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To everyone who has a Phyllis story












“When our children ask us about who they are, 
we respond by giving them stories . . . because 
stories—those memories—drive deeper into our 
hearts than any abstract proposition. 
They give us an identity.”


Sarah Irving-Stonebreaker, 
Priests of History





“We must absorb history . . . to know 
who we are and how we should act.”


Leszek Kolakowski
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1. Meet­ing



Phyllis Jeanne Strong and I are high the first time we meet—at 9,100 feet above sea level to be exact. It is Thursday, August 9, 1973.


I had my last final at the University of Denver the day before, on August 8. I will be graduating August 10 on the lawn in front of the towering, stately Mary Reed Hall which has been the landmark building on campus for decades. The reason for the summer commencement is that I had realized I could graduate in three years if I took a summer term to finish the courses I needed.


But this day between my last final and my graduation is free. A college buddy, Mike Clark, wants to see some people at Bear Trap Ranch (the Rocky Mountain campground run by InterVarsity Christian Fellowship). We had both been in the InterVarsity chapter at DU, and I was to start my new job with InterVarsity as campus staff in St. Louis the following week. Mike asks if I would like to come along for the ride. I say sure.


We drive for an hour due south from Denver on I-25 and then wind our way west up the Old Stage Road for about thirty minutes. The road twists as it rises three thousand feet above Colorado Springs. It’s a heart-stopping nine-mile drive for some. Since the dirt road is at times only one lane wide, cars often must stop to let oncoming vehicles pass. The curves can be so sharp that drivers can’t see around the turns. They need to honk their horns as they approach each blind curve to alert potential oncoming traffic.


The excitement of the drive is enhanced because no guardrails separate drivers from drops of several hundred feet into the otherwise picturesque mountain valleys. The only thing protecting cars from a rapid descent is a two-foot-high berm, a ridge of dirt and gravel along the downhill side of the entire road. This is created by road graders which service the road when rain and melting snow create deep ruts and washboard conditions.


The Old Stage Road is even more exciting in winter when it enjoys an abundance of snow and ice. But since this is August, no tire chains are needed, and Mike and I can forego that extra rush of adrenaline. In any case, since we have made the trip many times before, the two of us simply enjoy the scenery and the conversation.


Over the previous three years I had been to Bear Trap nine or ten times. That’s where InterVarsity held its fall and spring weekend conferences for students in Colorado, Wyoming, and New Mexico. At each conference I learned more about Bible study, about prayer, about reasons for faith, about leading small groups, about being a disciple.


Also in the summer of 1971, after my freshman year, I attended InterVarsity’s month-long leadership training program at Bear Trap with about seventy other students from around the country. Several of these later joined InterVarsity staff, became missionaries, or pastored churches. Some married each other.


One of the students who eventually became a pastor in New York was a couple of years older than me. He came from Lehigh Valley, Pennsylvania, and attended Bucknell University. Most students were from the central part of the country, so I asked him how he ended up coming all the way to Colorado when InterVarsity had other programs much closer to his home. He said it just fit his schedule better. Decades later he would write a number of best-selling books. His name was Tim Keller.


As Mike and I enter Bear Trap, we see the few dozen buildings, mostly small log cabins, which make up the ranch. These are situated in a small, narrow valley surrounded by peaks that rise one, two, or three thousand feet above the valley it sits in. I have climbed Sugarloaf, Devil’s Slide, and Mt. Vigil many times. Nothing is flat in Bear Trap. People joke that you always have to walk uphill anywhere you go. It certainly feels that way since the thin air in the high altitude makes breathing difficult for those who aren’t acclimated.


After Mike and I park and get out of the car, I am struck again by the sharp, cool air laced with the intense scent of Ponderosa Pine, Lodgepole Pine, and Spruce-Fir that populate Pike National Forest. It is at once fresh and pungent, penetrating everything. I always associate that smell with this place.


