Norman Maclean, in his masterful book, A River Runs Through It, reports 



of being the son of a presbyterian minister whose main passion was fishing. In fact the 
stern old minister taught his sons that not only did Jesus prefer fishermen, but that the 
beloved disciple, reported in the gospel of St. John, was probably a fisherman who 
fished dry flies exclusively.  
 
I identify more closely with the disciples in Mark’s Gospel, who seem to never get 
anything quite right, including fishing. They obviously weren’t selected because they 
were good fishermen. In fact one gets the impression that had Jesus not chosen Simon, 
Andrew, James and John, they might have starved to death as fishermen. They couldn’t 
even figure out which side of the boat to cast their nets without advice from Jesus.  
 
Which explains why they are famous not for their fishing, but for leaving their nets and 
boats behind and following Jesus.  

I guess that new kind of fishing is what really caught my attention and my passion and 
became for me worthy of a lifetime’s investment.  
 
But like those other disciples, I started out as a fisherman. And I have the photos to 
prove it.  
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February 24, 2009 – Catalogues 

 
“What are you studying so intently?” my mother asked. I hadn’t been aware that I was 
studying anything. I had started to look through the mail. At our house most of he mail is 
headed for the garbage can, but there are still plenty of things that we get in the mail 
that we need to see: bills, personal correspondence, a few appeals from causes that we 
support, and the like.  What I had paused to look through was a catalog of Japanese 
hand tools: saws, block planes, knives, axes, chisels, etc.  
 
I have no need of additional tools. My garage resembles a poorly-organized hardware 
store. I’ve been collecting tools since I was a kid and I have the things I need to do the 
building and respiring that needs to be done at our home. I have chisels and hand saws 
and planes. I have carving tools and finishing tools and clamps. I have saws that cut on 
the push stroke and saws that cut on the pull stroke.  
 
We receive a lot of catalogs at our home. I’m not sure why, because we don’t make a lot 
of catalog purchases. We try to make local purchases when we are able and when we 
can’t find what we need locally we purchase a few things online. Of course a single 
online purchase gets one on the list for catalogs from that company for years to come.  
 
I’m sure that I have purchased from Japan Woodworker a couple of times. They are an 
excellent source for the thin-bladed finishing saws that I use in building canoes and 
kayaks. But if I were to need something from them, I would never bother to look for the 
catalog. I would go to their web site. The catalog doesn’t arrive at the moment that I 
need something and I don’t try to keep catalogs around until I need to order. If I did, our 
house would fill up with catalogs and there would be no room for other things. My 
general goal is to get the catalogs to the garbage can the same day they arrive. 



 
Still, I was studying the catalog yesterday. I had no intent of making a purchase, I had 
no need for the products advertised, but there I was, reading the descriptions of the 
various tools that they have for sale. I don’t know why I was doing it. 
 
One might say that I love to read, but there is no shortage of interesting reading material 
in my home. I always have several magazines and books at hand for a quiet moment 
when I can turn to reading. One might say that I was reading to learn more about the 
various tools that are offered. And that may be a bit of the case. But I doubt if I will 
remember the distinctions between master grade and standard grade Noko Giri saws. 
And I am sure that I will not remember the names of the various toolmakers who are 
featured in the catalog.  I wasn’t reading for information. 
 
I just like looking at tools. There is some pleasure associated with tools that goes 
beyond their functionality. The beauty of fine craftsmanship has an allure of its own. 
Well made tools are worthy of my attention even when I am not working on a project.  
 
I’m sure that different catalogs appeal to different members of my family. There are 
some clothing catalogs that come that would never get a second look from me.  
 
But the bottom line is that as resistant as I am to that kind of advertising, it works. 
Somehow those catalogs that we say we don’t want and that we try to dispose of 
quickly make some sort of impression on us. It is difficult to say how they influence our 
purchase decisions. I’d like to believe that I make purchases in response to needs and 
not just because I saw an advertisement, but there is no getting around the fact that 
there are plenty of items in our house that I have purchased that we really didn’t need.  
 
I have heard of people who become addicted to the shopping channel on television and 
who order items that they never use, sometimes placing their family at financial risk. We 
don’t have cable television and we don’t receive the shopping channel, so I have no 
sense of its allure, but it doesn’t sound attractive to me. I can’t imaging watching 
advertisements only - they are an unwanted distraction in the bit of television that I do 
watch.  
 
And yet, I have to admit that I am influenced by the catalogs.  
 
