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Introduction 
 

The Potential to Flourish 

At Christmas, we celebrated once again the significance of 

Jesus’ birth. He has come to glorify and accomplish his Father’s 

will. He has come to us. He has come for us. He has come to live 

and grow in us. What does that growth look like? How does it 

happen? 

 

My father was a farmer. Growing up on the land and near plants 

and animals, I had the opportunity to experience the natural 

world in many wonderful ways. Farmers don’t just notice the 

weather or seasonal changes, they live them. They ritualistically 

enact them year-round.   

 

In late fall, after the field harvest comes in and even while our 

gardens still continue bearing, farmers may need to uproot and 

clear land for a new growing season. As we wrap our coats 

around us to go pull carrots or cut a cabbage or collards from 

the garden – certain greens like collards were much better 

after the first frost- farmers have other work. In the season 

of “wintering,” much was going on beneath the earth or in barns 

where equipment was being welded, repaired, or reconditioned 

for another season. 

 

In early spring, the land must be cultivated and prepared for 

planting. To an older farming generation, the Farmer’s Almanac 

was consulted for everything from pulling teeth to planting on 

or after Good Friday. There was something sacred about Good 

Friday planting. Jesus rising from the cold grave on Easter gave 

farmers the courage to believe that, despite the threat of 

wind, rain, hurricane or drought, tender shoots would break the 

hard earth once more, send down good roots, sprout, grow 

stems, flower, and bear fruit. All this came by the help of the 

Good Lord and the sweat of many brows to secure rental 

agreements for fields not their own, clear, plant, fertilize, 

irrigate, weed, prune, harvest, store, determine when to sell 



and to whom, sell, and transport produce in the hopes of making 

a sustainable profit. A complex, often vulnerable, dance was 

required to make that happen. For small farmers, it became 

trickier because as agri-business got bigger, farmers often 

never knew how the stock market, the price of a commodity in a 

foreign country, political and economic issues, such as trade 

agreements, grain futures, tariffs, weather or climate changes, 

global unrest and instability, among other variables, might 

thwart the whole process. Ironically, it was sometimes more 

profitable not to grow a crop at all. Farmers needed to become 

stock experts, political analysts, economists, and globalists who 

could navigate an unpredictable future, on top of the  grueling 

sun-up to sundown work of growing the world’s food. As agri-

business grew, the work of caring for the land to feed hungry 

people sometimes became less important than consolidating 

huge profits in the hands of few. My father often said there 

was enough food to feed the world, but many other factors, 

often related to greed and power, prevented hungry people 

from getting that food. So, when the growing season was 

successful, a good crop harvested, a just profit secured, for 

small farmers, it was just like Jesus breaking out from the 

stone hard tomb -a miracle all over again. 

 

Farmers didn’t just read about Lent, the lengthening of days  

from mid-winter to Easter, they lived Lent each year. They 

were Resurrection Folk. As the corn poured like warm, dusty 

kernels from hot combines in early fall, when wheat was baled, 

as corn and soybeans were sold, as the fruit was gathered and 

shared, the workers in God’s grand “vineyard” were enacting the 

rich hope that, with God’s grace and provision, we too were 

created to flourish, to bear seed, flower, and bear fruit. To do 

that, all of creation needed – and continues to need- all of 

creation. We need each other. Air needs earth and  

water and sun and fire. Humans need humus and humus needs 

humans. Hands need hearts. Humans need their Creator and 

Savior, the natural world, other creatures, and each other. 

 



Flourishing is not the accumulation of individual wealth or 

power. It is not self-aggrandizement or self-fulfillment. It is 

not self-centered. It cannot happen in private or in isolation. 

Its goal is not personal success or recognition. It is not winning 

the lottery or becoming a beneficiary of the property gospel. 

Flourishing is not what happens to individuals, but what happens 

to whole communities when we realize God has blessed us all to 

live as one people on one earth in harmony with God, nature, and 

each other.  

 

Flourishing is the surprising and delightful awareness that we 

were created as seed-bearers by a generous, loving God who 

envisions our potential through grace to live joyful, grateful, 

inter-connected, mutually compassionate, and responsible lives 

as one people with all of God’s creation. 

 

This Lent, I invite you to plant yourselves again in the fertile 

soil of some rich biblical stories about humans and humus, 

cultivating, sowing, growing, gardens, seedtime, and harvest. 

Come back with me as I remember what it was like growing up 

on and “with” the farm, and accept God’s invitation to see again 

what real flourishing might look like.  

 

Unless otherwise indicated, our scriptural references will be 

taken from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible and 

accessed through Oremus Bible Browser at bible.oremus.org. 

Descriptive citations will be provided internally for those who 

wish to read more. These reflections will be available on our 

website and will also be printed in two publications, Part 1, 

February 17 through March 12 and Part 2, March 13 through 

April 4.  

 
 

 



 

Come now to see, to hear, to feel, to touch, to know 

Not just fire - flame, 

 Not  just water- flow, 

Not just air- breath,  

 Not just dust- humus. 

Humus and humans and Creator creating! Come now! 

 

 

Wednesday  Feb. 17  Ash Wednesday           

                             Fire, Ash and Potash 

 
“Then the Lord God formed a human from the dust of the   

  ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and  

 he became a living being.” (Gen. 2:7) 

 

“By the sweat of your brow you shall eat your food until your  

return to the ground; for dust you are and to dust you shall  

return.” (Gen. 3:19) 

 

 “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By   

 his great mercy he has given us  a new birth into a living hope through   

the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4and into an  

inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept   

in heaven for you, 5who are being protected by the power of God  

through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. In  

this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had to suffer  

various trials, 7so that the genuineness of your faith—being more   

precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by fire—may be  

found to result in praise and glory and honour when Jesus Christ is  

revealed.” (I Peter 1:3-7) 

 

It’s Ash Wednesday. The Spirit comes once more to burn off 

and burn within. God has come to burn some things away to 

ready us for a new season of growth. There is always a danger 

in letting God set us afire, always a risk that nothing except 

ashes will be left behind, but one worth taking. It’s worth 



taking because if the burning is done right, these ashes might 

enrich both humus and humans for the seasons that lay before 

us. 

Along fall country roads, for better or for worse, you could 

smell it. The burning. The burning of leaves and ditch banks, hot 

tobacco barns, or pigs roasting for homecomings and church 

fundraisers.  Fire was put to many things when the hum of the 

last combine fell silent, and smoke rose both to offend and to 

please the nostrils of earth and humans. Sustainable farming 

practices developed to show farmers a better way to enrich soil 

and lives than releasing so much black carbon into the air, 

smoke which on cool autumn days would rise and curl and find 

you wherever you were. One of our richest fertilizers, potash, 

begins with burning, when plant or wood ash soaked in water 

produces a form of potassium which enriches soil.  

As with anything that enriches, there is a price in using too 

much. An over-abundance of potassium affects the absorption 

of other nutrients. My father was the first to teach me about 

this tricky ecological dance farmers must learn; sometimes we 

need to reduce soil potassium, for instance, to prevent too much 

phosphorus from flowing into waters, increasing algae growth  

and harming fish and other aquatic life. It was a tricky dance 

when smoke gets in your eyes and sometimes farmers, for all 

their faithfulness, could find themselves more “clod-footed” 

than “fleet-footed.” 

It’s Ash Wednesday and time to burn the withered  branches 

from our 2019 Palm Sunday which have been drying for two 

years upstairs directly over our communion table. They have 

been drying this long because COVID prevented us from 

gathering last year. Like farmers longing for rain to fall during 

a dry season, we are hoping even more this year for green life 

to spring from an arid time. Tom will burn those branches this 

year and you may receive some of them. Maybe you too will burn 

some dried plant as you sit also smoldering in the Spirit today.  



Today, we claim our ‘soddenness,’ our origin in earth and 

connection to earth. Today, we remember we are ash, but ash 

which remembers. Today, we submit to God’s fire.  

2020 sent many through fiery ordeals. Many of you now are 

facing your own fiery furnaces.  Zimbabwean-born philosopher 

Matshona Dhliwayo writes that “heat makes things expand; that 

is why life sometimes throws us into a fiery furnace.”  

When the three youth went through their fiery furnace in the 

Book of Daniel, they did not face those fires alone. There was a 

third person present among the flames. This same person has 

also been with us in our trials and will continue to shield us from  

being consumed. (See Dhliwayo, Matshona at Goodreads 

https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/tag/matshona-dhliwayo-quotes).  

 

We pray the ashes rising from our hearts and crossed on our 

foreheads will rise like feathery prayers to the God who comes 

as creator/farmer/gardener, and as burning bush that burns 

without being consumed. This fire will continue to fall at 

Pentecost to “birth” us “into a living hope through the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an 

inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading.” (I 

Peter 1:4) 

 

Matshona Dhliwayo also wrote something else worth taking with 

us on our Lenten journey: “The wind forgets, but the flame 

remembers.” God remembers how fire should burn. Lent is God’s 

invitation to burn off what needs to be removed so that the 

Spirit might plant new life in us, leaving us much better than we 

could ever imagine. 

 
Prayer: God, May the smell of your transforming fire prepare us to 

grow. Burn in us, Holy One, that we may flourish in your rich love and 

grace. 

 
 
 

https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/tag/matshona-dhliwayo-quotes


 
“Grandma Said” 

 

Grandma said, 

“If you stay clear of the fire, 

You won’t burn to death - 

But then, you might go to bed cold.” 

 

“Close to the Fire” 

 

O God, 

Keep me over your fire, 

Just close enough 

To cry for joy, 

Like the kettle 

When it whistles, 

A vapor, yes, 

Mist rising, 

But one that sings day and night, 

As long as it stays here, 

Close to the fire. 

 

 

 

Feb. 18 Seed Bearers 

Then God said, ‘Let the earth put forth vegetation: plants yielding seed, 

and fruit trees of every kind on earth that bear fruit with the seed in 

it.’ And it was so. 12The earth brought forth vegetation: plants yielding 

seed of every kind, and trees of every kind bearing fruit with the seed 

in it. And God saw that it was good. 13And there was evening and there 

was morning, the third day.” (Genesis 1:11-13) 

Like all young children, I used to ask my father many questions 

about the world, the earth, and farming. One I remember was, 

“How many seeds do you plant every year?” He laughed and said, 

“More than you and I could count!” I answered back, “Is it more 

than anyone could count?”  He paused and said, “God could count 

them!” 



God designed plants, animals and humans to be “seed bearing.” 

We have the capacity to bring forth more life. So, what does it 

mean to be seed bearers? 

It means we are a generative people. We have the capacity not 

just to bring forth but to bring forth for generations. God 

promised Abraham he would bear descendants that would 

continue from generation to generation. Abraham also received 

the generative power of faith that God would go with his 

descendants through the generations, and the promise is more 

far-reaching than that - through Abraham, all nations were to 

be blessed and flourish. 

The call to reproduce and fill the earth boggles the imagination 

because as seed bearers, we have the power to bring forth to 

the next generation not just physical beings, not just families, 

but so much more. The words “generous” and “generate” come 

from the same root – “genus,” which means “to create, to 

stock.” The word “generous” originally meant “of noble, 

magnanimous birth.”  Our Creator is a generous God who gives 

us the power to flourish by generating life from our lives and 

faith from our faith. The fear of scarcity diminishes when we 

remember we were created with more potential than we could 

ever dream of - more potential to create, to hope, to love, to 

share, to form compassionate communities, and to endure. Think 

for a moment of the etymology of the word “potent,” which 

comes from a word meaning “power, being able, capable of great 

strength.” Seed potency refers to generative strength.  Just as 

Abraham’s seed were “more numerous than the stars in the sky 

or the sand on the earth,” our God has created us with amazing 

“potential.” 

Fear robs us of this power. Do you remember the three men in 

the parable of the talents Jesus tells from Matthew 25:14-30? 

The first two men used their talents, their potential, to 

generate twice what they were given! They planted their seeds. 

What diminished the third man’s generative power?  Fear.  He 

was so afraid he would not be able to produce and so afraid of 

the owner’s reaction if he didn’t, he buried his talent. Burying 



our “seed” or potential is not the same as planting it. In the end, 

he ends up with nothing. 

What does it mean to say we have potential as seed bearers? It 

means we have a promise, an ability, a power, and an enabling 

strength to bring forth more than we could imagine. Our God is 

omni-potent, which means God has all the power, but God shares 

some portion of this generative power with us. What’s more, 

created in the image of a God who saves us by grace, we are 

enabled to create lives filled with hope, faith, and love which 

are blessed to grow, not just numerically, but exponentially. 

As seed bearers, we have the power to live beyond ourselves, 

generate life beyond ourselves, and affect lives beyond 

ourselves.  Never imagine your actions are for this moment 

alone. They extend and expand far beyond our time on the 

earth! Never limit your prayers to this moment, or day or week. 

They extend into the future, even past your lifetime! This is 

why we pray over the generations. We will say more about this 

in the meditations on uprooting and sowing. 

If you grasp the concept of being seed bearers, it will 

transform your life and how you envision your strength and 

potential. Meditate for a few moments on this idea that God 

has shared with you power, not only over your single life, but 

over generations. You have the capacity to reach, touch, affect, 

love, pray for, and be the conduit for God’s will to many, many 

more people than you will ever meet or could possibly dream of 

meeting. 

Your thoughts matter. Your actions matter. Your words matter. 

Your choices matter. Your faith matters.  By God’s mercy, you 

are seed bearers! 

Prayer: Generative God, we thank you for gifting us with great potential 

to extend our lives beyond ourselves. May we flourish in your will and 

ways. 

 

 



 

“First Work” 

 

Our first task, 

A work harder than it seems, 

Is to be - 

God’s first word to all, 

Be. 

Our first work- 

Not to produce, 

Not to perform, 

Not to accomplish, 

Not to compete, 

Not to succeed, 

To be. 

To be in God’s image, 

The humus out of which we become human, 

The soil out of which everything else sprouts. 

 

 

 

Feb. 19       For Everything There Is A Season 
 

“For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under 

heaven: a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time 

to pluck up what is planted;” (Eccl. 3:1-2) 

 

“As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold, and heat, 

summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease.” (Gen. 8:22)  

 

My father used to chuckle at weather talk. “Folks always want 

what they don’t have,” he would say; ”They complain when it’s 

hot in summer or cold in winter. They complain when the wind 

blows and when it doesn’t.”  It’s true. We wish away summer and 

then go into winter long-faced. My father lived so close to the 

seasons of life that he saw the breathless beauty of each one. 

He could also “tell the weather” as he said, without checking 

the forecast.  



 

For most of our recorded history, farmers relied on almanacs or 

proverbial wisdom passed on through the ages to help them.  

We might pause to reflect on the many years before 1854 when 

Colonel Robert Fitzroy set up the first Meteorological Board 

and began telegraphing his predictions of upcoming weather 

patterns. (“The Birth of the Weather Forecast” 

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-32483678). Before that – and 

since - some relied on their noses, sinuses, bones, joints, or the 

behavior of animals to forecast weather. We are all aware of 

how Phil, our favorite ground hog, predicts spring each year, but 

there are many other sayings passed along. A few I heard from 

my father and grandmother. No doubt, you have heard others. 