While Mike has his meetings, I am free to wander and chat with others. I bump into a friend who says I should meet Phyllis Strong because the two of us will be working together for InterVarsity in St. Louis. Phyllis was already part of Nurses Christian Fellowship, the nurses division of InterVarsity, and was staffing the camp then in progress at Bear Trap.


In a few minutes we are introduced to each other while standing with several people outside in a group between the dining hall and a large bell which sits up on two pairs of hefty, roughhewn poles. The sun shines brightly as it usually does at midday until the late afternoon clouds and rain roll in from the west like clockwork over the Rockies.


Phyllis and I chat for perhaps five minutes. I notice her wide smile and of course her red hair. She seems tall but it is hard to tell exactly because, it being Bear Trap, everything is on a slant, and I am on the downhill side of the conversation. I can tell she is older too, at least older than I am. I am just twenty-one and anyone over thirty seems very old. Later I learn she is twenty-nine.


Sometimes people talk about love at first sight, of an immediate connection, of sparks flying when they first meet someone. While I enjoy that first encounter, I have no dramatic reaction. And Phyllis doesn’t either. Maybe that is because our first meeting is so brief. Maybe it is the age gap. Maybe it’s just that sometimes there is no immediate flash of fire between two people.


As I step away, I don’t know that Phyllis and I will return together to Bear Trap many times—with four children in tow! I would likely have run scared if someone had told me.


I have no inkling of the massive impact this woman will have on my life over the next five decades. I don’t know the joy and fun she will bring to this guy who in college was nicknamed “the melancholy Frenchman.” I don’t realize how she will encourage my love for laughter. As someone who takes himself too seriously, I certainly don’t know that she will teach me how healthy (and funny) it is to laugh at yourself.


I have no idea that she will nurture in this introvert a habit for hospitality and for creating welcoming spaces for people. I would never have guessed how much I, who am so task-oriented, will learn from this consummate people-person. I am unaware of how much wisdom and compassion she has to teach a book-smart person like me.


I am clueless that Phyllis will show me ways to love others with the love of Jesus in a way that they will find so appealing. Nor do I know how she will teach me the importance of forgiving, of reconciling, of having adventures, and of taking risks.


I don’t know that this is the most alive person I will ever meet.










2. Beginn­ing



Right after graduation from the University of Denver, I packed up my books and belongings, and returned to Minneapolis. My parents had not come to graduation. My dad was well into his seventies at that point, and a thousand-mile trip for a one-day event was just not their style. When I got home, they pitched in to help me get a car—a new, light green, no-frills Chevy Nova. I was lucky it had a radio.


They weren’t thrilled with the idea of my working for InterVarsity—because as a Catholic my mom wasn’t sure about this Protestant (I called it “interdenominational”) organization, and because for my dad ministry wasn’t a “real” job. But they helped anyway.[1]


Just a few days later, early in the morning, I drove away from the only home I’d ever known. I had a sense of excitement about going out on my own and starting a new adventure. But I remember my parents standing together a bit forlornly on the porch watching me go. I sensed a certain sadness in them, perhaps because of their doubts about my job. Only years later did I realize another reason. Their last child was leaving home.


I drove to St. Louis where I was to work primarily with the InterVarsity chapters at Washington University (Wash U.) and across the river at Southern Illinois University Edwardsville. I spent the week getting settled. I stayed a few days with my sister, Mary, her husband Kirby, and their nine-month-old daughter, Kim, in their small house in Jennings, a community tucked between St. Louis and Ferguson.


My first official day on the job was Wednesday, August 15, 1973. I met with my supervisor, Paul Woodard, the area director for Missouri, Kansas, and Nebraska. He had interviewed me (yes, at Bear Trap Ranch) back in June. After hiring me, he and his wife Kathy helped me find a place to live. It was a large, old brick house just north of Forest Park (site of the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair). The three other guys renting it were current or former students in the chapter at Wash U.


My major orientation was at the end of the month, a four-day area team meeting held in Lincoln, Nebraska. George and Barbara Stulac, who were staffing the InterVarsity chapter there, hosted the group of ten or twelve of us. And of course, Phyllis was there. Though as part of Nurses Christian Fellowship she technically didn’t belong to the campus division, Paul had welcomed her and an NCF intern to the team.


