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In many ways this is The Story of How I Learned That Making Oils Helps Heal the World. That never would have been possible without the original board of Magdalene, and it is to this group and the first volunteers and residents that I dedicate this book—especially Gilbert, Dick, Cary, Charlie, Alice, Jane, Jeff, Linda, Julia, Carole, Tori, Bobby, Rick, Michael, Rod, Regina, Marlei, Vali, Cheryl, Sandy, Angie, Kay, Sigourney, Carlana, Stephanie, Mark, Tim, Stacy, Levi, Marcus, Jill, Toni, Holli, Marshall, and Matraca. You gave life to a dream of sanctuary.















KUDZU MADONNA





A Kudzu Madonna on the side of a highway


Calls to searching pilgrims in need of a sign.


Draped in the abundance of earth,


She is a vision holding out her healing hand.


Her forgiving nature is our first healer


As she dispenses her gifts like grace.


Her flowers, trees, and hidden treasures


Are offerings from her sacred heart.


There are mysteries in the weeds


That make the world a mystical place.


There is truth in the grass and clover


That covers the whole earth with a healing balm.


—BECCA STEVENS

















Foreword



WHO HASN’T BEEN DOWN at the crossroads, wondering if you’ll find your way home? Becca Stevens, a “snake oil” purveyor, has. I met her in Nashville, along with her extraordinary people, the women of Magdalene who had lived lives of prostitution and drug addiction. These women, who were of all ethnicities, believed that making oil from crushed herbs, bottling the glistening liquid, and then wrapping the boxes in rough paper “made of thistle” was a metaphor for their lives.


“We’d growed up all ugly and tough, and nobody could tell us nothing. And now we see we’re a beautiful flower inside,” said the first woman I’d met, named Penny. She was making paper from purple thistle blossoms at Thistle Farms on a sunny morning. Penny lived under a bridge for ten years and couldn’t believe that she was now involved in healing others. I couldn’t believe she was doing so well either, especially after she took the Tennessee-based National Geographic photographer Steven Alvarez and me to see how she had survived, living in a ravine.


Becca Stevens reached out to Penny and hundreds of women like her, in Tennessee and around the world. She will reach out to you in these pages, too, for she is a formidable, beautiful, brilliant woman with an indefatigable faith. Those are wonderful traits in anyone, but I admire them more in people for whom early life “ain’t been no crystal stair,” as Langston Hughes once put it. As a child she knew loneliness, the betrayal of trust, the senseless shock of grief. All those emotions sent her out to the lawn picking crabgrass, hoping to eradicate a garden scourge. Soon, she realized she couldn’t re-create a little Eden. She could, however, find good-luck charms out there in the cul-de-sac wilds of Nashville by “making” four-leaf clovers out of three-leaf clovers and garlanding herself in them. Transformation! But even then, Becca Stevens was utterly one of her own tribe. One of the Magdalene women expected to find her wearing a nun’s outfit. Ha! More like “Daisy Duke shorts and a T-shirt.” Her husband, Grammy-winning songwriter Marcus Hummon, and her three children have been a constant support.


I was interested to see what role Stevens’s mother played here, and was not surprised that she was a beacon. It was her mother, Stevens writes, who told her, as a church builder herself after her husband’s death, “to put money into programs, not buildings.” Widowed and overwhelmed in a city that was not her own and raising five young children, Stevens’s mother depended in part on stoicism. The rawness of life can be its purest essence.


Fate had another blow in store for Stevens. A sexual predator, who happened to be a church elder and family friend, abused her for years. She confronted him eventually—an essential step on her journey not only as a survivor but as an Episcopal priest. Still, that is only part of her story. Growing up, Stevens also drew strength from mentors and friends, who gave her simplicity and time—which helped her understand the need for healing, an idea that called to her just as it had to her late father during his ministry.