How many of these are familiar? What would you add? 

  
1. If a deer’s coat is thicker, we have a cold winter coming. 

2. If it thunders in winter, snow will follow in 7-10 days. 

3. If cows are lying on the ground, expect snow that day or the 

next. 

4. If wasps build their nests higher, rough snows are headed our 

way. 

5. If there is a halo around the moon, expect heavy precipitation 

or snowstorms. 

6. If corn husks are tight, a bad winter is coming. 

7. If you find a spoon-shaped shovel when you cut into a 

persimmon, beware of much snow. If you find a knife shape, 

expect cold weather; if you find a fork, winter will be mild. 

8. If there is an abundance of acorns which extend lower on the 

nut, expect a harsh winter. 

9. The length of the orange band on the wooly caterpillar  

predicts how long winter will be. 

10.  The number of foggy mornings in August will equal the 

number of snows that winter. 

 

If you want to learn more about these and the science behind 

them, check out the online site at 

(https://www.ashevillewx.com/weatherupdate/2018/10/3/10-

weatherlore-people-in-the-south-use-to-predict-winter) 

 

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-32483678
https://www.ashevillewx.com/weatherupdate/2018/10/3/10-weatherlore-people-in-the-south-use-to-predict-winter
https://www.ashevillewx.com/weatherupdate/2018/10/3/10-weatherlore-people-in-the-south-use-to-predict-winter


Some of the old-timers were right more often than we might 

expect! The one thing my father passed on is that nothing 

grows apart from God’s hand. There is a season for planting, a 

season for laying fallow, and a season for bearing fruit. There is 

a rhythm to all our lives which is both perceptible and 

imperceptible. The New Living Bible translation of Eccl. 3:11 

says it this way: “Yet God has made everything beautiful for its 

own time. He has planted eternity in the human heart, but even 

so, people cannot see the whole scope of God’s work from 

beginning to end.” God has “planted” eternity in us, but we 

cannot yet perceive the fullness of that growth or harvest. 

 

Our extravagantly fruitful God invites us to share in the 

seasons of new growth; yet, sometimes we humans have 

destroyed the rhythm God established by our overconsumption 

and abuse of the planet. For that, we ask for mercy. And 

sometimes, despite all odds, God shows up out of season to 

bring life. God showed up out of season to Abraham and Sarah 

and Elizabeth, promising children in their old age. God showed 

up out of season to a distraught widow, sending her word by 

Elisha in II Kings 4:7, that “At this season, in due time, you 

shall embrace a son.” And both these women, out of season, 

were surprised by new life. Maybe you have been too. Maybe 

you will be too. 

 

If we stay close and listen, the Spirit who whispers in the Word 

and in Silence, in the light and in the dark, will show us how to 

“handle” what is in the Good Lord’s hands. My roommate’s 

father said if you listen, you can hear the corn growing. God is 

speaking there too. May we listen to the One, who has “made 

the moon to mark the seasons; and the sun to know its time for 

setting.” (Ps. 104:19) 

When my father died, it seemed “untimely,” out of season. Yet, 

even though he died in late midlife and did not come to his 

grave “in ripe old age,” as Job puts it, he lived a fruitful life, 

alongside our Creator/Farmer, “as a shock of grain comes to the 

threshing-floor in its season.” (Job 5:26) 



Don’t wish it warm when it needs to be cold or cool when it 

needs to be hot. Our seasons are in God’s hands and so, with the 

Psalmist, we look to the One who gives us what we need “in due 

season.” (Ps. 104:27).  We all have seasons, but not the same 

ones. We all have cycles of growth, but they may not all be in 

perfect synch. Whatever our seasons, may we treasure each 

one, not longing for sun when we are called to bear fruit in the 

shade. May we treasure every season God gives us, looking for 

ways to rejoice when God surprises us with new life growing -

even in the bleak mid-winter. 

 

Prayer: God, remind us that all our seasons are in your hands.  

Together with all Creation, may we flourish in your rich love and 

grace. 

 

Feb. 20  Friday   Naming, Tilling, Keeping 

“The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden   

  to till it and keep it.” (Gen. 2:15) 

 

My maternal grandmother’s Carrie’s favorite song was “In the 

Garden.” She and many others have found solace in the scenario 

described in the song. The speaker is a solitary “I” who comes 

alone to the garden to meet, walk with, and find assurance from 

a God who tells the lone visitor that he/she is “God’s own.” The 

song continues to affirm that this newly discovered joy “none 

other has ever known.”  I sang this song many Sunday 

afternoons in a car crammed with my mom, Carrie Mae and her 

three sisters, Blanche Adel, Mattie Ford, and Neva Grey, as we 

headed down country roads toward Aurora to visit relatives. All 

those women crooning that song and other melodies in rich 

harmony should have been my first clue there were many times 

these sisters, like the women going to the tomb on Easter, 

brought each other along to the garden when they went there. 

They did not always go alone.  Sometime in my twenties, I 

remember singing this with a community mourning the loss of 



their loved one, and I paused to reflect on the irony of 

remembering the garden primarily as a private place God has 

created for individuals seeking consolation. It certainly is that, 

but so much more. 

For one thing, the garden is a dynamic community with many 

members and entities mutually dependent on each other. Light, 

darkness, sun, moon, heavenly bodies, water, land, and air, 

plants, and creatures spring from the Word of God. Seasons 

and generative seed proliferate. Some dirt is shaped and 

molded into human form with God’s own breath/spirit animating 

it!  

Take away any one of the rich gifts of creation, and life could 

not be sustained. Creation is far from an individual retreat; it is 

a vibrant calling for all life to live mutually and joyfully in a 

richly diverse and interconnected eco-system and habitat God 

proclaims as “good.” Dr. Ellen Davis, in Involved with God: 

Rediscovering the Old Testament, translates the two words for 

“tilling and tending” the earth as “work” (avad and in other 

translations, abad) and “watch” (shamar). When directed toward 

God, she notes, “avad” means to “worship,” and when directed to 

others, it means “to work for,” while “shamar” means “to watch 

over, to observe, to keep, to preserve.” (Involved with God, 

Rowman and Littlefield, 2001, 192). In the “Excursus: Dominion 

or Dependence” on Genesis 1-2 from the New Interpreters 

Study Bible, NRSV with the Apocrypha, “abad/avad” is 

translated as “to serve,” with humans called to exercise the 

same kind of benevolent rule over creation that God would 

provide for the world, “created good in all of its parts.” (New 

Interpreters Study Bible, Nashville: Abingdon, 2003, 8).Think 

back to the verbs which convey the richness of creation: God 

creates out of a void, God speaks light into the world, gathers 

together and also gives distinctive qualities to each kind of life, 

establishes seasons, calls forth “swarms” of living creatures, 

brings forth humans from the earth itself, calls humans to care 

for creation, blesses and declares the goodness of creation, 

hallows sabbath, and calls all to be fruitful.  



There is one other action which I came to understand more 

fully by growing up in a farming family and community – the 

practice of naming animals. When I first arrived at the small 

country church I served for many years, I received a frantic 

phone call from a person asking me to pray for Baby “Buddy” 

who the doctors had said was near death with no hope of 

survival. I asked if I could drive up to the place where “Buddy” 

was receiving medical care in order to be with the family. “No, 

don’t bother doing that. Just pray.” I immediately called 

another parishioner expressing my desire to share this time 

with the family. They too lamented the sadness of it and added, 

“losing our pets is hard.” If you have animals, you know how easy 

it is for them to become your “babies” too.  

This bond begins when we first see and name them. That is the 

sacred obligation God passes on the Adam.  Adam will decide 

what to “call” each creature. To name is to affirm the value and 

identity of each life. Naming establishes a relationship, a 

connection, a familial responsibility for.  We are kin to the 

earth and its creatures. The first time we held a “blessing of 

the animals” while I served a church in Sampson County, there 

was an excited response. We discussed the practice of bringing 

the creatures to church, but when we learned how many we had, 

we opted to send in pictures with names for a power point show. 

Pictures of dogs, cats, mice, ferrets, goats, donkeys, horses, 

spiders, turtles and more poured in . First and last names were 

given.  Even though we only used first names on our picture 

display at First Christian last year, most sent in “full” names.  

One parishioner from Sampson County in tears told me she 

refused to name some of her animals which they intended to 

use for food. “I can’t eat him if I named him,” she said. Maybe 

you can identify. 

To name is to claim. To declare the “full” name is to covenant to 

care for the fullness of creation and recognize the uniqueness 

of each creature. Following a massive heart attack in his 

thirties, my father was advised against hard field labor for a 

while. While he did go back to farming when he healed, he took 



this opportunity to increase his livestock and built fully 

automated farrowing houses for feeder pigs. When a gilt 

“found” her first litter, we stayed with her, warmed her with 

the heat lamp on cold nights, provided materials for nesting, 

and redirected runts to a favorable position to feed. We often 

brought particularly puny animals to the house to feed with a 

dropper. We learned that if a mother died in childbirth, other 

mothers might take some of her litter if we rubbed them dry 

with a cloth which had been wiped over the “adoptive” mother 

to catch her scent. Each animal had its own personality and our 

names reflected it. How many of you picked names to match the  

particular qualities or traits of the creatures you share life 

with? Dogs may be “Pokey” or “Rocket.” Many native American 

tribes gave their rivers, plants, and trees individual names to 

convey their distinctive qualities, a bestowal which proclaimed, 

“I see you and I know you. You are not invisible to me. I see you 

as a part of me and everything that is. I also see you as distinct 

from everything that is. I see who you are and how you are.” It 

was this kinship which prompted our first Americans to have 

religious rituals before a hunt asking permission from the 

animals to take their lives and thanking the animal for the gift 

of sustenance their lives provided. 

So, the next time you sing “I Come to the Garden,” also include 

a rousing verse or two from “All Creatures Great and Small” or 

“Morning Has Broken.” We will never flourish as a planet or 

people until we recognize the sanctity of all creation and our 

mutual need to care for our light and energy sources, land, air 

and waterways, plants, habitats, and all God’s creatures. 

Farmers understand what it means to “serve” the earth and 

care for it and its creatures. My father used to say, “if you 

take care of the earth, it will take care of you.” 

Come to the garden again this Lent. Spend some time with God 

and the rich community of life God has “made” into one family 

that desperately needs one another. Remember God has called 

you by name and invited you to “name” and claim your kinship 

with all of life.  



Prayer: God, show us how to be good stewards over the earth and its 

creatures. Reconnect us to every living being so that, together with all 

Creation, we may flourish in your rich love and grace. 

 

Feb. 21      Briars and Sweaty Brows 

“By the sweat of your face, you shall eat bread until you return to the 

ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall 

return.” (Gen. 3:19)  

According to the story of the fall, tilling the garden was not an 

arduous work until Adam and Eve ate the fruit from the 

forbidden tree. Before that, their work was more genial; they 

were to dress the garden. Such dressing, as we have already 

noted, refers to “serving” and “keeping.”  

This stewardship also involved “keeping covenant” with God.  

When we, like Adam and Eve, reject the value of all God has 

provided, when we, in our greed and ego-centric power, reach 

for more than we need and fail to keep our covenantal 

responsibility to listen to, trust and obey God, we choose to 

make our lives – and other lives- arduous and oppressive. 

According to Jeremiah, God’s people went into exile because 

they ignored God and the poor. After Israel is deported to 

Babylon in the 6th century BC, Nebuchadnezzar left some of the 

poorest people of the land to be vinedressers and tillers of the 

soil. That was not God’s original plan. God desired all of creation 

to live in harmonic, covenantal relationship with God, flourishing 

as creation’s caretakers.  

Choosing to ignore the poor and forget God, Israel often 

trusted other gods to keep them. The Canaanites Israel shared 

the land with were often farmers. Their chief god, Baal, was 

the god of the storm. Baalism, according to John Tullock’s The 

Old Testament Story, Fifth Edition, was based on the wet-dry 

cycle of the Palestinian climate. In the Canaanite religion, Baal 

and his sister Anat were both siblings and lovers. After the god 

of death, Mot, killed and devoured Baal, dryness and 



devastation came to the land. In revenge, Anat chopped up Mot 

and spread his body over the earth for the birds, thus allowing 

Baal to come back to life. Tullock asks his readers to imagine 

that Sam Israelite, who knows only the nomadic life of herding 

animals, moves into Canaan. Sam knows little about farming and 

is impressed with how well his Canaanite neighbor Joe’s crops 

are doing. Joe tells Sam he is worshipping the wrong god and 

needs to come to the Shrine of Hadad with him for the Spring 

fertility dance since Baal sure knows “how to make that barley 

grow!” “What harm can it do?” Sam figures. It might help his 

crops too. (Old Testament Story, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 

2000, pp. 104, 171). There is this problem, though. Sam is called 

to worship and serve the one, true living God and no others. 

This idolatry, trusting Baal to care for their crops rather than 

God, is also a root cause of Israel’s eventual exile. 

In our religion classes, we discussed different “theisms.”  

Israel is called to be monotheistic, to worship the only God 

there is. Polytheists, like Hindus, worship many gods. Atheists 

don’t believe in God or gods, while agnostics doubt there are 

deities. Henotheists acknowledge there are many gods but 

choose to worship one primarily. (“Joe” is asking “Sam” to be a 

henotheist). Pantheists believe there is no distinction between 

creator and nature. The river is the god, while panentheists 

acknowledge God is distinct from the created world, but is 

intimately present in creation, penetrating and pervading all 

that is. “The heavens are declaring the glory of God.” This last 

position is certainly compatible with monotheism.  

In choosing to trust other idols and gods to “keep” us, we, like 

Israel, will continue to find ourselves in exile rather than in the 

garden, perpetuating a culture of oppressed and oppressor. We 

were created to flourish together. In addition, in our sinful 

greed, we also choose systems of oppression when we pass on  

and perpetuate the labor of sweat and tears to those we have 

power over. 

My father thought there worse things we could have come from 

than dirt. He also believed the cure for most physical, 



emotional, and spiritual ills was a good day’s work. He believed 

you learned something new and became somebody different and 

better when sweat poured from you as you dug in the earth, 

placed seed there and cultivated them. You learned something 

more about God by imitating the first thing we as humans “felt” 

God doing in creating us – holding and touching earth. My father 

believed you discovered the person you really are when you 

“wore” some dirt and covered yourself daily in the earth you 

came from.  

One person shared that she continues to survive COVID by 

sweating and crying in their garden. We know who else did that 

on Maundy Thursday.  

Prayer: God, as you formed us from earth, continue to transform us by 

loving the earth and your creatures, so that, together with all Creation, 

we may flourish in your rich love and grace. 

 

“God’s Fingers Must Get Dirty” 

 
Oh, God’s fingers must get dirty scratching in the hard earth. 

They must get bruised and bloody from clawing, day after day, 

 Knuckle against stone, to dig out some depression deep enough 

To hold seed without crushing it, 

 Pouring sweat over stubborn soil in the hopes 

 Of making something from the dirt. 

 God’s fingers must get sore making things from scratch, 

 Making us from scratch. 