Phyllis was the life of the party. She loved games and made sure we played a board game version of Royal Rummy, which I later learned was a staff-team tradition. It was cut-throat competition in the most fun way possible. She laughed and laughed when, in the middle of the game, George said with mock melancholy, “I’ve never won a game of Royal Rummy in my life, you know.” But he won that night.


During one of our work meetings, we were discussing some plan or issue when Phyllis voiced a different viewpoint from what others had expressed. “And,” she said, “I do so hesitantly because I respect you all so much.”


A bit later in the discussion I explained why I agreed with her, adding. “And, Phyllis, I’m sure you’re glad to hear that from someone you respect so much.” The group howled in laughter, just the effect I was looking for since clearly she barely knew me and couldn’t have formed much of an impression one way or another. But I was pleased with her half-embarrassed enjoyment at the joke.


Afterward I wrote my first weekly report for Paul. In it I summarized my experience at the staff meeting and gave one-sentence sketches of several who were there, including this: “Phyllis is a real looney-bin. I’m very glad she’s in St. Louis. She does the group good.”[2] I suppose I could claim to have a sixth sense for first impressions. The truth is that Phyllis was just so transparent, so open, and so without guile that everyone could see what a joyful free spirit she was.





Just a few weeks later, Phyllis taught me for the first time. The topic was caring for people in times of trouble, sickness, grief, and death.


In October and November Phyllis led a course at Memorial Presbyterian Church in St. Louis called Love That Heals which met one evening a week for six weeks. The material was developed by Bonnie Miller and other Nurses Christian Fellowship staff in the context of the medical world where people are frequently dealing with significant, sometimes critical, physical needs. What every nurse knows is that other deep issues often arise at such times. The seminar was designed, however, for anyone who wanted to learn how to care better for people emotionally, spiritually, and physically. (This course became the core of the eight guides in the Caring People Bible Study series that Phyllis developed in the early 1990s for InterVarsity Press.)


I attended each of the sessions and tried to do the homework as best I could. But most of it was outside my comfort zone. Yet the lessons I learned during that seminar (and of course reinforced by Phyllis over the years) stuck with me. “Visiting people in the hospital can be hard,” she said. “But even for someone in a coma or someone who is not responsive, their hearing is considered the last sense to go. You can still talk to them.”


We were to visit people in assisted living communities. “It’s not hard talking to old people. They love to tell their stories from the past. Just ask them about growing up.” And Phyllis told us, “Everyone wants to talk about themselves. They will feel cared for if you just listen. All you have to do is ask questions.”


The simplicity of this advice rang true. I was so much in my head in those days (as I probably still am), that connecting with people on a personal level was hard. I liked debating ideas and sharing things I was learning. To give people, in a non-threatening way, the opportunity to talk about themselves was unexplored territory for me, strange and intimidating. Phyllis made it all seem so natural in her presentation and in her example.


By that time we had already developed a pattern of cheerful banter. So about ten minutes before the first gathering of about thirty people, I walked up to the front to ask how she felt. “Oh, I guess I’m a bit nervous,” she said.


“Well,” I responded with a twinkle clearly glimmering in my eye, “you have every reason to be.” She was both shocked and delighted. That became a catchphrase in our relationship that always brought smiles to us.


The six weeks were eye-opening for me. I had little experience and less natural ability in showing empathy. The assignments each week to put what we were learning into practice felt as appealing as chewing charcoal. In truth, I was the one who was nervous.


John and Patti Strong also attended. John, Phyllis’s cousin, was like a brother to her since the two of them had grown up near each other. She instantly considered Patti a sister. After that first evening of the seminar, Patti said to Phyllis, “I saw you and Andy joking before things got started. What’s going on between you two?”


Suddenly and unexpectedly, tears began welling in Phyllis’s eyes. “Oh,” she said, “he’d never give me a second look.” It was true that nothing was going on between us, but Patti knew Phyllis well enough to sense something in her before Phyllis even did in herself.