I hope I haven’t idealized Becca Stevens. That would be a big mistake. Few people are better for being idealized. She needs to stay close to the work she does, wherever it is, because it teaches her about the strength of a circle of survivors. Between us, Alvarez and I had seen women in ravaged, destitute situations from Afghanistan to Darfur. We met women who described their forced child marriages, their mutilation, rape, torture, and abandonment, every imaginable form of degradation. And yet here were women with tonally identical stories: degraded women here in America, living right beside us, invisible to our eyes.


It’s an organic process to be a Thistle Farmer. You start with the kernel of desire for change, and plant it so that it can be harvested. When it sends up shoots, more tending is done, each to each and one to one and all together. So does the mendicant, selling her “snake oil,” pour out words of wisdom and forgiveness and experience. Let’s call her “snake oil” what it is: her balm of belief, of testimony, and finally, of healing. I was very pleased to be able to tell part of her story on NPR. In Snake Oil: The Art of Healing and Truth-Telling, she has told far more of her journey, and those of the women whom Magdalene serves, than I possibly could. This is her gift to you.


Jacki Lyden, host and correspondent, NPR News, and author of Daughter of the Queen of Sheba















Introduction



A SNAKE OIL SALESMAN


IT’S KIND OF LIKE selling snake oils.”


The words slipped out of my mouth before I could take them back. Did I really just say that out loud?


Being a luncheon speaker is never easy. You’re competing with grumbling bellies, clanking forks, and drifting eyes daydreaming about sneaking out early. This noontime gathering for a group of booksellers in Chicago was no exception. I was sharing the story behind Thistle Farms, a not-for-profit women’s social enterprise based in Nashville, Tennessee, that employs almost four dozen women. The organization began in 2001 as a program of Magdalene, residential communities that stand in solidarity with women who have survived lives of trafficking, addiction, and prostitution. I explained that for the past twelve years we’ve made all-natural bath and body care products that we sell with the tagline “love heals.” While describing one of the products to the audience, I blurted out, “We basically take the ingredients used in your salad dressing, mix them into a body balm, say a prayer over the blend, and sell the concoction as a healing salve. It’s kind of like selling snake oils.”


In front of five hundred strangers, I compared myself to a snake oil salesman. The words slipped out, and I quickly moved on with the speech. I’m not sure if anyone paid much attention between finishing the salad and waiting on the entrée. But those accidental words meant something to me. Sometimes a passing thought seems to come from nowhere but, upon reflection, provides a spark of insight on an idea that has been germinating for years. I knew I wasn’t the stereotypical portrait of a snake oil salesman selling mixtures out of a dilapidated cart at a state fair. I’m a more modern, social justice–driven version: I select time-tested homemade concoctions and tonics, mix them into an enterprise to help women, and market them as central to healing work that incorporates the body, mind, and spirit.


Reflecting on the term “snake oil salesman” later that afternoon, I realized that though I’d considered the term repulsive for many years, the phrase actually suited me. For thousands of years, healers have handed down the ability to use oils properly. The name derives from the traveling shows out West in the nineteenth century and is rooted in Native American traditions that used the oil from rattlesnakes as powerful medicine to help with rheumatism, arthritis, and other muscle and joint aches. Shamans shared recipes for balms and liniments from rattlesnake oils with early settlers of the American West. Salesmen then got the idea to market the oils from Native Americans and started making all kinds of claims. Thus began the journey of the snake oil salesmen who traveled throughout the West peddling their wares in medicine shows and claiming healing for everything imaginable.


How the oils got such a bad name doesn’t lie in the oils themselves. The problem began when people exaggerated the oils’ powers and made them into tools to deceive gullible people. As time went on, these “snake oils” contained less and less oil from snakes and more homeopathic tonics filled with ingredients like red pepper and camphor mixed with alcohol—the latter having more to do with the concoctions’ soothing effects than the former. Although most of the homeopathic and essential oils necessary for healing were abandoned, these concoctions were still known as “snake oil.” The term is now used to refer to a worthless remedy, and a snake oil salesman is one more concerned with making a profit than helping people.