Fortunately, the catalogs do not demand that I “call now,” and I have time to think and 
reflect before placing an order. And the tool catalog that arrived at my home yesterday 
is now in the garbage can. 
 
Still, there were some really neat block planes in that catalog . . . 
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February 25, 2009 – Lent 
 

 
 
Today begins a new season in the church calendar. Lent is the 40 days of preparation 
for the festival of Easter. I know, in the church, we count in a funny fashion. In order to 
end up with forty days from Ash Wednesday to Easter, we don’t count the Sundays. The 
origins of Lent are ancient.  The Christian season has roots in Jewish Passover 
traditions, which in turn have roots in earlier festivals related to the birth of spring lambs 
and the end of winter. The name “Lent” means “lengthen.” It refers to the the 
lengthening of the days that is observed in the spring in the Northern Hemisphere. 
Although Christianity has its roots in the places where the days get longer during these 
months, its area of most rapid growth is in parts of the world where the days are 
growing shorter at this time.  
 
I noticed the lengthening yesterday. The picture that accompanies this blog was taken 
just as I parked my pickup in the church parking lot. For months I have been arriving at 
work in the dark, but yesterday the sun was making its first appearance as I pulled into 
my parking place near the outdoor cross. The low light angle gives the cross an 
enormous shadow at that time of day. With all of the religious meanings of this season, 
it makes sense to begin it in the shadow of the cross. 
 
Lent is a season of penance, of admitting guilt and seeking ways to change one’s life. 
Confession is always a part of a Christian walk, but during Lent special emphasis is 
given to the conviction that things do not need to stay the way that they are. Change is 
possible. We can go in new directions. It is traditional for Christians to give up 
something for the season. With a life that is as full and sometimes as hectic as mine, 



the thought of giving up something is attractive. Even with lengthening days, my energy 
is near its limits as I sink into my bed each evening. But shedding obligations seems 
hardly to be the kind of change that i need. 
 
I have often used Lent as a time to consider the excesses in my life. I eat too much. 
Lent is a six-week invitation to pay more attention to my eating and to make changes 
that will increase health and decrease my excesses. It is not that Lent is a convenient 
season of dieting. According to health educators, dieting doesn’t work. If one wants to 
lose weight and keep it off nothing short of a change of lifestyle is demanded. At its 
best, the season of Lent can be about real change, not just temporary self-denial.  
 
Most of the changes that we need to make are difficult and challenging. If change were 
easy or automatic, we would have made the changes by now. Real repentance - turning 
one’s life in a new direction - is always difficult. But our faith reminds us that it is always 
possible as well.  
 
In the midst of my busy life, I need to make more time for prayer. That means that I 
need to give up other uses of my time. It means that I need to exercise for endurance - I 
will need energy for additional focus. It means that I need to calm the frantic nature of 
too many of my days and quiet myself to genuinely pay attention to God’s call in my 
life.  
 
The connection between the words “disciple” and “discipline” are not accidental. To 
follow Jesus requires a significant level of commitment. Jesus invites us to make our 
faith into something much deeper than a puff of emotion. The call to become disciples is 
nothing short of a radical change in the direction of one’s life.  
 
One might think that a pastor has already made those decisions and commitments, and 
that Lent might be somehow less dramatic in my life than in the life of someone who 
was new to the Christian faith. But the reality is that the invitation to repentance is 
constant and the need for real change is a part of our human condition. I am no less in 
need of repentance than any other member of my congregation. And my role as a 
leader demands more than words from my mouth. It demands action in my life.  
 
So today is a new beginning for me. There will be a few outward signs, as usual. I will 
dress in black today. I will have my forehead smudged with ashes during worship. I will 
spend more time in prayer and contemplation. But the important changes will be less 
visible.  
 
May I use the lengthening of the days as an opportunity to grow in faith this year. 
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February 26, 2009 – Good Morning 
 

 
 
I’ve been used to getting up early in the morning for a long time. When we were 
children, going flying with dad meant being willing to get up early in the morning. I loved 
going flying with dad a lot more than I loved lying in bed. So I learned to get up. In fact, 
because going with dad meant getting ready before he left, I learned to hop out of bed 
and get dressed and out to the car before he left. 
 
Susan and I made it through college and graduate school with a single manual 
typewriter. Since she was an evening person and tended to work into the wee hours at 
the typewriter, I took my shift in the morning. I’d get up and could count on having the 
typewriter to myself in the morning. I never remember having any conflict over whose 
turn it was to use the typewriter. Although we’ve moderated our schedules a bit, we tend 
to stay up at opposite ends of the day to this day. It gave us extra endurance as parents 
when our children woke in the night, and it seems to give us each a bit of space for 
private thoughts and meditation each day. 
 
