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Most of us here will remember the Ice Storm of 1998. It’s one of those events that 

we never forget. We remember the storm itself – ice pellets, roads like skating 

rinks, not being able to keep the ice off the windshield, the scary drive to the 

safety and warmth of home. We may even remember how beautiful everything 

looked with a clear coating of ice – the trees, the lamp posts, even the 

telephone lines were like something out of a fairy tale. But fairy tales often take a 

dark turn, and that was also true of this ice storm. Trees broke under the weight 

of the ice. They fell on cars and buildings and they blocked roads. Hydro wires 

also succumbed to the ice and fell. A huge area encompassing Eastern Ontario 

and parts of Quebec - was without electricity.  

 

Now, power outages are not all that uncommon. We have all lived through 

them before. Sometimes it’s kind of a nice break! Dinner by candlelight, board 

games with the kids, a nice fire going in the fireplace… but the power outages 

we are used to generally only last a few hours. For those of you who live in the 

city, the biggest inconveniences are finding a meal that doesn’t need cooking 

and resetting all the clocks once the power comes back on. If the outage lasts 

for a few hours, the house may cool down but everyone can wrap up in 

blankets or just head to our beds early and dive under the covers. If the outage 

lasts just a few hours… 

 

That wasn’t the case, however, with the ice storm of 1998. It wasn’t just a few 

hours. It was days in the city and weeks out in the rural areas – like the one 

where I live in Ashton. Schools and businesses were closed, people were advised 

to stay off the roads, emergency shelters were set up. 

 

We live on a small acreage in a log house set among the trees. It is beautiful 

there! We had the advantage of a wood stove in the living room to provide 



heat to that one room and even to allow some rudimentary cooking. In that 

way, perhaps we were in better shape than some of our friends in the city. 

However, we also depend on a well for our water – and the pump that brings 

the water from deep in the ground to my kitchen tap depends on electricity. So 

a power outage means no water – for drinking, for washing, for flushing toilets. 

Our neighbours with farms were in even worse circumstances. No water for the 

livestock, no milking machines… and gone are the days where a dairy herd was 

small enough to milk by hand… Our power was out for 12 days… 

 

Barbara Brown Taylor writes about just such a storm in her book “An Altar in the 

World”. She was living on a small farm at the time and she recounts the 

experience of pumping water from the old well and carrying it to the barn to fill 

the troughs – bucket after bucket… water is heavy!  Then she had to go back to 

those water troughs every few hours to break the ice with a hammer so the 

animals could drink. There is a great deal of physical work involved in doing such 

tasks.  

 

We were lucky because my father-in-law had gifted us his generator when he 

found himself living alone at the lake. He figured he hadn’t needed it before 

and, if there ever came a time when one was necessary, he could just bunk in 

with us. The generator was a godsend! It couldn’t power the whole house but it 

did allow us to keep the water running, the freezers cold, and the sump pump 

doing its job. So, Neil’s Dad moved in with us and brought his cat. Neil’s sister 

and her three children, their dog and their cat, also came… 

 

And our days became filled with keeping the family warm and safe and fed… 

We carried wood along the icy path from the woodshed to the house, we fed 

the fire constantly, only letting it die down enough to remove the build-up of 

ashes and start again… every afternoon Neil would stop the generator to 



change the oil – yes, every afternoon. Neil loves to tell the story of how the 

owner’s manual says to change the oil in the generator every 25 hours and 

when it’s running full time for 12 days that means once a day, every day. It also 

means driving to find fuel to keep it running and filling the tank every few hours. 

 

Our days were filled with tasks necessary for the wellbeing of the family – 

keeping the kids entertained indoors because the branches falling from the 

trees that surround our house made playing in that winter wonderland too 

dangerous… keeping dogs and cats separated from each other… dragging 

fallen trees off the laneway and our side road… creating meals for our 

expanded household from our limited food supply… Checking on neighbours to 

make sure they were ok…Once every few days, Neil would shut down all the 

other systems and run the hot water heater so we could all wash – even our 

neighbours would come by for a shower! – It was full time work to keep things 

running smoothly.  

