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A sermon preached by E. Scott Winnette 
September 8, 2019 

“Diversity: The Soil of Delightful Life” 
Job 12:7-9 

 
The Summer Sabbatical was sunny and muddy, mentally restful and corporeally sweaty.  

Days began slowly; evenings ended early.  In the four months I/We wove metaphysical 
chrysalis, we rested in metaphorical cocoon and we begin again today to emerge new people.  
Soon we may see our new sabbath-painted-rainbow-butterfly wings.   

So, with no commute, phone forgotten, email forgotten, watch unworn, NPR unheard 
what did I do?  I dug a lot, mowed a lot, sweated a lot, planted, sowed, weeded, watered, 
harvested, cut and freezer-bagged and canned.  I pondered an earthy, humus-loving God as I 
tried to daily clean dirty nails of holy dirt.   

I learned from soil, seed, water, sun, ducks and puppies.  I struggled with impatience 
yearning to see 3 acres of mown grass transform into wildflowers.  I studied old agrarian ways, 
the pre-industrial craft of organic farming.   The old ways were ways of floral diversity – no 
monocrops.  Survival demanded variety.  Farmers were mystical nomads wandering fields 
exploring a new day’s growth and a new day’s need.  The old ways were dangerous - subject to 
grasshopper, aphid, drought or mineral deficiency.  They bravely cultivated reverence for the 
earth.  Among their fruits of wheat, pea and tomato were symbiotic ballets: microbes, earth-
tenders, springs, seeds, soil, ladybugs and mantis and the greatest gift of all - a mysterious, holy 
mutuality.   

My theology professors would preen to hear a summer of gardening reminded me of 
the work of theologian Reinhold Niebuhr.  He pondered human sinfulness and concluded 
anxiety the “internal precondition of sin.”  We live paradoxically; both free and bound, limited 
and limitless.   Our life within the tension is holy.  Our lives within the unpredictable 
commonwealth of creation are holy.   Humanity yearned for the predictable and seeking 
control jettisoned the untamable green for inflexible asphalt.  We rejected the omniverses of 
organic life choosing the inorganic, the chemical, the plastic, and the machine.   
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We had a bonfire last night.  The two beautiful friends who demanded the evening 
bonfire and s’mores spent the night their heads down focused on their iphones.  When 
confronted – that they were missing the flames and not learning from the smoke that rose to a 
cloud-swept-crescent moon; they defended, “But we took pictures.” 

My longstanding judgement against cookie-cutter-Monsanto-chemical industrial ways of 
farming rooted deeper this summer.   To grow crops predictably, reliably, and profitably 
industrial farmers drench the earth in chemical fertilizers and drench the plants in toxic 
insecticides and even alter plant DNA so they can drench it with herbicides.  Chemical farming 
decimates the soil.  In the way the states seek reparations from Purdue Pharma for the 
genocide of their Oxycontin; we should help the surviving honeybees and other pollinators seek 
reparations from Monsanto.  

In the Book of Job our faith-seeking ancestors learned how absolutist and binary 
thinking was not the cat’s meow but rather presented hornet’s nests of trouble.   
The Book of Job struggles with the orderly notion that doing good deeds and being faithful to 
God merits God’s blessings.   And conversely goofing off, ignoring God, misbehaviors or 
deviations from established norms garners demerits from God: curses, and boils, calamities and 
tricks.   

I reimagine Job rebuking his Fairweather friend.  “Hey bubba, knowing who God is and 
what God wants isn’t just for control-freak people.  The wolves know, the birds know, the soil 
knows the ways of God.  Look around; taste the answer, touch the riddle, ask creation.  Sure, go 
ahead and read all 12 volumes of Karl Barth’s Dogmatics and study Paul Tillich’s systematic 
theologies.  But don’t forget to also ask the animals and the birds; they will teach you.”   

About thirty of you came to see our little farmette on Wednesday.   We are blessed to 
be in a right-to-farm area without close neighbors, without HOA rules, without mowing height 
regulations.  We rebelled against a manicured lawn.    

Did you know, if you let your grass grow to its best height, and if the wind blows, you 
can be transplanted to a peaceful place much like an ocean’s beach.   The wind waves the 
slender green blades to and fro; like water coming to shore retreating and repeating. 

I combated the interior voice demanding orderly good, disorder bad, weeds bad, clean 
lines good, tall grass bad, monochrome flowers and mulch beds good, wildness bad.   I allowed 
myself to weed and manicure the garden bed’s aligning the house, but the beds in the yard got 
little shaping.   

A Presbyterian slogan of deep regard is that we are a people of both order and ardor.   
Ardor meaning: passion, fervor, zeal, wholeheartedness, eagerness, vehemence, intensity, 
fierceness, zest, gusto, energy, animation, fire, fieriness, emotion.    Presbyterians celebrate our 
committees, our representative government, our thoughtful deliberations.  The lilies of the 
valley have taught us that too much order becomes deathly-control-freaky-sinfulness; we must 
dance with ardor’s freedom.   
 Good gardening twines work, rest, structure and trust.  Paramount to successful 
gardening is crafting healthy soil.  Ask the soil; she teaches us to love diversity too.  Healthy soil 
includes clay, sand, silt, many minerals like calcium, magnesium, potassium, and nitrogen and 
great bubbles of organic matter and critters who eat it and poop it.  There are approximately 
20,000 – 30,00 different species of organism in a teaspoon of healthy soil.  Great gardeners 
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spend less attention on the plants and more time on the soil’s worms, fungi, bugs and 
microbes.   

On a stool, strumming his Guitar Guy Clark sings,1  
 
“Ain't nothin' in the world that I like better 
Than bacon & lettuce & home grown tomatoes 
Up in the mornin' out in the garden 
Get you a ripe one don't get a hard one 
Plant 'em in the spring eat 'em in the summer 
All winter without 'em's a culinary bummer 
I forget all about the sweatin' & diggin' 
Everytime I go out and pick me a big one 
Homegrown tomatoes home grown tomatoes 
Wha'd life be without homegrown tomatoes 
 
Only two things money can't buy 
That's true love and homegrown tomatoes 
 
When I die don't bury me 
In a box in a cemetery 
Out in the garden would be much better 
I could be pushin' up homegrown tomatoes. 

 
 Until our next sabbatical, let’s work towards an even greater RUC diversity; ever 
welcoming human diversity; and let’s protect the beauty of birds, butterflies, and bees; they 
can teach us joy.   
 
Amen. 

 
1 Homegrown Tomatoes, Guy Clark 


