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There is something close up and personal in the
reading of Psalm 51. I encourage each one to take the
time to read the entire chapter. These are confessional
words David wrote after committing the terrible sins of
adultery and murder. In verse two David writes, “Wash
me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from
my sin.” David certainly realized the moral and spiritu-
al “dirtiness” that had resulted from his sin as he
prayed for forgiveness.

Now in verse 10, David continues his prayer with a
plea for a deeper cleansing in which he says, “Create in
me a clean heart, O God, and put a right spirit within
me.” It is the “right spirit” part of that verse that really
gets my attention. Starting over with a clean page in
our spiritual life promotes the desire to have a right
spirit toward God, others and ourselves. A right spirit
creates right relationships.

Where do we find a personal “right spirit?” Well, Da-
vid asked for God to place that spirit inside of him, to
clean his life from sin, and to establish a relationship
with God and with others that he was created for. Je-

sus promised his disciples and us that he would leave
physically, but would send his Spirit be our sanctifier,
our guide and the one who can give us that “right spir-
it.” However, we must ask for that spirit to be applied to
our hearts just as the disciples prayed in the upper
room on the first Pentecost. We must ask God for a per-
sonal Pentecost.

Hopefully, we will never commit the crimes that Da-
vid did, but a right spirit is necessary in our relation-
ship with God and others. Our relationships can begin
to turn inward, becoming even selfish, if we are not
very careful. As we grow older, gain experience and
add knowledge to our resumes, we may find ourselves
less than consistent with demonstrating a “right spir-
it.”

An anonymous seventeenth-century nun had these
words to say about growing older and keeping a sweet,
right spirit toward others. “Lord, keep me from getting
talkative, from thinking that I must say something on
every subject and on every occasion. Release me from
craving to straighten out everybody’s affairs. Make me
thoughtful, but not moody; helpful, but not bossy.
Keep my mind from the recital of endless details—give
me wings to come to the point. I ask for grace enough
to listen to the tales of others pains. Seal my lips on my
own aches and pains, however, help me to endure
them with patience.”

“I dare not ask for improved memory, but for a grow-

ing humility and a lessening cocksureness when my
memory seems to clash with the memories of others.
Teach me the glorious lesson that occasionally it is
possible that I may be mistaken.”

“Keep me reasonably sweet. I do not want to be a
saint, but a sour old person is one of the crowning
works of the devil. Give me the ability to see the good
things in unexpected places, and talents in unexpect-
ed people. And give me, O Lord, the grace to tell them
so.”

As we all move from one stage of our lives to another
and as the years begin to add up, our daily prayer can
be the same as David’s. “Create in me a clean heart, O
God, and give me a right spirit. Restore me each day to
your joy, O Lord.” This “right spirit” then spills over into
the relationships we have with others. Regardless of
our ages or our place on the disciple’s path, God wants
to give us this “right spirit.” It is a gift to be exercised
daily, reflecting the spirit of Jesus as we walk through
each day. Possessing and using this “right spirit”
makes a huge difference to each of us, to others we
meet, and to God.

May David’s prayer become our daily prayer.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com.
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We need to think about, and talk about, something
that people often say when someone dies or tragedy
strikes. I was reminded of this awful and thoughtless
statement while reading about a family in Uvalde, Tex-
as, whose young daughter was murdered at Robb Ele-
mentary School. The mother grew tense when some-
one assured her: “She’s in a better place.” Shaken, the
mother responded: “No, she isn’t. She should be here!”
It was troubling to read this. That family has been
through hell—they’re still in hell—and, without think-
ing, a person says such a thing. Some of us would no
doubt shush the careless person and usher the mother
away. 

Not everyone who voices these sentimental beliefs
to a grieving person, or says them to comfort them-
selves, is thoughtless or mean-spirited. Many of our
most common expressions during times of grief and
loss are hollow words, spoken because people feel they
have to say something, anything, to make sense of
senseless loss. Words are spoken when spoken words
are unnecessary, even empty. We feel the need to say
something, though I think being consciously present
is enough. Empathetic words can be okay, but not plat-
itudes that are essentially meaningless.

