
Chapter 4 !
The seasons harvest of  beets had been picked and trucked over to the processing plants were it 
was turned in to white gold.  Checks had been deposited in farmers banks accounts and bills had 
been paid.  While some farmers would sit in Sue’s on a Tuesday afternoon and talk of  how great 
their year was others would sit and lick their wounds trying to figure out how to eek a few extra 
bucks out of  the back forty. !
Over the past few months and numerous trips to Sue’s I had started to weave myself  into the 
tapestry that was the American Prairie and in the process staked a claim to a stool at the counter.    !
As I walked into Sues for a quick breakfast, I gave a nod to the man on the other end of  the 
counter reading the business section of  the paper.  He was an elderly man, not unlike the rest of  
the clientele at Sue’s, except he would always sit and read the business section everyday.  He 
studied the stock quotes contained within like a Biblical scholar studies the scriptures.  My nod 
went unanswered as it did everyday. !
Sue walked over to me and poured me a cup of  fresh brewed diner coffee. “When are you going 
to get rid of  this brown water and brew some real coffee,” I said to an uninterested Sue. !
“You know you’re the only one who complains about it,” Sue said. “Everyone else in here loves 
my coffee.” !
“Yeah and everyone else in here loves Ernie’s cooking too. So I’d take their coffee judging skills 
with a grain of  salt.” !
“Morning Father.” Ernie’s voice yelled from kitchen.  “I heard that knock on my cooking.  Just for 
that I’m going spit in your food when I make it.” !
“Well Ernie you know as a man of  the cloth I am bound by a certain set of  morals and one of  
those is to tell the truth.” I said smiling.   !
Ernie’s face appeared in the order up window and without missing a beat he said “And as a short 
order cook I am bound by the duties to spit in the food of  all those who piss me off.” !
“Ya see Ernie we are both men bound my oaths.”  Ernie smiled, gave me a nod of  hat and 
returned to his hash slinging duties. 
 
“So I take it you got your invite,” Sue said handing me a menu. !
“Invite for what?” I said.   !
“You know the pastors breakfast.” !
“What on earth are you talking about?  Pastor’s Breakfast?”   



“Figured all you Godly men knew about the weekly Pastor’s breakfast here at Sue’s.” Sue said 
with a smile. “Been going on as far as I can remember.  Surprised you ain’t heard of  it before.” !
“I guess I’ve been so busy with my own parish I really haven’t had much of  a change to get out 
into the town and meet the other pastors.  So when is this breakfast?” !
“It’s going on right now and in fact they’re all looking at you right now and speaking in hushed 
tones,” Sue said pointing towards the group of  clergy huddled in the corner booth.  “So your 
having your usual.” !
“Yeah the usual,” I said taking a sip of  my coffee. !
Sue jotted down the word Father on the slip and stuck it on the order wheel. I was about to turn 
my attention to the canary yellow legal pad I had brought in with me when I was approached by 
a gentleman from the corner booth. !
“Excuse me.” The middle aged men dressed in slacks and a grey sweater said as walked up to me.  
“We were wondering if  you would like to join us?  Plenty of  room at our table.” !
“I’d like that,” I said grabbing my coffee cup.  !
The grey sweater man escorted me and my cup of  coffee over to the corner booth.  When we 
arrived the two other men gathered slid in to make room for me.  “Gentlemen, I’d like to 
introduce you to.” sweater man turned his attention away from the table and back to me. “I 
apologize I don’t think I got your name.” !
“I’m Father Jones.” I said to the table. !
“My name’s Mike Schmidt and I’m the pastor at Our Savior Methodist Church.  Its half  way 
between Harding and Warren out on county road 95. Why don’t you boys introduce yourselves 
unless the cat’s got your tongue?” Mike said to the other two men at the table. !
The pleasantly plump man wearing a taught button down blue shirt was next to speak. “Names 
Anthony Schmidt.” he said offering his hand. “I’m the pastor down at Christ the Redeemer 
Lutheran Church here in town. And this guy to my right.” !
The man sitting next to Anthony was young in comparison to his table mates.  He was probably 
about the same age as myself. A tight I Love Jesus shirt hung on his muscular frame and his hair 
looked slightly unkempt.  “I’m Brian pastor at Lord of  the River Evangelical Bible Church.  We 
meet in the high school’s gym. Kind of  between buildings right now.” !
“Nice to meet all of  you.” I said taking a seat at the table. !
Anthony looked me up and down as I sat calmly at the table.  “ You been a priest long?  You 
don’t seem much older than this young whipersnapper here.” Anthony elbowed Brian in the ribs. !



