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     Dick Kleis of Zwingle, Iowa got creative on his wife Carole’s birthday.  It ends up, he went out with the manure spreader, spelling out a huge love note with 120,000 pounds of soft, gushy, warm manure.  And proving there’s no account for taste, his wife actually liked it, saying her husband “dung good.”  I’m not sure that my wife would approve so favorably.  Yet, it’s not a surprise to any of us who live in rural America that manure management is out of control.  Cornell University has a whole web site devoted to Manure Management: how to get rid of it, how to treat it, where to put it, how to use it as fuel.  In the university, probably more than any other place, manure management is out of control.  It is a world of merit, of trying to get noticed.  It is a world that judges all by what they do, what they accomplish, who they impress - storing up great piles of manure over all their accomplishments and successes.  

      We learn something from the Parable of the Fig Tree.  The owner comes naturally looking for figs; he finds none.  So, he says to the vine dresser, “For three years I’ve been coming here; for three years this tree has used up the best of premium soil and water; it’s time to cut it down.”  The owner had given the tree its due time.  The vine dresser responds, “Let it be until I manure it, and care for it.”  The Lord picks a tree that for all intents and purposes is worthless and then decides to wait.  As Robert Capon indicates *, by the foolishness of the cross and folly of God, Jesus himself becomes sin for us; he is relegated to the dump for us; he becomes garbage, manure.  He does not come to see if we are good enough to deserve more care; he comes to disturb the conventions by which we think we are.  He does not come to see if we are sufficiently  sorry and have a little bit of good worth saving; he knows our repentance is about as good as the manure we spread.  He does not come to judge our successes and, then, balance them against our failures; instead he comes to be the hilarious manure spreading gift of God who never gives up hope and never stops loving.  He never stops spreading the manure of grace across the world that so desperately needs it.  He is the one who reminds God that we are His delight. 

      I suppose in a very real way, campus ministry does the same.  We wait; we hope; we manure with grace the works righteousness of the university.  For those who are “undecided,” who cannot tell what they want to be when they grow up, we tell them who they are already; we spread the manure of grace over their baptized lives.  For those who have all the answers and all  aspects of their future lives “covered,” we do the same.  Since Martin Luther rose up to spread the manure of grace over the merit-based world of medieval Christianity, campus ministry has been the base of launching a future of grace in a world of manure management failures.  We hold out for hope as the last word; we hold out for the One promising hope in the midst of the manure field.  We wait; we welcome; we hope; we dig; we watch for any signs of growth.

     This coming year, 2010, is my 14th year in a campus ministry. Rather than write about manure, perhaps I should have written another flood story.  We began the Fall semester with a flood, had another one in the new term of Jan., 2010, and we are pumping out as I write this with students returning from Spring Break.  2009 began in a blur of activity from a beginning of the year Strategy Meeting led by Pastor Jake Jacobson to a student ski trip at which most graduated from the “bunny slope.”  We slid into a year filled with music students but no organist.  Our music groups went to Bethesda Children’s Home, Torrance State Hospital, Salem - Smicksburg, and others.  We welcome the opportunity to come with cellos, oboes, or whatever we can drum up. Halfway through the year,  Shawn Green left us as worship leader, a gap we are still trying to fill. Our Thursday Night Dinner and Worship continues to welcome all,  as both students and church folk contribute pies to pierogies.  There were actually students from the east last year who had never eaten a pierogie! The girls eat the most.  Our new student minister, Kim Esslinger, a nursing student, also participates in “Lutheran Lunch” at Foster Dining Hall each Friday; she will look for ways to link up with the Lutheran students and in the future, I hope, develop a “commuter program” for those who live in their cars.  In Lent, we gathered our boxes for the Heifer project, and this Lent we are gathering clothes to deliver to the Navajo Mission in Rockpoint,  Arizona.  I am still looking for a way to get them all to Arizona! We have reunited with the likes of Sigma Pi, a fraternity on campus, as it searches for ways to do community service in conjunction with the Center.  Together, we have some big plans from painting to gathering clothes to disaster relief with the Lutheran Disaster Relief Corps at West Virginia’s Campus Ministry.  I am still active in the Interfaith Council but taking a back seat to leadership for the sake of our newer members.  On that council, we all thank IUP and Mike Lemasters for the devotion shared to the community faith on campus and in our community.  Out of the last 14 years, 13 were spent on the Institutional Review Board for Human Research. I am now a pinch hitter on that committee which operates on the cutting edge of research.  I continue to keep a counseling load and will speak to the Greek Community on alcohol abuse on campus.  We lent our support last year in the death of the son of a close faculty friend; I hope we brought a message of hope to the whole Indiana community at such a time of loss and questioning.  I performed weddings for former students: Ben Lowry, Tiffany Hopkins (now the Rev.), Jesse Buchleitner, and Ciara Augustino.  I coached the 4th Grade Basketball Team at Marion Center Schools; we actually won one game in the last second on a prayer shot! I also helped lead the community basketball development program for the youth. One of our students, Andy Shoop, is the student leader of Habitat for Humanity.  We constantly look for ways to develop leaders and pastors taking advantage of Project Connect opportunities and thank the Lutheran Camp System (Lutherlyn and Sequinota) for delivering such dedicated young people to our mission.

     Those to thank:

     Trudy Taylor makes a lot of our lives easier.  She quietly and devotedly takes care of our books and finances with keen efficiency and spotless precision. Behind the scenes, she very often gives just the right amount of care, brings the perfect dish, or says the right thing. She makes awfully good cornbread too.  Pastor Arkie Taylor  is always there for the other things: the more manure-based projects.  Marian Kensey operates as a one person auditing team; thanks Marian.  For the growing numbers of alumni who contribute, we are grateful.  For the churches who are always faithful in remembering us, even while they deal with financial downturns and dwindling numbers.  We are especially grateful to: Zion - Indiana, Hope - Homer City, Salem - Smicksburg, Hebron - Blairsville, Luther Chapel - Coral, St.  James - Ringold, First Lutheran - Rural Valley, First English - Punxsutawney, Grace - Brookville, and to all those whom I have not mentioned (forgive me) that contribute each year.  We are especially grateful to  Mt. Zion, Trade City, the host of the Annual Spaghetti Dinner and the largest congregational donor to our ministry - not to mention the gift of Anna Coon’s Cream Puff Cake.  With the changes in Thrivent’s giving programs, we will need to look for new ways of matching gifts.

For Bishops Jones, Kusserow, and Duncan and the unchanging devotion of their synods, Northwestern Pa., Southwestern Pa., and West Va.-Western. Md.,  in the midst of unparalleled changes; we give thanks each day for their faith in us.  For the churches and parents who send us their bright young people, we thank them and ask them to still be a part of their college lives.  

     Please thank the Directing Committee for their devotion and service: the Rev. William Schaefer, Karen Gresh, Pam Dodds, the Rev. Arlene Schweitzer, David Spigle, Nelson Bormann, the Rev. Vaughn “Arkie” Taylor, the Rev. Joyce Dix-Weiers, Randy Crowe, Marian Kensey (Treasurer), Tedd Cogar (Advisor), Amy Leonard (Student).

Submitted: dia Xristou, 

Joe Boomhower, Director

* Robert Farrar Capon, Kingdom, Grace, Judgment: Paradox, Outrage, and Vindication in the Parables of Jesus, pp. 249-251.
