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  To Edrita



  The love of my life


  who helped me hear God’s footsteps


  Preface




  All school work came to a halt when every kid in my third grade class went out to the cotton fields during harvest time. A faded yellow school bus took us a few miles out of town to “pull bolls.” We sang and laughed at the thought of briefly escaping from the classroom.


  I dragged a long white denim sack my grandmother had made for me. It had a harness to loop over my shoulder which allowed me to pull it through the long rows of cotton as I stripped the cotton fibers from their shell. The barbed husk of the boll was there to protect the soft cotton fibers I was pulling out. The trick was to get the cotton out without getting our hands bloody from the sharp edges of the cotton husks.


  A single row of cotton was a quarter mile long and took a long time to work, but row after row we worked as fast as we could. We competed to see how many pounds of cotton we could pull in a single day. Then we dragged those long, heavy sacks full of cotton to one of the Ford Model T trucks, where it was weighed and soon taken to the cotton gin. An overseer supervised the weighing, and we were paid cash immediately. For a third grader it was the most money I had ever had in my pocket. Though exhausted, I also felt like I had accomplished something big.1


  Then there was baseball. It was the sweet spot of my life. Maybe it was because Mickey Mantle and I were born on the same day and year in Oklahoma, but I have always been captivated by the game of baseball. Whenever Mantle and Joe DiMaggio were on the same field, my ear was glued to the radio.


  I kept up with the St. Louis Cardinals when Dizzy Dean was pitching, Enos Slaughter was hitting over .300, and Johnny Mize was breaking records for home runs. I always thought of baseball as the perfect game. It contains the exact combination of distances and speeds to make a competition both fair and unpredictable. Even today I still love watching the story of a game unfold with all of its maneuvering and strategizing.


  I was blessed by baseball, but more so blessed by a grandmother who prayed for me every day, even though I did not pay much attention to all of her prayers. I always knew that she and God would be there for me. In her own way she led me to believe that sooner or later I would get some hint from God about doing something I could do that really needed to be done. She planted seeds of belief in me which let me trust that providence was at work in my life, and that our free choices are being encouraged by God’s grace.


  part one
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  Early Years


  1


  The 1930s


  Prairie Dawn
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  Dust Bowl Beginnings


  Jackson County. The flat land made me aware of the big sky. From the top of the water tower you can see for miles. My childhood was spent in a small town in the short grass country of Oklahoma. The town of Altus sits in the middle of windy wheat fields and silently grazing cattle.


  Nearby are ancient granite mountains in the distance that turn purple in the late evening sun. The Navajo Mountains are about six miles away to the east and the Quartz Mountains fifteen miles to the north. The Oklahoma red granite mined there is the oldest and finest anywhere.


  Before statehood this was fertile grazing land for nomadic Native American tribes like the Comanche and Wichita, who once roamed these plains looking for buffalo. Finding and collecting arrowheads was my first venture into the world of discovering that ancient hidden world. I felt the privilege of holding a bit of history in my hand.


  During the frontier years from 1866 until statehood in 1907, six million Longhorn cattle rambled through our county grazing on prairie grasses all the way from Abilene, Texas, to Abilene, Kansas, on the Old Western Trail. Our family acquired the deed to some property that touches the slopes of one of the Navajo Mountains where the North Fork of the Red River meanders south as if it were looking for Texas. It became a place for family retreat, natural wonder, conservation and exploration for turtles, wildflowers, and an occasional porcupine.


  Altus was as far from the centers of power as you could get in Oklahoma, hidden away in the extreme southwestern corner of the state. The dirt roads in the county were often impassable after the prairie thunder­­storms. After World War II a few were asphalted. Many nearby towns that were once thriving have virtually disappeared. Only a few lonely remains of farmhouses still stand. Many rural churches and schools have almost vanished as well, and some are used for barns or storage.


  Everything in Altus was within walking distance. It was an eight-block walk to get a haircut downtown and a three-block walk to the park, tennis courts and high school. Beyond that was a sea of wheat fields and cattle ranches.


  No one famous or wealthy lived in my hometown. They were farmers, laborers and small-town folk. Life was not easy, but the love we had in our family felt like all we needed. We did not think of ourselves as restricted or left behind. This was the center of the world so far as I was concerned. We lacked nothing essential.


  Everyone knew that if they were going to make something of their lives, they would have to do it for themselves. No one attributed success or failure to a person’s environment or external causes. They assumed that most outcomes were due to the effort of the person or lack of it. If someone messed up, we would more likely ponder how a hurtful habit might be a lesson for us to avoid.


  A “can do” spirit was what most clearly characterized that independent and confident small town. But the lack of rain and an abundance of dust depleted farm incomes. That led to many homeless men on the move looking for odd jobs. Strong and good men on the road to somewhere would knock on our door needing food, but they were always willing to work for it. Even though they were on the move, all we needed to know was that they were persons who had fallen on hard times and were hungry. We never turned any of them away. My mother would always find something to feed them, usually what we would be eating that day.


  They were not asking for anything more than leftovers or a cup of coffee or a few crackers or bread. I never remember them asking for money, probably because there was almost no money circulating. Often business exchanges occurred by bartering goods or services. Mom often reminded me that each one of those people in need was made in God’s image. They were people portrayed in the movies as hobos, but we never used that word. I knew they were hardworking people who couldn’t pay their mortgages and had to leave good farms as the banks were foreclosing on them and disrupting long-laid plans.


  Dust storms were a regular part of my childhood. I can still smell and feel the looming approach of a thousand foot high wall of heavy gray dust rolling in unexpectedly. We would all run inside to try to seal the windows with newspapers we attached by pins and masking tape to keep as much dust as possible out of the house.


  We conserved and reused everything. In that sense most everyone in our town would have been considered ecologically minded by necessity, but without any fancy words. We carved many of our own toys. When the rubber on the slingshot broke, I would look for an old inner tube and a tree branch to start over and make a new one.


  Dad purchased a set of small leather-bound books containing the shortened versions of classics such as Hamlet, Rousseau and the ballads of Robert Burns. One of them was Emerson’s Self-Reliance. I read it at an early age, maybe ten. Because of Emerson’s book, self-reliance became a key aspiration in my search for character.


  Despite everything, I considered Cypress Street the world’s best place to be. Still do. We were on no main route and seldom locked our doors. I saw pictures in the newspapers of soup lines in the cities. We much preferred to be in dust-coated Oklahoma than in a Chicago food relief line or a crowded Hooverville camp in California.


  The gentle warmth of family. Almost every kid on my street came from a close-knit family at a time when family meant everything. My family’s small red brick, steep-roofed English cottage had two bedrooms, but to us it always seemed to have plenty of space for everyone. We had hideaway folding beds for visitors and family. On holidays the house could sleep as many as seventeen. That was good because we had an extended family that stretched from Tippecanoe County, Indiana, to Las Cruces, New Mexico. I was among the youngest, near the bottom of the pecking order, so I was often consigned to “sleeping at the foot of the bed.” I was always happy to be a small kid in a large family.


  My small world was my big family. My identity stemmed out of theirs and I wouldn’t have been me without them. I remember my childhood much like William Butler Yeats described himself in his early days in Sligo as “a boy with never a crack in my heart.” I felt complete as a child, lacking nothing important. And I learned that delayed gratification was part of every worthy endeavor.


  Growing up, I was intrigued by the stories told around our fireplace about my grandmother’s grandfather, Elijah Walker, who was the first merchant to set up a small trading post in Northern Alabama to buy and sell foods, tools and goods among the Creek Indians. Even more exciting were Civil War stories about my great-grandfather John C. Oden, whose military record shows he was captured four times in battles that ranged all the way from Richmond to Natchez. Each time—either by release or escape—he returned to his own unit, led by Colonel Thomas Bluett, after whom my grandfather was named and later I was named.


  My grandmother Sallie Elisa Walker rode into Arkansas on a Conestoga wagon. Just after the Civil War, while she was still a young girl, her pioneer father, Andrew Jackson Walker, gathered up his growing family from around Talladega, Alabama, and set out for the West, where they hoped to mine for gold or find tillable land.