It’s possible some of this perfunctory speech is re-
lated to the old adage: “The grass is always greener on
the other side.” Problem is, I’ve never heard any de-
scription of a heavenly realm with grass, or any other

green and growing things (though the Qur’an speaks
of a garden paradise). In biblical apocalyptic tradition,
everyone ends up an urban dweller, living eternally in
“The City of God.” The Book of Revelation at least pre-
sents a touch of nature: a tree growing by a river. But
there are no forests, mountains, fields, oceans, ani-
mals, insects or gardens. Even the sun is gone (God is
the only source of light). Believers will pass through
pearly gates and enter the celestial city on streets
made of gold, though it’s hard to imagine pearls and
gold will have any value after death. Imagine living
where there was no nature, no birds singing, no sea
breeze or mountain snows, a never-ending existence
with nothing natural at all. Sound like heaven, or that
other place? 

Is a place called “heaven” a “better place”? My
youthful evangelical friends and I couldn’t wait until
the clouds opened, Jesus appeared and took us into
our promised Sky-Home. Faith was fundamentally
centered on anxious anticipation, expectation that the
end of time, and our lives, was near—and thank God
for that! We fervently believed in a better place where
we could praise the Lord forever in better bodies, bet-
ter churches and better homes (“mansions over the
hilltop,” we sang). And what made it truly better: no
more unbelievers to worry about. Eternity with our
friends, fellow believers like us, was the main attrac-
tion, other than being “in the Lord’s presence” every
second for infinity.

All of this seems so sad when young people are led
to believe such things. On the other end of life—at the
end of life—it’s also quite sad, and disappointing. Dis-
appointing because the mythological expressions and
fanciful imaginations are often not only unhelpful and
inconsiderate but sound intentionally evangelistic at
best and perhaps unintentionally childish. The “better

beyond” mentality is based on strange beliefs, not all
originating in the Bible (the Hebrew Bible paints no
pictures of an afterlife). Much of our cultural beliefs
about the afterlife seem to come from art. Apart from
Hollywood films, depictions of Dante’s “Inferno” or
Pilgrim’s Progress, memories of Sunday School walls
or old Bible pictures, impressionable children carry
these imaginative conceptual stories through life.
When they approach their death, clergy or family re-
mind them of those images of their heavenly home.
“Remember, you’re going to a better place.” 

I can’t help but respond to these childhood beliefs
with irritation. Why cheapen our lives here with
dreams of something superior somewhere else? If a
person believes they can be walking with the Lord in a
better place right now, what’s the use of life here? It
casts a shadow over the beauty and goodness of our
world, and the inherent value of every human life, to
claim a heavenly upgrade, a higher destination, is the
whole purpose, the entire goal of life on earth. My par-
ticular concern is this: It’s fine for you to personally
believe there’s a better place, a better world, a better
life somewhere else, but for the rest of us to truly expe-
rience a better life here and now, please keep those be-
liefs to yourself. If you find it comforting to imagine an
eternal Sunday service with Jesus in the pulpit, I find
that sad, but that’s your choice. 

One’s faith should not be a practice of cruelty. 

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith chap-
lain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer and hu-
manist celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol
Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and blogs are 
presented on “Friendly Freethinker” 
(www.chighland.com).
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In Pipestone, the bigger town down the dirt road
from Worth’s farm – with 4,200 residents and a dozen
churches – pastors from three Lutheran parishes are
taking the four-week suicide prevention program that
Minnesota’s departments of agriculture and health
launched this spring.

“I want to learn to help. This could be anybody,” said
the Rev. Robert Moeller, recalling his first realization of
the scourge of suicide among farmers, when a custom-
er in the feed business he once worked at killed himself.

While rising levels of stress and anxiety are affecting
Americans from students to service members, the dy-
namics are different in the farmland, where churches
remain essential social gathering points.

“Every farm family I know has a relationship with a
house of worship,” said Meg Moynihan, a dairy farmer
in southern Minnesota who works on clergy-focused
training programs as a senior advisor to the state’s agri-
culture department.

The evident satisfaction that farmers take in grow-
ing crops and raising livestock to feed the country
makes the fear of being unable to keep going a key fac-
tor in mental health distress. 