 

 
 

Feb. 22  Lying Fallow      

“For six years you shall sow your land and gather in its yield; but the 

seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow, so that the poor of your 

people may eat; and what they leave the wild animals may eat. You shall 



do the same with your vineyard, and with your olive orchard.” (Exodus 

23:11) 

“For six days you shall do your work, but on the seventh day, you shall 

rest, so that your ox and your donkey may have relief, and your home-

born slave and the resident alien may be refreshed. 13Be attentive to all 

that I have said to you. Do not invoke the names of other gods; do not 

let them be heard on your lips.” (Exodus 23:10-13) 

What does it mean to “lie fallow?” One rendering of the 

expression from the Online Interlinear Hebrew Bible is to 

“release.” (scripture4all.org/OnlineInterlinear/Hebrew_Index). 

Sometimes the phrase is translated “resting.” In the seventh 

year, the earth and workers of the earth, including the animals, 

were to have “relief.” Following the Hebrew word, “shamat,” 

they were to be “left alone.” The Old English word for fallow is 

“fealgian,” “to break up or apart.” Fallow land has been broken 

up or plowed before, but it is not currently land which is being 

planted or sown. 

So, what is the value of “fallowing?” Fallowing allows the land to 

recover balance and harmony by disrupting the lifecycle of 

pathogens and by allowing the organic matter to rebuild its good 

nutrients. Just as we need rest to restore our bodies and 

spirits, the land and animals that work the land need 

restorative rest also.  

On our farm, we grew wheat, corn, and soybeans. Soybeans 

leave nitrates behind while corn absorbs nitrates. Crop rotation 

is a modified form of fallowing. Wheat brings something to the 

soil taken by other crops. Sometimes wheat is planted as a 

cover crop. Other farmers plant alfalfa or other grain to feed 

their livestock, that, in turn, fertilize the soil. (See more about 

fallowing at http://www.setapartpeople.com/the-sabbatical-year-why-

the-land-must-lie-fallow and 

https://www.gardeningknowhow.com/garden-how-to/soil-

fertilizers/what-is-fallow-ground.htm).  

The word “fallow” occurs three times in the Bible, Exodus 23:11, 

Jeremiah 4:3 and Hosea 10:12. The first is God’s call to 

voluntarily fallow the land every seven years, observing Sabbath 

http://www.setapartpeople.com/the-sabbatical-year-why-the-land-must-lie-fallow
http://www.setapartpeople.com/the-sabbatical-year-why-the-land-must-lie-fallow
https://www.gardeningknowhow.com/garden-how-to/soil-fertilizers/what-is-fallow-ground.htm
https://www.gardeningknowhow.com/garden-how-to/soil-fertilizers/what-is-fallow-ground.htm


rest. The second and third references, however, describe the 

consequence of not honoring this practice. The land became 

fallow or abandoned during the Exile in the same way Israel 

abandoned God and neighbor. When the captives return from 

Exile, Jeremiah explains, they are called to “break up their 

fallow ground, and … not sow among thorns.” (Jeremiah 4:3) 

Instead, Hosea writes in 10:12, they are to “sow… 

righteousness; reap steadfast love; break up” their fallow 

ground, and “seek the Lord” so God may “come and rain 

righteousness” upon them.  

Seeds experience a kind of fallowness during dormancy. The 

word “dormant” is related to the root word for “sleep.” When a 

seed is sleeping, much is going on. Among other things, in some 

cases, the seed coat changes to protect the embryo from 

outside pathogens or predators. The coat regulates 

temperature, protecting the seed from sprouting too soon. 

When a seed sleeps, perhaps it dreams of what it was created 

to be. It might be the same for us. 

The expression “wintering” often refers to seasons of stillness 

and silence. How do you “winter?”  

One of my favorite wintering rituals was to walk down the 

frozen rows of earth behind my home in Wonderland after 

harvest. There was nothing for quite a distance but rows of 

rows fallowing, bearing witness to the fruitfulness that had 

been and might be. Though these rows were straight, they 

became my own labyrinth where I could spiral deeper and 

deeper inside towards some center where all was still.  

At the end was a canal reminding me of the hard work of 

draining the swampy land, providing a sustainable way to 

irrigate.  I sat on the bank sometimes past dark “fallowing.” The 

expression “idling” is often used for times of stillness when we 

“idle” like a car which is still running but placed in neutral. 

Fallowing may be something else. It is not idle time or stagnant 

time or even neutral time, but rather a time we cease all 

“running.”  We shut down our engines. I remember having my 



hair braided as a young child, and I also remember braiding the 

hair of young children. In both cases, the one braiding, usually 

said, “be still for a moment so I can finish!” God is trying to 

bring things together in our lives. It’s easier when we just stop 

and become still. This is fallow time, productive time. During 

this time, much is happening because we are still that might not 

happen when we move too fast. 

COVID has also brought to our land and lives a period of 

“fallowing.” We have had to move away from the fast pace of 

over-production and feverish movement. We have had to 

release many things and rest from many activities. Take a 

moment to fall silent. Ask God to show you how your body, mind 

and spirit have been restored during this time. What has God 

“broken up” to nourish your soul? How are you richer for being 

fallow? Reflect on a period of fallowness or dormancy in your 

life. How was God protecting you and preparing you to flourish 

during these times? 

Prayer: Holy God, teach us how to celebrate and share Sabbath rest 

with all creation. Teach us how to “fallow,” so that, together with all 

Creation, we may flourish in your rich love and grace. 

 

Feb. 23 Growing in the Wilderness 

 

“I will open rivers on the barren heights, and fountains in the middle of 

valleys. I will turn the desert into a pool of water, and the dry land into 

flowing springs.  I will plant cedars in the desert …I will set evergreens 

in the desert…” (Is. 41:18-19). 

 

Fallowness sometimes can seem like barrenness. When we “lie 

fallow,” we acknowledge life is being restored, but sometimes 

fallow seasons can turn into wilderness experiences that go on 

for some time. The writer of Isaiah spoke to a people who had 

lived in exile for more than a generation and wondered where 

God was. Maybe you or a family member are in a wilderness now. 



Do you wonder if anything is growing there or wonder if God will 

care for you when you doubt you can sustain life on your own? 

 

I have quoted Kahlil Gibran before and remember the power of 

these words: “the deeper that sorrow carves into your being, 

the more joy you can contain…And is not the lute that soothes 

your spirit, the very wood that was hollowed with knives?” 

(www.goodreads.com/quotes/11751). The first image here is the 

relentless wearing away of rock that creates a depth to hold 

streams of water. Wilderness is often associated with a 

physical place but also mirrors our spiritual landscapes. In the 

wilderness, we are tempted to fear scarcity and dangers of 

many kinds. In the wilderness, we are short on worn paths and 

marked trails, short on defense mechanisms against physical, 

mental, and spiritual challenges, short on strategies for 

confronting emotional and psychological adversaries. In the 

wilderness, we confront our internal demons. Wilderness  

pushes us to our edges and limits. 

It’s important we don’t idealize or romanticize the wilderness as 

our “little houses on the prairie.” The wilderness can be a 

violent, oppressive place. Much is to be lamented in some of the 

ways early settlers acquired their homesteads – including the 

mistreatment of America’s first inhabitants, who lost access to 

a land and life they had struggled to live on for generations.  

  

There is a strength and stark beauty in wildness. If we stare 

long enough at stretches of nothingness, we may begin to see 

our idols, which seemed so enticing before, begin to crumble 

and blow away like so much desert sand. Wonderland had its 

cultivated fields, but also its woods and wildness, sometimes 

low-lying. The Tidelands of Eastern North Carolina have rich 

estuaries, swamps, and woods with trees which send down deep 

roots to help the water table and provide a home for deer, fox, 

bear, birds, aquatic life, and other wild animals. My father used 

to have a saying, “destroy their home and they will come to our 

house for breakfast and supper.” I have noticed this even in 



Goldsboro. The woods behind our home have been cleared for 

construction, and the deer we used to see wandering there on 

their way to the creek to get water now feed in our back and 

front yards, six and seven at a time. We can hardly begrudge 

them our grass, flowers, and shrubs. Every morning and evening, 

they walk over with little ones looking for a habitat to sustain 

them, and nature helps them; sometimes their brown coats 

blend so well into the brown field, we can hardly see them. 

 

The Psalmist who wrote in Psalm 42, “as the deer longs for the 

water, so my soul longs for thee,” must have seen these hot and 

thirsty creatures looking for some desert stream. The more we 

are in wild places, the more we know we are both strangers 

there and sojourners searching for a self we long to find. There 

is a wilderness in each of us we would be richer for exploring. 

We long to find God’s unexpected provision in starkly barren 

experiences. That is what we are panting for.  

 

In the wilderness, there is a holy knowing that we are a part of 

every twig and birdsong and leaf. Here there is no chopping 

down, no uprooting, no furrowing up, no enclosing, no owning, no 

doing.  In a life of fretful doing, here we are blessed with a few 

sacred hours or even days of just being - being fed without 

planting, being watered without toting buckets, being still 

without words. There, like the children who wandered for forty 

years, we are invited to lose our pampered palates and savor the 

simple manna morning dew brings in, the joy of water flowing 

unexpectedly from the rock, or, occasionally, the wild flesh of 

the quail blown in off the sea.  

 

Several biblical characters experienced the way wilderness can 

carve itself upon a life. Wilderness, unlike our gardens, have no 

neat rows and dependable fruitfulness. In wilderness, we 

experience both how foreign and how familiar wildness is to our 

nature as we allow our indulgences to be threatened. 

 



Ezekiel felt this threat when God set him down inside a wild 

valley of dry bones, a graveyard bearing witness to the fragility 

of God’s people. Elijah felt this threat when he collapsed in the 

desert just at the base of Mt. Sinai, frightened and alone. 

Jesus felt this threat when the devil meets him, hungry and 

worn, after a 40 day fast in the hot wildness and treacherous  

cliffs of the Judaean landscape.  In each case, death and 

despair tempt even the most faithful to give in and give up. But 

in each case, God provides hope. Sometimes that hope comes 

through the power of the Word which sounds across the barren 

cataracts – the Word which God encourages Ezekiel to speak to 

the four corners of his people’s massive graveyard, or the Word 

with which Jesus answers the deceptive temptations of the 

devil. Other times, hope and generative life flows from silence, 

the silence of God passing by Elijah which is so powerful, he 

wraps himself up in it; or the silence of Jesus who answers his 

accusers with something stronger than words. He answers with 

a life completely surrendered to God.  

 

May God lead you through and from whatever wilderness you 

are traversing now – and may you come out stronger for your 

sojourn there. 

 

Prayer: God of lonely, barren places, we praise you for streams in the 

desert and morning manna to sustain us in dryness. Teach us to trust 

you to help us flourish there through your rich love and grace. 

 

 

 

 

“Seven Layer Silence”  (Spend at least a minute for each one) 
 

1. Take a breath:   ‘I silence the noise around me.’  Exhale                                               

2. Take a breath   ‘I listen to the sounds within me.’ Exhale                                               

3. Take a breath:  ‘I release and hush the sounds within me.’ Exhale 

4. Take a breath:  ‘I listen to a word from the Spirit within me.’ Exhale                                               

5. Take a breath:  ‘I feel the presence of the Spirit within me.’ Exhale                                               



6. Take a breath:  ‘I thank God for the Spirit within me.” Exhale                                               

7. Take a breath:  ‘I wait in stillness, love and peace with the Spirit.”  

                               Exhale.                                   

 

“A Way in Your Wilderness”   

When your chest feels like a coat too tight 

About to burst, 

Come sit with the one who clothes the lilies 

In silky wonder so light, 

Then open to let the Spirit blow through- 

 

When you can’t catch your breath, 

Call the Spirit to come again. 

From the four corners of your chaos, 

To fill you once more, 

To inflate what has collapsed inside 

And out. 

 

When life’s knots grow tighter, 

Our hands too small to reach them, 

Or too big to work them out, 

When we are tired of being tied up 

In that which won’t loosen at the tug, 

When the tangles won’t give 

And the gnarls are too gnarly, 

Or the rope breaks, 

And all seems to give way too easily, 

Or not at all, 

When all our work to work it out, 

Won’t work. 

Come give it to the One who knows how 

To hold it all, 

 Come sit by the One who knows how 

To separate land from water, 

 Pull back chaos from order, 

 And unravel without leaving all unraveled. 

 

Come sit with God by the old stream 

In your mind, 

Where the rush of the wash off the mountain 



Clears out all that is clogged in your life, 

Where the Spirit breaks through what is backed up. 

Come feel the power of God 

Falling like rain in your dry places, 

Warming like sun when all your world is saturated, 

Making the crooked straight, 

The tangled clear. 

Making a way in your wilderness. 

 

Feb. 24 Uncovering  

“I planted the seed and Apollos watered it, but God made it 

grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but 

only God, who makes things grow. He who plants and he who waters are 

one in purpose, and each will be rewarded according to his own labor.…” 

(I Corinthians 3:6-8) 

"The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man 

found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and 

bought that field.” (Matthew 13:43) 

 Pantego, Mattamukeet, Pamlico, Pungo, Chocowinity, 

Aurora/Tuscarora, Chowan. These are just a few place names in 

the area near where I grew up in Beaufort County. Of course, 

throughout North Carolina, there were more, like Pasquotank, 

Catawba, Watauga, or Cherokee. These are Indian names which 

remind us of the rich treasure and heritage buried beneath all 

the land we live on. Real people before us sweated and labored 

to live in this place. Some fought to live here. Some fought to 

stay on the land and lost.  Some were promised land they never 

received. Some were driven off into reservations which shrank 

as time went on. Some gave up the opportunity to live here 

because those who were more powerful moved in and said, “We 

want this land.” Some were allowed to stay only if they became 

indentured to the land and those more powerful who “assumed” 

ownership. What cultures, peoples, livelihoods, and stories, lie 

beneath the land where you now live?  

My father loved local history and wanted to know who lived on 

and worked the land we farmed. The closest incorporated town 

https://biblehub.com/greek/5620.htm
https://biblehub.com/greek/3777.htm
https://biblehub.com/greek/3588.htm
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https://biblehub.com/greek/3588.htm
https://biblehub.com/greek/4222.htm
https://biblehub.com/greek/1510.htm
https://biblehub.com/greek/5100.htm
https://biblehub.com/greek/235.htm
https://biblehub.com/greek/235.htm
https://biblehub.com/greek/2316.htm
https://biblehub.com/greek/3588.htm
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to Wonderland was Pantego, probably derived from a 

settlement which in 1701 went by the name of Pamptecough. 

Other older versions of the name include variants of Pamtaco or 

Pamtico. Pantego is located near the Pungo River, which feeds 

into the Pamlico River and Sound. Pungo had its origin in 

Machapunga, one of the Indian tribes living at some time in 

Beaufort County and near Mattamuskeet in Hyde County.  

Late into the night my father would narrate tales of how the 

richness of our farmland came from the decaying life from the 

many years it lay as swampland, as well as some fires that went 

through. Various branches of the Algonquians from Northern 

Virginia and other Tuscarora tribes from the South lived along 

the northeastern part of North Carolina. These included such 

tribes as the Machapunga, Chowanoke, Poteskeet, Roanoke, and 

Secotan. Iroquoian speaking groups, including Meherrin and 

Tuscarora, once inhabited the northwestern part of our state, 

with many Cherokee inhabiting the western mountainous parts 

of North Carolina. Many of you may know the struggle and rich 

cultural history of the Cherokee. (I located some of this 

information through the NCGenWeb Project for Beaufort 

County, which includes resources on North Carolina history, 

topography, and genealogy. This site provides access to material 

from The American Indian in North Carolina by Douglas Rights, 

Duke University Press, 1947. See ncgenweb.us if you are 

interested).  