  After several days on the road, as the wagon pulled up to the ferry on the Tombigbee River, there was a horrible accident. When the wagon tipped, Sallie’s brother Thad fell off and was crushed by the wagon wheel. Grieving, the family stopped to mourn and bury their little boy. Sallie did the only thing she could do; she climbed back in the wagon and with her heartbroken family headed due west on the rough roads toward Little Rock.


  From there they headed south to Clark County, where some of their Alabama friends and family had settled. In November of 1876 they arrived at the village of Amity for what they thought would be a short stop. Heavy snows began to fall and they could not continue. They stayed in Amity, which became the ancestral home of the Oden family. Sallie grew up and fell in love with my grandfather Thomas Oden, the son of a Presbyterian minister. Their marriage united two evangelical Christian traditions which would influence their family from then on: Cumberland Presbyterian and Wesleyan Methodist.


  My grandfather Clark, my mother’s father, was a railway man all his life. About the same time the telegraph was invented by Edison, my grandfather landed a job delivering newspapers on board the Indian­apolis and Bellefontaine Railroad, which led to his learning telegraphy and eventually to his life as a railway agent. He moved his family from Pendleton, Indiana, gradually west to assignments in the Texas Panhandle, then to Nevada and finally back to Oklahoma.


  Grandfather Clark was a loyal union man with lengthy seniority in the Brotherhood of Railway Workers, which at that time was among the nation’s strongest labor unions. Granddad’s most prized possession was his official railroad time piece, his round Hamilton watch, which he kept in his vest pocket on a gold chain. Since human lives as well as reliable arrival schedules were at stake in the railroad business, he lived by the clock. His passion for railroading was passed on to all his family, especially to his two sons, both of whom became university teachers in fields related to the technology and history of railroads.1


  I inherited this same love of the railroad. I often would go down to the Katy station in Hollister to visit with my grandfather at his busy railway office. I remember the special sound of an almost nonstop telegraph tapping out Morse code. Through the incessant hum of dots and dashes, Granddad was the first in town to learn of wars, elections, tornadoes or the St. Louis Cardinals’ scores.


  My father was born in 1895 on an eighty-acre farm near the Caddo River in Arkansas. When I visited that old family farm as a kid I came away with touching memories of how my dad had grown up on the frontier. There was a small frame house which had at its center a red brick fireplace with crackling cedar firewood I can still smell burning. My grandfather built that house with his own hands.


  In his smokehouse I got a sense of how the pioneer family had lived, by preserving with salt brine the pork or beef they had raised or the fish or fowl they had hunted. I watched my tall, lanky grandfather Oden feed the stock with alfalfa feed he himself had grown, and draw fresh, cold water with a rope and bucket out of a well he had dug and an improvised pump he had installed on his own back porch. My grandfather was a hard scrabble farmer who played the fiddle and talked politics with a quiet, wry wit. My dad and his brothers and sisters along with their parents worked this farm, repairing their own tools, planting and mowing, and living largely within a bartering economy.


  I have wondered what might have prompted a Presbyterian farmer and his Methodist wife to name my father Waldo Talmage Oden. They used to read by candles they themselves had made from beeswax or animal-fat tallow. Possibly they read somewhere about Peter Waldo, who was the medieval preacher who founded the Waldensians, or Reverend T. DeWitt Talmage of the Brooklyn Tabernacle, who was the leading Presbyterian holiness preacher of his day.


  Dad was the first one in his family who managed to get a higher education. His Latin teacher in his Arkansas one-room school thought he did well enough to encourage him to become a lawyer, which he did by pressing further westward into Oklahoma. He attended the University of Oklahoma Law School in its earliest years, graduated in 1920, and then went on to the University of Chicago Law School. After passing the bar, he settled into his law practice back in Oklahoma. He in turn assisted all of his brothers with their education.


  For ninety years there has been an Oden Law Firm in Jackson County led by my father and brother Tal, continuing a firm that had been founded before statehood. When asked what he did, my dad would answer drolly, “Just a country lawyer.” But I found out he was one of the best when I saw his trial record. He went to the courthouse almost every day and litigated cases for clients in trouble, many from small farms.


  As a boy I spent many hours around my dad’s office watching him do his legal work and seeing him help people from all sections of our community. Dad’s county seat law firm served all layers of society and every aspect of the human condition. Lacking cash, clients would often barter for legal services with chickens, cattle, mineral rights and garden products. From the back seat of a courthouse bench I watched my father reason with judges and juries, settle disputes, defend mostly under­privileged clients and embody the rule of law. I also relish the memory of my father checking the conditions of seeds or roots of his maize crop, singing tenor in church or reading into the late evening a thick maroon-covered mortgage history of a client’s property.


  I treasured my time at Dad’s office. I liked the smell of the leather of the books, the quietness and the invitation to learn. Thick books were on every wall, floor to ceiling, protected by glass enclosed bookcases. His most valuable possessions were his books. I loved to tiptoe into his hushed library and spontaneously read on any random page of any of his weighty volumes of the Corpus Juris.


  Mom completed Dad in so many ways, bringing joy and confidence into our home life. Throughout my life I saw my mother face economic hardship, wartime conditions and tests of character that always seemed to make her stronger. She could be tough, but in a most gentle way. Her childhood was spent in Amarillo, Texas, during its boisterous cowhand days. She told us that some of the ranch hands would ride into town on Saturdays shouting and shooting their guns into the air, but her parents always kept her safe in the house until they had gone.


  Everyone who heard my mother’s voice felt her warmth. She took quiet pleasure in performing unnoticed random acts of anonymous kindness. To her final days she was forever hosting, caring, listening and serving. Still she beams her lightness into my dusky evenings, showering her special form of glory on me. I don’t ever recall a speck of guile or despair in her character.


  I was born in the fall of 1931, when the Dust Bowl was just beginning and Hoover was president. Those were the difficult days between the Crash of 1929 and the election of Franklin Roosevelt. Since there was no hospital in Jackson County except for a small clinic in Dr. Allgood’s house a block away, I was born in the smaller of the two bedrooms of our house.


  I showed up as little brother to a very bright big brother (Tal) with round glasses who would become a lawyer like our father. Later a little sister (Sarah) would appear who would have to be strong enough to contend with two big brothers. Happily the three of us have stayed very close over the years.


  At five I was finally old enough to become a Cub Scout. Tal had already earned his First Class Badge and had his eye on getting a whole sleeve of merit badges. Each step required a difficult task and an examination providing proof of having learned something useful. I followed the Cub Scout Motto, “Do your best.” We learned to tie knots, camp out, co­operate and tough things out. I memorized the Scout law, which says “A Scout is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent.” These ideals have never been erased from my consciousness.2


  I entered Mrs. Highsmith’s kindergarten the same year I became a Cub Scout. Mrs. Highsmith had converted a double garage at the back of her property into a place for preschool education. We learned about getting along together, singing, nature, numbers, game playing and truth telling. In the rhythm band I got to play the sticks. Others more fortunate got to play the tin whistle, drums or ocarina.


  My next school, the Old Washington School, was a far cry from Mrs. Highsmith’s garage. Built at the time of statehood, its creaking stairs symbolized the passing generation of original Jackson County pioneer settlers. A four block walk from my house, the school was to me an awesome building of bright red brick looming high above me, with its soaring Victorian ceilings and heroic pictures of Washington and Lincoln. Its most conspicuous feature was an out-of-the-window second floor fire escape—a long tube-like slide plunging down to the dirt playground at a 45-degree angle. In my classroom on the first floor, we envied the luckier older kids upstairs who got to go down the slide during fire drills.


  My teacher, Miss Peetry, was young, warm, considerate and, yes, beautiful. She made everything at school interesting. I fell in love not only with learning but, in a six-year-old’s way, with Miss Peetry. My world there was fun, safe, wholesome and nourishing. My best friend was a reserved kid in overalls named Ralph Blaine, whose shyness matched my own. It was good to have a friend who could understand my quiet ways.


  A house full of music. As the son of an Arkansas country fiddler, Dad always desired a house full of music. This is what he discovered in Mom, a woman with a heart full of music. Throughout my youth the house was always pulsating with music of all kinds—classic, country, hymns and popular songs. We had music students in our living room almost every day with Mom guiding countless five-year-old fingers through the first steps of Haydn and Mozart. My mom especially reached out to talented young African American students, some of whom went on to college music degrees and became professional musicians. I enjoyed seeing the proud faces of parents who came into our living room to hear their children’s recitals.


