
Chapter 1 
 
 
 

I sat on the porch talking as the heat of the day was yielding to the coolness of the 
evening breeze.  The  day’s work was becoming a distant memory, a memory punctuated 
by sore muscles and hands.  I knew the work had just begun and already I was beginning 
to question my ability to finish.  

 
 The idea of missionary work sounded, while sitting in a suburban coffee shop 

surrounded by creature comforts.  I was getting a little soft in the waistline and I had 
figured a summer of physical activity would do me well.  So when an ad for a mission 
work camp appeared in the bulletin at church, I jumped at the opportunity.  A summer 
spent working with my hands and spreading The Word of God was exactly what I 
needed.  I imagined myself stepping off the plane in some remote and exotic location 
taking a breath of fresh, jungle air and doing my best Superman impression.  I would 
spend my days building chapels and digging wells, and my evenings would be spent 
spreading The Word of God and converting the masses to Christianity; It would be 
perfect. 

 
As I sat watching my ice melt in my glass and beads of sweat run down my dust 

covered arms, I realized I am was about as far away from that former reality as possible.  
Instead of being sent to an exotic, remote island to perform the Lord’s work, I was sent to 
a potato farm in northern Minnesota were we had to try and get potatoes to grow in the 
rocky soil of the Minnesota prairie.  Instead of converting the masses over to Christianity, 
I got to spend my time with the locals being chastised and ridiculed for my beliefs.  Most 
of the people in the area had already accepted the message of Christ, but were not 
accepting of His teachings and the teachings of His Church.  Trying to bring these people 
back into the fold was akin to trying to herd cats; no matter how hard you worked at it, 
progress was always slow. 

 
“Looks like rain tomorrow,” my roommate Tom said.   
 
“What gives you that idea?” I replied. 
 
“You see how those clouds out there on the horizon are a tad streaky?” Tom asked, 

pointing to a line of clouds near the horizon. 
 
I gazed into the setting sun looking for the streaky clouds Tom was talking about. 
 
 “Not really.” 
 
“Well, they’re there and from where I’m from that means rain in the morning,” Tom 

said proudly. 
 
“You were born and raised in the city.  Stop trying to sound like a country boy,” I 



replied. 
 
Tom was from the city, although he liked to think he was an honest to goodness 

farmer.  He often said that he was born in the wrong zip code and that he belonged in a 
rural setting rather than an urban one.  He spent much of his childhood playing with John 
Deere tractors and dreaming of pulling a chisel plow as he hummed the latest country and 
western hit.   

 
He was a city boy through and through, so his call to the country was quite the 

mystery.  Both of his parents worked in the big office buildings. His mom was a 
receptionist at some Fortune 500 company and his dad was a city dentist whose clientele 
hadn’t changed much in the thirty years he had been in business. 

 
Tom had only seen farms on his way to his family’s “up north” vacations; he had 

never actually set foot on a farm before he signed up for missionary work. But unlike me, 
Tom was placed in his paradise.  The guy was completely thrilled to spend his time out in 
the field hoeing the rows and picking rocks.   

 
The only thing missing from Tom’s paradise was a giant John Deere tractor in all of 

its green and yellow splendor.  The farm we were working on used an old International 
Harvester and every time Tom walked by it he would utter something about how John 
Deere was better.  They had better hydraulics, or a better PTO, or whatever Tom 
happened to think about as he passed by the sub-par machine. 

 
I would usually reply that any tractor would be better than one that was on this farm.  

The old International had seen better days.  The red paint had faded to a dusty pink, 
hydraulic fluid leaked from fittings and the PTO worked only half the time.  The tractor’s 
large tires had cracks so large it was a wonder they still held air. Despite the tractor’s 
outward appearance, every time the key was turned the tractor would putter to life and 
black smoke would belch from its exhaust pipe.  The tires would begin to turn, and out 
into the field for another day of work the tractor would go. 

 
Tom’s little slice of paradise, and my little slice of purgatory, was called Glacier 

Farms.  It was founded in the mid-fifties by a Jesuit priest by the name of John Miller.  
Father Miller held firmly to the belief that physical labor encouraged the soul to become 
more accepting of the teachings of Christ.  His motto was “through the suffering of the 
body we are connected to the suffering of Christ”.  This motto hung above the door to the 
entrance of the mess hall.  Had I read this motto before I agreed to come to the farm, I 
would not have come at all  I have a strong love of Jesus and God and everything holy, 
but I had only been on the farm a short while and my hands already felt like they were 
going to fall off and I really didn’t feel all that much closer to Christ.  In fact, I felt 
slightly abandoned. 