My grandfather passed on to my father stories of how adept 

the early Indian settlers near our area were at navigating and 

fishing the waterways and swamps, with a few yarns thrown in 

about wrestling and subduing alligators in the Great Dismal 

Swamp and tales of battles between the Machapunga tribes and 

Indians of the Core Sound. One such tale was that Pantego got 

its name from an Indian fleeing an adversary who gave his horse 

refreshment in the waters of the Pungo River, near the creek in 

Pantego. The exhausted horse, according to one version of the 

legend, would drink, pant, and go, hence Pant-e-go! One 

descendent of the Pungo River Indian tribe was a man given the 



Christian name of Israel Pearce. Perhaps I am mistaken, but I 

doubt Israel Pearce was his birth name. I wonder what his 

original name was.  Doubtless, many people like Israel Pearce 

lived on the land we lived and worked on. They lived on a land 

much more hostile than the one my father received. We would 

not even be able to farm this land except for the backbreaking 

labor of many who came before, including those who cut huge 

canals through southeastern and northeastern North Carolina 

and Virginia, as well as other places. When I say “canals,” I want 

you to picture something much larger than a ditch. Whole 

combines and tractors could disappear in some of Wonderland’s 

canals!  

Many before us worked the land, fished it, hunted it, and 

probably lost their lives from its harshness. Many were driven 

from it to reservations or scattered like Israel during the 

Diaspora when they were conquered by foreign powers. 

The land is entrusted to us but not wholly ours. It belongs to 

many before who made it arable, navigable, and tillable. We 

could farm it because we happened to be fortunate enough to 

live in a time when we could rent it or purchase and hold a title 

to it. Many before us never had that opportunity. What if the 

land we live on –our homes, livelihoods, and farms -were all up 

for grabs every day to someone physically stronger, wealthier, 

or more powerful than we were? 

According to one source, a possible meaning of the Machapunga 

is “much dust.” Perhaps that should remind us we are all made 

from dust and endure only by the mercy of the One who 

created the land and everything that causes things to root, 

flower, and bear fruit. Many before us cleared, planted, and 

irrigated. When we join them, we humbly remember it is God 

who owns the land, provides the seed and gives the increase. 

Prayer: Holy Creator, the land is yours on loan to us. As we care for it, 

help us remember all who lived on it, labored on it, and passed it on to 

us. May we remember many cleared and many planted, but You gave and 

continue to give the increase. 

 



 

Feb. 25   Rooted 

“May we be “…rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, 

and just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving.” (Col. 2:7) 

One of my college professors had a saying, “Don’t pull 

yourselves up by the roots to see how you are growing.” I have 

forgotten much of the thousands of pages of assigned reading 

and hundreds of pages of notes from my classes, but I 

remembered that, perhaps because of the visual image. Here we 

are planted somewhere, our roots sinking down, but we never 

allow ourselves to develop a strong taproot because we keep 

uprooting ourselves to see what’s happening below the surface. 

Does that sound familiar? 

Though there are others, we might want to reflect today on 

three of the biblical themes connected with being rooted- and 

especially rooted in God. 

 

*Without our rootedness in God, we would not endure.  

In the wisdom literature, the theme of the brevity of human 

life is emphasized. In Job 14:7-14, for instance, the writer 

contemplates the way a tree might continue to grow from a 

dead stump, but humans do not have this capacity: 

“For there is hope for a tree, 

   if it is cut down, that it will sprout again, 

   and that its shoots will not cease. 
8 Though its root grows old in the earth, 

   and its stump dies in the ground, 
9 yet at the scent of water it will bud 

   and put forth branches like a young plant. 
10 But mortals die, and are laid low; 

   humans expire, and where are they? 
11 As waters fail from a lake, 

   and a river wastes away and dries up, 
12 so mortals lie down and do not rise again; 

   until the heavens are no more, they will not awake 

   or be roused out of their sleep.”  



Your personal reflection/prayer: 

 

*God takes root in his people. It is our rootedness in God that 

allows us to live, grow, flourish, and endure. God grows through 

and with his people. We have already looked at how Jesus’ birth, 

despite oppression, exile, and a host of other things, is linked to 

the “root of David” which grows from the stump of Jesse and  

extends Israel’s messianic hope: 

 
“For he grew up before him like a young plant, 

   and like a root out of dry ground; 

he had no form or majesty that we should look at him, 

   nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.” (Is. 53:2) 

(See also 2 Kings 19:30, Ecclesiasticus 40…., and Rev. 22:16) 

Your personal reflection/prayer: 

 

*Sometimes our actions grow from what is rooted in our 

thoughts or minds.  Ecclesiasticus 30:17 reads “The mind is the 

root of all things.” This idea will be expanded by Jesus in the 

Sermon on the Mount where he preaches that murder and 

adultery take root internally in the mind and heart before they 

are manifested in action. Our actions are the “fruit” born from 

what grows deep within us. See Matthew 5:21-22 and 27-28 and 

I John 3:15, “Whoever hates his brother is a murderer, and you 

know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him.”  

Your personal reflection/prayer:  

 

Our rootedness in God, the writer of Colossians 2:7 explains, 

allows us to be established in our faith. The origin of the word 

“establish” is the word for “to stand, to stabilize, to make 

firm.” That is the goal of our rootedness in God – our ability to 

stand against various forces which may come our way. Where do 

you need that stamina or strength right now?  

Prayer:  God of deep places, send down strong roots in us that we may 

be planted and grounded and flourish through your rich love and grace. 



Lord, establish, steady, and strengthen us so we might stand against 

forces which come against us. 

 

Feb. 26  What?  Is There Something Green in There? 

“A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse” and from “his roots a 

Branch will bear fruit.” On this one, God’s Spirit will rest–“the Spirit of 

wisdom and of understanding…, of counsel and of might.” (Is. 11:1-2) 

 

“…and again Isaiah says, 

‘The root of Jesse shall come, 

   the one who rises to rule the Gentiles; 

in him the Gentiles shall hope.’ (Romans 15:12) 

 

Yesterday, we looked at the importance of being rooted in God. 

The stump of Jesse is the most prominent biblical example of 

this. Here are God’s people in exile, separated from family, 

temple and land and longing for greenness amid barrenness. It 

appears they have been cut off when suddenly this shoot comes 

up from the stump of Jesse! 

 

Jesse was the father of David and although Jesus is conceived 

by the Holy Spirit, his Messianic connection is traced through 

the Davidic covenant and kingship. David’s personal blunders 

(adultery, murder, covering up), and the treachery and spiritual 

poverty of the kings and empire following his reign, all threaten 

the likelihood that a Messianic age of hope might dawn. At 

every turn, the tiny country of Israel- and later the even 

smaller land of Judah- survived enslavement, exile, abuse, and 

domination by rulers many times larger and more superior: 

Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome. One ruler 

after another rose and fell. Roman rulers even wore verdant 

laurel wreathes about their heads to celebrate their 

domination, yet eventually those withered too. Miraculously, the 

stump of Jesse, that little remnant of unsuspecting green, hung 

in there awaiting God’s promise for deliverance. 

 



One of the most precious pictures I have is from a dear friend. 

It depicts a barren rocky scene with a tender shoot breaking 

out of parched soil. There was no reason it should be there, still 

alive, still green, no reason at all, but there it was. Some of our 

heartiest plants grow in the desert. In Texas, I found the most 

fragrant lavender and sage growing in sun-parched places. 

Succulents know how to hold on to water. 

 

How many of you have tossed wilted plants in the trash? I have. 

I had several pots once from which I had ripped completely 

dead leaves. The only remains in one was a grave-like hump.  I 

was busy and left it abandoned and forgotten. The mound, it 

turns out, was covering something still alive. On dark, winter 

days when all the trees are stark and bare, there it is – 

mistletoe, that clump of stubborn green that won’t give up.  

 

I shared with you in a meditation a couple of years back the 

night my mother died. Soon after she went into Kitty Askins 

Hospice Center, someone had left a flower that looked a lot like 

an Angel’s Trumpet in a pot outside one of the doors. One early 

morning in that still dark time before day breaks just after 

mama died and after the funeral home had come to pick her up, 

there it was, this night bloomer. It was bright against a dark 

night, an unlikely, unexpected reminder of how God’s green hope 

can sprout just when you need it most. 

 

Don’t count out any place God’s green life might show up in your 

life. God likes surprises, showing up when all seems lost. I 

suspect God still does that. Where is the most unlikely place 

you expect new life, hope and transformation?  Well, don’t be 

surprised. 

 

Prayer: God who created darkness and light, there is no place where 

your mercy cannot reach. Teach us how to flourish in the shadows. 

 



Feb. 27  Grafted 

“But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, a wild olive 

shoot, were grafted in their place to share the rich root* of the olive 

tree, 18do not vaunt yourselves over the branches. If you do vaunt 

yourselves, remember that it is not you that support the root, but the 

root that supports you. 19You will say, ‘Branches were broken off so that 

I might be grafted in.’ 20That is true. They were broken off because of 

their unbelief, but you stand only through faith. So do not become 

proud, but stand in awe. 21For if God did not spare the natural branches, 

perhaps he will not spare you.* 22Note then the kindness and the 

severity of God: severity towards those who have fallen, but God’s 

kindness towards you, provided you continue in his kindness; otherwise 

you also will be cut off. 23And even those of Israel,* if they do not 

persist in unbelief, will be grafted in, for God has the power to graft 

them in again. 24For if you have been cut from what is by nature a wild 

olive tree and grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree, 

how much more will these natural branches be grafted back into their 

own olive tree.” (Rom. 11:17-24) 

I’m not sure what the temperature outside was that day, but we 

were sweltering inside.  My hands were also sweating as I 

entered the lab where a series of microscopes and plants were 

set out across the room. Each station had a number, and many 

had arrows pointing to a certain thing. It was the dreaded day 

in my college biology class when we had to take our “practicum.” 

We had answered the test questions the day or so before, and 

now we had to see if we could apply what we had learned. After 

looking at several slides on the cell walls of onions, etc., I came 

upon a plant with a strange looking knobby branch. “Hm,” I 

thought. I had no idea what the plant was. I just wrote “Sorry” 

on the blank. I should have been more creative and written, 

“The Knobby Knee Plant.” After class, I asked my lab assistant. 

It was an example of a grafted plant. 

Grafting, it turns out, is the joining of the rootstock which has 

been cut from the body of one plant with the trunk and 

branches of another plant. The idea is that as they grow 

together, a stronger plant will emerge which carries the best 

traits of the two. Often a cultivated tree would be grafted 

onto a wild tree, enabling the wild tree to produce better and 
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more abundant fruit. (For more on grafting, see 
www.freshstartoutdoors.com/post/horticulture-in-the-bible-grafting-

the-importance-of-the-rootstock or 

science.jrank.org/pages/3089/Graft-Advantages-rafting.html)  

As with any analogy, we must be careful not to over-read or 

over-extend this image of grafting. For some, the grafting 

analogy Paul uses may be offensive by collapsing or flattening 

the individual distinctions among different groups being united 

into one, as the image of America as a “melting pot” does, but in 

grafting, identity is not lost, but rather reimagined. For others, 

grafting may smack of the practice of eugenics in which the 

worse is “bred” out in search of a superior outcome. We know 

what that horrible practice led to during the Holocaust in the 

scientific experiments made in the order to “breed” a pure or 

superior group of people. In addition, we do know the dangers 

that can arise even in agricultural practice when overly 

hybridized seeds are used that require specific chemicals or 

irrigation to thrive. Whatever our reservations, since we are 

examining biblical images of growth, it's important to look at 

Romans 11. 

The grafting Paul describes in Romans 11 involved two trees – 

the olive tree, associated with Israel, the people God originally 

entered into covenant with through the Abrahamic lineage, and 

the wild olive tree, associated with all other Gentiles. The 

branches which were broken refer to the ways Israel broke 

covenant with God through disbelief or disobedience. The 

Gentile believers have been “grafted” into the “olive tree” and 

are now part of God’s covenantal people. Now, one plant- not 

two- are growing together. Jew and Gentile are now growing as 

one, and as such, stronger together than they could be if they 

grew separately.  

This grafting in, Paul goes on to say, is no reason for Gentiles to 

become proud or imagine they have replaced Israel in any way; 

rather, they should “…stand in awe.” God, after all, has the 

power to graft back those Israelites who broke away. 
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God’s relationship with Israel is the original “rootstock,” a rich 

source of trust, tradition, law, ritual and covenantal promise. 

Moreover, through Abraham, “all nations will be blessed” (Gen. 

12:1). God begins with a specific people to grow a rich 

“rootstock” which can be used to connect to others. Jeremiah 

also has this to say, “The days are coming,” declares the LORD, 

“when I will make a new covenant with the people of Israel and 

with the people of Judah.  It will not be like the covenant I 

made with their ancestors.”  (Jeremiah 31:31–32).  

We see examples of this spiritual “grafting” throughout the 

Bible. The great grandmother of King David was the Moabite 

Ruth. In the story of the Samaritan woman, Jesus promises 

there will be a time when Jew and Gentile won’t worship on 

separate mountains but as one people, in spirit and in truth. We 

also see examples of this grafting in the conversion of the 

Ethiopian eunuch and Cornelius and his family in Acts.  In 

addition, Jesus speaks these words from John 10:16, “I have 

other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them 

also. They too will listen to My voice, and there shall be one 

flock and one shepherd.”   

All around, I see people trying to rip themselves apart from 

each other – political groups, ethnic groups, religious groups, 

neighbors, even families. All around people are ripping off 

branches they don’t want to be a part of anymore, destroying 

fruit it took a long time to grow, ripping up limbs, stems, and 

uprooting long established relationships. If grafted plants pull 

themselves apart, both parts die. In Christ, we are one body. 

Christ has removed the dividing wall so that we might all grow 

in Christ as one people. According to Ephesians 1:10, God longs 

to bring all things “together in Christ.” Read aloud this passage 

from Ephesians in 2:14-15 and 22 to see if you find any wisdom 

for your life right now:   

“For He Himself is our peace, who has made both [Jew and Gentile] 

one, and has broken down the middle wall of separation … to create in 

Himself one new man …  in whom you also are being built together for a 

dwelling place of God in the Spirit.”  (Ephesians 2:14–15, 22) 



Prayer: One God of us all, we are so worn from being torn apart and 

from tearing each other apart. May we be grafted back to you, so that, 

rooted and grounded in your love, we may grow together as one people. 

 

Feb. 28 Vines and Branches 

“I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, 

you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. (John 15:5) 

My father once pointed to a vine and said, “If we had just a 

fraction of the tenacity of that plant, there is nothing we 

couldn’t do!” Nature knows how to hold on and hold fast, entwine 

and live. Wonder why we don’t?  Wonder why we let go so 

easily? 