  Everybody in my family frequently played instruments, sang harmony and put together skits. We all learned early to read music, understand rhythm and improvise chords. All three of Mom’s sisters were musicians, and every summer they made a train trip to Chicago for music lessons. My grandfather provided harp instruction for Louise; violin for Mary and Catherine, piano for my mother, Lily, and flute lessons for Dave and Ira. Grandfather Clark owned the first movie theater in the village of Duke when the earliest silent movies were being shown. Duke Theater combined live music with those films. It was a stage for amateur performances and homemade vaudeville entertainment. His daughters performed as “The Clark Sisters,” with my mother at the keyboard.


  Growing up in my family meant small fireside performances on many nights. While none of us in the immediate family chose music as a profession, all of us have been lifelong musical enthusiasts. Tal was good enough at bassoon while in high school to get an invitation to serve as bassoonist in the Oklahoma City Symphony Philharmonic Orchestra under the direction of Maestro Victor Alessandro. Now in his eighties, Tal still has a huge repertoire of sing-along songs, musical comedy, country and folk songs, and entertainment gigs for Valentine’s Day dinners, family reunions, Rotary Clubs, and church meetings, available anytime for any occasion, always funny and ready at the drop of a hat.


  It was through music that I first learned to reason. The reasoning process in music occurs through rhythm, melody, chords, progressions, transitions and grace notes. From a young age I grasped intuitively that I could apply musical modes of mental organization to anything else I studied. When I tried to explain this to others, I found them mystified, but to me its reasonableness was self-evident. Thanks to my mother I was playing a simplified form of Beethoven’s “Für Elise” at five. As I grew I found every kind of music appealing, from Leadbelly to Shostakovich.


  Growing Up


  Finding purpose. At ten an epiphany happened to me on a summer night when my cousins and I were sleeping outdoors on blankets. As I lay on the grass looking toward the sky for comets and constellations, I found myself involved in a deep and puzzling thought process about space. I wondered what was beyond the edge of the universe. Really beyond. If the world was measurable, and we could imagine an edge to the universe, what could be “beyond”?


  Then I wondered what might have happened before the earliest point in time. I wondered what “before time” could ever possibly mean, and puzzled about what might exist after the last moment of time. I realized much later that Augustine had already pondered this. Though I did not know that I was raising the question of the mysterious relationship between finitude and infinity, I recall how deeply affected I was by the twin mysteries of space and time.


  In our family the day began with “Upper Room” devotional readings with our parents before breakfast. We always said grace before each meal. Scripture, prayer and thoughtful conversation were woven into the daily fabric of our family life. I memorized passages of Scripture like Psalm 1 and 1 Corinthians 13. These gems still return to my memory at unexpected times. We also gathered with Grandmother Oden in the living room just before bedtime to hear a passage of Scripture read, usually a chapter. Then we would get on our knees and pray. Grandmother began with fervent petitions for the family, the lost, the poor and the spiritual health of the nation.


  Dad taught the men’s class at church during most of his adult life. I remember him on Saturday evenings pouring over Peloubet’s Select Notes, a commentary for teachers. I still treasure thumbing through his leather Bible, tattered and underlined over many years of teaching, with some of his marginal notes still intact.3


  All Methodists back then knew that everyone had a calling that would give purpose and meaning to their lives, but I wasn’t sure what mine might be. With two musical grandfathers, a piano teaching mother, a barbershop quartet singing father and a big brother who was a musical whiz, it seemed to me at first that music might be my calling. At thirteen I set a goal of learning how to play every instrument in the orchestra (I did it—except for the strings). I began arranging quartet and orchestra scores on a small scale at age thirteen. As an aspiring composer I got a lot of practice at writing and arranging musical scores for quartets and singing performances, and by fifteen I thought that composing might be my calling. The idea of a vocation in ministry was first planted in my mind at about age ten by Brother Hiram Brogan, a retired minister in our church. Every Sunday he wore the formal dress of black tie and tails in the tradition of Southern Methodist ministers at that time. He always held before me the thought that I might grow up to be a minister. His school teacher daughter Bessie thought so too, but I assumed they were just being nice.


  For a long time I was unclear about what ministers did on days other than Sunday. Then came the summer when I was invited to drive around the tobacco farms of rural Tennessee all day with my Uncle Thurston, who was making annual visits to his congregations as their Methodist district superintendent. That trip provided an exciting glimpse of parish ministry I had not seen before. Affable, jolly and generous, Thurston smoked good cigars despite Methodist rules. The day I was with him, he was traveling around his district to encourage those congregations to meet their projected goals, take care of each other and have some fun doing it. As I was warmly welcomed everywhere, I began to wonder about being something like him. Other times I vaguely imagined that I wanted to be a lawyer. Either way, all I ever really wanted was to end up with a house full of books.


  2


  The 1940s


  A World at War
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  After Pearl Harbor


  My small and sheltered world changed abruptly on Sunday, December 7, 1941, the day Pearl Harbor was attacked.


  How our country changed drastically. In an instant our nation was at war. Even though I was only ten, my childhood was over. The peaceful skies had been swept away.


  From then on my growing-up years would be spent in the state’s largest city during the bloodiest international war in history.1 Four million American troops were sent out to fight for us. They were heroes to us, and we loved and honored them wholeheartedly. Thousands died and many more were wounded. I did know they were dying for us. So, back home in safety, total effort was required of each one of us. I understood this, as did all of the kids I knew. Everyone had to stop everything they had been doing for an all-out defense of our country.


  I remember exactly where I was when I first learned of Pearl Harbor. On that wintry day we were driving home from church. From the weighty conversation in the front seat, we learned that something was happening in Hawaii. In particular, the Battleship USS Oklahoma was ablaze. I did not know anything about Hawaii, but I did know that our sailors on the Oklahoma were jumping from flames into the water.


  We drove to grandmother’s house in Hollister later that afternoon, with all of the conversation in low tones. As I listened to every word, I knew my life would never be the same. Our family often sang while we were traveling in the car. Someone broke out with


  O Columbia! the gem of the ocean


  The home of the brave and the free. . . .


  Thy mandates make heroes assemble.


  When Liberty’s form stands in view.


  Since first grade I had known every word of it. Now I was singing it with all my heart.


  As we returned home, we huddled in the back seat of the car watching the wheat fields go by. I now knew that Dad would try to reenlist in the Army he had served in World War I. I wondered how we would live. We were still reeling from the Great Depression.


  Dad immediately volunteered for military service but was turned down for age and health reasons. He was forty-six years old in December 1941. Everybody who was unable to serve in the regular army was eager to find some way to help out in the war effort. Dad was asked to chair the local draft board, a hard assignment because he had to decide about farm boys going off to war. Although my dad had strong leanings against inter­national entanglements, often referring to the Monroe Doctrine, he answered the call however he could. We remained in Altus until December 1942, when Dad was called by the federal Office of Price Administration (OPA) to Oklahoma City as a prosecutor against black market offenders, to search out and stop law breakers. The laws broken had to do with regulating urgently needed war materials such as rubber, oil, metals, food and resources for the fighting servicemen.


  No one in our family wanted to move from Jackson County, leaving behind our friends, but we all wanted to do our part. So in mid-winter our family bundled up and headed for Oklahoma’s capital city. My world shifted quickly from rural to urban, peace to war, childhood to adolescence. No longer was my frame of reference quiet Jackson County with its cotton fields and courthouse. Now I lived in a bustling capital city in a perilous world. Radio became my link to the events, and I learned geography by following battle sites. I kept up with the course of the war like I had always kept up with baseball.


  My family, like everyone else, got ration stamps for gasoline, sugar, butter, meat and many other food products, and spent them cautiously. Except for a few violators, almost everyone respected those temporary but necessary rules in order to speed needed goods to the battlefront.


  On each car a ration sticker showed what level of priority you had in the war effort. Farmers who produced food were in a higher priority than merchants. In the Christmas season of 1943, we drove to New Orleans to spend the season with Aunt Louise’s family. We ran short of gas stamps and, while counting our ration stamps, had to coast down hills to conserve gasoline on the way back from New Orleans.