“There’s a sense of threat to one’s identity and gen-
erational legacy across time,” said Sean Brotherson,
professor and extension family science specialist at
North Dakota State University. “People treat the farm
as a member of the family – and the longest-living
member of the family.”

Under financial pressure, Keith and Theresia Gillie
started talking about finding jobs away from his home-
stead in northwestern Minnesota. 

“I never realized that in the midst of us quitting
farming, that was his identity,” said Gillie, who found
her husband of more than 30 years dead on a gravel
road.

Male agricultural workers’ suicide rates are more
than two times higher than the national average, ac-
cording to the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion. There are several issues that play a role, including
increased isolation and exacerbated family tensions
during the pandemic, the difficulty in rural communi-
ties to find in-person mental health counseling or to ac-

cess broadband for tele-health, as well as the disrup-
tions brought by climate change-driven unpredictable
weather patterns, inflation and international trade dis-
putes.

As the average age for farmers inches toward 60, the
pressure of passing on a life-defining legacy to new
generations is a growing problem, said Monica McCon-
key, a rural mental health specialist contracted by Min-
nesota’s agriculture department.

Driving his tractor and planter, some $750,000 in
machinery, outside Flandreau, South Dakota, Todd
Sanderson, 61, said he hopes a nephew will take over
eventually.

“That’s what’s keeping me up at night, the transi-
tion,” he said. “The more I get stressed, the more I get
quiet.” 

Breaking farmers out of that proud reserve is a big
challenge even for clergy, said the Rev. Alan Blanken-
feld, the rural ministry liaison for the Evangelical Lu-
theran Church in America’s South Dakota synod. 

“They’ll share on their terms. Our place is not coun-
seling, but we can walk with them,” he added.

Back in Pipestone, the Rev. Ann Zastrow of First Lu-
theran Church, who’s taking Minnesota’s online pre-
vention course, plans to remind those struggling with
mental health that “God is still in the picture.”

In many farm families, faith and struggle have long

coexisted. First Lutheran’s council president, who
raises lambs from 500 ewes outside town, said he
still remembers when his mother asked him to take
guns out of the house because she was worried about
his father.

“I remember the look on (my father’s) face when
they sold his cows,” Craig Thies said as newborn
lambs tottered around him. “Realistically, they’re like
your children. But somebody is eating tonight be-
cause of you.”

Seeing themselves as part of a crucial creation
plan cements farmers’ faith, which in turn makes the
clergy potential lifesavers when given the right tools.

“One place we struggle within the church is if we
treat suicide as shameful, then they won’t share
they’re not OK,” said the Rev. Kelly Ahola, a Lutheran
pastor in the Red River Valley between Minnesota
and North Dakota. 

For one of 80 clergy taking the spring training
course, the Rev. Jillene Gallatin, the call to prevention
is excruciatingly personal. It was her pastor who
drove her to the hospital when, at 15, she tried to kill
herself a year after her mother took her own life. And
it was in her church that she met comfort instead of
the deafening silence and averted eyes elsewhere in
her community.

“That’s a gift we can bring as church, being a safe
spot,” Gallatin said in the sanctuary of Grace Luther-
an Church in Waseca, about an hour south of Minne-
apolis. 

Later that spring day, she visited a church mem-
ber’s dairy farm that’s been in the family since the
1870s. 

There wasn’t a dry eye in the room when the rela-
tives discussed the option of stopping the milking
operation, Jason Eldeen recalled. 

But they persevered, which makes them among
the 1.3% of U.S. workers with direct on-farm employ-
ment, according to the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture’s 2023 data. 

“How lucky we are that we get to farm,” he said, as
some of the cows reached out to lick his and Gallatin’s
hands in the spring sunshine. 

Editor’s note: This story includes discussion of sui-
cide. The national suicide and crisis lifeline is avail-
able by calling or texting 988. There is also an online
chat at 988lifeline.org.
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Crop farmer Bob Worth, left, prays with his pastor
and fellow church council members at their weekly
meeting in the basement of the Lake Benton United
Methodist Church in Lake Benton, Minn. AP


