
Lisa and Mark McMinn 

This week’s writings have been excerpted from Mark and Lisa 
McMinn’s upcoming book Dirt and the Good Life (Barclay Press, 
2012). Mark is professor of psychology and Lisa professor of sociol-
ogy at George Fox University, Newberg, Oregon.  

Mark and Lisa McMinn from the book’s introduction: 

The year 2006 became a significant marker in an ongoing 
journey. We took teaching positions at George Fox Univer-
sity, resigned at Wheaton College, sold our Winfield home, 
and purchased five acres four miles outside of Newberg, 
Oregon. These were the tangible changes, but the more 
transformative shift was also occurring. 

After speaking of life’s goodness day after day for several 
years now, it is time to write about it. For us, writing has 
become a discipline—a spiritual discipline, really—that helps 
us make sense of life’s nuances and complexities. Each day is 
a gift we need to savor and try to understand as well as two 
souls can comprehend a thing. We encounter one another 
amidst the discipline of noticing and experiencing gratitude 
for all of life.  
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Sunday 
May 13 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 6:9-13 
Blessings have deep roots. The longest blessing in my life is 
knowing my mother, being held first in her arms and then in 
her prayers, receiving her generosity and grace. She is a  
remarkable woman by any accounting, and I feel grateful for 
her guidance through my formative years. Now approaching 
seventy-seven years old, she showed up this week to help us 
hoe in the garden, not because she doesn’t have her own work 
to do but because she is a soul who thrives in her generosity, 
as do others who benefit from it. 

Five years ago Mom showed up with a stainless steel 
shovel on a rainy February day to help us plant Douglas Fir 
trees. It looked brand new, but it was once her husband’s 
shovel. I observed how carefully my mother washed the 
shovel after using it to plant conifers in the red dirt we have at 
Fern Creek. It occurred to me that washing tools is a disci-
pline for longevity. Water from the outdoor spigot, pouring out 
on earth as it is in heaven, abundant, cleansing, keeping tools 
useful for generations to come.  

There will come a day when my mother departs this 
earth, as her mother before her. The hoe with that special 
blade crafted by my grandfather will be here still, as will the 
stainless steel shovel. If Lisa and I are still around, we will 
inherit those tools, and—rightly—we will cherish them. They 
will be daily reminders of God’s blessings, overflowing 
throughout all creation, throughout all time, and beyond.  

SONG: Christ from Whom All Blessings Flow 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: “May I know thee more clearly, 

love thee more dearly, and follow thee more nearly, day by 
day” (St. Richard of Chichester). 

—Mark McMinn 

On Earth As It Is in Heaven 
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Monday 
May 14 Tending Dirt 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 111 
Three thoughts came to me as I reflected on this piece of 
garden soil reclaimed from blackberries that had been allowed 
to grow as cover to the garbage dumped there. One is how 
much dirt longs to grow things. Even when we abuse it, beat it 
down, poison it, and dump on it, if we clear the debris and 
give it time to rest—time for worms and centipedes to accom-
plish their miracles—the soil heals. Dirt becomes again life-
nourishing soil that feeds humans, insects, birds, and a host of 
other creatures.  

The second is that a garden left alone will become wild-
ness. Maybe in Eden that worked out okay, but in a world 
where gardens groan for redemption right along with people, 
tending dirt is an act of grace. The strongest competitors win 
in wildness, which tend to be non-native species introduced 
at some point in the past. Non-native plants thrive because 
they’ve landed in places where their own natural competitors 
don’t exist. Himalayan blackberries, Canada thistle, dock, and 
Scotch broom are some non-native plants in Oregon. 

And third, farming and gardening is good for the soul. It 
reminds us of our humble beginnings, that we depend on food 
that comes from dirt to sustain our lives, and that we are part 
of creation and not set apart from it, even if we do bear the 
image of God.  

SONG: All Praise to Our Redeeming Lord 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: “Oh God, I have tasted Your 

goodness, and it has both satisfied me and made me thirsty 
for more” (A. W. Tozer). 