  The housing shortage was tight. We were fortunate enough to be able to squeeze our family of five into a two-bedroom bungalow in the outskirts of far northwest Oklahoma City. We had our piano in the living room. There were two moveable folding beds for guests. Some stayed for a long time. Cousin Dorothy Dean Baker stayed as a guest for about a year during the war while she served as a secretary at Tinker Air Force Base, where bombers headed for war and where Douglas made C-47s. Typically our family invited at least one soldier to our family table every Sunday after church.


  We had a victory garden in the back yard and a chicken coop behind the garage. The posters reminded us “Our food is fighting.” We raised our own vegetables and planted fruit trees. Unfortunately deer and rabbits found our garden to be very tasty.


  Our house was only steps away from a clay creek bed that fed into Will Rogers Park, which became my playground, my world to possess and my place to dream. My next door Native American friend Larry Wolfkill joined me in exploring the bluffs and hills. It was the perfect place for adventurous boys, like an enormous back yard. The park offered great stretches of grassy running space, picnic tables, huge oaks and a swimming pool. In the late evening we found crayfish by turning over rocks in the stream, watching them scurry away as they propelled themselves backward.


  During the next years I walked over a mile to Taft Junior High School every day, rain or shine. Taft offered a highly rated curriculum of three years of preparation for Classen High School, one of the most rigorous high schools in the state.


  I was fortunate to begin learning Latin at thirteen years old. Few schools in Oklahoma offered it, but fortunately mine did. The grounding gained by Latin helped me later in historical studies, theological study, the study of ancient writers and later with my hobby of collecting rare books. The curriculum prepared me for later university studies in philosophy, literature and history.


  Always making do. We easily found ways to entertain ourselves. The strict limitations we learned from the Depression years were carried over into the war years. We continued to spend little, save as much as we could and give a fair share to whoever was in need, including Uncle Sam.


  It was not unusual for kids to walk long distances to school during the war because there was no gasoline. The snarled public bus routes did not make it much easier. Walking was just the way you got from one place to another. You did not expect to be picked up or delivered. On Saturdays we went to downtown movies whenever we had ten cents and bus fare.


  As air conditioning did not yet exist, we engineered our own device for cooling the house in the summer. The best we could do was to pipe a spray of fan-cooled water dripped on straw that had been packed between chicken wires. I can still remember the refreshing fragrance of the wet straw on a scorching day of dry heat. Those makeshift air coolers are not to be confused with the refrigerated air conditioners that would come some years after the war. Oklahoma heat was ordinarily so dry that this worked well enough even on 100 degree days, which were frequent in August. We drank lemonade sitting directly in the airflow, breathing the cool breeze. When refrigerated air conditioning finally arrived, few could afford it. Our family did not get a refrigerated air conditioner until 1950 or a television set until 1956.


  After folding newspapers at five in the morning, I zipped around the neighborhood on my bike trying to land the folded paper within reach of the customer’s front door. The paper boy was paid by the number of weekly collections made. The most dreaded part for me was collecting the money. I had to screw up my courage to knock on the door. Later I would graduate to mowing lawns with a push lawnmower.


  My brother was fortunate to land an exciting job downtown with Captain Ribble of Ribble Boat Works. He learned the skills of boat making at a very early age. Later he and I built our own boat in our garage. It was a small dory for fishing. When it leaked, we caulked. As time went on we caulked it again. It was always an adventure to take it out. But it was ours, and we made it, leaks and all.


  In those days agile boys were hired to set up the pins at the bowling alley and then perch above them. Just after a bowling ball would hit the pins and send them flying, we would immediately jump in the perilous pit where the balls fell, reload them, and then jump out of the way before the next ball came smashing through. It was exhilarating each time the ball came roaring down the alley. When Dad found out what I was doing for forty cents an hour, he insisted that I look for a safer job.


  I found ways to help out the troops: collecting glass bottles, gathering metals for military use, and putting out circulars on cars and doors for wartime causes. I saved tinfoil from gum wrappers, which were turned into reflective materials released from bombers to jam enemy radar. During air raid drills at school we sang songs like “Coming in On a Wing and a Prayer” and “Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition.” I relished playing John Philip Souza marches in the school band, stepping along to such rousing marches as “Stars and Stripes Forever,” “El Capitan,” and “Semper Fidelis.”


  Tal worked on warplane production at Tinker Air Force. I made model airplanes that mimicked the P-51 Mustangs I so admired. I was enthralled with the sleek shape of the fighting planes. New designs of fighters, tankers and bombers were coming out month after month. With light balsa wood and thin paper I built model airplane replicas of P-48s and B-24s. From soft wood I carved out the likenesses of fast-flying P-38s and lethal B-25 Mitchell bombers. I could identify almost every profile of an airplane or ship that was out there fighting for us.


  At school we bought war stamps that we pasted in books that eventually were intended to lead to the purchase of a war bond. At a quarter a stamp, we glued them into our war bond stamp book until we had enough to purchase an $18 bond, which eventually matured for $25. It took forever to make a full stamp book. The bonds yielded 2.9 percent interest, cashable after ten years. Dad put my war bond books in a safety deposit box. By 1949 I had almost forgotten about them. When I was getting ready to go to college I cashed them all out for $125.


  We kept in touch with all our scattered family by what we called round-robin letters. Mom would set up the old upright Royal typewriter on the dining table, stuff into it about four carbon copies in a tight sheaf, and type away about all the family news. The recipients would forward these treasured carbon copy letters to others in the extended family. They often went through a half dozen hands.


  In 1944 Dad had a heart attack. At age forty-nine he was put on a regimen of total rest. Grandmother Clark stayed with us for weeks during his recovery. For a while my two grandmothers rotated for periods of time in our house in order to help Mom care for Dad. After three months of absolute bed rest, Dad returned to his task of law enforcement.


  Chopin and political imagination. Then came Chopin. He had a deep effect on my political imagination. In 1945 I saw the movie on the life of Frédéric Chopin—A Song to Remember. I had already been playing Chopin on the piano, but the epic film made me want to learn much more. I resolved to learn to play every piece of Chopin that I was capable of learning, although many were far beyond my competence.


  The film was the story of a romantic idealist musician and virtuoso composer with a social conscience. I related to this idealism strongly. We were living in wartime, as was Chopin. While the film was being produced, Poland was in fact under the heel of SS troops and Nazi tanks. I was enthralled by the ordered freedom of Chopin’s creations. I loved everything Chopin wrote, from preludes to nocturnes, mazurkas to waltzes, and etudes to concertos. His inventiveness penetrated to my core in a way no other composer had ever done.


  But Chopin had another quality that also captured my imagination. His music had an underlying political inspiration. It reflected the heroic political idealism to which I was beginning to aspire. His music was my first intellectual passion. It fired my buoyant imagination and elevated my view of what music could do to the soul. As a boy who already had a large dose of romanticism I began to read poetry in the tradition of Wordsworth, Shelley, Keats and Kipling. Reading and memorizing poetry was far more important in my school years than any time since, but I was more than ready to absorb it then. Chopin gave musical voice my idealism. It was soaring, inventive and passionate. Chopin thought he was writing music for Poland. I thought he was writing for me.


  To further this idealism I became interested in public speaking. On the shy side, I needed to push myself toward more winsome public communication skills. I read books on making speeches, the great orations, and on winning friends and influencing people. They did not make me a better person, but they made me a more confident communicator. I learned that I was able to draw people together and challenge them to do more than they had imagined. I became maximally involved in the youth activities of the Epworth League for Methodist young people, where I received ever-expanding doses of social justice aspirations.


  Leroy dies in the battle for the Saar River. I followed the frightful stages of the war avidly, both on the radio and by reading the papers. We prayed for the troops through battle after battle, from Tunis to Normandy to Berlin. We followed the Pacific War intensely from the Solomon Islands to the Coral Sea to Bataan to Guadalcanal to Saipan.


  My much-admired cousin Leroy was a hulking football tackle at Mountain View High School on the slopes of the Wichita range. He was amiable, funny and strong. On Thanksgiving Day in 1944 we had our last touch football game with all the cousins in front of the parsonage where Leroy’s father, my Uncle Walker, was pastor. Leroy motivated me to play tough and smart. I still remember the long pass I caught from him and his whoop of approval. That was the last time I saw Leroy. He shipped off with the 45th Thunderbird Division when it was called into active combat. By that Christmas he was in France headed to the Saar River area. Within sight of the end of the war he was killed in heavy combat near Saarbrücken in January 1945. This was during the hard winter of the Battle of the Bulge, only four months before the war in Germany was over.