The next month the two of us attended the InterVarsity Missions Convention at Champaign-Urbana, Illinois, held December 27-31, 1973. About 15,000 students, staff, and missionaries descended on the campus of the University of Illinois for the event which was held there every three years.


I had spent Christmas in Minneapolis with my folks and flew to O’Hare the morning of December 26. Several Greyhound-type buses were chartered to take staff on the two-and-a-half-hour ride to the campus. Shortly after lunch we loaded up and got going.


Soon snow started falling. About an hour into the trip, I could see from my vantage point on the right-hand window seat near the middle of the bus that a car a few hundred feet in front of us was spinning out of control. I heard the bus driver immediately downshift as he began to brake. But we were sliding with the back of the bus heading for the out-of-control car, which was going toward the grassy median. On impact the bus rebounded the other way. It twisted and immediately all the windows in the bus exploded. People were flying through the air and the bus landed on its left side in the grass just off the shoulder of the road. There was an eerie moment of silence before people began to pick themselves up. The bus driver began lifting people up to the door, which was now facing skyward.


I could hardly take in that two passengers were killed immediately, one of whom was Susan McClure, who had been sitting in the window seat across the aisle from me. A few others were injured and taken to hospitals. All of us were stunned. Arrangements were made later that day to take us to a hotel in Champaign. I called my parents to let them know I was uninjured, in case the story made the news in Minnesota. But it hadn’t.


The next day most of the others on the bus and I plunged into helping get thousands of students registered, settled in, and oriented to the week ahead. I suppose the idea was that for the moment it was better for us, if we were able, to be busy rather than dwell on the tragedy.


During the week I bumped into Phyllis, which was remarkable given the vast size of the conference. She was deeply concerned about me and so glad that I was all right.


The week immediately following the Urbana convention, InterVarsity held another conference in town for its three or four hundred staff. The idea was to save travel money since we were all together anyway. But we were so exhausted, I’m not sure how much it benefited us.


January 2 was Phyllis’s birthday. I had heard from other members of our team that she was not feeling great about this particular birthday, however. She was turning thirty. Perhaps being unmarried added to her discomfort. But I had already gotten a birthday card and a Baskin-Robbins gift certificate for her. So I found her in the crowd and quickly and quietly gave the envelope to her. “I know you’re not thrilled about your birthday, but I already had this for you and wanted to give it to you,” I said. She smiled broadly, of course, hugged me, and said she was happy to get it.


A few weeks after we got back to St. Louis, I called to say I wanted to get together for a meal with each of the InterVarsity staff in town, making clear in a lighthearted way that this was just to get to know everyone better. We found a day that fit our calendars—which ironically turned out to be Valentine’s Day, 1974. We met at a Chinese restaurant just ten minutes from my house and in University City where she lived.


Probably it was there that I first heard the outline of her life.




[1] I may have been the first active Catholic on InterVarsity staff in the U.S. While I don’t know for sure, I don’t know of anyone else who had been before me. This created some issues in fundraising for me. For example, I was grilled before the elders of Grace and Peace Fellowship in St. Louis, one of the more unpleasant experiences in my life. Because of my association with the Catholic church, they could not approve helping to support me financially even though they supported other InterVarsity staff in St. Louis. I was caught in the middle because my home church didn’t offer any financial support either as Catholics are not in the habit of supporting non-Catholic charities.





[2] Andy Le Peau, unpublished memo to Paul Woodard dated September 4, 1973.
















3. Becom­ing Sidebar: Shawneetown



What had been the shape of Phyllis Strong’s life up to the time we had our Valentine’s not-a-date lunch in 1974?