 
From its humble beginnings as a 40 acre hobby farm, Glacier Farms had grown into 

a 200 acre retreat and evangelization center.  Despite the growth in acreage, the way the 
work was performed hadn’t changed in all the years of its existence.  We were still 



required to do almost all of the farm labor purely by hand.  The old tractor was more a 
prop than a workhorse.  We used it primarily to haul equipment, workers, and trailers out 
to the fields.  It was not used to plant potatoes, apply fertilizer or any of the stuff tractors 
are designed to do. 

 
The farm’s evangelization mission was not what I had expected it to be either.  I had 

pictured large scale rallies, similar to what Billy Graham would hold, where we would all 
sit around and get giddy for God and then go out into the surrounding countryside and 
spread the message of Christ to those who had never heard it before.  I never did get to 
attend large scale rallies; instead it was hours of Eucharistic adoration, hours of silent 
mediation and early morning Masses.  Instead of going out the countryside and 
proclaiming The Word of God to those who had never heard it, we got to go out and talk 
about the Catholic faith with those who on some level hated the faith.   

 
“Still think it will rain tomorrow?” I asked, as I pointed to the now perfectly clear 

sky as the sun sank closer to the horizon.  
 
“Yep,” Tom said slowly. 
 
“You know for a city boy from St. Paul you have one of the weirdest accents,” I said. 
 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Tom said in his half-southern, half-

Canadian accent.  It was, at times, almost hypnotic listening to him speak. 
 
“You sound like a Canadian from New Orleans,” I replied. 
 
“Thank you…Thank you very much,” Tom said in a very poor Elvis impersonation. 
 
“I’m heading back to the room,” I said and Tom gave me a slight nod of agreement. 
 
Both Tom and I headed to our small dorm with two twin beds on either side of the 

room.  There was a small writing desk at the end of each of the beds.  The 
accommodations were Spartan, but they served their purpose.  The beds were 
comfortable and I couldn’t wait to crawl in and sleep away some of my soreness.  I told 
Tom to head to evening prayer without me, I’d pray from bed.  My aching arms and back 
couldn’t take the walk across campus.  I was asleep as soon as my final amen was said. 

 
I awoke to the sound of raindrops tapping softly on the window.  Tom had been right 

and the little wispy clouds had meant rain.  I had to be careful not to bring this up to Tom, 
as he would easily get a big head from being right about predicting the weather.  I could 
hear Tom stirring in the bed across the room and I tried to get to the door before he woke 
up. 

 
I was just about to the door and out of the room when Tom suddenly shot up in his 

bed, looked at me with an impish grin and said, “Wispy clouds,” and just as fast as he 
shot up he returned to sleep. 



 
Rainy days brought a special kind of challenge to life at the farm.  As difficult as it 

was to physically work out in the fields during the nice weather, at least the day went by 
quickly and time was rather irrelevant.  On rainy days, we were supposed to engage in 
long stretches of prayer and meditation.  At first, I rather enjoyed being able to sit quietly 
in the chapel, praying and meditating on the mysteries of the faith; trying my best to 
solve them, even though the mysteries have been mysteries since the start of the Church 
and will remain so until the end.  But, it was fun to try to come up with new ways to 
solve them.  

 
My enthusiasm for meditation quickly faded and I grew tired of meditating on the 

same things repeatedly. Instead of getting lost in meditation, I started to become more 
aware of how long I had been sitting in one position, how much my back hurt, how tan 
my arms were. I started to meditate intently on my distractions, rather than God, and 
began to dread my time spent in mediation. 

 
I knew after breakfast I had a long sit in the chapel with my distractions on my 

schedule.  I secretly wished I would get put on barn detail or tractor maintenance.  It was 
then I realized that I would rather shovel cow shit then sit in a chapel and engage in 
prayer with God.  What really shocked me about my revelation was it didn’t bother me.   

 
I stepped out into light rain on my way to the mess hall.  I walked quickly across the 

sandy ground getting pelted by falling rain drops the entire way 
 
“Good morning, Sam,” Father Anderson, one of farms many priests, said, opening 

the door.  “Beautiful day that the Lord has made isn’t it?”  Father Anderson shook out his 
umbrella as he stood in the open doorway 

 
I thought, this man is crazy. It was as humid as the Amazon and on top of that, it was 

raining.  I turned to Father Anderson and nodded in agreement.   
 
