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For the past few weeks, I have had one of the most powerful educational experiences in my life. 
I have had the opportunity of meeting with and hearing from people throughout our Diocese of 
Eastern Montana on the issue of agriculture and the economy today. At no other time nor in 
regard to any other issue in my almost seven years as Bishop have so many people shared their 
suggestions, ideas, and insights with me on a single issue. !
What have I heard from people regarding the issue of agriculture and the economy? To 
summarize it in this brief column is indeed a challenge, but I hope to share with you what others 
have shared with me. !
There is an incredible concern among countless people on whether rural life as we experience it 
now will be able to be shared with the next generation. The economic crunch facing ranchers 
and farmers today is becoming a common phenomenon whereby they are asking if they are 
able to provide a living for themselves and their family. For some, it is the immediate question of 
whether they will be able to hold on to their land for another month because of drought, poor 
crops, and ever-increasing indebtedness. For others, it seems like it will be only a matter of time 
until they will be forced to leave the land and seek other means of earning a livelihood. !
There are a thousand and one practical recommendations, but there is the common consensus 
that some immediate action must take place on the part of government if we are to preserve the 
agricultural economy. People stressed the importance of recognizing the distinct nature of 
agriculture in Montana and other Rocky Mountain States in contrast to agriculture in the rich 
land of the Midwest and other parts of the country. The bottom line was that farmers and 
ranchers will not be able to survive if conditions continue as they are without some decisive 
action. !
I appreciated the practical suggestions offered to me, but what I appreciated most was the 
overriding reason for the concerns shared with me. People believe in the quality of life 
experienced in our rural communities, a quality of life which affects people as individuals and as 
families. People believe this is a value we cannot afford to lose, no matter what the price. !
Moreover, I heard often the tremendous respect which people have for the opportunity to share 
with God the creative task of being involved in agriculture today. Farmers and ranchers 
recognized the vocation which is theirs, which is so dependent on God's grace and blessing. 
Over and over again, I heard people speak in terms of "stewardship," of recognizing that we are 
trustees of what God has shared with us. !
National news magazines, TV and radio commentaries, and daily newspapers have shared with 
us the plight of agriculture today. It is the reality of low prices and hard times. But there is also 
the basic reality of a way of life crucial and critical to people in Eastern Montana. As we take part 
this week in the annual CARE AND SHARE appeal for the Church of Eastern Montana, we are 
reminded of our obligations of stewardship. May that same challenge of stewardship prompt us 
to work and pray for a solution to the crisis in agriculture and the economy today. 
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