  Personally I was hit harder by Leroy’s death than by anything else in the war. I could not believe we had lost him. He had seemed indestructible. After Leroy’s death, the 45th Infantry Division moved through the Saar Valley and smashed through the Siegfried Line.


  Soon after the Allied Forces liberated the Nazi concentration camp at Buchenwald, Franklin D. Roosevelt died suddenly at Warm Springs, Georgia. I was walking home from school on April 12 when I stopped off as usual for ice cream at the little drug store half way home. There I heard of FDR’s death. I arrived at home in tears feeling like a member of my family had died.


  The Return Home


  War’s end and the taste of peace. Germany surrendered unconditionally on May 7, 1945. The neighborhood went wild with joy. We joined in street celebrations, fireworks, singing and nonstop exultation. There were many tears. We went to church that evening to pray for our soldiers’ safe return.


  I continued to watch the battles as the war persisted in the Pacific until the Battles of Okinawa and Wake Island. Although I did not know it, the first atomic bomb was being tested not far away in the New Mexico desert at the Trinity site.


  We were stunned when on August 7 we heard about the bewildering Hiroshima atomic bomb, and then the one at Nagasaki two days later. On August 15 Emperor Hirohito announced Japan’s unconditional surrender. On VJ Day, the whole nation once again danced, celebrated, and wept for joy.


  The war had been a time of maximum effort, ending in euphoric relief. When the United Nations Charter was signed, I felt like I was living in a safer and saner world.


  Mom’s cousin George Seeger was released from a German POW Stalag. As an artist, while imprisoned in the Stalag, he used his own hair for a brush and found a way to make paintings in the prison camp using whatever materials were available. He sent one of those wonderful paintings to Mom. She hung it in our living room near the front door, reminding us of the sacrifice cousin George had made for our freedom. That dark painting was very small, but I felt awe each time I passed by.


  For me it was time to reinvent my future. In the summer of 1946 our family moved back to our hometown of Altus, which had been only slightly changed by the war. The air base was much larger, now with huge hangers for transport aircraft. I rejoined my friends in my sophomore year. I was back in my element, quickly connecting with my old pals. Dad resumed his law practice, and Mom had her piano classes once again in our living room.


  My return to Altus was all the more touching to me when I saw the open cemetery for the castaway airplanes from the war. They were being brought to Altus Air Force Base to be torn apart and melted down for scrap. Salvage crews also ripped out the usable electronic equipment for meltdown. Tal was on one of those wrecking crews.


  I treasured the site of those broken planes. I knew that the guys in those planes had fought for me and my freedom, and that many had died. Colorful graffiti revealed the spirit, humor and hopes of the flight crews. Heavy flack damage from enemy anti-aircraft barrages showed the desperate battles they had fought. These were the real remnants of planes I had been previously venerating by fashioning their shapes into model airplanes out of balsa wood and paper. Now their last resting place was minutes from my house. With each round of the tractor on the far side of the airport, where I was planting wheat and cultivating fields that abutted the graveyard, I pondered their sacrifice.


  The most famous B-17 bomber of the war, the “Memphis Belle,” came to rest there. Two movies were made of its exploits. It had completed twenty-five combat missions intact.


  I played a decent game of tennis, but it brought me no sense of triumph. I was at the age when I was feeling the need for a little glory. In the summer before my junior year I was determined to go out for football. I spent a hot summer working out, pushing weights and running long distances on the irrigation ditches with my tennis partner Billy Kirk Reid.


  I did all the football coach asked, pushing weighted sleds, running laps, stepping through tires and doing jumping jacks and pushups. Coach was trying to get all of us toughened up. One day in practice I didn’t hit hard enough and didn’t run fast enough. Coach Broiles mimicked my lackluster way of doing pushups. He was right. At 126 pounds max, no matter how hard I tried, I was just too skinny to ever be a good football player. Most of the guys were in the 140-200 pound range. I left football and went back to music where I excelled.


  The next season I rejoined the football team as its manager, which meant that I basically got to be the water boy, but I took the job seriously. I got to be close to glory, travel with the guys and stand in their shadows so close I could feel the glow. I was an efficient team manager, accepted and enthusiastic.


  The most prized symbol in the school was an athletic letter jacket. Anyone with a jacket was in. I didn’t think that it was possible for a manager to get a letter jacket, but I was wrong. When we celebrated a winning season banquet in a hotel ballroom filled with boosters, I was in for a surprise.


  After all the jackets had been distributed, I heard my name called. To my complete shock I was called up to the podium to be presented with a prestigious football letter jacket. I received it and wore it with pleasure, however ambiguously I had earned it.


  But that was not the end of the story. After rejoining the band, I became its president. I received a band jacket with a musical symbol on it at the senior banquet. Now I was the only student in Altus High who had two jackets. My tender soul could hardly handle that much glory. I took turns wearing them, but was always aware I had not really earned them in the normal way.


  Driving stakes on a road crew. The only summer job I could find back in Altus after the war was with the Dunlop tire store, where trucks would pull up to the back to get tires changed. Mr. Duncan thought I could handle tire repairs. Truck tires were a hassle. I learned to use the hydraulic jack to lift the vehicle up, and then I wrestled tires off the rim with a heavy iron rim separator. I pried them loose from the frame with brute strength, disconnecting the inner tube from the outer tire, and then found out what was wrong, and repaired it with pressed hot glue. Some tires weighed more than I did, which made my job difficult. They sometimes stuck to the rims like cement. I did acceptable work, but decided this was not the job for me.


  For a while I was on a crew applying hot tar to flat-roofed buildings. We went up on tall ladders, pulled heavy materials up by a pulley, heated foul-smelling tar and spread it on evenly with push brooms. I did not last long at the tar business. The best thing I gained from the experience was that my respect deepened for tough, resilient, working people.


  The hardest physical work I ever did, apart from farming, was driving stakes on a highway road crew. I was assigned to swing a twelve-pound ballpein sledgehammer on stakes for a state highway survey crew charged with bridge construction and maintenance. It was an Oklahoma summer of record heat, with many days over 100 degrees. The survey crew was staking out boundaries for waterways and roadways. This paid better than other jobs and increased my upper-body strength, so I was an eager employee. Each day the crew truck would pick me up at 6 a.m., take my crew out to its distant location, drop us off in the heat, and then we would work hard until 11:30 a.m.. After a merciful lunch break in a rural restaurant, we would work three or four more hours in the blistering ­afternoon sun. The senior crew of surveyors carefully marked where my stake belonged. All I had to do was take my sledge hammer and pound it down into the ground. It sounded easy, but what I didn’t figure on was that the clay soil in the summer was so baked it seemed like rock.


  Our crew was working a few miles out near the one-street farm town of Gotebo, where everyone toiled mightily just to survive. The town had only one mom-and-pop café with a large airplane propeller-size fan for cooling. They knew what their thirsty customers wanted. Their super-large 16 ounce tin cans of sweetened ice tea served with a handle soldered on the can were to us like a godsend. The road crew gave me the opportunity to get to know tough workers who did not ever complain. I enjoyed being with all of them, the crew and the people.


  What I learned from hardscrabble dirt farming. In my high school years and early college years (1947–1951), Tal and I raised five seasons of wheat crops, four seasons of maize, four of cotton and two of alfalfa. We were learning all the time, working long hours without any guarantee that we would be successful in raising those crops.


  Dad needed an experienced farming partner to work the land he had been acquiring over the years. He never believed in paper or stock investments, and thought the only thing worth owning was land. Dad found an experienced sharecropper named Clarence Bowman. Mr. Bowman was a steady, modest, resilient farmer who always wore a crumpled straw hat and faded blue overalls. He and his wife raised a houseful of children in the small farmhouse on our irrigated farm, which featured dairy cows, jackrabbits, chickens and lots of sweat. The Bowmans lived rent free in the house, splitting profits with Dad by agreed-upon shares.2


  Tal and I assisted Mr. Bowman doing whatever he thought we needed to do. We spent long days plowing, planting, cultivating, irrigating and finally harvesting. We had to learn how to set a straight furrow, monitor what was happening in the plant root systems under the topsoil, check for insects and diseases, and apply manure to stimulate growth. Mr. Bowman used few words. He was unhappy when we did not catch on quickly as he expected us to do exactly what he said and figure things out for ourselves. We also got a basic introduction to farm equipment maintenance with our International Harvester Farmall tractor.