“This is my first assignment,” I said. !
“See Anthony, I told ya he was a rookie.”Mike said.“No seasoned minister would willingly take 
on the schedule he’s currently got working.” !
Anthony set down his coffee cup and spoke directly to me.  “Now when I first got here I used to 
have two services every week.  One at my in town church and one at the country church.  Those 
stubborn Norwegians in the country didn’t want to join the in town church even though most 
services in the country only had 10-15 people in attendance.  I finally put a stop to that.  No way 
I’m driving 10 miles out into the country to preach to a handful of  people.  My time is worth 
more than that.”  Mike and Brian nodded in agreement. !
“Yeah we all just have our Sunday services and the occasional midweek event.  You see Father, 
this is a dying area.  The way I figure it is that in 10 years no one will live in the small towns out 
here anymore.  Town’s will be plowed under and turned into farmland.  Might as well just do the 
bare minimum make the remaining people feel a little good about God for a while and wait for 
you retirement, which for you is a long ways a way,” Mike said. !
“Kind a pessimistic view of  spreading the Word isn’t it?” I said. !
“I was just like you once fresh out of  seminary thinking I could change the world.  Bring the 
message of  Christ’s redemption to the faithful on the weekend and through time change the 
world, but let me tell you something you ain’t gonna change nothing.  People don’t care about 
religion like they used to, there more more.” Mike snapped is fingers trying to come up with the 
word. !
“Cynical.” Anthony offered. !
“Yeah that’s the word I’m looking for.  People are more cynical than they used to be and are 
willing to believe less than they used to,” Mike said. !
“You think this too?” I said to Brian who was staring our the window trying to identify something 
on the horizon. !
“Yeah pretty much matches up to my experiences out here.  I’m came out here all fired up to 
change the world a few years ago and have slowly come to realize that the world isn’t gonna 
change to to accommodate your message you need to change your message to accommodate the 
people and if  that changes the truth ever so slightly so be it.  Cost of  doing business I guess.” 
Brian returned to his staring contest with the horizon. !
“I tell you what Father.” Mike said. “If  I were you I’d drop the aggressive schedule you got going 
over there at St. Marks.  Might as well do the bare minimum to get by.  The sooner you realize 
that the happier you’ll be.  I mean how many people even attend your daily masses.” !
“Somedays it’s just 1 somedays it’s 5.  Depends on the day.” !



“You mean you give a service for just one person?” Anthony asked.  
 
“I’d offer mass if  even no one showed up.  I mean Jesus shows up at the mass so I’ll keep offering 
it.” I said. !
“Oh here we go.” Brian said dropping his fork. “See Mike I told you not to invite the priest to our 
breakfast.  These guys are all ways wanting to talk about how superior they are to the rest of  us 
because of  the true presence and such.” !
“I’m not trying to be offensive,” I said. “I’m just trying to present my beliefs as I believe them.  
Sorry if  they offend you.” !
“Yeah they offend me.  You walk in here thinking your better than the rest of  us because of  
Jesus’s true presence and that your the one true faith and all that mumbo jumbo,” Brian said. 
“Why don’t you just go back to counter where you belong.  Leave us real Christians alone.” !
“If  that’s how you feel. I’ll gladly leave and head back to the counter.” I said picking up my coffee 
cup. !
“What’d I tell you boys about playing nice.” Sue said approaching the table with an armful of  
plates.  “It doesn’t sound like the conversation is all to friendly over here.  I don’t know how the 
Bible tells you do it, but where I come from where told to be polite to our guests.”   !
“Sorry Sue. We’ll play nice,” Mike said.  !
“Here you boys go three ham and cheese egg white omelets with white toast.” Sue placed the 
omelets in front of  Anthony, Mike, and Brian. “I’ll be right back with yours Father.” !
“Take your time. I’m just enjoying the company,” I said with a smile. !
“Seems like Ernie really skimped on the ham this morning” Mike said taking a large bite of  his 
omelet. !
“Yeah he doesn’t make them like he used too,” Anthony said looking closely at the egg and ham 
mixture on his fork. !
Sue headed back to the table with my usual order. Two eggs over easy with wheat toast.  She set 
the plate down in front of  and refilled my coffee from the pot in her other hand. !
I made a quick sign of  the cross and said a silent prayer of  thanks for my food.  I ended with 
another sign of  the cross. !
“I read an article in the paper the other day about the current state of  our economy,” Anthony 
said. !