I knew I needed to reclaim the title in a more positive light. After all, I had all the tools I needed to sell the promise of healing. I had a heart full of gratitude, a fair amount of brokenness, a healthy dose of skepticism, a hankering for entrepreneurship, and a big desire to help the underdog. All of those ingredients, mixed with being a priest and an advocate for women on the streets, created a recipe for changing lives.


Instead of laughing the experience off, I wanted to embrace the moment and see where reclaiming the term “snake oil salesman” would lead me in the next few years of work. The comment I made was not meant to devalue the products or their healing abilities, but instead it was intended to offer freedom. The art of healing is a huge gift—the central sacrament a community of faith can offer—yet it is also one of the most abused aspects of the church.


At Thistle Farms we create aromatic and distilled healing oils derived from plants, which in turn we use in our bath and body care products for their therapeutic qualities, as they have been for thousands of years. The oils are the first medicine in history, and the qualities within the oils have potent healing properties that, combined with love and prayers, are a source of healing. Their antiviral, antibacterial, antifungal, and anti-infectious abilities make them valuable tools in the healing process.


Thistle Farms’ products have become a means of selling hope and a cause. The products provide healing on many levels—both for those who create them and for those who use them. The products intersect naturally with snake oils because they’re made from all-natural ingredients, sold with the intent to heal, and they carry a larger hope with each purchase. Our products have evolved into a line that claims to heal skin, soothe stress, bring women into homes and off the streets, and heal world-weary spirits. The essential oils—including cinnamon and lavender—from which many of the products are derived, provide healing, yet their restorative abilities go beyond their chemical makeup. I find it ironic that I began my career by wanting to be a pastor, separated from the business of the world, and my desire for justice led me to make concoctions that Thistle Farms sells on an open market.


Learning about oils has been like stepping onto an age-old truth and feeling like you are discovering something new. I’ve never held much stock in those who claim to be faith healers, but I love that I’ve become part of a faith community that’s dedicated to helping people heal both physically and emotionally. I find now that I have more in common with backwoods healers than suburban pastors.


We can all claim to be healers on the journey. That’s true for me, and for all of the women I work with. Some of the richest lessons on healing I’ve learned have come from working side by side making oils with women who have been brutalized in their bodies, have long arrest records, and could use some good oil themselves. The women I began helping fifteen years ago have been the biggest source of my own healing.


One woman is Sara, who at the age of thirteen was sold in Atlanta to an organized group of men who made money selling images on the Internet and servicing men who come to Atlanta for conventions. Now, as the mother of twins, she works hard to manage her health and recovery. The truth she teaches is that healing is not magic. We have to be willing to banish all judgment and love each other in order to heal well. She continues to struggle with the post-traumatic stress that haunts those raped as children and then left to figure out how to survive on their own.


Also women like Penny, the director of the healing oils division, who was raised in a bar and ended up living under a bridge for ten years. Her prayer for years was simply not to wake up beaten or raped. She says the biggest healing experience for her has been the journey to learn to love herself.


These are only two of the hundreds of women I have worked with, and they are powerful teachers that the journey of healing is not a fairy tale but a long story of transformation that inspires us all to keep seeking healing—sometimes even in the most unexpected moments and places. Scores of other women are hoping to find the path of healing. More than one hundred women are on waiting lists to come into one of the community homes at Magdalene.


From this vantage point I am filled with gratitude for all the side roads that led me to the fringes of religious life. These side roads have led me deep into the wilderness, which is where we can learn some of the sweetest lessons about healing and life. Those trails have given me some pretty clear ideas about the role of truth telling in faith healing and the role of economics in a ministry that concerns itself with loving others. Those off-the-beaten-path experiences have given me a bird’s-eye view into some of the joys of the healing process and the miracles that unfold on a daily basis in people’s lives. And they’ve led me to take off my blinders to the injustice inherent in our systems and witness some heartbreaking stories. Today, I believe less of the dogma of institutional religion, but what I still believe, I believe more deeply. This journey continues to expand my sense of the undeniable healing power created by the work of love. All this has led me to share in the following pages what I’ve found to be true. I’ve included some history of healing oils and the community that makes them, and some recipes so you can make them yourself. I’ve tried to create a space between snake oils and healing oils, although some overlap is necessary. This is my own blend of storytelling, memoir, and theology.