 

It gave us a taste of what life is like for many people in the world – where water is 

hauled twice a day from wells far from home… where meals are cooked on an 

outdoor brazier… where food cannot be stored safely without refrigeration… 

where toilets are rudimentary holes in the ground… where sundown means 

everything is colder and harder to do… 

 

Your whole day – your whole life is dedicated to caring for your physical well-

being and that of your family and friends… for us it was 12 days. For others – it is 

a lifetime. I have met some of these people – in Belarus, in Nicaragua, in 

Zambia…  

 

Living under these circumstances, even for a short time, changes how you look 

at things. Here’s what Barbara Brown Taylor says about her experience: 



“On day three, I decided that a power outage would make a great spiritual 

practice. Never mind giving up meat or booze for Lent. For a taste of real self-

denial, just turn off the power for a while and see if phrases such as “the power 

of God” and “the light of Christ” sound any different to you… 

Live as most people in the world live, preoccupied with survival. Wear the same 

clothes for a week because it is too cold to think about taking them off. Sleep as 

close to the fire as you can, welcoming the heat of another human body. Learn 

to shake your head at goals such as higher education, aerobic fitness, 

computer proficiency, and self-fulfillment. Long for the light you cannot procure 

for yourself, and feel your heart swell with gratitude – every single morning – 

when the sun comes up. Value warmth. Prize shelter. Praise the miracle of 

flowing water.”1  

 

I don’t think anyone wishes an ice storm on themselves or anyone else but 

Brown says she is grateful for what this ice storm taught her  - about what she 

was capable of doing… for how it expanded her circle of concern to include all 

the living things around her… for giving her a sense of how most other people 

live… and for a new appreciation for a body that works. 

 

There is great satisfaction – and even grace – to be found in physical labour, 

especially the kind that enhances life – hauling water or bales of hay, or digging 

in a garden… 

 

Take a look at the stories of Jesus in our New Testament. Jesus himself comes 

from a family of working people. He wasn’t born to a rabbi or a scholar; Joseph 

was a carpenter, a man who knew the strain of physical labour – and the 

satisfaction of producing something both useful and beautiful with his hands… 

 

                                                      
1 Barbara Brown Taylor. “An Altar in the World”, Harper Collins Publishers, NY, 2009. p 145 



Jesus chose his disciples from among men who rowed boats and hauled nets… 

He made friends among the peasants who worked the land, shepherds who 

traveled rough terrain and handled livestock… women who carried water from 

the village well… these were people who knew the value and the necessity of a 

hard day’s work and the satisfaction of making something worthwhile, 

something necessary and life-giving… I think Jesus knew that these were the 

only kind of people who would understand that hard work was what would be 

needed to change the world – not just talk and dreams or hoping that God 

would step in and wave a magic wand… but getting right in there and putting 

in the effort, the physical effort, needed for change to begin. 

I think of that story where all the people had followed Jesus and spent the whole 

day listening. As it got later, the disciples said to Jesus, “They are hungry, they 

need to eat. Send them home.” And Jesus said “Feed them!” 

 

Or when Jesus came across the disciples fishing and catching nothing… He 

didn’t say, “Oh, bad luck! Maybe it will be better tomorrow!” No, he said, “Cast 

your nets on the other side!” What you’re doing isn’t working. Try something 

new… 

 

Barbara Brown Taylor uses the example of the second Creation story in Genesis – 

and I’m so glad she does! It’s a good earthy story! God creates “Adam” from 

dirt. Did you know that the Hebrew word adam means earthling, or dirt 

creature? God made adam – an earthling – from the adamah – the earth. 