“Don’t talk to me about the economy.  It’s killing my 401k right now.  I just need it to hold for a 
few more years and then I can retire and me and the Mrs. will spend our winters in Arizona and 
our summers at our cottage.  I can’t wait to get out of  the winters in this God forsaken place.  Say 
Father you ever seen a winter on the prairie before?” 
 
“Can’t say that I have?” I said. !
“Well let me tell you you’re in for a treat.  Winds so cold they’ll cut right through you.  Blizzard 
conditions after only an inch of  snow and don’t get me started on the snirt.” !
“What’s snirt?” I asked. !
“Snow and Dirt mixed.  We call it snirt out here.  A windstorm in the winter will cause a freshly 
fallen snow to change to a lovely dirt color over night,” Mike said.  !
“Well I guess I have to look forward too a winter full of  snirt and cold wind sounds like a lovely 
place to life.” I took a sip of  coffee and stared out the window trying to figure out what Brian was 
looking at. !
“Let me tell you there’s a reason why this land was the last settled.  Stay here long enough and 
you’ll figure it out.”  Anthony said pulling his wallet out.  “Gentleman, it has been a real pleasure, 
but I have to get back to my pastoral duties.” !
“What are you talking about Tony?  You have to go and take the Misses to Grand Forks to the 
mall don’t ya?” Mike said jokingly.  “You have no pastoral duties on a Thursday morning.” !
“You don’t know that,” Anthony shot back. !
“I’ve known you for the better part of  15 years, so yeah I do know that.  You work less than I do 
and that’s saying something,” Mike said to a now slightly agitated Anthony. !
“Whatever Mike. I’m leaving.  Father it was nice to meet you. I hope you can join us again out 
here for breakfast,” Anthony said as he stood up from his seat. !
“Nice to meet you Anthony. I’ll try to make it back, we’ll see if  my schedule allows it.”  I said. !
“Yeah your schedule.  By the sound of  it you’re the only one out here who is working,” Anthony 
said as he headed towards the door. !
“What’s the over under that he and his wife are heading over to Grand Forks to the mall,” Brain 
said. !
“I’ll give you 10 buck if  next week he says he didn’t go.  The guy and his wife are always at the 
mall buying Lord knows what,”  Mike said. !
“And if  he did go.” Brian asked. 



!
“You owe me 5 bucks.” Mike answered. !
“2:1 odds.  I like my chances with that. It’s a bet. Say Father you want in on this.” Brian said 
turning his attention to me !
“No thanks I’ll pass” I said. !
“Oh yeah forgot who I’m talking Mr. Goody Goody over here.  To scared to wager a little bet or 
something afraid that God might strike you down for a little friendly wager.” !
“That’s not it.” I said defensively. !
“Wait wait I got it.  You only gamble on Bingo.  God grants you Catholics some special 
dispensation that allows you to gamble only on Bingo.  How about this?  If  Anthony goes it’s B5 
and if  he doesn’t it O 65.  Does that change you mind?” !
“I’m just not much of  a gambler,” I said. !
“Brian why don’t you back off  a little bit.  You’ve been jumping down this guys throat ever since 
he sat down.  Besides you don’t you have to go lead a women’s bible study in a half  hour.” Mike 
pointed his watch. !
“Crap I forgot all about it.  See you next week Mike and Father, well I’ll see you when I see you.” 
Brian headed out of  the restaurant without stopping to pay. !
“He does that almost every week.” Mike said. !
“What’s that?”  !
“Stays here gets in some argument with one of  us about how our religions are wrong and then 
storms out of  here without paying.  I usually end up picking up his tab,” Mike said. “In fact Sue 
has gotten so used to it she’s started adding his tab to mine.” !
“Say you guys really know each other’s schedules.” I said. !
“It’s a small town.  Not much happens in a small town with out every one else knowing about it.”  
Mike drained the rest of  his cup of  coffee. “Say you really might want to consider not working so 
hard.  I know you’re new to whole profession and stuff, but you keep working like you are and 
you’ll burn yourself  out.” !
“Yeah but if  I slow down, I’ll end up taking myself  to the mall every Thursday,”  I said. !
“See you around Padre.” Mike walked over to the cash register to settle up both his bill and 
Brians. !