  Farmers in Jackson County were vulnerable to crop failures and bank failures. Any who went bust began again from scratch with whatever they had.


  Dad was attorney for the legal and legislative needs of the Jackson County Irrigation Authority. It was among the first in the state to develop a large gravity flow irrigation project where water flowed downstream from the distant reservoir in the Quartz Mountains through ditches with controllable dams to be released gradually into the rows of our fields. We learned how to start the flow of water by suction tubes from the irrigation ditches. Tal and I were responsible for 160 acres of land under irrigation, plus several other unirrigated plots of land outside the Irrigation District.


  I loved working with farm people. They were unpretentious, straightforward and guileless. For several growing seasons their world was my world. Tal and I had an arrangement with Dad that if we could make crops grow, he would help provide us with a path to college, which I knew was a good deal. We were also expected to help support ourselves in college by whatever jobs we could find.


  The day came when my task was to clear out wide swaths of robust Johnson grass whose roots went deep around the tender cotton roots to choke the life out of them. I was sixteen, armed only with a hoe. Johnson grass is the most insidious weed on the prairie. I could hoe it to ground level, but that did little good if the roots remained intact.


  Through this ordeal I learned something about myself. I decided I did not want to work that hard for a living. I liked a lot about farming, but it was in the Johnson grass patches that I decided my future had to be with books and ideas, not muscle and sweat.


  It was on a 99 degree day with a hoe in calloused hands, with sweat obscuring my vision, with my face caked with dirt, that I quietly promised myself to become a more attentive and deliberate student. It was a cotton field epiphany. God was hedging my way with a wall of Johnson grass. Happily, I had already acquired a taste for reading.


  From Handel to Hank Williams. My vocation of writing began when I created a comic column in the school newsletter spoofing all things related to the high school. My pen name was “Flash.” I enjoyed writing in a way that sparked laughter.


  My most rigorous class in high school turned out to be the most beneficial for me. It was Mrs. Peterson’s demanding course on public speaking. I gained confidence to speak in public under her no-nonsense mentoring. This also gave me an opportunity to hone my research skills and make public presentations confidently.


  At fifteen I organized a German polka band called “The Hungry Five,” which featured comic skits. We played for family, neighborhood and church, and later created our own impromptu Spike Jones impressions, playing gigs wherever we could find an audience. We got some laughs and made some amusing and unconventional noises. Soon we formed a barbershop quartet, who provided entertainment at service clubs, school assemblies and church basements. We found venues for singing everything from Gospel to Handel. Our repertoire of comedy numbers was in a kitschy lampoon style.


  With my guitar I sang virtually every song Hank Williams ever wrote, twanging and yodeling as much like Hank as I could, singing with a cracked voice “Lonesome Blues,” “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry” and “I Can’t Help It.” The same with Roy Acuff and Patsy Cline. I did all this without missing a beat on Haydn, Schumann and Stravinsky. My favorite songs were those of Rogers and Hammerstein, from South Pacific, Oklahoma! and Carousel. I found it easy to learn to play a bit of ukulele, harmonica and ocarina (sweet potato). We also had a full-size harp in our living room, which Mom taught to special students, and which I did my best to learn.


  During my high school senior year, my hometown of Altus was chosen by Look magazine as “The All-American City,” and I felt it was, with a population of little more than five thousand, which was the optimal size, according to Plato’s Republic, of the ideal polis.


  3


  The 1950s


  Love and Learning
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  Collegiate Years


  Hurdling left. I packed off to the University of Oklahoma in late August 1949. My brother, Tal, was far more than a typical roommate. He was a reliable guide to the challenging new world of the university. I decided not to follow him in joining a college fraternity because I wanted to be able to claim my own time and not get trapped in the party subculture. Having plowed cotton, I now had to learn how to plow through books, cultivate consistent ideas, and bring them all into positive outcomes.


  From my first memories Tal had always led the way and I had followed. At the university he was my role model for scholarship, performance, music and politics. He was always tirelessly ready to give his time to help and advise me. Along with my dad, he gave me a role model for becoming a man.


  Tal and I roomed together the first year in a place we jokingly called “the White House,” a clapboard garage that had been turned into a boarding room in Mrs. Packard’s backyard. It was large enough only for our bunk beds plus a place to hang Tal’s twenty-two caliber rifle and my guitar. We saw it as barely more than a “room and a path,” but favorably situated near our classes. Mrs. Packard presided over a hungry dining table of students of many languages and cultural settings. They ranged from freshmen like me to graduate students from places like Iran and Venezuela.


  The White House was a block from the campus to the west and a block to the Santa Fe Railroad to the east. Four times a day the quiet campus was filled with the abrupt whistles, clanging and clattering of trains thundering by. Since I had grown up loving the rumblings and echoes of trains, I felt very much at home.


  This tiny living space became the war room for the great proletarian uprising we not only expected, but in some vague way sought, even if only in our fantasies. I lit my pipe with aromatic tobacco, strummed my guitar while singing labor protest songs, and talked endlessly with well-bred co-conspirators of an imagined revolution.


  Tal and I stayed at the White House until the spring of 1950, when we began working as dishwashers for Mrs. Slade’s boarding house. During Easter of 1951 Tal married a terrific woman who was to become one of the dearest friends in my life, Jane Hazlett. While Tal was busy establishing a life with Jane, I was plunging more deeply into ideas than relationships.


  I lived at Mrs. Mary James’ house the next year, which was close to University Theatre and three blocks from the tennis courts. Mrs. James’s nephew, Charley Mahone, had invited me to room and board there. Charley was a top student headed for a PhD in clinical psychology and eventually for postgraduate study with Anna Freud at the Tavistock Clinic in London. From Charley I got my first glimpse into the theories and ideas of psychoanalysis.


  My first meeting with a university official was with Dean Glenn Couch. He had a practice of choosing several first-year students to guide personally, and he chose me. Three years earlier he had selected Tal out of the freshmen students as a bright advisee working toward an accelerated pre-law program.


  When the dean asked me what I wanted to study in college, I said probably law or preparation for graduate school. That was all he needed to hear. The dean told me that they had just the program for me, which was called Letters. This was a new liberal arts program initiated that fall in which you were allowed to read, with the adviser’s guidance, whatever you wanted to read in literature, history and philosophy. At that moment I knew I was in the right place. From then on I never had any regrets and never went through any struggle in choosing a major.


  Letters was an honors program for those who would be likely candidates for graduate studies in the humanities. It encouraged students to develop a self-designed curriculum in independent interdisciplinary study.


  This program allowed me to choose the best professors in almost any sequence. It was not until overall academic standings were calculated at the end of my first year that I got word that I had unexpectedly been elected to the freshman honor society, Phi Eta Sigma. That group immediately sent me off to Houston to represent the University of Oklahoma as a delegate to their 1950 National Convention. It was for this reason that I had my first airline flight.


  The youthful Dr. Clayton Feaver, who had received his PhD at Yale under the great Professor H. Richard Niebuhr, was hired to teach religion and ethics at OU just as I got there. He became the first of a long string of early mentors for me who studied or taught with Richard Niebuhr at Yale (among others were Albert C. Outler, Paul Ramsey and James Gustafson). Being Feaver’s first Letters student was an honor. He introduced me to Augustine, Aquinas and Calvin. I am happy to report that in the next half century my niece Amy Oden and her niece Sarah Taylor Oden would also graduate from the OU Letters program.


  Books and ideas were intriguing not only for me but for many in my family, which had more than its share of professors, lawyers and clergy. While I was at OU, my Uncle Dave was teaching at Purdue, my Uncle Ira was in a PhD program at Berkeley and my Uncle Hen was teaching at Southern Methodist University’s School of Law. My cousin William E. Oden was getting his PhD in history at the University of Wisconsin, on his way toward becoming president of one of the branch campuses of the University of Texas. And my cousin (later Bishop) William B. Oden would soon be headed for Harvard and a PhD at Boston University. Many more family PhDs would follow in the next generation.