We are the branches and Jesus is the vine. Vines know how to 

hold on and hold fast. For branches, it’s not so easy. Have you 

ever tried to clear out stubborn kudzu or briary vines? You can 

chop a few branches off here and there, but the vines are 

harder to get because they wind into the thicket and their 

tough roots are often woody, thorny, and run deep. 

Jesus is rooted in God; he abides with the father and the 

father, with him. He stays close. He clings to God. He is 

entwined with God. As the prophetic writer exclaims in Ezekiel 

31:7, a tree will never become “great” unless it has “great roots 

which go deep down to abundant water.” 

I love the wild grapes growing near our house. They feed the 

birds and wildlife, but here is what I noticed. They spread 

everywhere; their branches grow into some undergrowth that 

overpowers them. When they grow too far into the wild, they 

are threatened. Growing wild, they grow away from the vine 

rather than staying close to it. There is a value to leaving 

somethings to grow wild, but in this case, grapes growing wild, 

without hedges and protection, can also endanger both its own 

vines and the trees it invades. 

 



It's that way with us.  Unlike the wild grapes growing near our 

house, the wild grapes in the Hebrew Scripture are bitter. Wild 

grapes in the Bible are always compared negatively with 

cultivated ones.  Isaiah 5 begins with what is referred to as the 

Parable of the Vineyard.: 

“Let me sing for my beloved 

   my love-song concerning his vineyard: 

My beloved had a vineyard 

   on a very fertile hill. 
2 He dug it and cleared it of stones, 

   and planted it with choice vines; 

he built a watch-tower in the midst of it, 

   and hewed out a wine vat in it; 

he expected it to yield grapes, 

   but it yielded wild grapes”. 

 
“And now, inhabitants of Jerusalem 

   and people of Judah, 

judge between me 

   and my vineyard. 
4 What more was there to do for my vineyard 

   that I have not done in it? 

When I expected it to yield grapes, 

   why did it yield wild grapes?” 

God, personified as the owner of this vineyard, is frustrated. 

What’s the use in hedging, pruning, hoeing, or sending rain to 

vines that have gone rogue, and in the end, will only produce wild 

grapes which often yield bitter fruit? 

We can see the connection to our own lives. If we want to 

thrive rather than merely survive, we need to cultivate our 

faith. We need to stay close to the vine we are attached to. We 

need God to continue to hedge us, send us rain, and prune us. 

 Is something in your life “growing wild?”  Have you grown out 

and away from the vine and now face the threat of destroying 

not only your life but lives around you? Take a few moments to 

reflect on that. 



Prayer:  Lord, we confess we have “grown” our own way, moving away 

from you and your sustaining, protective care. Forgive us and restore us 

that we might flourish and bear good fruit. 

 

Mar. 1   The Clearing  

“…I am writing a new commandment to you, which is true and realized in 

Christ and in you, because the darkness [of moral blindness] is clearing 

away and the true Light [the revelation of God in Christ] is already 

shining.” I John 2:8 

My father spent some of his time clearing the land before 

tilling it. Roots, overgrowth, briars, trees, or bushes had to be 

removed before anything could be cultivated. Though heavy 

equipment was sometimes used, there were days he would often 

come home bleeding from tearing his way through it all.  

All that said, he loved the earth. As hard as it sometimes 

treated him, he appreciated the privilege of tilling it. Many of 

you will remember the story of the day a preacher noticed a 

farmer hard at work in the field and stopped where he was 

plowing. When the farmer saw him, he came over to where he 

was. The preacher commented on how good of God to bless him 

with such a magnificent farm. The farmer paused for a moment 

before he answered, “Yes, God has been good to us and we’re 

grateful. But you should have seen this place when He had it all 

to Himself.” 

My father counted it an opportunity and responsibility to keep 

the land. Often the work of clearing a physical plot can become 

spiritual work. How many of you have found solace in clearing 

away some weeds when you were seeking clarity on something? 

Sit in silence for a time and ask God to show you the things 

that need clearing in your: 

 

1. Mind 

2. Memories 

3. Attitudes 

4. Emotions 



5. Relationships with God, family, those you are in conflict 

with or agitated with 

6. Whatever is most troubling for you now 

 
Prayer: God of all creation, please clear away whatever hinders you 

from growing and flourishing in us. 

 

 
 

The following is a meditation blending portions of Ps. 139 with 

some memories of my father clearing the land. (The part in 

italics following each stanza of Ps. 139 are my memories). 

“Still With Us” 

How precious to me are your designs, O God;  

How vast the sum of them!  

Were I to count them, they would outnumber the sands;  

When I complete them, still you are with me. 

 

I stood in the forest with him, 

Strong and sweaty, 

Red-faced and smiling 

The sting of briars still fresh upon our faces, 

I watched him 

Clearing land and pulling the remains of a tree, 

Stringy and fibrous from the blackest earth I ever saw. 

“How many roots are in these woods?” I asked. 

 

Even there your hand guides me,  

your right hand holds me fast.  

 If I say, “Surely darkness shall hide me,  

and night shall be my light”— 

 

“ And how many stars are there, daddy?” 

“Billions of them,” he said, 

Looking up, looking down, 

 As if the stars and earth and roots were all connected and countable. 

“Trillions of them.” 

And then he took it all in his hands:  earth, roots, rocks, bugs, water 

from a puddle nearby 



And said, “Leave it better than you find it, Penny.  Much better than 

you find it.” 

 

Darkness is not dark for you,  

and night shines as the day.  

Darkness and light are but one. 

 

As the shadows fell 

With a hush upon Wonderland, 

I ran to keep up with him, 

Following the line he had cut in the thick, 

As he held my hand- 

The earth like clay 

The smell of green 

 Was all I knew in my early years, 

 And the dream of dragging my body through 

Warm, dusty corn in trucks brimming full. 

 

Darkness is not dark for you,  

and night shines as the day.  

Darkness and light are but one. 

 

 

On his last day on the earth, I saw him there again. 

I felt him there again in Wonderland 

With all that warm, green earth.  

Even in that steel cold room 

As monitors beeped and other lights flashed, 

As tiny lines waved and dipped and fell, 

Trying to follow his life as if they could. 

On his last day on the earth, I heard him there again saying most of 

what I needed, 

“Leave it better than you find it.” 

 

Oh Lord, Darkness is not dark for you,  

and night shines as the day.  

Darkness and light are but one. 

 

And still, you are with me. 

 

 



 

 

 

Mar. 2   Uprooting  

“When calamity befalls the proud, there is no healing, 

   for an evil plant has taken root in him.” (Ecclesiasticus 3:28) 

 

“Do not seek to become a judge, 

   or you may be unable to root out injustice; 

you may be partial to the powerful, 

   and so mar your integrity.” (Ecclesiasticus 7:6) 

 

“The mind is the root of all conduct.” (Ecclesiasticus 37:17) 

 

“For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their 

eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and 

pierced themselves with many pains.” (I Timothy 6:10) 

 

“See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God; that no root of 

bitterness springs up and causes trouble, and through it many become 

defiled.” (Hebrews 12:15) 

While some habitats need to be left wild, cultivating requires 

uprooting. Yesterday, we identified some things that need 

clearing away. Many of them may be stubborn roots and briars 

that have been growing for years, entangling themselves in our 

lives. The scriptures listed above sample just a few of the 

things that need uprooting: the love of money, bitterness, 

partiality to the powerful, things rooted in the mind. (I have 

also drawn a few of these from Ecclesiasticus, a book from the 

Catholic Canon which is not included in our Protestant 

Scriptures). 

Seeds are always being sown into our lives and experiences. We 

will return to this theme time and again. Some seeds God sows; 

some we sow; some are sown by the “evil one.” Some are carried 

by culture, experience, and a multitude of other factors. In our 



meditation on the Sower later, we will look at what prevents us 

from receiving and growing “good” seed.  

When we visit a doctor, what is the first thing we are asked to 

do if this is a first visit?  Give a family history. There is a long 

list of questions which ask us if these things run in our families. 

Now apply that same reflection to other areas: does addiction 

run in our family? depression? certain attitudes or habits? 

other patterns?   Much is growing in this garden – some 

desirable, some not. 

This was the question I would pose to my religion classes: 

Imagine your life is a garden where seeds from many places 

have taken root and grown – seeds passed on from your family, 

seeds from your culture and all your relationships and 

experiences. What do you want to cultivate and transplant going 

forward? What do you want to uproot? One young girl said all 

the women in her family had become pregnant by the age of 15 

and no one was married. 

I usually brought to class several small pine saplings in paper 

cups and asked a few to uproot them. No one had any trouble, 

but then we all went outside to a nearby tree. I asked the same. 

Many tried to push. Nothing budged. We sat under the tree and 

talked about how we would remove that tree if we needed to. 

Several offered advice: cut the limbs off first and then cut 

parts of the trunk off. Others said we would need special 

equipment to remove the roots and crush the stump.   

Return to your list from our reflection on Feb. 28. Label each 

under these categories:  

Tiny sapling/easy to remove 

Larger plant/will need a shovel or other implement 

Huge tree/will need heavy equipment and assistance 

For the first group, pray that God will uproot this now. Picture 

yourself, with God’s help, pulling in out of the ground. 

Remember this is daily work; weeds and unwanted growth can 

spring up overnight. Take a spiritual walk around your life each 



morning to see what has taken root or come up since the day 

before. For the second group, you will need a shovel or other 

implements. What are these?  Prayer, personal meditation, 

personal and group Bible studies? Describe how your shovel will 

work. Now move to the last group. What is your “heavy 

equipment and assistance?”  Sometimes we need more help – 

counselors, spiritual advisors, faithful prayer partners- to join 

us in doing the hard work of uprooting things that have grown 

into strong trees. There is no time like the present to begin 

that work. 

If farmers looked out into overgrown thickets and said,  

“Forget it! It’s no use. It’s too hard,” we would not have enough 

food to feed the world.” With God, it’s not too hard. Only God 

knows how to uproot without destroying everything good 

growing around us. 

Prayer: Holy Creator, many things have been planted and are growing in 

us and only you have the strength to uproot them. We pray you will. 

 

 

Mar. 3    Landed or Grounded  

“May Christ “… dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being 

rooted and grounded in love.” (Ephesians 3:17) 

In any age, there are those more interested in being “landed” 

than “grounded.” The land grant history in North Carolina is 

typical of the colonization process throughout recorded history. 

A powerful empire “discovers” land areas and claims them as 

colonies for the mother country. Often the native inhabitants 

are either enslaved to work the land for the empire, driven off, 

or if they fight back in objection to this injustice, they are 

killed off. During what is called the Proprietary Era from 1663 

to 1729, King Charles II of England granted land in the 

Carolinas to eight Lord Proprietors.  Apparently by 1729, all but 

one, the Earl of Granville, had sold their claims back to the 

Crown. From 1748 to 1763, agents of Granville made grants and 



collected rents, but only to certain people. These were usually 

male and white.  Sometimes what comes around goes around. 

During the Revolutionary War period, the Earl of Granville, Lord 

Carteret, lost a large portion of his land to revolutionaries. By 

1777, the new General Assembly created a Land Office in 

North Carolina. Limitations were imposed on the size of the 

grants, but a key point is that a grantee did not need to live on 

the land to own it. People who lived on and with the land were 

often invested in it and the surrounding community and eco-

system; they had a “stake” in it that went far beyond 

boundaries. Absentee owners may have viewed the land as a 

financial asset they paid others to manage, while they lived 

hundreds or thousands of miles away; if so, they were often not 

as “invested.” Many documents from the years from 1663 to 

1959 still exist and can be found in the NC State Archives. (For 

more information on this history, see the online article by Terry 

Moore at “Who Owns the Land?” https://www.ncgenealogy.org/wp-

content/uploads/public/articles_tools/Who_Owns_the_Land.pdf). 

 

After Hurricane Katrina demolished Louisiana in 2005, many 

were not able to receive any assistance to rebuild their homes 

because they lacked official deeds. These properties had been 

in families for some time but were never officially registered. 

Sometimes ownership conveyed through word of mouth or 

written deeds were lost or never filed. 

 

A biblical example of someone more interested in being “landed” 

than “grounded” was King Ahab and Queen Jezebel from I Kings 

21. Ahab looks out over his vast empire and sees a plot of land 

he does not own – the family inheritance of Naboth, the only 

thing Naboth has. Ahab really wants it as a vegetable garden, 

possibly a decorative garden. The king offers to buy it or 

exchange it for a plot of equal or better value. For Ahab, all 

assets have a price. He monetizes this vineyard, but for 

Naboth, this vineyard has a value, as the saying goes, money 

can’t buy. For him, it is much more than a pretty garden or 

adornment. It is his ancestral inheritance which he wants to 
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pass on to his heirs, just as it has been passed on to him. His 

family has worked it, lived on it, cared for it. It’s not a luxury; 

it’s his family’s livelihood and his familial legacy. When Naboth 

refuses to sell, Queen Jezebel takes matters in her own hands. 

She plots to vilify Naboth’s name, contriving lies that he is a 

traitor and not only is the land taken for the kingdom, Naboth 

and his family are killed in the process. 

 

God’s people have always had the choice of being greedy or 

gracious.  According to Psalm 1, there are two kinds of people – 

the wicked who disregard God’s law and commandments and the 

blessed who “delight” in the law of the Lord, meditating on it 

“day and night.” These are the ones who are “like trees planted 

by streams of water, which yield their fruit in its season, and 

their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they prosper.” 

Ahab and Jezebel exemplify the first type. They may seem to 

prosper for the moment, but in the end, they come to ruin. The 

one who has true power is not the one who owns the deeds to 

much property, but the one who knows that God owns the land 

and all the earth and so stands in awe, to risk a pun, of the 

deeds of the Lord. 

 

There was a day my father took the mortgage to our home, paid 

off at last, and burned it in the trash can out back. Maybe you 

have done that; maybe you or your ancestors gathered to burn 

the mortgage to your church land and buildings. When we do 

that and watch the smoke and flames rise, may we remember all 

we have is not ours by might or even by right, but we are 

granted the grace to live with the land because of the 

economic, cultural, and economic arrangements in place during 

our specific time on the earth – and more profoundly important- 

because of God’s mercy and grace.  

 

My father was a good farmer because he knew the land was not 

his – it was God’s, always God’s  He just had been given the 

privilege of occupying it, working it, tilling it, and loving it for a 

time. He could never be referred to as a “landed” man; but he 



surely was a grounded one. I want to water that in my garden 

and transplant it to the generations coming after me. 

 

 

“Grounded” 

 
If you don’t catch yourselves falling, 

Pray touch the ground gently, 

And stay there, for a time, holding on. 

Hold on, smelling the earth, rich and verdant. 

Hold on until you feel earth holding you. 

 

Hold on to the place where seeds grow and rain soaks into deep places. 

Hold your ear close and listen for the gentle rustle of tiny things 

Dancing near the roots that live below, 

And watch for tiny wisps of green we never see 

Reaching for light 

When we are upright. 

 

Hold on ‘til you feel grounded and earthed, 

Until your cheek is stained green; 

And stay until you feel spring sprouting, 

And tiny flowers hoping  

Just to live. 

