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When I would visit the monastery in Richardton, North Dakota, I would meet with Sister Rita for spiritual direction. Once as I was thanking her for the space and welcome the monastery made for us women clergy in western North Dakota and eastern Montana, she said the sisters were glad to have us come because they wondered how we could possibly do our jobs. “Who,” she asked me, “calls you to prayer? We have each other. You have no one.” And I started to cry. I was tired. For an overnight stay maybe twice a year, I would drive four hours to the monastery and nestle into my cell. I would hike through the grasslands, say hello to the sisters’ llamas (they had been given a pair and one was pregnant, so the herd began), and note the wind so strong that I could not linger long in the little cemetery where the sisters buried their own beneath modest grave markers. Sister Benedicta. Sister Mary Ellen. Sister Cordelia. Now having also visited the monastery in Kentucky where the famous writer Thomas Merton lived for many decades, I knew that even his grave was as unexalted as those on the prairie of the unsung women who served for years in schools and hospitals, praying five times a day together and welcoming every stranger as Christ himself. 


Whenever I turned off the car engine in the monastery driveway, I felt immediately the pervasive quiet of prayer. It had permeated the landscape, generated by the women who sang psalms every day in their slow cadence with silence between each verse, waiting for the other half of the assembly to answer with the next verse. Then silence. Back and forth. The sheer pace of the singing was enough to make me notice how much I traveled too quickly from one action to another.

One Lenten time each table was set with a centerpiece of one square black cloth beneath a broken clay bowl that had been shaped and dried but not fired –– “You are the potter; I am the clay” –– to contemplate brokenness in Lent. To see an imperfect vessel. To want it put back together and yet not to do it. To let it be, there on the table, one on each table. To think of myself as a broken pot. To know this world as a broken place, created and loved by God, including myself. 

. . . . . . . . . . 

I was washing dishes when the phone rang. It was a farmer who had come to church Sunday for the first time in twenty-three years. He’d thought of, you know, calling “the new pastor,” he said, but it’s kinda nice to know who it is before you call. Lives with his father. His  mother died when he was fifteen, and he blamed God, he told me. But now he realizes that he’s thirty-eight years old. Just had his birthday.


“Does a person have a destiny, you know? Well, you plow, you know, round and round and round and you wonder. Does God forgive you after so long? And what happens when you die?” As if it was all one sentence. As if the pattern of his loneliness had accumulated acres of traps. Any one of them threatened to pull him in like Jacob in the pit and there would be no roving merchants to come along and let him out. He seemed not to know where to start and where to end. We talked for over an hour. 

Can the church understand the hurt out on the farms where there’s just the stars and the silence? Jordan has his questions, and I have mine. Is friendship the purpose of the church? Is bringing people together to sing and eat the excuse we need to make a phone call acceptable? I go round and round with endless wonderings in the midst of incredible silence except when the combines buzz or the calves are sold and the cows on the edge of town are bellowing, their udders full.
. . . . . . . . . . 

The nursing home residents are alert, attentive, glad to see me. It isn’t me, of course, they are so glad to see but the pastor who comes to sing with them. We sing “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” “Softly and Tenderly Jesus is Calling” and end with “Abide With Me.” In between the hymns, I read the Sunday scripture about Jesus getting into the boat with the disciples who are scared. I focus on how sometimes it feels like everything is rocking like a boat in a storm. But Jesus comes to be with us in the rocking and he calms it down. No matter what kind of family, there’s always worry. No matter what kind of work we did, there was always a problem to deal with. 


I ask what kinds of work they have all done in their lives. Farmer, nurse, oil fields, flower shop (Inge said, “And I met a lot of lovely people.”). I ask if any of them are mothers. Lots of nods. Did you cook every day? More nods. Has anyone here cleaned house? Chuckles of recognition. Work, I say, made life possible for the people you were caring for and bringing up.


Joe says he knows the easiest kind of work there is: playing baseball. I tell him my husband, a baseball fan, would be surprised to hear that. Joe defends his view, saying that baseball players only have to know how to do one thing: play ball. A farmer has to be a mechanic, a machine driver, know all about soils and crops –– much harder than being a baseball player. He played baseball. He knows. 