Healing is as intricate as tatted patterns, as deep as the ocean floor, and as simple as a kiss. But once our eyes and ears are open, stories of healing come in wild waves like flowers blooming on a hillside. For years I walked in hillside parks and never noticed the flower called the trout lily. One spring I noticed a single blossom, and then I saw that there were thousands of them. I wondered how it was possible to not see them. Stories of healing, healers, and snake oils are like that. You may live for years and not see or hear a story of healing, then all of a sudden you hear one that makes you think, and you begin hearing and seeing them all around.


This is a story about love’s meandering path. Sometimes in order to heal we go round and round to get a closer look at things. Healing is grounded in four of love’s basic axioms: love is eternal, love is sufficient, love is God unfolding in our lives, and love is not concerned with dogma so much as it is a dogged determination to bloom and speak. In fields of lavender, thistle, and lemongrass, I have found love’s roots, and I try to nurture them and share their harvest with fellow travelers. The axioms of love are written into the fabric of creation, so it is right that in that fabric we find the gifts we need to heal one another. This circuitous path has led me to being a snake oil salesman of healing oils who helps sustain a community where love can heal.















Chapter One



A CROWN OF CLOVER
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Clover Infusion Blend




½ cup fresh dandelions


½ cup fresh clover


3 or 4 fresh mint leaves


1 tablespoon shredded fresh ginger


Rinse the dandelions and clover in a colander. Mix all of the ingredients in a large bowl and set aside. Bring a quart of water to a boil. Remove the water from the heat and pour slowly over the mixture in the bowl, taking deep breaths to breathe in the steam as you pour. The infusion helps with detoxifying and regulating your organs. These common and healing plants gift you with earthy memories and childhood dreams. You will also find that your breathing is improved and your skin feels soft and supple. You can buy the mint and ginger from your local grocery. The dandelions and clover you can gather in a yard or field; you can use the leaves, stems, and blossoms of both plants. Adjust the amount of clover and dandelions to strengthen or weaken the infusion. Once it has cooled down, soak a washcloth in the infused water, place it on your neck and feet, and enjoy a nice clover wrap!





MY CONTEMPLATION OF THE universe began with a blade of crabgrass. I had just turned six and overheard Mr. Price, a neighbor at the end of the cul-de-sac, talking about getting rid of all his crabgrass. It was the summer of 1969, and by all accounts the world had pretty much stalled in mid-orbit if you judged it by the activities on my dead-end street. But the world was flying through space and time if I judged it by how the forces of the universe were acting on us while we yawned. At the time, my whole world consisted of a tiny street with my yard as the axis and the place where I began my journey to understand faith and theology. From there, I learned the rotation of the earth and the pattern of the stars, and dreamed of becoming an astronaut—or at least a gymnast. For me, it was simply a time of living in the moment, and for the moment I was looking for crabgrass.


To some people on our South Nashville street, crabgrass was a sign that things were falling apart in the world. In the late 1960s, integration was well under way, girls were getting ready to become ministers and firemen, and liberals were beginning to make strides against the war, but that all happened outside my tiny world. The biggest problem I faced was trying to find things to do for the summer. I climbed the limbs of the weeping willow tree in the neighbor’s yard at least a hundred times. I built a fort of plywood on the lowest branch of one of our silver maples. I played tetherball against the neighborhood kids until my wrists were sore to the touch. I played nighttime tag with a flashlight until all the batteries died. The neighborhood kids accepted that this was our life and that we were all in it together. What made it interesting was the internal thoughts being sown in my heart that would set the course for the rest of my life.