 

 

Mar. 4 Dirty Bricks 

“Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph. 9He said to 

his people, ‘Look, the Israelite people are more numerous and more 

powerful than we. 10Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, or they will 

increase and, in the event of war, join our enemies and fight against us 

and escape from the land.’ 11Therefore they set taskmasters over them 

to oppress them with forced labour. They built supply cities, Pithom and 

Rameses, for Pharaoh. 12But the more they were oppressed, the more 

they multiplied and spread, so that the Egyptians came to dread the 

Israelites. 13The Egyptians became ruthless in imposing tasks on the 

Israelites, 14and made their lives bitter with hard service in mortar and 

brick and in every kind of field labour. They were ruthless in all the 

tasks that they imposed on them.” (Exodus 1:8-14) 



Sometimes dirt is used to grow food for hungry people, and 

sometimes it is used to build up structures for the powerful. 

The story from Exodus 1 is an example of the latter. As it turns 

out, I am writing this meditation on the oppression of Israelite 

slaves on Martin Luther King Day. Perhaps this is an appropriate 

day to remember that throughout human history, slaves have 

been used not only to do the backbreaking work of tilling the 

fields, but have also kept gardens, cooked, and worked to build 

up great cities, cathedrals, infrastructures, places of 

government, palaces. And even today, systemic institutions that 

are deeply rooted and dependent upon a wealthy, powerful 

group owning and controlling those who are less powerful are 

still thriving.  

We see an early example of this oppression in Israel’s story 

from Exodus. When a Pharaoh comes to power that “knew not 

Joseph,” things changed. This Pharaoh wanted to consolidate his 

power and so undertook widespread building projects. The great 

Pyramids, possibly dating from the 27th to the 22nd centuries 

BC, were constructed much earlier than the 400 years Joseph’s 

descendants lived in Egypt, which is usually placed somewhere 

between 1800 and 1200 BC. 

The slaves were tasked to haul mud and water from the banks 

of the Nile and add dried grass, straw, and according to some 

sources, even animal droppings, which were then pressed into 

molds to dry in the hot sun. According to the Exodus account, 

the slaves worked to construct two major cities, Pythom and 

Ramsas.  In the article “Brick by Brick,” published in the Biblical 

Archaeology Review in the Spring of 2020, David Falk explains 

these were “supply cities” serving as warehouses for daily 

offerings in the Egyptian temples. (For this reference and 

more, see https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/ancient-

cultures/ancient-egypt/pharaohs-brick-makers/).  

Ironically, the slaves were pressed not only in the service of 

the Pharaoh, but also in the service of the Egyptian gods and 

temple cult. The slaves were tasked with building “supply” cities, 

https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/ancient-cultures/ancient-egypt/pharaohs-brick-makers/
https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/ancient-cultures/ancient-egypt/pharaohs-brick-makers/


yet as time comes on, they were not given the supplies they 

needed. 

The work of making Egyptian brick was hard enough, but at 

some point, the Pharaoh required the slaves to gather their own 

straw. What’s more, they were still required to produce as many 

bricks as before. It must have been back-breaking work, and 

it’s no wonder that “their cries” were heard by God: 

“Afterwards Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and said, ‘Thus says 

the LORD, the God of Israel, “Let my people go, so that they may 

celebrate a festival to me in the wilderness.” But Pharaoh said, ‘Who is 

the LORD, that I should heed him and let Israel go? I do not know 

the LORD, and I will not let Israel go.’ 3Then they said, ‘The God of the 

Hebrews has revealed himself to us; let us go a three days’ journey into 

the wilderness to sacrifice to the LORD our God, or he will fall upon us 

with pestilence or sword.’ 4But the king of Egypt said to them, ‘Moses 

and Aaron, why are you taking the people away from their work? Get to 

your labours!’ 5Pharaoh continued, ‘Now they are more numerous than 

the people of the land and yet you want them to stop working!’ 6That 

same day Pharaoh commanded the taskmasters of the people, as well as 

their supervisors, 7‘You shall no longer give the people straw to make 

bricks, as before; let them go and gather straw for themselves. 8But 

you shall require of them the same quantity of bricks as they have made 

previously; do not diminish it, for they are lazy; that is why they cry, 

“Let us go and offer sacrifice to our God.” 9Let heavier work be laid on 

them; then they will labour at it and pay no attention to deceptive 

words.” (Exodus 5:1-9) 

My father loved hard work. He loved hot work under the sun 

and in the field, but he loved it as a free white man whose 

family could be sustained by his labor, not as a person of color 

who worked sunup to sundown for somebody else. We pause to 

ask God’s mercy for those who worked in the dirt under the 

curse of slavery, growing crops which increased the power of 

the ruling class and constructing cities and places of 

government which banned them as citizens. More seeds have 

been sown in tears and more buildings have been erected on the 

backs of the oppressed than we could imagine. Lord, have 

mercy. 



Prayer: God of Justice and Mercy, forgive us for participating in 

institutions and systems that enslave workers to consolidate more 

power for the powerful. 

 

Mar. 5 Anointing the JD 

I’m writing this on Super Bowl Sunday, a day when sports fans  

select their colors very seriously. I’m sure some colors have 

changed, but back in the day, farmers in Wonderland always 

took seriously their green and red – green for John Deere, red 

for Massey Ferguson.  

The idea that there is an “off-season” for farmers is a fallacy. 

My father took soil samples at various times of year, fired up 

the welding equipment to repair equipment, studied grain 

futures to determine how to get the best price for his crops, 

and spent much time “anointing” and “firing up” the JD (John 

Deere) and other farm equipment.  

A priest and farmer have much in common; they both deal in 

fire, oil and set rituals. I think I shared with you the story of 

learning about anointing oil the hard way. The fervent desire of 

a sick woman I visited as chaplain of the day at the hospital 

asked to be anointed, a request that sent this novitiate to the 

Wesson and Mazola aisles of the grocery store. I was spared by 

the sudden appearance and assistance of a woman – who I 

always half-way took to be an angel- who told me about 

anointing as she removed the large cooking oil from my hands 

and directed me to smaller jars of olive oil. I did, after all, want 

to anoint, not douse. 

My father was into oil too. Lots of it. Like our bones need 

lubrication to move, his tractors and combines needed oil and 

not just a dab, some real grease. Farm equipment today may not 

need as much, but back in the day, a farmer was also a grease 

monkey. Just as oil set God’s people aside for God’s work, 

lubricating the farm equipment was a sacred ritual.  



When dirt and oil got together, you got grime. Holy grime. 

After all, we were taken from dirt and then God anoints that 

dirt to be something special. The smell of grease, diesel grease, 

holds as special a place in my heart as lava did. Do you know the 

soap lava? Gritty, grainy lava not only washed the grime away, 

but if you were not careful, took some of your skin with it. 

Older farmers, of course, said it paled in comparison to good 

old full-strength lye or kerosene. But oh, the joy of watching 

my father “wash up!” The joy of getting grimy and working hard 

to wash it all away was an unappreciated rite. The Saturday 

night bath was a religious experience. You did your best to wash 

it all away on Saturday, knowing that only the Holy Spirit could 

finish the job on Sunday. 

Like the priest Aaron had oil poured over his head and his 

clothes, according to Exodus 29:21, daddy came home anointed 

with grease many nights, his clothes exiled to the screened-in 

porch. And, just as the fragrant oil, no doubt, stayed with the 

priestly garments, the grease lingered in my father’s old work 

clothes too. Exodus 29:29 goes on to say that Aaron’s oil-

sprinkled garments were passed on to his sons. Even though we 

ended up giving most of my father’s things away after he died, 

for a long time, I kept one of his shirts. Somehow in one of our 

moves, it was lost. I grieve that because I used to hold it to my 

nostrils and smell the almost lost scent of that grease.  
 

I celebrate an earthly father who first showed me the power of 

oil, and much more, a heavenly father who anoints our head 

when we wander away like wounded sheep. (Ps. 23). I celebrate 

the God of reconciliation who calls us to “dwell in unity,” a gift 

“like precious oil upon the head,” which pours down over Aaron’s 

beard even “upon the edge of his robes,” like the “dew of 

Hermon coming down upon the mountains of Zion.” (Ps. 133:1-3).  
 

And so, once more, Jesus comes again, the One, “anointed to 

proclaim good news to the poor,” “recovering of sight to the 

blind,” and “liberty to the captives.” ( Luke 4:18) 
 

Sit for a moment and let that pour all over you and soak in. 



 

Prayer: Anointed One, anoint us again. Pour the oil of your Spirit upon us 

as you call us to “proclaim good news to the poor.” 

 

“Anointing” 

 

When praise pours from every pore, 

And gratitude gets a going,  

Like an old pump you thought was clogged, 

Don’t be surprised if you feel it- 

Oil running free over your head, 

Down your cheeks, 

And from your chin. 

 

Don’t be surprised if you feel it, 

Mercy flowing down your chest 

Over your back and sides and legs, 

Saturating your feet. 

Don’t be surprised when you 

Are drenched with an oil 

That’s not there- but is 

That you can’t touch -but feel. 

 

Don’t be surprised what will come 

When praise pours from every pore – 

Anointing. 

 

 

 

Mar. 6 Firing up and Forging On 

“In this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had to suffer 

various trials, so that the genuineness of your faith—being more 

precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by fire—may be 

found to result in praise and glory and honour when Jesus Christ is 

revealed.” (I Peter 1:6-7) 

The one place daddy denied me direct access to was a place 

which both intrigued and scared me. The fear came partly from 

the sparks that flashed like something from another world and 

flew off my father, who was shrouded in what looked like  a 



cross between a space helmet and Darth Vader’s mask. It was 

the welding shop. Welding comes from one variant meaning of 

the word “well,” “to boil or rise,” and was the process of 

softening, melting, and joining metals into something new. The 

welding shop may have been just a room off from the barn, but 

let’s face it. To a five- or six-year-old, it was a place of 

downright mystery.  

“What do you do in there?” I asked. “I try to get two pieces of 

hard metal to come together that don’t want to,” he explained. 

He then went on to say that the fire melted the metal to the 

point that it could be joined to another piece of metal. That 

something else was sometimes part of a plow, cultivator, tractor 

or combine. That something else might also be metal hitches or 

pipes or arms or any number of other things used for a variety 

of purposes.  

The stories of the Stone Age, Bronze Age and Iron Age parallel 

some important biblical stories. The earliest humans had a 

better time surviving when they learned to use stones and 

bones to fashion tools and implements to battle animals whose 

claws, fangs, and teeth they could not otherwise compete with! 

Also, since humans could not outrun wild animals, stone tools 

allowed them, not only to defend themselves, but also to trap 

animals for food. Some anthropologists estimate three long 

Stone Ages ended around 4,000 to 3,000 BC, when humans were 

able to mine copper and tin to make bronze tools. Bronze 

weapons are much stronger than stone weapons. The discovery 

of bronze changed a great many things. For one thing, miners 

and craftsmen were needed to mine tin and copper. That meant 

farmers had to learn how to produce more food than they 

needed because not everyone was farming. Bronze made 

possible ox-drawn carts and the creation of more sturdy 

wheels. Weavers and potters were needed to clothe miners and 

create containers for farmers to store food.  

Around 1300 to 1200 BC, humans entered the Iron Age when 

they discovered ways to heat and forge iron. Smelting iron 

enabled humans to produce steel.  In fact, I Kings 8:51 



references God’s strength in bringing his people“…out of Egypt, 

from the midst of the iron-smelter.” The Exodus is dated just 

at the time empires like Egypt were becoming a greater threat 

as they developed the capacity to produce more and more iron 

weapons. Keep in mind how forged iron shackles, among other 

things, better enabled one people to enslave another. (For more 

information on these three ages, see history.com/news/prehistoric-

ages-timeline).  

So, what will a small, fledging band of newly freed slaves 

without iron muscle do? Think back to the story of David and 

Goliath, which is, among other things, the tale of a primitive 

people using stone weapons against a more sophisticated and 

advanced people with iron weaponry. Against all odds, David, 

with only a few stones and the strength of Israel’s God, stands 

up against a giant clad in iron armor!  

In fact, all the strength and intimidation of ironclad weaponry 

in every age cannot compare to the God who delivers the 

oppressed. All the smelting of ore into the metals of might will 

not overpower the Lord, who, according to Is. 19:1, rides “…on a 

swift cloud and comes to Egypt,” causing idols to tremble and 

“the hearts of the Egyptians to melt within them.”  

Ores always need refining. We do too. According to Malachi 3:3, 

God will bring a refining fire to his own people. God will “sit as a 

refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants 

of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present 

offerings to the LORD in righteousness.”  I Peter 1:7 celebrates 

the process of sitting under the refiner’s fire. Why? “So that 

the genuineness of our faith – being more precious than gold, 

that though perishable, is tested by fire – may be found to 

result in praise and glory and honour when Jesus Christ is 

revealed.” (If you are interested in other scripture on smelting or 

purifying dross- and can “steel” your nerves to handle them - see also 

Jeremiah 6:28-30, Ezekiel 9:6,22:18-22 and 24:11-13, Isaiah 1:21-26, 

Daniel 12:10, Proverbs 17:3, 25:4, and I Peter 4:17). 

The welding torch my father applied to hard metal changed it. 

Some of these pieces of metal  he brought under the fire were 

http://www.history.com/news/prehistoric-ages-timeline
http://www.history.com/news/prehistoric-ages-timeline


broken off. Some had served a useful purpose at one time but 

were no longer a part of something which could break up hard 

soil, cultivate the earth, plant seeds, or bring in the harvest. 

Now under the torch and in skillful hands, they were forged 

into something new. My father did not get up one day and 

decide to weld something. He trained for it. He learned from 

other welders. He practiced much, and as he admitted, had 

many “mess ups.” Why? Because welding is not easy work. Like 

working with pottery or other materials, it is tricky and 

delicate. The writer of Proverbs 17:3 explains, “The refining pot 

is for silver and the furnace for gold. But the Lord tests 

hearts.” 

Remembering the sparks flying off that metal made an 

impression on me. I imagine the spiritual refining we go through 

is even more frightening. But what is the alternative? I have 

ridden up and down many country roads, dotted with old 

farmhouses, barns and lots of rusted, broken down farming 

equipment. Perhaps they held such sentimental value, the family 

was unable to part with them. Perhaps after a while, there was 

just too much to clear away, and the pieces which might be 

salvageable were few and far between. I don’t want to end up 

there – a broken down plow that used to be useful.  

As long as we have breath, let’s summon up the courage to go to 

the welder’s shop, the refiner’s house, or the potter’s house, as 

scary as those places may be. Let’s go to the one who can make 

us into something more, the only One wise enough, 

compassionate enough, and powerful enough to transform us 

into a people who can “forge” the future God envisions. It’s 

much less frightening than the alternative.  

Prayer: Creative God, remake us and reconnect us that we may we till 

your earth and help bring in your harvest. 

 

Mar. 7  Sharing the Yoke 



“Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble 

in heart, and you will find rest for your soul, for my yoke is easy and my 

burden light.” (Matthew 11:29) 

There are a good many heavy things most of us can’t carry 

alone. So, what do we do? Two of us get on either end of a large 

bookcase or sofa. Sometimes the weight of a thing is not the 

problem. It’s the shape. It’s hard to handle. Hard to keep our 

balance with. At a young age, I knew precious little about  

“holding up my end,” as the saying goes. When I would help 

around the farm, daddy would say, “Now you get your end.” 