“It is a beautiful day the Lord has made.”  
 
 The rest of the song, “let us rejoice and be glad in it” echoed in my head as I said it. 
 
“Say, Sam... I was wondering if after breakfast you would be able to clean out the 

animal barn.  Seems an ideal day for a little indoor work,” Father Anderson said, closing 
his umbrella. 

 
“Sure, Father,” I said.  “I’ll be there right after breakfast” 
 
My day suddenly seemed brighter.  No longer was I staring at a full day of silent 

mediation and prayer.  I was looking forward to hours of shoveling cow shit and piss, 
stacking hay in an overheated loft and other general barn chores.   

 
I entered into the mess hall which resembled all the other summer camp mess halls I 



had been in as a child.  It was a large rectangular room with a large crucifix on the 
opposite wall from the hall’s door.  Tom had told me that at one time the hall had served 
as the camp’s chapel, but I wasn’t sure I believed him.  Tom liked to tell stories, and not 
all of them were true.  There were numerous octagon tables placed in neat rows and, like 
everyday, surrounding these tables were missionaries and priests discussing various 
religious ideas. 

 
The food at the farm was simple.  It wasn’t the high quality food I was used to, but it 

did fill you up and stick to your ribs.  Most mornings, breakfast consisted of hot cereal, 
weak coffee and orange juice.  Once or twice a week we were treated to fresh eggs and 
toast.  You never knew what days you were going to get the eggs, so every day you 
would wake up with the hope that once you reached the serving line you be greeted by 
the sight of trays full of scrambled eggs.  Like every day, I was hoping for trays of eggs.  
Instead, I saw trays of oatmeal and toast.  Oh well can’t bat a thousand all the time, I 
thought.  Being picked for barn duty made up for the lack of eggs this morning. 

 
After breakfast on the farm, you were required to go to your assigned task for the 

day.  Most days this involved field work.  There would be a break at noon for lunch and 
prayers, and then back to work until supper.  This was the schedule day in and day out--
Simple and rigid.  

 
I was just about to enjoy my first bite of warm oatmeal, covered in dried raisins and 

brown sugar, when I saw Tom walk into the mess hall.  I decided it would be better to 
wait for him than eat alone.   While I waited for Tom to take his place at my table, I 
stared at the crucifix on the wall, studying the sinewy arms of Christ and the nails 
piercing his hands and feet.  The amount of suffering He endured is hard to imagine. 

 
 “Have you prayed yet?” Tom asked, placing his bowl of oatmeal on the table. 
 
“Nope, waiting for you,” I replied. 
 
We said a proper blessing and began eating.   The oatmeal had one job in life, and 

that was to keep hunger at bay.  It was good at its assigned task, but had its job been to 
provide the eater with a great flavor experience, it would have been fired. 

 
“Supposed to rain all day?” I asked Tom 
 
“Probably, wispy clouds only mean rain; I have no control over how long the rain 

lasts.  I’m looking forward to a day of prayer and meditation; nice change of pace from 
field work.”  

 
Tom shoved a heaping spoonful of oatmeal into his mouth. 
 
“I’m on barn detail,” I said. 
 
“Lucky you,” Tom said, rolling his eyes.  



 
  As the one who had always wanted to be a farmer, Tom despised working around 

the animals.  The smell would always get to him and he would be forced out of the barn 
many times an hour to keep from losing his lunch. 

 
“I know; short straw. I ran into Father Anderson this morning on my way in and he 

asked me to help out in the barn,” I said, trying to hide my enthusiasm for the task 
assigned to me. 

 
“Well, enjoy yourself.  You can think of me sitting in deep meditation as you are 

knee deep in manure,” Tom said. 
 
“And what, pray tell, are you going to be meditating on?” I asked.  
 
 Tom always had the most unique things to meditate on.  Once, he spent an entire 

day meditating on the animals present in the manger.  He said he was trying to come to a 
better understanding of what it must have been like to be a cow and witness the birth of 
Jesus.  Tom did tell me he had a much deeper appreciation for the humbleness of a 
manger birth when he was done. 

 
“Nails,” Tom said with a smile. 
 
“Nails?  Really? Out of all the things to mediate on, you are picking nails?” I asked. 
 