My yard looked boring and average if you judged it by all the other lots in the world, but it was fascinating to me because I knew it like the back of my hand. I loved the two silver maples, the mimosa that Mom said was a junk tree growing through our chain-link fence, and the side yard that spread out between the two. Mr. Price said that crabgrass likes to take over lawns so much that the more desired and fragile grasses never have a chance. When he explained that crabgrass would take over the whole neighborhood if left unchecked, I took it as a personal mission to rid the universe of crabgrass.


Crabgrass is not easy to identify. It changes appearance as it ages and blends in well with the grass and clover of typical lawns. Crabgrass belongs to that strange group of plants we have segregated into the confusing category called weeds. It’s an odd classification to me since there were probably no weeds in Eden. Today I think of weeds as invasive and growing spitefully against the will of the people tending the land.


Crabgrass definitely fits into the weed category. The unruly vegetation came with the British and is famed for taking over lawns. As a child, I never questioned crabgrass’s classification. If it was a weed, that simply meant it was bad, and our job was to kill it. I never stopped to wonder why God included crabgrass in creation or how the fast-growing grass fit into the idea of healing. Since then I’ve discovered a hundred beautiful lessons from crabgrass. While we may not want patches of it in our lawn, crabgrass, like all of us, has a rightful place in creation. The roots of crabgrass can be boiled in tea to help with bronchitis. As part of a tonic, crabgrass is a diuretic and hepatic and helpful to both the liver and kidneys. Some even claim that crabgrass will prevent dandruff. None of that was even a passing thought when I was six. I was bored, Mr. Price was sincere, and crabgrass was the enemy.


I ventured into the yard with the sole purpose of searching for the unholy crabgrass, but soon became distracted searching for four-leaf clovers. Finding luck right in the grass proved far more fun than pulling weeds. When I picture myself as a little kid out in the yard, bent close to the earth, searching for a good luck sign that would help heal my family, I imagine that I was bent in quiet contemplation, praying for luck: Please, O please help me find a four-leaf clover. I was still child enough to believe that seeing good luck would soothe my mother’s mind. I suppose I also wanted to know there was still order in the world and needed assurance that God had not abandoned us.


My dad, an Episcopal priest, moved to Nashville to start a new church. My mom, a registered nurse from New York, followed with five children in tow. She had never lived in the South, but my mother would move anywhere—including Nashville—for our family. I wanted to find a four-leaf clover before my mother came home from work so I could remind her that everything was going to be all right. She could press the clover between the pages of a book that she had sitting on her bedside table. Maybe in the middle of the night if she woke up worrying about the light bill she would remember the clover by her head and fall back into more pleasant dreams.


My mother was not someone to whom you could offer words of comfort. Like shale, she was full of layers, but impermeable. My mother, who refused to allow anything to break her, kept us at a safe distance from her interior life. I knew she would accept a small gift like a clover, because she loved me, it didn’t cost her anything, and she would have known how much I wanted to give it to her.


The previous autumn, the twenty-second of November to be exact, began with my mom saying I could stay home from kindergarten with my little brother to help make a birthday cake for her. It was a normal fall day, neither hot nor cold, and the sky was clear and the kitchen was clean and aromatic. My sisters all went off to school, and my brother and I were draped over the couch in the paneled den while our mother cleaned up around the house. Our small black Labrador retriever mix, Velvet, nestled nearby on the shag carpet. I am sure all of those details would have faded from my five-year-old mind except for what happened next.


My father was scheduled to finish a communion service and then come home to eat lunch with the family. He decided to visit a couple in crisis on the way, and he called my mom and promised that as soon as he finished this pastoral visit, he would be right home. Before hanging up he wished her happy birthday again.


At eleven thirty in the morning, less than two miles from our house, a drunk driver in a semitruck struck my dad’s Volkswagen Beetle. A church member who witnessed the accident raced to our house to deliver the news. My mom rushed to the hospital, but my dad was already dead. The accident nearly killed our family as well. It left my mother struggling to make ends meet with five children in a Southern city where she had never wanted to live. The ramifications of that day would ripple through our family for years, but on the day he died, we still didn’t know what had hit us.