  With my special opportunity in Letters at OU, I could now read to my heart’s content in poetry, the novel, the events of human history and the many ideas to be examined. I read E. E. Cummings, Shakespeare, Plato and tried to read Spinoza. I spent hours at Rickner’s Book Store, looking for whatever new or used books I could afford. I devoted endless hours to wandering freely around the open stacks of the great Bizzell Library, the largest research library in the state. The library was magical, built in a red-and-white turreted style similar to Windsor Castle, with spacious, walnut-paneled reading rooms and a half million books. I was a happy bookworm feasting through long rows of shelves. I was especially drawn to library sections that dealt with the meaning of history.


  In those early, delicious days of free-spirited reading, I was peculiarly drawn to the agnostics and atheists, partly to let them test my belief system, which they did. There I met Friedrich Nietzsche and found him to be the most poetic and rhetorically powerful of all the philosophers (until I later read Søren Kierkegaard). In the psychology section I read Sigmund Freud, who forced me to question everything I had learned beforehand about psychological dynamics, abnormality, dreams and sexuality.


  But it was Marx who stormed into my imagination, especially on the labor theory of value, the class struggle and economic determinism in history. First I read early Marx material: his theory of alienation and critique of private property in his 1844 papers, his vision of proletarian revolution, and his Theses on Feuerbach, where he argued that the task is not to interpret the world but to change it.


  This prompted me to search into the antecedents of Marxist socialism (Saint-Simon, Robert Owen and Proudhon) and its later interpreters in Lenin, Trotsky and Norman Thomas. I studied Marx’s influence on sociology (Émile Durkheim and Max Weber), philosophy (Herbert Marcuse), psychology (Wilhelm Reich), and political theory (Harold Laski). Their weaknesses would gradually become evident in the sad histories of their disastrous consequences, as in Ukraine, the Gulags and Cambodia. I was a Marxist utopian dreamer for a decade before I learned the vulnerabilities of Marxist theories. As I looked back, it was full of deeply flawed arguments, but they were central to my thoughts in the fifties. I let their words saturate my mind before I went to seminary, and they remained in my mind like a ghost well beyond my years at Yale.


  The ideas I most loved were expressed by three in particular: the will to power (Nietzsche), the desire to understand the sexual roots of all behavior (Freud), and the search for radical social change (Marx). Even today when I speak of modernity, I am pointing especially to those three prototypes of modern consciousness.


  The love of my life. The fifties began for me at the Acacia Christmas Dance in 1949. Until then I had only seen Edrita Pokorny from a distance as a star of the OU School of Drama on the grand proscenium of University Theatre. The Acacia Dance was one of the major social events of the season, but not something I normally would have attended. Pastor Ray Anderson linked me up with Nina May Allen, who was visiting Edrita in Norman. Edrita wanted someone to escort her childhood friend to the big dance. Since I had met Nina May the previous summer at Turner Falls Camp, I happily agreed. As it turned out, I got to dance a few times with Edrita and found myself amiably drawn to her.


  At the next Sunday night gathering of the Wesley Foundation, about thirty students gathered for a simple dinner, some square dancing and singing. Edrita, already recognizable as the ascending star of theater studies, had come to escape from a very busy schedule of rehearsals. I had seen her perform in The Women by Claire Booth Luce in the fall of 1949 to a full house at the huge Holmberg Hall at OU, and knew she received rave reviews for her performance. I had also seen her in several other major fall productions. Now, wonderfully, here she was, showing up at this Methodist student center informal get-together.


  After the square dancing ended, mild-mannered Pastor Ray signaled it was time to offer thanks and eat. Being a slow mover, I gradually made my way to sit down on a folding chair, but Edrita pulled the chair away from me. Her timing was exquisite, and I found myself sitting on the floor looking up at her laughing gleefully with everyone else. To me, she was the most gorgeous girl in the room, a beautiful natural blond who was elegant in every way, but also playful, affable, gracious and almost totally unaware of her striking beauty.


  We hit it off from the beginning, and I was smitten. She was quick-witted, while I was drolly amusing. She could tell stories that made people collapse with laughter, often long stories with many twists and turns, and with an unerring sense of timing.


  It seemed as if we were seldom apart after that evening at the Wesley Foundation gathering. I thought of myself as an avant garde social radical, while she was totally dedicated to her craft as an artist, both in acting and directing. We were so different. She probed every inward feeling or motivational approach to deepen her capacity to portray a character. This made for absorbing conversations between the two of us.


  As an artist she deepened my aesthetic sensibilities. She was also a gentle and effective critic. I quickly found that she was becoming everything to me. She provided practical ballast to my volatile idealism, and my life was brightened by her presence, brilliance and love.


  My story cannot be told without her as she was a crucial part of my intellectual and spiritual formation. We were only nineteen when we met, but our story together would last for the next forty-six years.


  I quietly became drawn toward the idyllic picture of marrying her and becoming a bookish country parson with her by my side. We dated as often as possible between January and July 1950 when she went abroad with a traveling theater troupe to Europe. She had been invited to join an ensemble for a traveling summer of performance and study in Europe called the Greasepaint Caravan for Peace, run by the National Methodist Student Movement. This troupe was directed by Joe Love and Ruth Love, who virtually invented theatrical experimentation in Methodist worship, with special interests in how the dramatic arts might be utilized for social change. This was an early form of the “community theater movement.”


  I found that my sense of self-worth soared with Edrita by my side. She walked every step with me in my interior debate about whether or not I would go into the ministry, law or writing, and we corresponded heavily throughout her time in Europe. I spent that summer at Perkins School of Theology in Dallas getting credentialed for a pre-ordination trial preaching appointment. I was so relieved when she returned. At some point I came to realize that she had kept all of my letters neatly wrapped in a pink ribbon, which pleased me so much. I was just nuts about her.


  When I was offered the opportunity to serve a rural church as student pastor, Edrita and I talked it over and decided it could be a trial run into parish ministry. I was so grateful that she took to parish life so winsomely and endearingly. When she could break loose from her heavy practice and performance schedule, she would join in that tiny parish. She often accompanied me in the 1946 Dodge I bought in order to travel twenty-six miles between my first church at Ninnekah and the university.


  By early 1951 I needed some time to push through my ambivalences regarding both marriage and vocation. I had a decisive conversation with my dad, who had fortunately come up to Oklahoma City on legal matters just at the right time to talk this through with me. I got from him all I needed for my breakthrough decision.


  Edrita’s best friend in Ada was Phyllis Evans. During our courtship Phyllis married a Methodist minister in a rural parish. That was a happy serendipity for us because Phyllis gave Edrita a glimpse of what marriage to a minister might mean. Fortunately for me, Edrita could see herself very happy in that picture.


  In April when the white dogwoods were blooming all over Norman, we went together to a crowded Resurrection Day service. After the service and finally alone in the foyer of the church, we found ourselves talking in a room filled with flowers. In a rare moment of impulsive clarity, I reached for one of those plain wooden usher’s chairs and asked her to sit down. I got down on my knees and asked her to marry me. Both life vocation and life companionship were settled on that Easter day. We set our wedding date for August 10. Living alone like a church mouse in a spare attic room in McFarlin Church with only the bare necessities—a toaster and peanut butter—I counted the days until Edrita would become my wife.


  Edrita had the exceptional opportunity of starring opposite David Niven in New York in a Sunday night radio presentation of the Philip Morris Playhouse on Broadway in May before our August wedding. She had won a competition to represent the University of Oklahoma in the dramatic story of The Seventh Veil at the central studios of CBS Radio in Manhattan. This was her first major theatrical performance beyond the university. It was an honor for the university and a great pleasure for me to hear her play a costarring role opposite a great British and Hollywood film actor before a nationwide audience. It was a demanding role, and she played it superbly.


  In our parish that Sunday evening the congregation gathered with me for a special evening service after which we all huddled around a radio and listened to Edrita perform. When she was back on campus, she received the coveted Buffalo Mask Award for being the outstanding student in theater arts. She continued to be frequently cast in university productions and was easily recognized for her accomplishments on the campus.


  After a honeymoon in the Ouachita Mountains, we settled snugly into a small upstairs garage apartment tucked in behind the large brick mansion of Law School Dean Judge John G. Hervey. It was an idyllic honeymoon hideaway for the two of us.