Usually, my end was in the middle of two others doing the 

bearing. I lived for several years under the illusion that without 

holding up my part, it just wouldn’t get done. It was too heavy 

unless I pitched in. The truth is, my fingers barely made 

contact. Still, at the end, I would get a pat on the back and a 

rousing “hey, we did it!” 

At some point later, I learned who the “we” was. It was the day 

when I was about 11 and my 36-year-old father collapsed from a 

massive heart attack under a load none of us could bear. After 

that, I began to learn, little by little, that there was a yoke-

bearer stronger than my father. 

Humans everywhere sweating and laboring just to stay alive, 

just to survive, find respite in the words from Matthew 11:20. 

Here is Jesus saying, “here, let me share your burden.” Lest we 

think this is a teaching about slacking off and letting Jesus 

carry the whole thing, we need to remember how yokes worked. 

Yokes were made of wood and iron. Bits constrained and limited 

movement. Being yoked with Jesus requires an infinite amount 

of discipline, patience, and surrender.  

A story handed down in my family describes the day my 

paternal grandfather asked for my grandmother’s hand in 

marriage. My grandfather had walked out to the field where my 

grandmother’s father was plowing with an ornery mule to ask 

permission to marry. When he got to the field, he summoned 

the courage needed and began, “Sir, can I speak with you a 

moment?” He received the reply,” “Unless what you have to ask 



is worth more than the damage this mule is going to do if I stop 

and try to start her up again, I’m finishing this field first!” I 

guess my great-grandfather thought he would get some 

everyday experience practicing Jesus’s advice from Luke 9:62: 

“No one who puts a hand to the plough and looks back is fit for 

the kingdom of God,” although I expect dealing with that ‘ole 

mule was a tad easier that what Jesus was asking! 

Jesus may be yoked with us, but are we pulling with or against 

him? If we pull against him, we risk plowing over good plants; we 

also risk doing great damage to our lives if we keep pulling 

against the bit trying to break free. 

Though Jesus bears the greatest load, it’s important our hand 

reaches to hold onto whatever he is moving, to offer our hand 

to what his hand is on. Important because just that simple 

willingness keeps us connected with him. Who knows, there may 

be a day he collapses under the weight of a cross too heavy for 

any human to bear, and on that day, we, like Simon of Cyrene, 

want to be close enough to do what we can do to support him.  

Prayer: God of Strength, thank you for inviting us to “hold our end” with 

you, and thank you for carrying the load with and for us. 

                  

 Mar. 8  Ploughs and Ploughshares 

“He shall judge between the nations, 

   and shall arbitrate for many peoples; 

they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, 

   and their spears into pruning-hooks; 

nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 

   neither shall they learn war any more.” (Isaiah 2:4) 

The most memorable scripture about plowing is this one from 

Isaiah about beating swords into ploughs and spears into 

pruning-hooks. (In this meditation, I will use the scriptural 

spelling of “plough”). The passage may have an added meaning if 

we remember ‘ploughshares’ are used at the beginning of the 

growing season and pruning hooks near the end. What are we to 

make of that?  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:DEU_Tunau_COA.svg


The function of the ‘plough’ is to cut through the turf and to 

turn the soil under to loosen it for planting and to push surface 

vegetation downward to provide nutrients for crops.  A 

ploughshare was the sharp blade portion which also included 

wooden or iron moldings. Sometimes the biblical writers 

compared the agony of Exile to the pain of being “ploughed 

over”: “Those who plough ploughed on my back; they made their 

furrows long.” (Ps. 129:3) The writer of Isaiah 2:4 reflects the 

reality that sharp blades can be used to kill or to nurture. Early 

on in most cultures, farm implements like sickles, pitching forks 

and ploughs served both for battle and for farming.  

My father liked nothing better than museums of old farm 

implements and the history of how they evolved over time.   

He would have loved learning that ‘ploughs’ have been used for 

at least 4,000 years and triangular ‘ploughs’ were found in China 

as early as 3500 BC. He would have snickered to learn Saxon 

farmers fastened their animals to ‘ploughs’ by their horns or 

even tails, and he would have been intrigued to read that 

according to one Greek myth, in the 490 BC Battle of Marathon 

between Persia and Greece, a Greek with a deadly ploughshare- 

who was so named “Echetlaeus/Ploughshare”-did great damage 

to the Persians. (helinika.com/2020/05/30/echetlaeus-marathon-

greekmyths/). And as someone who took great pride in metal 

work himself, my dad would have been fascinated to learn that 

ploughshares showed up in coats of arms in heraldry.  

My father would have loved learning that John Deere patented 

his famous plough in 1837 from discarded circular saw blades 

cut into strips and attached to a wrought iron moldboard, but 

he would have enjoyed even more reading about the 

development of the first plough to be produced on a large scale, 

the Rotherham plough in 1760. (William Weedman, “Hand Forged 

Iron Ploughshares” https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/7945/773548). 

Before that, according to an early British law, farmers were 

required to construct and sharpen their own implements. 

https://helinika.com/2020/05/30/echetlaeus-marathon-greekmyths/
https://helinika.com/2020/05/30/echetlaeus-marathon-greekmyths/
https://blogs.illinois.edu/view/7945/773548


We may remember that, in addition to heading the 

Revolutionary War effort, George Washington’s more domestic 

interests was being a “gentleman farmer.”  I once asked my 

father what this was and he replied that he suspected that 

Washington owned the land and someone else did the work, 

likely slaves.  In I Corinthians 9:10, Paul notes that the one 

‘ploughing’ “should plough in hope and whoever threshes should 

thresh in hope of a share of the crop.” Unfortunately, many 

working the land throughout our recorded history never 

realized this equitable arrangement.  

The writer of Isaiah envisions a time where simple blade 

implements used for war might be repurposed for peace. Micah 

4:3 gives this version of the passage from Isaiah. God will 

“judge between many peoples/And render decisions for mighty, 

distant nations./Then they will hammer their swords into 

ploughshares/And their spears into pruning hooks; nations will 

not lift up sword against nation, and never again will they train 

for war.” 

Can we envision such a day? Today, we have advanced 

technology, industrial might, and powerful resources at our 

disposal. How will we use them? For war or for peace? Only God 

can show us how to do this. 

Prayer: “Lord, help us beat our swords into ploughshares and our spears 

into pruning-hooks.” Help us choose to accept the challenge of helping 

nurture and sustain others, growing fruits of righteousness, rather than 

turning on each other.” 

 

( If you are interested, much of the information included in this 

meditation is taken from F. E. Fussell’s “Ploughs and Ploughing Before 

1800” (https://www.jstor.org/stable/3740696?seq=1), “The Story of 

the Plow”(nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/stories/science-and-

technology/ploughs/and Agriculture of the United States in 1860: 

compiled from the original returns of the eighth census, under the 

direction of the Secretary of the Interior by Joseph C. G. Kennedy, 

1864 and may be assessed at 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3740696?seq=1


https://web.archive.org/web/20150924092217/http://www.rotherham

web.co.uk/h/plough.htm) 

 

Mar. 9 Mustard Seed Faith 

“He put before them another parable: ‘The kingdom of heaven is like a 

mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his field; 32it is the 

smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of 

shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make 

nests in its branches.”(Matthew 13:31) 

“…For truly I tell you, if you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you 

will say to this mountain, ”Move from here to there, and it will move; 

nothing will be impossible for you.” (Matthew 17:20) 

 

The relationship between the tiny mustard seed and faith 

becomes clearer when we remember that we are created as 

seed bearers. Within the acorn is the potential of a future 

great oak.  Part of the power of this parable lies in the various 

versions of the story we find in the gospels. The account from 

Matthew 13, following the Parable of the Sower, compares the 

kingdom to a seed someone sowed which grew to a tree which 

provided a home where birds might live and build their nests. In 

this version, the kingdom generates protection for God’s 

creatures, allowing them to be generative – to build nests to 

help protect and reproduce their kind. This is amazing enough, 

right? 

Yet, just a few chapters over in Matthew 17, the mustard 

seed’s potential is even more impressive. What precedes the 

story here is the Transfiguration, where Jesus’ glory and power 

are manifested on the mountain. Following this glorification of 

Jesus, at the base of the mountain, the disciples encounter a 

boy with a demon which they could not exorcise. When they ask 

Jesus why they failed, Jesus responds, “if you had faith just 

the size of a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘move 

from here to there,’ and it will move; nothing will be impossible 

for you.” 

https://web.archive.org/web/20150924092217/http:/www.rotherhamweb.co.uk/h/plough.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20150924092217/http:/www.rotherhamweb.co.uk/h/plough.htm


The disciples have followed Jesus and witnessed his power over 

and over. These experiences should have “grown” their faith, 

but that is not always the case in the gospels. Why? Just as 

seeds are generative and grow exponentially, faith works the 

same way. You and I miss the meaning of the story if we say, 

“well, I certainly have no power either to speak to a mountain 

and have it move,” and this would be true if we were not seed 

bearers, and if faith were not a seed which bears more 

potential and strength than we could realize on our own. But 

that is not the case!  We are seed bearers and faith is a seed! 

Faith, like seed, bears potential beyond itself!  Say that again. 

Faith, like seed, bears potential beyond itself. Now in this 

version, faith exercises itself through what we speak. Faith is 

activated by what we “say” to the mountain. This is also true in 

the account we find in Luke 17:6. There, after Jesus tells his 

followers that if someone offends them seven times, they must 

continue to forgive them. In response, the disciples ask Jesus 

to increase their faith. To this, Jesus answers, “if you had faith 

the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, 

‘be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.” We 

also remember that Jesus told Peter in Matthew 18 he must 

forgive not seven times but seventy times seven! Just as faith 

is seed-bearing and grows exponentially, faith also allows one to 

forgive exponentially. Why? Because generative faith generates 

greater mercy! 

So, what motivates us to want to move a mountain or mulberry 

bush? Why would we be invested in doing those things? I don’t 

think we usually care much about moving either mulberry bushes 

or mountains. Why would we? What would drive us to do that? 

WHY do we want to move them? 

But consider this. Suppose that is a mountain you care about. 

Suppose it has a name. Suppose you long to move that mountain. 

Suppose that mountain is an obstacle in your life and threatens 

you or your family or community. Suppose that mountain is 

addiction, illness, fear, or something else that stands between 

you and the life you might live.  



You see, we need to be motivated to move mountains. The 

disciples were perhaps not motivated to heal this man. Who is 

he to them? Why should they care about his healing? Think 

back to the story from Mark 5 of the healing of Jarius’ 

daughter, who had already died when Jesus arrived. The 

outsiders are claiming he is too late. Who does Jesus bring with 

him inside the house and inside the room where the dead girl 

lay? A few of his disciples and her family. Why her family? 

They were invested in her healing. They longed for that 

mountain of death which separated their child from life to be 

removed! They had both faith and love to offer Jesus. 

Do you remember the beautiful writing of Paul from I 

Corinthians 13? There Paul stresses that faith is important, but 

useless, without love. You might have enough faith to say to this 

mountain, “be moved,” but without love, it profits you nothing. 

Read another way, perhaps faith without love is not enough to 

move the mountain. Jesus came to give not just power but 

compassion, the kind of compassion Jesus had for the leper he 

encounters in Mark 4, who says to Jesus, “If you choose, you 

can make me well.” Jesus looked at the man, had compassion on 

him, and moved his mountain. 

 

Love and compassion are catalysts for faith. They enable faith. 

We will rarely have the faith to do what we lack the passion or 

compassion to do. If Jesus increases our faith, he must 

increase our love as well. There is something hearty in a seed 

that wants to grow, no matter the severity of the environment. 

If a car fell on your child, you would find a strength you never 

knew was possible to lift that car! If physical adrenaline can 

flood our bodies, imagine what faith and love added to 

adrenaline and the power of the Spirit can do! No, we can’t 

imagine! That’s the beauty of generative faith and love. You and 

I cannot imagine! But God can! 

 

I don’t know what your mountains are, but you have the seed-

bearing faith and love to move them. You have the power to 

flourish. Hope begets faith which begets love. 



You and I are seed bearers. Faith is a seed, a tiny one. Joined 

with love, this seed, this faith, can accomplish extraordinary 

things we could never do on our own. But to do that, we must 

stay connected to Jesus. We must sometimes be born by the 

wind (spirit), be planted and rooted, receive light and rain, be 

nourished and pruned, and stay connected to the vine, Jesus, if 

we are to survive blight and other challenges to growth and 

fruition. But oh, what might grow, what might generate, from 

our lives if we are! If. 

Prayer: Generative God, increase our faith, our hope, and our 

love so we might remove any obstacles which prevent us from 

flourishing. 

 

 Mar. 10 The Sower Who Sees 

“‘Listen! A sower went out to sow. 4And as he sowed, some seed fell on 

the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 5Other seed fell on rocky 

ground, where it did not have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, since it 

had no depth of soil. 6And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and since 

it had no root, it withered away. 7Other seed fell among thorns, and the 

thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. 8Other seed fell 

into good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and 

yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.’ 9And he said, ‘Let anyone 

with ears to hear listen!’ When he was alone, those who were around him 

along with the twelve asked him about the parables. 11And he said to 

them, ‘To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for 

those outside, everything comes in parables; 12in order that 

“they may indeed look, but not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not 

understand; so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.” ’ 

13 And he said to them, ‘Do you not understand this parable? Then how 

will you understand all the parables? 14The sower sows the 

word. 15These are the ones on the path where the word is sown: when 

they hear, Satan immediately comes and takes away the word that is 

sown in them. 16And these are the ones sown on rocky ground: when they 

hear the word, they immediately receive it with joy. 17But they have no 

root, and endure only for a while; then, when trouble or persecution 

arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away. 18And others 

are those sown among the thorns: these are the ones who hear the 

word, 19but the cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, and the 



desire for other things come in and choke the word, and it yields 

nothing. 20And these are the ones sown on the good soil: they hear the 

word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.’” 

(Matthew 13:1-17) 

The most well-known story of seed and planting is the parable 

Jesus tells of the sower. Though this is a long reading, it is rich 

and fertile. Every time I read it, I see something more. I use 

the word “see” intentionally because for a long time, I thought 

the primary emphasis in the parable was on “having ears to 

hear.” And like all parables, it is about hearing, especially about 

listening in the second part of the story about what it all 

means, but it is also a story about “seeing.” 

God can see how things grow – or are hindered from growing- in 

an instant and how things grow – or are hindered from growing- 

over time, sometimes over long periods of time. 

Growing up with a farmer helps me “see” this story in a certain 

way, for farmers are always looking. They look at the seed. 

They look at the soil. They look at the amount of seed. They 

look at the equipment, the sky, the sun, the weather report and 

more. And after the seed goes in, they do more than look – they 

study. They study the rows of dark earth, hoping to see 

something begin to grow there. I have ridden on many Sunday 

afternoons or other late afternoons with my father along dusty 

country roads which ran beside fields he had planted. He inched 

along these dirt roads, studying each row, watching for tiny, 

green heads to peep through the dirt and praying they would. 