Everyone we knew, along with a few people we’d never met, began arriving at our house with casseroles in hand within a few hours of the accident. The table became the embodiment of people’s prayers and love. Those casseroles—a distant cousin of snake oils—provided medicine for the soul as well as nourishment for the body. The casserole is like a living prayer in the language of the South. Those hot dishes have a scent like the incense priests burned to signify prayers being lifted to the heavens. They’re filled with intention, like the poultices shamans mix in sacred bowls.


In the 1960s almost every casserole contained at least one can of Campbell’s cream of mushroom soup and crumbled chips or crackers to crisp the top. They were covered with tinfoil to retain their heat. The shiny aluminum sheets gave us a quick mirror image every time we opened the lid. The casseroles were also the incarnation of seasoned and often secret recipes, passed down from sages in the ways of baking. In many ways, the casserole is a sacrament and tool of healing—an outward and visual sign of the inward and spiritual grace of friendship. The act of bringing a casserole to a scene of tragedy, like all sacramental gifts, is profound and good for both the giver and the receiver. An abundance of love is felt in the exchange. The food picks up where words fail us. If a printed prayer to go with casseroles existed, I think it would say something like:




Gracious God, bless this family and keep them going through this stretch. Let them get some sleep and let their stomachs unknot long enough to eat a bite of this casserole. Make sure they feel the time and energy I spent going to the store and getting all the ingredients and cooking and bringing this dish over here, so that they will know I love them. Amen.





The prayers represented by the casseroles carried our family that day and in the weeks that followed. They reminded us that we were in this together and still within reach of God’s loving embrace. Regardless of what was unfolding that day, those casseroles were an assurance to my mom that we would still have plenty on our table and that people were watching out for us.


I’ve learned and relearned as part of the Magdalene community how people find meaning after experiencing suffering and how gifts like casseroles can become a source of healing and deep prayer. Several years ago, I helped bury Lisa’s mother. Lisa had been a resident of Magdalene and worked hard to maintain her sobriety. Her family history was filled with suffering exacerbated by the poverty and racism found in rural Tennessee. She was rejected by her father’s African American family and raised by her white mother. She grew up poor and ended up on the streets. The day she arrived at Magdalene she was contemplating suicide.


Lisa’s mother had been the only person who hadn’t abandoned her as a child, and it meant the world to Lisa that her mother lived to see her clean, off the streets, and settled into Magdalene. Lisa was devastated when her mom died. Her mother was buried in the state burial grounds, a place for people who can’t afford a plot. When we returned to the Magdalene house after the service, smells of food greeted us at the door with comfort and hope. The frying fish symbolized the abundance of community life. Growing up, Lisa may have been alone and not known where her next meal was coming from, but in the healing community of Magdalene there is always enough to feed everyone. The collard greens and hush puppies were signs that we wanted to offer Lisa love and support. The macaroni casserole with the thick cheese crust brought us all back to our roots.


I have no idea who brought the food to our house the day my father died. At three feet tall, I could see only the dresses, not faces. Those dresses blended into a vision that looked like a clothesline of women, descendants of the faithful from all religions who gather in death to comfort and wail. The colors of the dresses are strung together in my mind like Tibetan prayer flags. Men filled our house that day as well, loving and caring for the family. I was hiding in the kitchen, though, so I remember the women most vividly.


Yet as Christmas approached and people went back to their busy lives, we were left to figure out how to make a life and living. I felt so sad for my mother, who carried the grief alone. She didn’t complain to us, but you could read how the pain was leading her like a map. I would have done anything in the world to take that pain away from her, but it was beyond my reach. My throat still clenches whenever I think about my mother and her brood of children trying to make it those first few years.


