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With all the talk of recyc-
ling, I can’t understand why 
homeowners don’t recycle 
their tree leaves to make 
wonderful and rich organic 
soil. Every autumn (and 

spring) I grin and shake my head when I 
see bags of leaves at the curb to be picked 
and up and sent to a landfill site. Leaves 
should never go to the dump.

This summer, a friend and I were 
walking down our cottage road and stopped 
to chat with new neighbours who were 
outside watering some plants. Two sisters 
had bought the cottage a few years ago and 
had been busy sprucing it up. Knowing that 
I am a farmer, they had a few questions 
about soil. One of the sisters said it was 
difficult making a little vegetable garden 
because of large trees on the property and 
poor soil quality. 

“What do you do with all the leaves that 
fall off these trees?” I asked. 

“We rake and rake, bag them all and pay a 
guy with a truck to take them to the dump,” 
they replied. 

I think my answer shocked them. “Oh, 

no. Why do that? The leaves of one large 
shade tree can be worth as much as $50 of 
plant food and humus. Why not compost the 
leaves and make ‘black gold’? Most trees 
are deep-rooted enough to absorb minerals 
from deep in the soil, and a good portion of 
these minerals go into the leaves.” 

Their response also surprised me. No 
place to compost even though they have a 
big wooded lot. They buy bagged material, 
which in my opinion is a waste of money. 
Paying someone to take their leaves to a 
landfill site was their best solution.

Backyard habits
At an early age, I learned the value of leaves. 
In the 60s my father took care of a few spa-
cious grounds in town that had many large 
trees and pretty flower beds. He would 
make the beds look neat; my job was cut-
ting the lawns. At one of the grounds were 
two stately homes owned by an elderly 
man who had spent most of his life in India. 
He was very particular. At the back of his 
treed grounds sat the remains of a small 
beekeeping shed that had burned down 
years ago. Its small cement floor and two-

foot high cement walls were the ideal place 
for composting leaves, grass clippings and 
garden waste. Turning this compost over 
with a fork was quite a task and one I didn’t 
particularly enjoy.

If you don’t have compost bins or a 
cement pad – make one in a corner of 
your property. It’s important to keep 
your pile together to allow it to heat up 
and decompose. You can also make your 
compost right where you are going to need 
it – in your garden! And while that pile is 

“nicely cooking,” you can add some normal 
compost pile trimmings: coffee grounds, 
fruit peels, scraps and grass clippings (no 
dog poop or meat!). 

Whole leaves won’t compost quickly if 
left alone on the ground – and especially 
in piles where they can bind together and 

become a soggy, matted mess. If you don’t 
own a shredder, a lawn mower will do a 
great job of shredding your leaves into a 
fine chopped mix. In a half hour or so, you 
can reduce 25 garbage bags of leaves into a 
couple wheelbarrow loads of shredded bits. 

Organics such as grass, leaves and 
plant waste make up approximately 30 to 
40 percent of residential waste going into 
landfill sites, and food waste makes up 
another 20 percent of household garbage 
in Canada. Composting can significantly 
reduce this!  

Meindert van der Galien brings all the 
maple leaves from around his cottage home 
to his compost pile. 

Country Living
Meindert Vander Galien

Leaves aren’t  
garbage 

Several decades ago I 
began my career  as  a 
freshly-minted engineer-
ing graduate, eager and 
confident in my technical 
abilities. I took a job at a 

small high-tech company in Waterloo. I 
recall the satisfaction of seeing my first 
designs transformed into real products that 
powered various real-world applications. 
However, as I sat at my desk, I distinctly 
recall beginning to wonder what my faith 
had to do with my technical work. This 
was something they didn’t teach at engin-
eering school.

Almost exactly 25 years later I found 
myself in front of a room of almost 60 
computer scientists and engineers work-
ing in and around the Waterloo region, 

Canada’s “silicon valley.” This group, 
which calls itself “FaithTech,” eagerly 
listened as I sketched a biblical view of 
technology and why their work matters to 
God. I discussed how technology is part 
of the latent potential in creation, how sin 
distorts technology, and how Christ, in 
whom all things are being reconciled to 
God, calls us to participate as agents of 
reconciliation. I shared with them a quote 
from Gordon Spykman: “Nothing mat-
ters but the kingdom, but because of the 
kingdom everything matters” – and that 
includes our work in technology!

The FaithTech group in Waterloo 
formed gradually over the past year, 
founded by a young man named James 
Kelly. Prior to my talk, James and I got 
acquainted over dinner, where he shared 
his journey and his vision for the group. 
Besides equipping folks with a biblical 
perspective of technology, the group aims 
to launch FaithTech LABS for volunteer 
coders and creative thinkers to collaborate 
on not-for-profit and for-profit tech ven-
tures. One example is the “Text to Tithe” 
project which provides a way for churches 
to receive donations from donors through 
the sending of a quick text message. He 
also shared another project idea to help 

ensure that the top results for a web search 
about suicide bring up resources for help 
and counseling. The group also hopes 
to host several “hackathon” events and 
innovation talks. I found myself wishing 
there had been a group like this when I 
was a young engineer. They have already 
drawn interest from others in New York 
City and Toronto, as well as Japan.

God in Silicon Valley
During my visit I toured a sprawling tech 
incubator built in an old tannery building 
which served as a home for a range of 
high-tech startups. I was impressed by the 
creative energy displayed and encouraged 
by the fact that God was at work here too. I 
was delighted to discover a former student 
of mine from Redeemer who was now 
working in the tech incubator. Waterloo is 
home to one of the most vibrant tech hubs 
in the world, with the second highest start-
up density in the world. Just like Daniel 
in Babylon, God has placed Christians in 
this cultural center.

Indeed, God has been at work in other 
high tech centers as well. A recent book 
titled Finding God in Silicon Valley high-
lights testimonies about how God has 
worked in the lives of various people in 

Silicon Valley. The book was written by 
Skip Vaccarello, an executive with dec-
ades of experience in a variety of high tech 
firms, including a pioneering company that 
developed the first spreadsheet program. 
In the book he shares the faith stories of 
over a dozen venture capitalists, entrepre-
neurs and leaders of high tech companies 
in Silicon Valley. Skip also helps lead an 
annual Silicon Valley prayer breakfast 
where Christian leaders offer testimonies 
of faith and prayer in their lives.

After spending well over a decade 
teaching in a Christian college, coming 
back to Kitchener-Waterloo felt like com-
ing home to my roots. I wished I could 
have channeled the words I shared with 
this group back to my younger self – that 
young engineer sitting alone at his desk, 
wondering about the connection between 
faith and technology. It is exciting to see 
God at work in the high-tech centres of 
our world, changing hearts and moving 
Christians to share the gospel not only 
through words, but also through efforts to 
develop responsible technology. 

Nothing matters but the kingdom, but 
because of the kingdom, technology also 
matters.  

Derek Schuurman is a former professor 
at Redeemer University College where he 
taught computer science for 13 years. To 
learn more about FaithTech, visit www.
faithtech.ca

Faith and tech combine in Waterloo
Technically Speaking
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