  We loved our parish ministry at Ninnekah. I was picking up the knack of what it meant to preach. I read books on homiletics and studied the sermons of others. I quickly learned that I had to tone down my social radicalism at the pulpit if I was to be an effective minister in a rural setting. The farmers in Ninnekah were diligent, independent, loyal and resourceful. Since I had raised several crops in Jackson County, I had no difficulty identifying with them, calling on them at their homes, visiting and counseling them in my simple way.


  People expected home pastoral visits and missed them if I did not show up now and then. As the pastor I was treated like a member of the family. I went out on lengthy rounds of visitation and would find them in their ordinary living situation doing whatever they were doing. I found rural ministry very compatible with my temperament. Edrita cheerfully adapted to her new role as a pastor’s wife.


  The choices Edrita and I made the first two years of college made an impact on the rest of our lives. All the challenges I took, she took with me, and we grew closer together at every turn. We decided to undergo a rigorous graduate education that would prepare us mutually for a life of making a family together and being able to engage in the work of ministry and in the life of learning.


  Every turn a left turn. Even though I had been totally committed to the war effort during the war, I quickly became a pacifist after the first atomic bomb blast. Once I connected with my church’s national youth movement, I began to see the vision of a world where all weapons would be banned, opening the way for a world government that would seek social justice and where peace and sanity would prevail. In that teenage dream of mine, the world court in The Hague would make just decisions on international conflicts, and the newly born United Nations would bring the entire world together into one peaceful planet. Without a second thought, I began to march lockstep with antiwar and pacifist sentiments and social revolutionary ideas.


  Within one month after Hiroshima, I was pledged to the principles of far-left pacifism. Most of the arguments turned out to be oversimplified, as I later learned, but as a youth they appealed to my romanticist idealism. It seemed simple: totally disarm now, pursue peace, seek justice, trust the power of reason to overcome conflicts between nations, refuse to cooperate with the military-industrial complex, and expose the money trail to learn who had been benefiting from war economically.


  As it turned out, my church sent their youth to summer camps more to gain a vision of social justice than of personal religious experience. I was elected to represent Oklahoma at a regional church youth camp in Fayetteville, Arkansas. There the national youth leadership outlined their plan for the future and taught us about the labor movement, grasping capitalists and the need for total disarmament.


  From then on my intellectual trajectory was poised for leaping much further to the political left. That meant Henry Wallace and the Farmer-Labor wing of the Democratic Party. Those hurdles happened abruptly, and my course was set early. The national Methodist youth movement was a world of its own, with extensive organization and strong political convictions. It was designed for propaganda that promoted social change according to the Social Gospel vision pouring out of the theological schools. My distant ideological mentors for that dream were socialist candidate Norman Thomas, pacifist pioneer A. J. Muste and British Hyde Park preacher Donald Soper. I got this indoctrination second- and thirdhand from reading and from going to youth conferences on all levels—local, district, conference, jurisdictional and national levels. As a teenager I was not sufficiently self-critical to see any unintended consequences, and such talk was not encouraged.


  Between 1946 and 1956, every turn was a left turn. I had to fend off temptations toward anarchism. I was more deeply drawn into the vision of an egalitarian society shaped by radical social engineering, Marxist historical and sociological interpretation, and resource redistribution.


  Everything imaginable seemed possible for my young mind, and I was well rewarded for my utopian thoughts by those older leaders of my church. Resistance to all of those ideas simply didn’t occur either on my part or on the part of people I knew, including family and friends. I was on a mission to make the world a much better place and felt empowered to actually transform our society.


  My job as regional youth leader was to take the Social Gospel message to the other district and state camps and gatherings. At the Turner Falls youth camp in Oklahoma in the summers of 1948 and 1949 I was already beginning to be an activist leader within the conference system. This took on special significance when I was elected to go to the national conference of nine thousand Methodist youth in Cleveland in January 1949, when I was seventeen years old. There I was introduced to a left-leaning political agenda blessed by the church youth leaders I trusted. I was challenged to enter the ministry, but not to a ministry of Word and Sacrament or of evangelization or soul care. The national Methodist Youth Movement was enthralled with the imagination of a revolution that we thought would essentially replace the traditional gospel. I was so excited to help lead the way as I wanted to plan others’ lives for them and thought I could do that for them better than they could for themselves. Looking back now, I see the ego and self-serving agenda into which I was caught up, but I didn’t see any of that back then.


  My first practical adventure into radical politics was to become an activist in the World Federalist Movement also at age seventeen. I organized an oratorical contest for my church as a senior in high school. I hired the largest hall in town for the meeting and invited all the youth leaders in the district, but almost no one showed up. Undaunted, I pressed on.


  I do not remember ever hearing a pacifist or politically leftist sermon in my home church. But it did not take me long to begin to pick up more clearly the pacifist idealism from the national leaders of the International Fellowship of Reconciliation, the World Federalist Movement and the Methodist Federation for Social Action. I would later come to understand that Boston University School of Theology had produced the most articulate Methodist pacifists which had been led by their pacific bishops. Among Presbyterians and Congregationalists most came from Union Seminary in New York or Chicago Divinity School. They were active in the late forties and went viral in the fifties.


  I consistently found the pacifist dream intimately connected with the dream of wealth redistribution. My fellow dreamers and I thought we had better ideas than did the masses we imagined we were protecting. In our hubris we thought we were embodying great intelligence and common sense that surpassed all traditional ideas.


  During the war I knew only a few who had serious moral reservations about the war, but Hiroshima ended that. The pacifists appeared like mushrooms out of the dust and smoke of Nagasaki. The physicists who had built the bomb were having second thoughts and the intelligentsia was troubled. If the pacifist spirit was slumbering during the war, it was wide awake in postwar America, even in remote and culturally conservative Oklahoma.


  A few of us like-minded students found each other my first year at The University of Oklahoma. We started singing the songs of labor and socialism in a conspicuous place on the campus, but mostly we just loved to sing. Yet some of us loved even more the ideas about which we sang: world revolution against profit motive, private property and the economics of war. We unthinkingly assumed it would be a revolution without firing a shot, based purely on rational ideas. We truly believed that we would do this on moral persuasion alone of the sort we saw modeled in Gandhi.


  With my five-string banjo, I blithely sang the new hymnody that came straight out of the labor left. The revolutionary songs in 1950 replaced the hymns I had sung in the 1940s, and I was very comfortable with that. All the leftist students at the university suffered through the bitter climate of accusations that characterized the McCarthy period. Many Methodists were accused of procommunist sympathies. I assumed and feared that the FBI might have a file on me as a student activist.1


  Participation in the Army Reserve Officers’ Training Corp was mandatory, so I bit my tongue and spent hours marching with a wooden rifle. I did not score well in mechanical rifle assembly, hence my worst grade in college turned out to be in military science. My friend Charley and I discovered that we could get exemptions from marching if we registered to be on a university sports team, so we both signed up for the tennis team. Charley climbed up the tennis team ladder as quickly as I descended it, but we managed to escape the fate of marching with an imitation weapon.


  Because of the Korean War, men between eighteen and thirty-five were required to be in a lottery draft for two years. I registered for the draft but was never called. My friend Pete Hitt was killed during that terrible winter in Korea in 1950. This left me to wonder if his death might be redeemed or made right by my pacifist life. I thought maybe I should have been there with him, much like I had felt about my cousin Leroy buried near the Siegfried Line. My guilt at not doing enough for my country fueled the flames of my revolutionary heart.


  The church as an instrument for political change. I went into the ministry to use the church to elicit political change according to a soft Marxist vision of wealth distribution and proletarian empowerment. Edrita could sense that I was on a long and uncertain path. She was always more conservative than I, but she did share my basic social values and was willing at least to let me test my political follies.


  I was enamored with every aspect of the 1950s’ ecumenical Student Christian Movement. My dad had participated in it in his early twenties when it was oriented to world mission. He had raised money for the very campus church building that introduced me to political radicalism: ­McFarlin Church in Norman.


  Whenever I read the New Testament after 1950, I was trying to read it entirely without its crucial premises of incarnation and resurrection. That required a lot of circular reasoning for me to establish what the text said. I habitually assumed that truth in religion was finally reducible to economics (with Marx) or psychosexual motives (with Freud) or self-assertive power (with Nietzsche). It was truly a self-deceptive time for me, but I had no inkling of its insidious dangers.
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