The experience made me suspicious of the notion of miracles. It’s not uncommon for people to say to those in crisis that they’re praying for a miracle. But I always thought that if God handed those out, God would have given us one that day. I never felt like God had abandoned us, but I learned that God’s presence didn’t guarantee a miracle was forthcoming. I believed that my priestly father was faithful and died in the act of service. Since healing didn’t translate into saving his life, I reckoned that God didn’t miraculously heal people. I always felt that when people talked about healing, they were talking about a paralyzed person being able to walk again or that my father would just all of a sudden start breathing again on the operating table. People were just blowing smoke when they talked that way. I had no idea at the time how there could be healing in death and how healing could be deeper and stronger than the supposed miracle cures I had seen on television. The experience of losing my father made faith more about how I was going to live my life than about how God was going to affect the daily activities before me.


That experience was formative and set me on a path I didn’t even know I was walking—one paved with the truth that faith and healing are more about actions than words. Even though no one held a secret formula to spare us from pain or trouble, we could get through it. I discovered that faith was simply the strength to keep walking, even when taking the next step seems impossible. That path also helped me see that a desire for faith was a sign of faith itself. I didn’t have to understand the meaning of the suffering we went through; I could just get through it all and trust that the meaning of suffering would come in hindsight. On the path I was walking, my faith was not going to be tested by suffering. My faith was going to ground me as I walked through suffering in the world. On the path, I could rest assured that even though I trembled in the valley of the shadow of death, I was still walking with God.


Maybe that’s one reason I spent so much time alone mulling about in the yard, hunting crabgrass and four-leaf clovers. Grieving and searching are two of the oldest elements of healing. As ancient as the mountains and the rivers, they form the place where Moses stood, where the Buddha sat under the Bodhi tree, where Jesus wept in the garden, and where we still go to find hope. The first pages of scripture give us a vision of a garden called Eden that holds a tree of life. The last pages of scripture allow us to glimpse the long-awaited city of God. In the middle of the city, on the banks of a river, another tree of life appears, one whose leaves are made for the healing of the world. The leaves of this tree drip with oil; its bark can be made into teas and its roots can be ground and eaten as an eternal gift. The tree of life, a source of healing, bookends the vision of God’s kingdom and reminds us that healing is sewn into the very fabric of creation. Its roots run deep beneath our feet. I can see now that those same roots were running under me in my childhood and even embedded in my yard.


I was connecting myself to the people who for thousands of years have used snake oils and herbs to create healing medicines for their communities. In China, ancient records indicate that small amounts of ointments containing venom have been used in healing for centuries. The oils, made from the Chinese water snake, were said to heal joint pain. Meanwhile, Egyptians used oils from adders to stop pain and heal skin infections. On the other side of the world, Native Americans have used plants and herbs to make healing teas, tinctures, and salves. Some Native Americans tribes collected and used traces of essential oil from the leaves of white clover to make teas, tonics, and all kinds of remedies.


My father’s death connected me to the eternal grief that has thrown everyone out into their yard at one time or another. His death also connected me to the eternal healing that was within my grasp. In the yard, I forgot about the stress created by the vacuum of his absence. After forgetting about crabgrass and never finding a four-leaf clover, I made a delicate crown of clovers by tying the end of one stem to the flower of the next. I wore the flowery crown like a princess until one of my older sisters told me to take it off and help get dinner ready before Mom came home. I paused to admire my work. By placing the crown on my stringy, dirty-blond hair, I had made myself feel beautiful, and as far as I can think back, that was the first anointing I remember doing. While I created that crown of flowers, I was free to daydream about endless possibilities. In the yard, my faith found root. I discovered strength for my weary soul as my body drank in the vitamin D from the sunshine.


Years later I discovered that clovers too are full of healing. Those oval-shaped leaves are full of tannins useful for cleaning wounds and disinfecting the skin. I sometimes wonder if even as a child, somewhere in my heart, I knew that I had so many wounds that needed cleaning that I couldn’t help but be drawn toward the clover leaf. I never imagined that hunting crabgrass and clovers was part of the training for my road ahead.
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