I was now the only person sitting a large booth. I felt out of  place and in an area too large for one 
person.  I was busy staring at the sea of  dishes spread out before when I saw the cribbage guys 
walk in.  I stood up and headed back over to my customary spot at the counter. !
“Sue you better clean up our table.” One of  the cribbage boys said gruffly. !
“I told you it was Thursday.” The other one said. “You know the breakfast with God day.” !
“You know boys. You can have breakfast with God everyday.” I said as I walked by. !
Both of  the cribbage guys looked at me blankly.  The one holding the well worn cribbage board 
looked me in the eye and said “I’m sure we can, but when you boys do it you leave our place a 
mess and well we don’t like that.” !
“Boys Boys” Sue said carrying the plates from the table. “Why you’ve been standing there 
flapping your gums, I’ve got your booth all cleaned up.” !
“Thanks Sue.” They said in unison and the both shuffled over to their table to begin their 
cribbage game. !
“I’ll be right over to wipe it down for ya.” Sue said. !
“Don’t worry about it, unless the God boys spilled a bunch of  syrup on the table.” !
“We did not.” I said across the room as I took my seat at the counter.  !
“So what’d you think about the breakfast?” Sue said refilling my cup. !
“Food was fine. Tasted real good.” I said it loud enough so that Ernie could hear it in the kitchen. !
“No not the food, how was the company?” Sue asked. !
“There were fine, not quite what I was expecting, but fine none the less.” I said. !
“You coming back?” She said. !
“Of  course I’m coming back. I was invited wasn’t I?” !
“Well good. The conversation was a little livlier than in other weeks,” Sue said. !
“You mean it’s not usually like that?” I asked. !
“Usually it’s egg white omelets and hushed tones.” Ernie’s voice came streaming out from the 
kitchen.  “Did I mention I hate egg white omelets?  There not even on the menu for Pete’s sake.” !
“Ask and ye shall receive huh?” I said. 



!
“I suppose.  It depends on what you asked for I guess.” Ernie said returning to his work. !
“Well Sue it has been a real pleasure this morning, but I guess I best be moving on. Things to do 
and people to see.” !
“Yeah from the sound of  the conversation you’re the only one who’s doing any real work in this 
town.” !
“I wouldn’t say that we all work in our own ways. Whether we know it or not.”  I pulled a 5 out 
of  my billfold to pay for the meal. !
“Mike paid for your meal.” Sue said. “Your lucky day I guess.” !
“My lucky day.” I put the 5 on the counter and headed out the door and headed back to the 
office. !
When I returned to the office, Joan was sitting at her desk eating a small container of  yogurt and 
as she ate she would sprinkle little handfuls of  granola on each bite.  “How was breakfast?” she 
said between bites. 
 
“Fine, just fine,” I said. “Any messages?” !
“Only one from Joe.” she said. !
“And what did you lovely husband want?”  !
“He wants to take you hunting.  I told him you had hunted in the past and he just about jumped 
through the phone with excitement.  Apparently, he and his buddies are not doing so well this 
year and their thinking that maybe having a priest go with me will inspire the good Lord to send 
some ducks their way.” !
“I might have to take him up on that.  It has been years since I’ve been hunting,”  I said. !
“I know he’d love to take you.” Joan returned to her yogurt and granola ritual. !
“I’ll call him right now.” !
I sat down at my desk and picked up the phone to call Joe.  The phone only rang a couple of  
times before I heard Joe’s booming voice utter a howdy on the other end. “Say Joe this if  Father 
Jones.” !
“Yes Father, nice to hear from you.” !
“I was speaking with Joan this morning and she said you’d like to take me hunting.” !



“Well if  you have time I’d love to take you out.  I heard it’s been years since you’ve been out and 
if  you want to go I’d love to take you.” !
“How about next Friday morning?” I said. “So far my schedule looks pretty open on that day.” !
“We’d love to have you.  I’ll pick up nice and early.  How about 5?” !
“Works for me.  Just so you know I don’t have any of  the required gear for hunting.” !
“Don’t you worry about that Father.  You just bring yourself  and we’ll take care of  the rest.” !
“Looking forward to it. Take care Joe.” I said. !
“Same to you Father.” !
I hung up the phone and wrote down hunting on the empty Friday slot.  It sat sandwiched in 
between two masses.  I shut my calendar and opened the Bible and pulled out my notebook. My 
desk was now prepped for a homily, I just needed to make sure I was.  I said a quick prayer, re 
read the scripture and dove headfirst into developing a homily that easily explained the weeks 
readings and all the while thoughts of  snirt and ducks danced in my head.