I tell about going out to Groveland’s farm yesterday for coffee and sweet rolls in the field because Marcus is retiring. This is his last harvest. Forty-four years of farming. His kids tied twenty-two balloons onto his combine. The balloons bounce in the wind as the combine marches into the grain, leaving behind it the stubble, a huge grasshopper in John Deere green, steadily making its way through the crop, spitting out the straw behind. I try to make it a grand scene, to tell about retirement and how a person isn’t less valuable in God’s eyes once their work is done. The balloons overwhelm Peter and Earl who burst into tears. Peter, especially, is hunched over with big sobs. 


June gets up and gives a speech about having gone to hear Larry Lundstrom in Williston. “One of the preachers asked the crowd: Who owns the world? People think the president owns the world. They go to the president for everything they need.” I cannot figure out what her point is, but I also know that it is ridiculous to ask June to be logical. The others are rolling their eyes at her tirade. She is dressed in a vibrantly-flowered long skirt and a white blouse recalling the Victorian era: lace with a high collar, long sleeves with ruffles at the wrist, and a see-through bodice. Her white braids wind around her head. She has no sense of personal space, and always talks right into your face. She is standing next to me, speaking a speech that undermines the gospel message of Jesus’ presence with all of us: “God is not in this world” she says, “because nobody has seen God.”


Joe says, “I have. He came to me in the hospital after my wife died.” I remember a conversation I had with Joe in the corridor one day last month. He was leaning on his walker in his bib overalls (immaculately clean), weeping. I asked him something innocuous like whether I could help him get to his room. He said, “I’m so lonely. My wife is dead.” I asked him if she had just died. I hadn’t seen him there before and thought perhaps this was all new to him. “She died ten years ago,” he said. Weeping. “She took good care of me. She cooked good food.” Weeping. I asked if it was hard to be living in the Home. “Yes.” Weeping. “I don’t know why I’m still here.”  
. . . . . . . . . .

After church on Sunday morning, I found a dozen many-colored light and dark brown eggs sitting outside the parsonage front door. Every other week from then on, there would be those dozen eggs, a new batch, with bright yellow yolks from chickens full of good feed, tasty and fresh. I never had to buy eggs. We could eat as many as we liked! 


Then one day I made a move to ensure that we would continue to have these good eggs. “Say, Joel, can we buy eggs from you?! I love your eggs. I don’t want to keep imposing on you. You might think you have to keep on handing over those precious gifts.”


He didn’t frown or smile. He looked straight at me with blue eyes twinkling out from under his feed cap. He put his hands on my shoulders and said in as authoritative a voice as I’d ever heard from him, “No. We don’t sell eggs to pastors.” And then he grinned. 

. . . . . . . . . .

Nettie had a story to tell me. She could hardly stand to wait to get the words out. “He said to me this morning, ‘Can you go pick the squash today? I think they’re ready.’ ‘Yah, I can,’ I said. And I went out about 11:00 after I’d finished getting the dough set to rise, fed the chickens, called Martha about the Aid, and some cleaning up. I didn’t have a lot of time for the squash, and I knew there should be quite a pile of them so I hurried a little with these other things. Joel doesn’t often ask me to do something like that. Those squash… they were lookin’ good last week.” She stopped and stared at her shoe, swallowing as if to give herself time to think how best to continue. 


“Well, don’t you know, I got ‘round that lilac hedge down there and I looked and looked, and I didn’t see any squash plants. I thought I had gone the wrong way, but that was the right field and there was nowhere else those vines were planted! It was the most puzzling thing. I’ve lived on this farm for fifty-three years, and I surely know where the fields are. I didn’t know what to do. I’d have to ask Joel what was the matter.” She paused to get the coffee pot and pour me some more. When she sat down, she said, “I headed back to the house another way and don’t you know as soon as I could see around the other side of the Carragana bushes, there were all the squash, lined up in a row, spelling out my name N E T T I E. That Joel,” she chuckled. “He had it all planned. He was foolin’ me.” 


“I think he loves you!” 


She just smiled.  