When we lived in North Dakota, I’d rise and head off to work. After unlocking a few 
things and turning on the lights, I’d usually make a pot of coffee, turn on the transmitter 
and do a bit of paperwork before precisely at 5:55 to the second, I switch on a 
microphone and say, “Good Morning Ladies and Gentlemen, you are listening to Radio 
Station KNDC broadcasting from Hettinger, North Dakota at 1490 kilocycles at a 
daytime power of 1,000 watts under authority of the Federal Communications 
Commission in Washington DC. We now begin our broadcast day.”  Play the national 
anthem, make a few announcements and then switch in the feed from the network 



precisely at 6:00 a.m. My headphones gave me a signal at 30 seconds out from the live 
feed and then would give tones to count down the last five seconds. I had to adjust the 
pace of my reading or speaking to make the switch at exactly the right second. “Dead 
air” and incomplete feeds were noticed by my audience and I sought to avoid both.  
 
I enjoyed my brief journey into radio land.  The congregations I was serving had called 
me to a part-time ministry, so I had time and needed the funds. I did several part-time 
jobs over those years, including driving school bus. But the radio was fun. I had an 
audience. Of course we are talking about small town, low-power radio here, so the 
audience wasn’t very big. I read the local “birthday list” every day and played special 
songs for all couples who were celebrating 50th or higher anniversaries. In those days 
there was a television situation comedy about radio stations called WKRP in Cincinnati. 
Our station wasn’t very similar. No one in our station had designated jobs. The sports 
director was also the salesman and also the engineer for remote broadcasts. The 
general manager hosted a daily talk show, the secretary recorded ads, read recipes and 
typed copy. At certain times of the day, the station phones were answered only when 
we were playing records on the air.  
 
A few years before I moved away from North Dakota, there was a special program that 
enabled reservation communities to get their own radio stations. Several small stations 
were begun on area reservations. It was a struggle from the start. There was adequate 
funding for equipment and some built modern studios, but there was not enough funding 
for staff training or for assistance with programming. The stations were really home 
grown, with announcements about lost pets and reminders to individual teens that it was 
time to head from home. But broadcasting in native languages became an important 
part of building community and preserving the languages.  Many of those stations 
broadcast for a few years and went off the air.  
 
Yesterday KILI radio, celebrated its 26th anniversary. They had cake and tours of the 
studio and the Crazy Horse Singers crammed into the studio to play their drum and sing 
songs live over the air. Dennis White Shield staffed the phones and took calls from folks 
remembering and wishing the station well. KILI now broadcasts on the Pine Ridge 
reservation and now with translators on the Cheyenne and Rosebud reservations. The 
signal can be received in some parts of Rapid City and is weak and fuzzy in other 
areas. The radio on my pickup seems to be the best at picking up the signal for some 
reason.  
 
A twenty-sixth anniversary isn’t much, really. The 25th anniversary last year was a 
larger milestone. But the anniversary demonstrates significant staying power. Listening 
to the programs demonstrates significant maturity that has come from years of 
experience.  The station has taken some big steps in recent years. A little over two 
years ago a summer storm blew through Porcupine and a lightning bolt struck the tower, 
taking part of it down and blowing out the transmitter. KILI was off the air for a couple of 
months. Remaining independent has resulted in financial challenges and it has 



remained a bare-bones operation with little funds for new equipment. But the station is 
being very proactive working to keep energy costs down. They have installed a wind 
turbine and undertaken other steps to decrease operating costs. For a few minutes at a 
time, they are able to be “off grid” broadcasting on power that is generated on site. The 
system isn’t fully operational and it will be some time before KILI would be able to keep 
on the air during a long power failure, but little by little they are making progress. 
 
Rapid City has plenty of radio stations. Some of them are established operations that 
produce polished and professional broadcasts. Others use extensive feeds and 
automation to produce quality programs. But there is a bit of me that enjoys, from time 
to time, a taste of small town grassroots radio. Even the poor reception adds to the 
ambiance of the experience. In a small way it is a metaphor for the work I do in the 
church. People want to have a church that is professionally managed and has the 
trappings of success. But even more than that, they want to be a part of a community - 
to be known and to feel like their church operates on their own level. Some of our 
congregations are called to serve that need for community by being genuine and faithful 
even when it means that there are larger church buildings that are better equipped. 
Religion is not a competitive race to the top. It is a faithful witness to God.  
 