—Lisa McMinn 
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Tuesday 
May 15 Out of the Silence 

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 32:16-18 
Discovering the Friends (Quaker) church was like coming 
home. Silence, or open worship, is traditionally a part of 
every Friends service. Open worship occurs amidst the  
silence, but it is more than silence. Quakers discipline them-
selves to listen—to the inner rhythms of their own lives, to the 
nudging of God, and to one another when someone in the 
community stands to speak. There is silence to be sure, but 
the listening that comes out of the silence is the greater treas-
ure. In some Friends meetings open worship is the sole 
agenda; in others it is one part of a programmed meeting.  

I wonder how often we misperceive silence to be ab-
sence, or even nothingness…What if we have it backward?  

Maybe silence is fullness, the capacity to listen to God 
amidst all life offers, the sum of everything that has ever been 
and everything to come. Perhaps silence is presence, listening, 
God with us here and now in this moment and every moment 
that has come before, speaking quietly into our lives of hurry. 

Working in Fern Creek’s dirt brings its share of silence, 
reminding me of the childhood farm that I once felt happy to 
leave. I spend hours hoeing and harvesting, much of it solitary 
work. The dirt we farm is a silent sort of community replete 
with minerals and tiny critters. Like silence, dirt is not empti-
ness or nothingness, but fullness and abundance. Out of dirt’s 
silence comes life, a reminder of God’s sustaining presence in 
this noisy world. 

As with finding fellowship among Quakers, working in 
the dirt feels like coming home. 

SONG: In the Secret of His Presence 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: “O blessed Jesus, give me  

stillness of soul in Thee” (St. John of the Cross). 
—Mark McMinn 
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Wednesday 
May 16 Silty Clay Rites 

BIBLE READING: Job 38:12-21 
Today the local clan of pot throwers inducted me into the 
tribe. The most recently added member recited the words and 
placed two smears of silty clay on my cheeks, after which the 
class filled the building with ie-ie-ie-ee war cries and various 
other hoots and hollers.  

Part of my ritual involved destroying that first vessel, 
cutting it in half with a wire, which allowed me (and anyone 
else in the room) to examine the even or unevenness in the 
walls, the symmetry or lack of symmetry, flaws and beauty. 
Destroying it reminded me that rights gained don’t grant me 
absolute control over my destiny and skills. Cutting the cylin-
der in half also reminded me that things I make still aren’t 
primarily mine, but belong in some important ways to my 
community, and to God. And finally, destroying that vessel 
reminded me that I can let go of things I want to keep—
whether they are taken by force, fate, or let go by choice.  

These are worthy lessons. Without a ritual I may forget 
them. Instead I will always remember the pride of drawing up 
my first six-inch cylinder, measuring it to be sure, and then 
releasing ownership as I cut it in two. 

SONG: Lord, Thou Art a Potter Skilled 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: “You are holy, Lord, the only 

God, and your deeds are wonderful” (Saint Francis). 
—Lisa McMinn 
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Thursday 
May 17 Life and Death 

BIBLE READING: Colossians 2:6-15 
Don’t get me wrong. I believe in heaven. C. S. Lewis 

observed that if we throw out the idea of heaven, then we 
have to throw out all of Christianity. But sometimes we seem 
to say that death is better than life. “We’re just passing 
through,” we tell ourselves, on our way to our heavenly home. 
We may even quote a few verses from the eleventh chapter of 
Hebrews about being sojourners and pilgrims on earth, believ-
ing we have represented God well by minimizing the tragedy 
of death.  

We forget Jesus sweating blood in Gethsemane. 
We forget that all creation groans for freedom from 

death. 
We forget Jesus weeping in empathy when Lazarus was 

lying in a tomb. 
Perhaps we can’t fully understand the goodness of this 

life if we don’t fully understand the tragedy of it ending. God 
created the earth, and humans on the earth, and called it good. 
If God were inclined to the triviality of bumper stickers, per-
haps God’s first bumper sticker would have been, “Life is 
Good.”  

