God in the Garden
August 19, 2018

In his sermon three weeks ago, titled “Evangelism, the Early Church and Us”, Patrick gave us the ancient image of the two wings of faith. A compelling picture!  We cannot fly with only one wing.  A bird with a broken wing usually dies.

Patrick’s two wings were personal piety and community service.  The prior week we sang “Trust and Obey”.  Last week, Rick Block spoke of feeding on the Living Bread, feeding starving people and helping subsistence farmers  improve their farming techniques to better feed themselves and their families.
My two wings in the garden are “Hands in the Earth” and “Hands reaching to Neighbours”.  Thoreau said, “Heaven is under our feet as well as over our heads”.  In the garden you can feel this, if you are attentive to the sounds, the smells, the light, especially early in the morning, when the garden is quiet. 
In The Spirituality of Gardening, Donna Sinclair says, “We need healing from a world that tears us away from the right order.  And that’s what gardens provide.  In a world of sensory overload, with too much noise, and too much harsh light, gardens offer a certain silence, a quality of light, smell, texture and colour.  In the garden, we step away from e-mail and ringing phones; not quite back a century, that’s not possible for 21st century minds.  But we can reach for what climate change, noise and light pollution try to steal from us: the rightful rhythm of sun and shade, the healing touch of sun on skin, night with darkness and starlight and morning birdsong.” When we enjoy fresh salads within a month of putting seeds into the ground, are dwarfed by 6 foot corn stalks two months after seeing the first tiny sprouts, sit down to a table loaded with fresh vegetables, all of which came from the ground that we tilled, almost in spite of our small efforts, we realize again that we are not the supreme beings, with the superior intelligence and knowledge to solve all problems and make the world perfect.  We are a part of the created order, and must respect the value of all of it, if we  hope to survive together in our increasingly fragile world.  Hear these words are attributed to Chief Seattle:
“This we know.
The earth does not belong to us;
we belong to the earth.
This we know.
All things are connected,

like the blood which unites one family. 
All things are connected.
Whatever befalls the earth
befalls the children of the earth.
We did not weave the web of life,
we are merely a strand in it.
Whatever we do to the web,
we do to ourselves.”

The second “wing” of gardening spirituality is reaching out to neighbours. In 2009 a group of us from the Eastview community started the first community garden on public land on the east of the river.  My recall is that there were fewer than ten community gardens in Saskatoon at that time. This year we are enjoying our tenth season of gardening on Louise Street, just east of Market Mall.  Many of you have seen our gardens flourish over the years. We now have two locations that we oversee, with a total of 84 plots. 

CHEP, the organization that oversees all community gardens, providing information, support and helping gardeners to network, provided these statistics:  In 2012 there were 19 community gardens with 625 plots; in 2017 there were 47 gardens, with 1,525 plots!  More than double in 6 years, and still expanding!  Community gardening is becoming a movement that is extending into all areas of the city.  The city is now supportive to the point where newly established neighbourhoods have a community garden plots written into the original neighbourhood plan, so that when the citizens come forward, requesting permission to establish a garden, there is land already allocated for them.  In older neighbourhoods this is not the case, and finding a suitable place to establish a garden is often the first major hurdle.
We are all familiar with Frederick Buechner’s words, “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  The garden is such a place. The ethos around gardening is changing rapidly. Almost every demographic in our community wants to get their hands into the soil.
There are many families that enjoy the food they are able to harvest from their plots.  There are many friendships that have flourished over the years.  One story from such a relationship:  An elderly gardener who always rode her scooter to the garden was befriended by a young couple, who were planting their first garden together.  They learned much from her - planting, weeding, watering techniques. They heard stories from a lifetime of gardening.  She received physical help with aspects of her gardening tasks that were becoming challenging.  One day, later in the summer, when I met her at our adjoining plots, she said, “Look what my garden produced today!”  In her basket was a beautifully dressed chicken! Their gardening relationship had created something akin to extended family for them! 
There is much diversity in a community garden - elders, young people, singles, couples, families, new Canadians, original Canadians. It is a wonderful opportunity to connect over a common interest and passion! It is an opportunity to assist each other with garden care when a gardener is away on vacation, an opportunity to share abundant beans,  zucchini, and spinach! Sometimes it is an exchange of bounty, sometimes just a gift. It is wonderful way to connect and relate to people who live near you, but whom you would never meet, except for the garden! 
There is also a challenge side to gardening in a public space.  There are members of the community who come to admire the gardens, and they are most welcome to do that.  We enjoy meeting them when they stop to chat and often offer them a taste of our produce.  But when they just happen to have a large shopping bag on their arm, we know there may be another motive.  There are signs in our garden which indicate which areas are designated for sharing with the public, but not everyone appears to understand that the numbered plots are private gardens.  It is difficult to watch a tomato ripen, and have it disappear just before it is ready to pick!  Or to have all the cucumbers taken just before they reach the size at which the gardener wanted to harvest them! We are challenged to practice forgiveness, and generosity, even when it feels that we are being robbed.
But we continue to garden!  The blessings and the challenges will continue.  As in all our relationships, the joy is in the journey, and it is a worthwhile trip. 
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