Sometimes he stopped, got out of his truck, looked for a while 

at the earth, the clouds, smelled for rain and waited. He was in 

for the long haul, for the long season. Farming requires 

patience, great patience and faith. It would take time. 

When the sower goes forth in the gospel accounts, he is looking 

too – not, like most farmers, to make sure he has enough seed – 

but he looks out to a variety of places where he spreads his 

seed. This sower is not picky. He throws seed everywhere, in 

every possible place and not just places where a good harvest is 

guaranteed. He sows near predators, on hard soil, in thickets, in 



places of draught, where shallow roots are the norm. He sows 

knowing many seed will not make it. That reality may hurt him, 

but it does not hinder him. Why? He is the sower. No matter 

what, sowers sow. 

We don’t see him plowing or preparing the soil, we just see him 

sowing. It’s not that preparation is not important. It’s just that 

by the end of the story, we realize God is the sower and we 

bear responsibility for preparing the soil, our hearts, and lives, 

to grow good seed. We are in this farming business together. 

God sows, sends sun and rain and much more, but we have our 

part too. We must guard the seed from the birds, protect the 

seed by watering it when the rains are slow coming. We must 

fertilize, weed, and protect the seed from all those “cares of 

life” which threaten to overshadow it. 

God sows, but we must cultivate. We must care for. Just as 

Adam and Eve were called to till the garden, we have some 

tilling to do- tilling which in our world now is harder, more back-

breaking, and sometimes out of our hands. But we are called to 

put our hearts and hands to figuring out what threatens the soil 

from afar (birds), nearby (overgrowth), or beneath (shallow 

roots.)  A farmer must always see what threatens nearby, what 

threatens on the horizon, and what threatens below the 

surface. 

My father “saw” the land from so many points of view. He did 

many soil samples. He could tell you how alkaline or acidic the 

land was and what it had too little or too much of. He studied 

infestation problems. He knew about potential sources of 

“blight.” A farmer sees within and without, controls what 

he/she can, and leaves the rest to God. 

Now imagine God as sower. God has seen the land long before it 

was land as we know it. God saw it before there was a land, 

before it was separated from water, before there were seeds 

to fill it, sun to grow it, rain to water it.  God sees instantly and 

sees over eons. God sees in the moment and God sees eternally. 

Our Creator God knows our heart has “grown dull, our ears are 



hard of hearing and we have shut our eyes,” and so we need to 

hear with new ears and see with the new eyes. 

Just as God walked with Adam and Eve in the cool of the 

evening, many farmers, no doubt, still feel God with them as 

they inch along to see the fields near day’s end, inching along 

with them and perceiving things they might never see – what to 

do about the shallow root, the early start, the sun beating 

down, the dying out, the enemy swoping, the threat of rain, wind 

and hail,  the impenetrable thicket and more. 

We will never be able to see what the Sower sees and we 

couldn’t bear it if we could. We just trust the Sower to see all 

of it – the seed, the earth, the dangers and the potential and to 

remind us that the God of all creation, the God who promises 

seedtime and harvest, will always be there in joy every time the 

blade first breaks out from the dirt, seeing that green and the 

fruit which may come from it long before we do. 

 

Prayer: Sower who sees all, give us new eyes to see, new ears to hear, 

new wisdom to cultivate, and a new compassion to care for what you 

have sown. 

 

 

 

Mar. 11 Wind Bearing 

“The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot 

tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone 

born of the Spirit.” (John 3:8, NIV) 

As a young child, I clearly remember the day my paternal 

grandmother, Wisianna, introduced me to dandelion “seeds.” 

If you look closely, they look like the earth reaching out with 

many tiny arms holding stars. “Blow,” she said, “and make a 

wish.” I cannot remember what I wished, but I remember 

blowing with all my breath and watching the tiny stars scatter 

in the sunlight. Later I learned there is some fascinating 



folklore surrounding this ritual. Some insist the number of 

breaths it takes to blow the seeds off a dandelion can help 

you tell the time or weather. Dandelions themselves even have 

been called a “shepherd’s clock” since the flowers open just 

after dawn and close at dusk.  

The wind blows where it will. We cannot always tell where it 

comes from or where it is going. The writer of John 3:8 

reminds us this is the way it is with everyone who is born of the 

Spirit. In the Hebrew Bible, the same word is often used for 

wind, spirit, and breath –  some variation of “ruah/ruach.”  The 

spirit blows where it will, the writer of John asserts. It is free 

and moves in that freedom.  

The way wind moves seeds may provide some spiritual wisdom 

for us. In my readings, I learned that seeds are one of the most 

common things carried by the wind. There is a term for this 

dispersal – anemochory. It may be my new favorite word.  Some 

plants, like pine or oak, for example, disperse a large amount of 

pollen from which a seed will develop. If you have ever suffered 

through the yellow dust of spring, you have witnessed the 

abundance nature provides! Insects, of course, are an important 

part of this process. In recent years, the reduction of the bee 

population in some areas has had a significant impact upon 

pollination. 

What spiritual insight might we glean from these observations? 

1. Without the wind, many things in nature would die out 

because their seeds need to move to live. 

2. There are always more particles of pollen and seeds 

dispersed than will ever develop into plants. Yet, in nature, 

nothing is wasted. The great abundance of seeds from some 

species of the milkweed family, for example, produce silky 

hairs that were collected and used during World War 11 as 

insulation and waterproof fillers for mattresses, pillows, 

sleeping bags and life preserves (much like the fibers of 

the tropical kapok tree). Many seeds, plants, or pods, of 

course, have been used for medicinal purposes. 



3. The wind which blows against small seedlings help the plant 

develop stronger stems by stimulating the release of a 

hormone supporting plant growth called auxin.  

4. The tiniest plants can even survive cyclones and tornadoes. 

The wolffia, one of the world’s smallest flowering plant, 

whose body is  less than one millimeter, has been carried by 

a tornado many miles away and some seeds have been found 

in the water of melted hailstones.  

5. Each seed is specifically created to move in different ways 

by the wind. Some are deposited by bird waste. Some 

hitch-hike on animals, some float on the water, some are 

born through the air. This last group includes seeds that 

move like parachuters, helicopters/whirlybirds, gliders, 

flutterers, and spinners. 

For more information, see “Blowing in the Wind Seed and Fruit 

Dispersal (palomar.edu/users/warmstrong/) and research from 

Michigan State University (extension.msu.edu/news,wind).  

The wind moves where it will, and each of us is also moved by 

the Spirit is different ways. Sometimes we glide, sometimes we 

float, sometimes we parachute, sometimes we hitch-hike. 

Some winds are gentle and some, harsh. During one of my 

college spring breaks, a tornado blew over my house and my 

grandmother’s house. Fortunately, she was still at our house the 

moment it hit. Lying on the floor, we watched as area grain bins 

ripped apart and curled through the sky like airborne aluminum 

foil strips. Our house, grandmama, and I were safe. Many in the 

area were not as fortunate. The winds relocated trailers, along 

with a portion of my grandmother’s house, including with several 

of our barns. 

Some winds blow hard and some come and go like a whisper.  

Early one summer morning years later, I held my grandmother’s 

hand as she passed away, her last breath just a puff. Just 

before she left, she said, “I love you.” “I love you, too,” I said. 

https://extension.msu.edu/news,wind


Oh, yes, there is another bit of folklore about dandelion seeds. 

According to one legend, when you blow them, give them all you 

have. They go out to the ones you love. 

You are loved, deeply loved. The same Spirit that blew over 

chaos making something from nothing still blows where it will. 

We cannot see it coming, nor where it goes. But in the end, we 

must trust it to carry us – and our breath- back to the One who 

gave it. 

Prayer: Holy Spirit, come again to bear us where we should go. Come 

again to plant us where we have landed. Come again to strengthen us and 

at last, come again to bear us home. 

 

“When You Have Lost Your Wind” 
 

   A sparrow cannot fall from the sky except the Lord knows, 

   And when you have lost your wind and glide downward, 

   Call to the One who will lift you up on mighty wings, 

   So you might not merely soar, but also see- 

   See others who are beating their weary way 

   Over the dark wetness of the waking world. 
 

 “Remembering  Grandma Wisianna” 

 

I can see you on the other side of the screened in-porch, 

Peeling off the purple straw hat that shaded 

Your ivory skin from the sun. 

I can see you there on the other side of the screen  

Passing the needle to me outside, 

As we sewed a patch back and forth, 

So we could shell beans without swatting gnats, 

Feel the breeze and smell the rain.  

 

We sewed this patch to mend the rip 

That keeps us from insects that sting,  

But not from voices that used to sing- 

Sing in the fields alongside Wonderland. 

Sing putting seed in the earth, 

Sing gathering things from the earth 

In baskets that have a hundred tiny slits to let the wind in, 

In baskets I have seen you bend over many mornings, 



In the early dew long before the bob calls white, 

And past dark when the crickets begin their chatter. 

 

Ah, the joy of being with you there- 

Shelling and rocking and laughing, 

Working and playing and living on the screened-in porch, 

Where the breeze would come and the smell of rain linger, 

Inside this homespun haven where thousands of tiny windows  

Kept us open to the world, to each other, to ourselves. 

I could not see how precious it all was, 

There where your hand was held to mine by just a thread. 
 

 

Mar 12  Sundown to Sunup 

“God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there 

was evening and there was morning, the first day.” (Genesis 1:5) 

   

I rode home from college to Wonderland late one fall afternoon 

just before sunset. Perhaps because I had been reading English 

Romantic poets all week, Wordsworth’s “Tis a Beauteous 

Evening, Calm and Free” rose in me as the sun sank farther down 

the horizon: 

It is a beauteous evening, calm and free, 

The holy time is quiet as a Nun 

Breathless with adoration; the broad sun 

Is sinking down in its tranquility; 

The gentleness of heaven broods o'er the Sea; 

Listen! the mighty Being is awake, 

And doth with his eternal motion make 

A sound like thunder—everlastingly. 

Dear child! dear Girl! that walkest with me here, 

If thou appear untouched by solemn thought, 

Thy nature is not therefore less divine: 

Thou liest in Abraham's bosom all the year; 

And worshipp'st at the Temple's inner shrine, 

God being with thee when we know it not. 

 



  As a young child growing up in Wonderland, I had been that 

child who walked beside my dad on many afternoons like this, 

unaware of the gentleness of heaven brooding as the amber sun 

sank down “in its tranquility.” I drove straight to where my 

father was harvesting that day and waited until he had 

completed his round. Watching the sunset with him was holy 

time. 

 

   Farmers have the privilege – or occupational hazard- of 

watching the sun rise and set most days. For my father, it was a 

privilege. He would tell you often, “When it goes from dark to 

light and light to dark - this is God’s time.”  There is something 

deeply theological in his words.  The holy time for ancient 

Israel, following the order of creation, was from dark to light, 

rather than the other way around, for as Genesis 1:5 reads, 

“and evening and morning was the first day.”  

 

  It was from my father that I learned the wisdom of those 

times ‘twix and ‘tween, at dusk and dawn, just as light passes to 

darkness and darkness passes to light. Those were my father’s 

prayer times, the quiet moments when labor had ended and just 

before labor began again. I have heard him thank God for the 

light, for the sun rising and for the promise of evening rest. A 

farmer always watches the sun, praying it will bring enough 

warmth and light to mature the plants without parching them 

before they were ready to bear their fruit. 

 

Here in the dead of winter, our daylight has been increasing 

since Dec. 21 and will increase a little more each day until the 

longest day of the year, June 21. Without light, my father was 

the first to tell me, we couldn’t see anything. “What do you 

mean?” I asked.  “We need light to see the sun, the house, the 

dogs, the land, the tractor, each other,” he explained.  “Can God 

see in the dark?” I asked. “The only one who can,” he said. 

Many years after that afternoon watching the sunset, I stood 

with Carey and the girls in the pitch blackness of a cavern in 

western North Carolina as the guide explained that humans 



could not live in this darkness long before they would go mad. 

Without light, we see nothing beyond us. Our world would 

collapse into the shadows. In total darkness, we can’t even see 

ourselves, can’t see the hand we are holding up in front of our 

faces.  

But God sees in the dark. “Even the darkness is not dark to you 

[God];” the psalmist writes in Ps. 139, “the night is as bright as 

the day, for darkness is as light to you.” We do not always have 

to understand our darkness to find meaning in it and move 

beyond it. God can see in pitch blackness. God sees us. God sees 

our unimaginable pain. God sees the way forward and can direct 

us toward light. And God can use us to help others move 

forward.  

My father plowed sometimes past dark. The lights on the 

tractor or combine helped, but there were times before, he 

reminded me, when farmers had no such light. They had to plow 

by the moon, swing an old lantern on the tractor, or before 

that, hitch up some light to the animals. They worked when it 

was light and sometimes went to sleep when the sun went down. 

When you plow in the dark without a light or walk back from the 

barns on a moonless night, you must feel your way in the dark. 

When you feel your way in the dark, you learn how feet and 

bodies remember what our eyes can’t see or have forgotten. 

God’s light is always with us, even when we can’t see, even when 

we sit in the shadows or are experiencing an emotional or 

spiritual eclipse.  In an earlier meditation a couple of years 

back, I shared that as a  child, I could often spot the 

headlights of my father’s old truck bumping in and out of sight 

along the uneven dirt field roads at night still some way from 

home. I would thrill to see it bob up and down. Even when I lost 

the beam, I knew it would reappear. Daddy was headed home. I 

had seen his light, even if I lost it now and then. 

There is much wisdom in living from sundown to sunrise. I’m glad 

God counted days that way – moving from dark to light- rather 

than the other way around because many people throughout our 

history still begin their days in darkness, and not just literal 



darkness - emotional and psychological darkness. They begin in 

the shadows and pray the sun will break through. Maybe our 

work is to show others how to hold on through the dark to 

morning, giving thanks always just at that moment one day ends 

and another begins. 

So, thank God for all the gifts that come in the day and in the 

night. My two daughters, Carolyn and Laura, were born in the 

wee morning hours when the earth was beginning to welcome the 

light. My two grandchildren, Margaret and Charlie, were born 

just as evening was falling, and today, March 12, Charlie marks 

his first year on the earth. Just as ancient mystics brought in 

the morning praising God with Matins and brought in the night 

praising God with Evensong, so we join our voices as day breaks 

and the shadows flee, as night brings its silence and rest, and in 

every moment in between. 

Prayer: Light of our World who breaks into every darkness, walk with 

us. Show us how some green can sprout even in the shadows.  

 

    “When Dusk Meets Dawn” 

Real wisdom comes, 

Real hope, real peace, 

Just at the edge where light breaks into darkness, 

Or shadows slip up on the sun, 

And you glimpse both at once- 

The light lingering and night looming in the liminal, 

Night holding the sun’s hand as it rises, 

Sun caressing twilight as it falls, 

Just as dusk goes to dawn, or dawn to dusk. 

In the ‘twix and ‘tween moments, 

Where day and night dance together, 

Where something bright breaks through the cracks, 

     And shadow shades the blinding glare, 

Wisdom comes with hope and peace, 

Not always when one has come, the other gone, 

     But in that sacred moment when each lingers, 

     Looking back and looking forward 

     Each seeing the other, 

     And God seeing all. 



      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