So congratulations KILI on 26 years of broadcasting. May the next 26 be a bit easier 
than the last - but not too easy. The struggle to survive is part of the quality we 
appreciate in your independent nature. Even those of us who don’t speak Lakota are 
listening. And we enjoy it when you have live singers even more than we enjoy the 
recordings. Your voice is an important part of our community.  
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February 27, 2008 – At Table 
 

 
 
These days, most of our meals are three persons at our table. The leaves for the table 
are usually in the closet and there is plenty of room at the table. For most of my adult 
life, our family has been relatively small. When our children were growing up, we had 
four for dinner most days. 
 
That’s a bit different from the way I grew up. We had seven children in our family, but 
we are widely spaced, so most of the time there were only five at home. Still, with my 
parents that meant seven at the table most days. And my dad loved to invite others to 
our house for a meal, so eight or nine at the table wasn’t uncommon. I remember going 
home to the house where I grew up after we had been married for more than a decade. 
It was the first time I had seen the old kitchen table without the leaves in it. It seemed so 
small. By that time, there were many meals when my mother was eating alone at that 
table. The table was pushed up against the wall on one side.  It seemed really different.  
 
When we were growing up the table was in the middle of the room. My mother sat at 
one end of the table and my father at the other. My sister and I sat on one side and the 
three little boys on the other. If we had one guest, that person usually sat to my left and 
I moved down the table. If we had more, the seating plan was disrupted and people sat 
where ever there was a space.  
 
Last night we had our usual three, Susan’s father, our daughter and her boyfriend, and 
three other friends for dinner, so we were nine at the table. It was a little crowded, but 
with the leaves in the table there was room for everyone. It really was nice to have a full 



table. Conversation was lively and everyone seemed to be enjoying the food and the 
conversation.  
 
A simple family dinner is becoming a rare treat in our fast-paced world. A friend recently 
told me that she was helping with pre-kindergarten screening and part of the process 
was showing the children simple pictures and having the children say the name of the 
object in the picture. One of the pictures was of a table. The child hesitated and the 
screener attempted to help. She said, “Where do you sit to eat dinner?” “In the car,” was 
the quick response. Chances are that the child had had plenty of meals at home at the 
table, but it was equally likely that a rushed meal in the car on the way to or from some 
other event was a common way of getting a meal.  
 
We live in an over-scheduled society. Fast food has become a staple in the menu plans 
of many families. Convenience is stressed at the grocery store, where there is a large 
section of food that is already prepared, ready to be taken home and served. Families 
think nothing of dining out.  
 
For the most part, our family eats at home. Most weeks I bake our bread and most of 
our meals are cooked in our own kitchen. But there are days when we are too busy. 
There are times when I drive through a fast food drive-up lane and pick up a couple of 
sandwiches to take home for lunch when I haven’t allowed enough time to shop for 
groceries. And we use more prepared foods than we did when our children were living 
at home. 
 
Rushing meals, however, comes at a high cost. The financial cost is obvious. Last 
night’s meal featured London broil, a cut of steak that is not common in our home, and 
yet the total cost was way less than feeding half as many people in a restaurant. But 
there are costs beyond the dollars and cents. When families don’t make time for shared 
meals, the cost in relationships is significant. There is something about table 
conversation that connects us in deep ways. When I get over committed and work 
through mealtimes, it becomes immediately obvious that there is something missing 
from my life.  
 
These days our work schedules are such that we generally only have one meal a day 
when we are all together. I’m often out of the house before the others have breakfast 
and Susan often works through the lunch hour just to get things done. It is not an ideal 
situation, but we adapt to the demands of work and home and our life is often a 
“juggling match.” I’ve long since given up striving for some idealized “perfect” life. Often 
we are muddling through our day to day existence, over committed and over scheduled. 
But we make it for a home cooked dinner most days. And we find time to have friends 
over to our house on a regular basis.  
 
It is our family custom to hold hands when we say grace before meals. It is the way I 
grew up. Probably the practice comes from the need to still the busy hands of small 



children, but it is a pleasant custom when we are all adults as well. One of the table 
prayers from my childhood that we use to this day goes: “We thank thee, Lord, for 
happy hearts, for rain and sunny weather. We thank thee, Lord, for this our food, and 
that we are together.” 
 
There is something about that prayer that just feels better when there is a gang at the 
table rather than a few. For those times when we are together, there is a genuine sense 
of gratitude in our lives. 
 
