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Some of you may remember, but many of you have never heard me tell the story of my 

weeklong retreat in 2010 at the Monastery of Christ in the Desert, in Abuique, NM.  I visited the 

monastery as I was entering the process of returning to parish ministry, which I left in 2006.   

 

At Benedictine monasteries, guests are expected to work – as much as they can – along with the 

monks.  The Benedictine motto is “ora et labora,” meaning “work and pray.”  The day is split 

roughly in half between praying the offices and work of various sorts. I was assigned to the new 

hops field that was being developed.  The monastery had decided to enter the business of 

brewing beer and wanted to grow their own distinctive hops, a key ingredient in beer.   

 

Here is a portion of my daily diary I recorded that week:  

 

My job, along with others, was to dig a series of holes 18” wide and 18” deep.  Chicken manure, zinc, and 

sulfur had been placed near where the holes were to be dug, and we mixed these additives with the soil and 

filled the holes back up.  A woman cut and counted out rhizomes of native hops plants to plant in the 

freshly dug and fertilized soil.  

 

Digging in the soil made me think a thought I’ve had countless times and have expressed countless times.  

Often as a pastor, I despaired whether my work was of any value.  It often seemed futile and from day to 

day I could not point to anything I had done and say, “This I did today.”  Oh, I could easily point out the 

completed tasks of busyness.  But when it came to making a difference in people’s lives or doing 

something to build up God’s kingdom I often doubted it.  I always said to people, “At least if I’ve dug a 

hole, I can point to it and say, ‘I did that.’”  I’ve actually always enjoyed manual labor for the simple joy 

of accomplishment that comes from a job well done. 

 

So today my thought is this: can I simply re-envision pastoral work as digging in soil?  I’ve always 

enjoyed this.  Perhaps I can enjoy pastoral work for the same reason. 

 

It is time to put away the busyness of “running a church” and start digging in the soil of God and the 

lives of God’s people.  I need to dig, getting my hands dirty, in the soil of prayer, of worship, of silence.  I 

need to dig into the Scriptures.  It must be like digging a proper hole.  It must be like breaking up clumps 

of dirt, mixing in the manure and other nutrients – and then planting the rhizomes – so full of promise 

and life.  Roots, really, that will bring forth cones of hops, which will then be the source – the unique 

earth-born, bitter, fragrant additive that makes the beer work drinking. 

 

Maybe then, if I dig, I can produce a pastoral life, also earthy and particular, that is worth living.   

 

In our gospel, Jesus says that only good soil can receive the seed the sower sows so that it may 

bring forth a bumper crop. Seeds that fall on worn, beaten paths don’t have a chance.  Nor do 

those cast on rocky ground, or among thickets.  Only good soil will do. But what makes soil 
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good?  How can soil be improved?  In the hops field, we added chicken manure. We all know 

that manure helps.  And dead stuff.  Dead stuff, it turns out, helps. 

 

I looked up “soil quality” on a university website.  I was struck by this description about adding 

what they call “Soil Organic Matter.”  This tiny fraction of the soil volume (agricultural soils average 

1–6 percent) has an overwhelming influence on most other soil properties. Often classified as “the living, 

the dead, and the very dead,” it is composed of three components: living organisms, fresh residue, and 

well-decomposed residue. Each of these components contributes to the vital functions of soil. 

 

I couldn’t help but think that we might want to change the Apostles’ Creed to say, “he will 

come again to judge the living, the dead, and the very dead.”  I like that.   

 

It’s an efficient way to improve soil: adding in the living, the dead, and the very dead. We 

mostly like to avoid the dead and the very dead. I read an article last week called, “How You 

Know You’re Susceptible to the Prosperity Gospel.”  One of the bulleted items was this: You 

believe suffering is an intrusion instead of an instrument.  The writer explains: 

 

The Christian, of all people, should know that suffering is part of the Christian life. We follow a Savior 

who was crucified after all. Prosperity thinking has shaped our thinking to see that suffering is an 

intrusion in our lives. “Why is this happening? How could God let this happen?” These are questions 

that operate from a position of privilege and frankly, biblical ignorance. It is happening because we live in 

a fallen, broken world. But, it is also happening because God uses suffering to strengthen and sanctify his 

people. He makes us more like Jesus through our suffering. Far from an intrusion, suffering is an 

instrument from God for our good and his glory.  

 

I agree with this in general, with the caveat that there is suffering that is inherently unjust, like 

physical and mental abuse, suffering from which one should seek relief and even escape.  The 

idea that suffering can be an instrument of God for our good is never an excuse to abuse anyone 

or put up with abuse, or tolerate abuse when we witness it.  

 

At the same time, we live in a culture, and frankly a church, in which suffering and pain are 

often seen as an intolerable inconvenience.  “I haven’t got time for the pain,” the old song goes.  

Or we put ourselves through all kinds of contortions to avoid the slightest suffering.  

 

A month or so ago the husband of my good friend, Pastor Kate Davidson, shot himself to death.  

I wrote of this in an email and asked you to pray for Kate and even write to her if you felt 

moved.  Kate reports that hundreds of people have written to her and how much that love and 

support means to her in these hard days.  Kate is suffering.  There is no way to avoid this 

suffering.  As much as anyone can in such circumstances, Kate is dealing faithfully with her 

circumstances.  She is open and transparent about her feelings, she admits her utter anguish 

and vulnerability, she expresses her grief in ways unique to her soul, she finds and expresses 

humor as needed (which is natural to her), and she is giving herself time and space to 
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experience whatever is in her heart and in her life.  She knows she’s not alone. And she is 

writing.  The other day she wrote, in respect to the husband she lost and the friendships that are 

sustaining her: Love. It rips you wide open and it heals you. Kate is tilling in the living, the dead, 

and the very dead. 

This is the kind of matter – living, dead, and very dead – that makes soil good.  No one sets out 

to experience suffering in order to improve the soil of their lives.  But no one, no human being 

I’ve ever known, goes through life without suffering.  Those who say they do are either lying to 

you or deceiving themselves…probably both at once.  And because of that, their soil has no 

richness at all.  It’s beaten down with deception; it is rocky with superficial nonsense; it is 

choked by the thicket of escapism. No seed can grow in it because no seed can even enter it.  

 

The poet Wendell Berry, who is also a farmer, has a three-line poem that says everything: 

 

The seed is in the ground. 

Now may we rest in hope. 

While darkness does its work.  

 

Good soil is dark and rich and mysterious.  It improves with just a small percentage of living, 

dead, and very dead matter.  Our lives, our stories, and our suffering, is that matter.  We 

become better soil as we entrust our living and our suffering and our dying to God, who makes 

all things new.   

 

In my case, as a pastor, I still struggle with the issue of whether what I do makes a difference.  

I’ve never been able to get over it.  I’m definitely more aware of the things I’ve done that have 

hurt people rather than the things I have done that may have helped.  If you’re so inclined, 

please don’t feel the need to make me feel better (or feel worse, if that’s what you’re more 

inclined to do).  It’s how I’m wired. It’s my struggle.  It’s part of the matter – living, dead, and 

very dead – that goes into my soil.  When I till that stuff in, I trust God to help me and improve 

me and to make me more receptive to God’s mercy.   

 

You, of course, have your Soil Organic Matter, too.  Your own “well-decomposed residue.” The 

living, dead, and very dead.  Don’t avoid it. Don’t fall prey to the lie of the prosperity gospel.  

Just till that stuff right in. God will do great things with that.  

 

God, the great sower, plants seed in the good soil that God is helping us become. When the 

sower sows, we can rest in hope. While darkness does its work.  Amen.  

 

 