Breathe. Smell. Listen. Look. Touch. All around us is the 
fullness of life, all of it revealing something grand about our 
gracious Creator. Christianity is a tangible, earthy faith, made 
visible by the incarnation.  

SONG: Come, Ye Thankful People, Come 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: “You carry us, and you  

go before; You are the journey, and the journey’s end”  
(Boethius). 

—Mark McMinn 
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Friday 
May 18 Slumbering Under Stars 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 8 
Sleeping under stars wrapped in warm summer dark, rides 
near the top of my favorite reasons to backpack. I do less 
backpacking now that summers are full of farming, but when 
we built the house we added a small porch off our bedroom 
that functions well enough as a sleeping porch.  

I’m drawn outside by the stars and so sleeping under a 
new moon is best. I sleep poorly because I can’t keep my eyes 
closed. They constantly pop open to take in the night sky. I 
feel deliciously small—one life form on a planet in a tiny solar 
system that’s part of the rather insignificant Milky Way galaxy 
which gets entirely lost in a sky mostly full of big spaces 
spotted by galaxies here and there. If we could back up far 
enough we could see it the way God can. Yet God, who 
formed and holds the galaxies, black holes, and star-making 
nebula, cares about the fifty-three year old woman sleeping on 
the porch. 

This time of night all those bats fly to and fro over the 
creek and around Fern Creek, eating 1200 insects every hour. I 
smile and thank them that my fitful sleep at least is not fitful 
because of the buzzing of mosquitoes looking for exposed skin 
or a way to sneak under the covers. Bats are our friends—both 
because we are farmers and they eat insects that eat our vege-
tables, and because we are people and they eat mosquitoes 
that eat us. 

All that to say, God who is big enough to be mindful of 
an ever expanding universe is small enough to follow the lives 
of mosquitoes and bats at Fern Creek. The thought of it makes 
me dizzy and fills me with contentment. 

SONG: Be Thou My Vision 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: “Thou my best thought, by day 

or by night, waking or sleeping, thy presence my light.” 
—Lisa McMinn 
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Saturday 
May 19 Finding God in the Pole Beans 

BIBLE READING: 1 Kings 8:56-61 
My daughter, Megan Neff, and I enjoyed a nice conversation 
while picking beans in the upper garden. Grace (Megan and 
Luke’s two-month-old daughter) cooed contentedly in her 
Moby Wrap as Megan and I filled our 5-gallon bucket with 
Blue Lake Pole Beans. Megan, a recent seminary graduate, 
pondered aloud the upcoming adventure of teaching her first 
university class—a survey of the entire Bible for freshmen and 
sophomores. Our discussion drifted, as good conversations 
do, and soon we were talking about spiritual epiphanies. 

Megan took me to be jesting when I told her that some of 
my most powerful spiritual moments in recent years have 
come while picking green beans. Like most epiphanies, words 
of explanation fall short, but I gave it a try. There is something 
quite amazing about observing the rhythm of food produc-
tion—tilling a parcel of land, adding some organic products of 
the earth to serve as fertilizer, planting a few small beans in 
the loose soil, weeding and watering, seeing sprouts turn into 
plants, and then finally harvesting pounds of beans. This 
rhythm, which occurs so faithfully that it might easily seem 
predictable or even boring, sometimes seeps around the edges 
of my goal-oriented existence and amazes me as a symbol of 
God’s faithful presence in our world. Bean as symbol is im-
portant enough, but the real epiphany comes when I see that it 
is so much more than a symbol; it is also a bean. The bean 
itself—crisp, tender, delicious, nutritious—is God’s grace, 
remarkable in its abundance, its earthiness, its practicality. 
God is surely present in the garden, giving life and hope. 

SONG: A Handful of Leaves 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: “May I sense you  

in every moment: and make my whole life a prayer”  
(Brother Lawrence).  

—Mark McMinn 