It is good to be together.  
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February 28, 2009 – Gandhi’s Glasses 
 

 
Photo by Margaret Bourke-White from Life.com. 
 
Mohandas Karamahand Gandhi, commonly known as Mahatma Gandhi, was a leader 
in India’s independence movement. He pioneered the principles of resistance to tyranny 
through mass civil disobedience. His principles of nonviolent political action have been 
the inspiration to many other significant world leaders including Desmond Tutu and 
Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
Early in his life, Gandhi made a commitment to Ahimsa (nonviolence) and he swore to 
always speak the truth. He chose to live a very simple life, with few possessions.  He 
lived at Sabarmati Ashram, a small self-sufficient community and wore the tradtional 
Indian dhoti and shawl, woven with yarn he had hand spun on a charkha. He at simple 
vegetarian food and also undertook long fasts as means of self-purification and social 
protest. 
 
So, it seems out of place to learn that the few simple possessions that he had have 
come to be viewed by some in the world as commodities. An auction has been 
announced at Antiquorum auction house in New York City that features Gandhi’s 
glasses, pocketwatch, sandals, bowl and plate. The assorted items are estimated to sell 
for as much as $30,000. The nation of India has announced that they are prepared to 
do whatever is necessary to obtain the items and bring them back to India. 
 
How did the possessions of a simple man become a commodity to be traded on world 
markets? Not that Gandhi has any need of possessions any more. He lived a life that 



was remarkably free of possessions and never traded in the world’s financial markets. 
His intelligence and spirit were largely unencumbered by possessions in this life and I 
am sure that he would have no regrets about giving up his possessions at his death. 
Still, it seems wrong that anyone else could claim ownership of these items.  
 
I suppose that it is the price of fame. Although he never sought fame or attention in 
conventional ways, Gandhi’s methods of working for social change depended upon 
people knowing what was happening. His protests, fasts, and acts of civil disobedience 
would have been ineffective if it were not for the fact that others were aware of what he 
did. At times it was necessary for people around the world to know of his actions. Being 
in the public eye and having a degree of fame was essential to the dramatic changes 
that he led in India. He never sought to be center stage, but it was the attention of the 
world that forced the change he sought. 
 
The details of his private life became the stories that have been told and re-told for 
generations.  
 
Gandhi first employed the principles of nonviolent change while working as an 
expatriate lawyer in South Africa. There is a large community of people of Indian 
background in South Africa and under apartheid they were labeled as “colored” and did 
not have full civil rights. From 1893 to 1914 he lived and worked in South Africa, 
suffering all of the injustices that were common to that society at that time as he 
attempted to organize people to force the South African government to grant vote to the 
majority of its citizens. While he was in South Africa the 1906 a Zulu uprising erupted. 
Having previously served as an ambulance driver in the Boer War, he was not a 
stranger to the horrors of war, but the Zulu uprising and the sheer brutality of the British 
response heightened his conviction that war is a poor solution to human conflicts.   
 
His experiences in India were life-shaping and it was through those experiences that he 
formed the principles of nonviolent action that were so successful when he returned to 
India to organize peasants, farmers and urban laborers in civil disobedience to change 
unfair land tax issues and later to bring about the Independence of India from British 
colonial rule. Non-cooperation, non-violence, and peaceful resistance were effective 
tools for incredible social change. They proved to be mightier than the world’s strongest 
armies. 
 
There are many stories of Gandhi’s life - too many to be told in this short blog. But it is 
clear that for Gandhi the principles that he taught others were the principles by which he 
lived. There was a personal integrity and commitment to the truth that helped him 
eschew the normal trappings of fame. He avoided wealth and honor and chose to live 
simply and faithfully. 
 
His few possessions belong to the whole world, not to any individual. I suppose that the 
Indian government is right in seeking to have them returned to India and that in the 



terms of governments the price that they will pay is small.  And I am sure that the owner 
who will leave with cash in hand will be pleased to have money. But I hope that the 
seller is thoughtful in the use of the proceeds. It would be wrong to use the funds for 
personal luxuries or comfort. Were I to be asked, I would advise careful consideration of 
charities or other organizations that help to bring about peaceful change in a world that 
is too violent. I will not, of course, be consulted in the matter.  
 
Perhaps it is not important in the first place. Gandhi wouldn’t need to hang on to his 
possessions. He would not waste his time or emotional energy in a battle over 
ownership of a few simple possessions.  
 
Let the auction proceed. I won’t be bidding. I have the stories of Gandhi’s life which are 
far more valuable. 
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