“I read something about the crucifixion of Christ that talked about how nails at the 

time were scarce.  So the nails used to crucify Christ were probably used.  I guess great 
care was taken by the Romans to make sure nails were saved so they could be used 
again,” Tom replied. 

 
“Okay, seems like a bit of stretch though,” I said. 
 
“Not really. If Christ was crucified with used nails, then those nails could be seen as 

a link to all of those who died before Christ’s Passion. The use of old nails connects 
Christ to those who have died before him, and by being used again, it represents all of 
those who will die after Christ’s Passion. So, that’s what I plan on meditating about 
today.  Nails.” 

 
“Your mind is an endless source of fascination for me.  You are one of the few 

people I know who could think about nails for hours and come up with a better 
understanding of Christ’s Passion.  God Bless ya,” I said, scraping the last of my oatmeal 
out of the bowl. 

 
“I’ll give you the abbreviated version of what I come up with later,” Tom said 

smiling. 
 
“I think that’s about all I could handle.  Enjoy your meditation I have to go get ready 



to clean up the barn,” I stood up and bused my dishes to the large, industrial sink. 
 
The rain continued to fall as I stepped out of the dining hall, and was beginning to 

collect in puddles on the farm’s sandy courtyard slowly turning the entire area in to a 
giant mud pit. I headed back to my room to change into my work clothes, a pair of faded 
old jeans, knee high rubber boots, a long sleeved shirt and a pair of worn leather work 
gloves.   

 
The grounds at Glacier Farms consisted of four main buildings: the dorms, mess hall, 

chapel and offices.  The outsides of the buildings looked like a cross between a WPA 
project and a ranch house.  The dorms were a multistory building with a rock for a first 
floor and wood for the second.  A large, covered porch ran alongside the entire first story 
providing a nice place to sit and watch the potatoes grow. The rest of the buildings shared 
a similar look with the dorms. 

 
Across the muddy courtyard was the farm section of the grounds. It consisted of a 

large white barn, small chicken coop, machine sheds, and a rundown corncrib, a relic of 
times past.  Most of the farm buildings were in various states of disrepair.  

 
Walking into the barn, I was met with the overpowering smell of farm life.  The 

sweet odor of silage, mixed with the foul smell of fresh manure and a dash of ammonia, 
rounded out the bouquet that was the barn in summer time.  The heat and humidity levels 
in the barn were at tropical levels, despite the large fans running. 

 
Cleaning out the barn was a full day’s job, for most people.  I didn’t work like most 

people and had devised a system that allowed me to get the entire barn in tip top shape in 
about half the time. 

 
I was just finishing up cleaning out the troughs when Father Anderson walked in.  

“Still think it’s a beautiful day?” he asked, looking at me. 
 
I had wet feet and was covered in sweat, bits of hay, and cow manure.    
 
“Yes, I do,” I said. 
 
“You know, you’re the only one who cleans the stalls first.  Everyone else cleans the 

troughs.  Sometimes it’s the way we look at work that gives us a new perspective on it,” 
Father Anderson said. 

 
“So true, Father,” I said, turning off the hose. 
 
“When you finish up in here, would mind stopping by my office?  I have a couple of 

things I would like to go over with you.”  
 
“Sure, Father.  I should be done here in about an hour or so and then I’ll head up.”  

Water dripped out of the nozzle in my hand as I held it, watching Father Anderson head 



towards the door. 
 
He was almost out of the barn when he turned back towards me and said, “Oh, and if 

you wouldn’t mind, could you please shower first?  You’ve got a little manure in your 
hair and to be honest with you, you smell like a barn.”  

 
“Sure thing, Father.” I turned the hose back on and finished spraying out the final 

few feet of trough. 
 
Father Anderson had no sooner left the barn when my mind began to race.  What on 

earth would he want to talk to me about?  I had been on the farm for about a month and in 
that time I had done my best to not make any waves.  I did the work presented to me and 
never complained.  I was doing my best to be a model missionary, despite the conditions.  
I tried to get lost in my work, but my mind wouldn’t allow me to lose focus.  I quickly 
finished my chores and headed off to get cleaned up. 

 
On my way back to get cleaned up I walked by the chapel and through the window I 

could see Tom sitting in a pew lost in meditation.  As I stood in the now pouring rain, I 
wondered how his mediation on nails was going, whether he had come to a better 
understanding of how such a simple object can hold so much power.  The man never 
ceased to amaze me. 

 
  



	  