 

Then God planted a garden - in that same soil - and he put that earthling in the 

garden to till it and keep it. God didn’t just give Adam food to eat and trees for 

shade and beautiful flowers for enjoyment… God gave Adam a job, a physical, 

difficult, dirty job… and, when you think about it, the time that Adam and then 



Eve spend working in that garden is the time that they are in closest relationship 

with God. 

 

I know that many of you here have gardens or at least have had experience in 

working in one. It’s hard work – digging and planting, weeding and watering. It’s 

the kind of work that gets you dirty and sweaty. It gives you stains and holes on 

the knees of your pants and black, broken fingernails. It gives you sore muscles 

and aching shoulders… and a sense of being a part of creation. 

 

Have you ever thought about the connection we have to the earth – to the soil 

itself? 

 

Adam – humankind – was created from the soil – and once our human bodies 

cease to function, they return to that soil – they become part of that very soil – 

As we say in our committal services, “earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to 

dust… “ 

 

As God tells Adam in Genesis 3:19, “By the sweat of your face you shall eat 

bread until you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust 

and to dust you shall return.” 

 

We are related to this soil under our fingernails. I love the way Barbara Brown 

Taylor describes it: 

“You…also remember where you came from, and why. You touch the stuff your 

bones are made of. You handle the decomposed bodies of trees, leaves, birds, 

and fallen stars. Your body recognizes its kin. If you have nerve enough, you also 

foresee your own decomposition. This is not bad knowledge to have. It is the 

kind that puts other kinds in perspective. Feel that cool dampness? Welcome 



back to earth, you earthling. Smell that dirt? Welcome home, you beloved dust-

creature of God.”2  

 

Is it any wonder we love to dig in the dirt? Even as children we delight in mud 

puddles and digging for earthworms. It is in the soil that we make a physical 

connection to the stuff that life is made of. It’s a perfect place to make a 

spiritual connection to the Holy Mystery we call God. 

 

This time of year marks the harvest for us here in North America. It’s a time when 

the fruits of all that digging in the dirt make the way to our dinner table. Is there 

anything more delicious than a warm tomato from the garden or fresh picked 

corn drizzled in butter, or a plate of boiled new potatoes…? You lift your fork to 

your mouth and taste creation itself – blue sky, fragrant soil, rain and sunshine.  

Is there anything more beautiful than a sparkling array of jams, jellies, pickles and 

preserves just waiting to remind us on some dark winter evening of our summer 

toil and the hope of spring? 

 

There is something holy about working in a garden. It’s easy in a garden to 

notice our connection to creation and to God. But there is that same spiritual 

connection to be found in other kinds of work as well – if we choose to see it… 

the work of creating something new…the work of cleaning our homes to 

provide a sense of order and well-being in our lives… the work of changing the 

tires on the car to ensure the safety of those we love when the winter roads get 

challenging… the work of splitting and stacking wood for warmth on a winter 

night… the work of carrying groceries… the work of kneading dough for bread… 

the kind of work you feel in your muscles and your bones…  

 

                                                      
2 Barbara Brown Taylor. “An Altar in the World”, Harper Collins Publishers, NY, 2009. p 151 



This is the kind of work that makes you aware of the life energy in you. It is the 

kind of work you can offer as a gift to God. 

 

In many places in the world this kind work is necessary for survival. There is no 

choice. But here we most often do this work by choice. We often mark success 

by our ability to avoid it – to be able to pay someone else to do it. But by doing 

so, we miss a wonderful opportunity for soul work, for a reminder of our humble 

place in creation… for a chance to grow closer to the basic grittiness of life in 

this world… for a chance to build our relationship with God. 

 

What better time than this Labour Day weekend to appreciate the effort and 

the blessings of physical work? It’s a time to give thanks and recognition to all 

the workers who have built this world we live in and to give thanks and 

appreciation for our ability to add to this work in the world. 

 

In the words of Barbara Brown Taylor: 

 

“Welcome back to earth, you earthling. Welcome home, you beloved dirt-

person of God” 

 

Amen 

 

 

 

 

 


