NPMC, August 19, 2018

Mark 4:1-9, 26-29

Connections with Mother Earth

Fueled by a million man-made wings of fire,


the rocket tore a tunnel through the sky.


And everybody cheered.


Fueled only by a thought from God,


the seedling urged its way through the thickness of black.


And as it pierced the heavy ceiling of the soil,


and launched itself up into outer space,


no one even clapped.

Dr. Stan Rowe, professor of Plant Ecology at the U of S when I was an undergraduate student, published some of his essays in a book entitled “Home Place”.  An overarching theme in his writings is the following quote.  “The famous men we praise – the great theologians and philosophers, the eminent artists and scientists – with  few exceptions shared one blind spot, one major intellectual defect.  They knew practically nothing about the relationships of the human species to the Ecosphere.  They conceived the Earth as resource not as source”.  Thankfully, views have changed somewhat since he wrote these words.  However, as he also pointed out, our scriptures indicate that the two important laws are to love God, and to love our neighbor, but fail to include love of creation.
I grew up on a small mixed farm near the South Saskatchewan river at a time when farms of 320 to 640 acres were typical.  Equipment was small and without present day air conditioned cabs and other conveniences.  I believe as a result, farmers were closer to the land, more connected to Mother Earth, than may be the case for some today.  When I first began farming, I had an older Deutz tractor without a cab, and after a day’s work I was always hot (or cold, depending on the season) and dusty.  Then I purchased a newer, larger tractor with an air-conditioned cab and rode in comfort.  But what I missed was the smell of freshly tilled moist earth on a quiet summer morning. 

When settler people first broke the virgin prairie soils they simply did not understand that practices brought over from European experience were not well suited here.  Regrettably, they and we failed to learn from our first nation neighbors about our intimate link and absolute dependency on Mother Earth, and we still to need to learn more about how to live in harmony with her and, as Stan Rowe advocated, see her as source rather than resource.  Only because of the incredible resilience of nature did the prairies recover from the devastating dust storms of the 1930’s, created because of long term drought and our inability to learn quickly enough how to farm under drought-prone conditions.  I still remember the ridge of topsoil blown up to about a height of 3 feet along the fence line between our 2 quarter sections.  
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Rick Block spoke last Sunday about the CFGB’s initiatives in Africa to improve crop productivity through soil mulching.  On the prairies, tillage methods and equipment that leave trash on the soil surface initiated after the 1930’s improved soil conditions considerably.  But probably the most profound change has been the more recent shift to direct seeding.  Amazing developments in seeding technology have resulted in improvements in soil health, and increased productivity with continuous cropping.  
A world-wide challenge is to slow our conversion of  agricultural land to non-productive uses, to lessen our propensity to cover it with houses, concrete, asphalt and golf courses.  Consider the number of acres of farmland that have been permanently taken out of production for the convenience of our four lane divided highways. 

We frequently fail to receive the gifts of Mother Earth with sufficient or appropriate humility and gratitude.  For our indigenous neighbors leaving a gift of tobacco is always a gesture of thanks for the provisions which nature shares with us, both from the plant kingdom and the animal kingdom.  And from time to time we need to be reminded we are not in control of Mother Nature, need to be reminded that we are her helper, not her boss.  After a recent, long-awaited rain on our parched garden, I was overwhelmed by the thought of this gift while in the middle of saying grace before our meal and it took a few seconds to be able to complete the prayer.  It was an unbidden sense of thanks for the gift of life-giving rain.  

The parable of the sower in the gospels indicates that depending on where the seed fell some produced 30, 60, or 100 fold.  Many years ago in my career as a rapeseed/canola breeder for Agriculture Canada in the multiplication of the newly released variety Zephyr we distributed 4 pounds of seed to each of a few seed growers.  Harvey Gjesdahl at Birch Hills planted his allotment in 30 inch rows on 8 acres – a seeding rate of half a pound per acre.  When I visited the plot it was so thick you could not walk through it.  In fall he harvested 2000 pounds per acre, an amazing 4000 fold multiplication rate!
But these miracles happen regularly.  Even though we are no longer farming, every May long weekend we take our handful of seed packets and make the trek to my brother’s farm to put in our garden.  Scarcely two months later we are harvesting produce by the pail full and the carload.  It is a miracle that only the seeds and the soil fully understand.  If you need to be reminded of the miraculous, plant a seed or gaze upon the face of a baby.
The Growing Seed (Rose Marie Berger)
When God scooped water into a ball and scattered it to the four winds


to drip and pool and shiver itself



into shimmering mountain lakes and wild courses



and oceans rooting the sky,

she left the land lying around in the lonely places

- 3 –


dark and wanting, frightened of being stripped, exposed,



having nightmares of the chaos.

But God let her lips skim the vulnerable surface of the soil,


and whisper to it a secret name, releasing tiny worlds.

In their shadowed cellars farmers collect magic seeds

who have the dreams of God still clinging in their coats.

Magic seeds that, when the horns of the moon


poke up into the soft underbelly of the night,

farmers fondle, in great scoops, between their fingers,

and fling them hither and yon into every open mouth of soil


and even the hard teeth of rocks.

Scattering, scattering, scattering.


Then the farmers turn away.

They sleep, they wake, they joke, they lie, they eat, they tease, they die,


while the soil and the seed kiss quietly under the dipper moon,



and dream together of green, 




and the tiny way it looks against the spring earth.

The farmers are dreaming too, and in their dreaming wake to fresh fields,


knowing all along that the dreams of God were true.
Amen.