Thirty years earlier, the whole St. Louis area, like the rest of the country, was preoccupied with the progress of World War II. With 450,000 Missouri residents serving during the war, everyone knew someone in the military.[1] On January 2, 1944, Allied troops under the command of General Douglas McArthur landed at Saidor in Papua New Guinea, a major steppingstone in a new offensive against the Japanese. At that same time General Dwight Eisenhower was leading preparations for the D-Day invasion in Europe still five-months away. President Franklin Roosevelt, entering his twelfth year in office, was considering whether to run for an unprecedented fourth term.


The city was also preoccupied with the St. Louis Cardinals baseball team. In 1942 they won the World Series over the New York Yankees behind their young new star, Stan “The Man” Musial. Though they lost the 1943 Series to those same Yankees, Musial had had a banner year, leading the majors with a .357 batting average and being named the National League’s MVP. St. Louis was hopeful 1944 would be another strong year.


Gabe and Louise Strong were also hopeful about what the year would bring when their second daughter, Phyllis Jeanne, was born on Sunday, January 2, 1944, at 10:40 a.m. at Christian Welfare Hospital in East St. Louis, Illinois. Her sister Judy was five years older, with Diane following two years after Phyllis.


At the time of our lunch, both sisters were married and had three children each. Phyllis loved being an aunt to those kids. Judy and Ward Billingsley lived west of St. Louis, so she was able to see Diane, David, and Donna regularly (Dan coming later). Diane lived in Kalamazoo, Michigan, with her husband, Dick O’Day, and their children, Scott, Chris, and Kim (Keri coming later).


Gabe and Louise lived in Fairview Heights, Illinois, about a half hour east from Phyllis’s apartment in University City, Missouri. The two of them had moved there after living for many years in East St. Louis, which, as Phyllis often liked to say, was “that All-American City [having been given that honor in 1959!] where all the gangsters from Chicago migrated to.”


All three girls had gone to East St. Louis Senior High. When Judy graduated in 1956, the student body was about ninety percent White and ten percent Black. When Phyllis finished in 1962 it was about two-thirds and one-third. When Diane graduated just two years later, the numbers were about even with the trend continuing at a rapid pace.[2]


As had happened in Chicago and other parts of the country, in the 1950s and 1960s East St. Louis realtors had conspired with lenders in a discriminating practice known as redlining. Realtors mapped out who would live where, determined by race and ethnicity. Lenders helped enforce this by denying loans to minorities who wanted to move into White areas. White and Black people were both hurt financially by this process. Whites often sold their homes at a loss as the rush to get out of a growing Black area gained momentum. Blacks were hurt because of predatory lending practices and an inability to move where they wanted.


The only people who weren’t hurt were the realtors and lenders. Realtors made money regardless of who bought or sold a house, and the accelerated pace of houses changing hands during the transition period meant more commissions. Lenders gained for similar reasons.


Gabe and Louise moved out in 1964, either as part of this process or so Louise could be closer to Scott Air Force base where she worked, or both. In any case, the two of them thought it would be great fun to move without telling their youngest daughter, Diane, who was away at college. They didn’t sell the Baugh Avenue house but rented it. They could just imagine Diane’s shock in coming home to find another family living there. But the plan never came off.


While in Texas Diane had been trying to call her folks many times, but they never answered. In tears she called her sister Judy who explained everything.


Gabe Strong and Louise Sanders had both grown up in and around Shawneetown, Illinois, along the Ohio River, about 150 miles southeast of St. Louis. While Shawneetown is small and nearly forgotten, established in 1800, it was one of the oldest White settlements in Illinois, and home to the state’s first bank and second newspaper.[3] Lewis and Clark even visited it in 1803 on their way to Fort Massac.[4]




Shawneetown


Shawneetown was hit by three major floods: in 1898, 1913, and 1937. The last devastated the whole Ohio River Valley from Pittsburgh to Cairo, Illinois, leaving a million people homeless. In Shawneetown, only twenty of four hundred homes remained habitable. As a result, in 1938 the state and federal governments began to move the whole town inland three miles to what is now called Shawneetown. A small community of a few hundred remains at the original site, which is now called Old Shawneetown.[5]


References here to Shawneetown before 1937, then, mean the original community right on the Ohio River. Otherwise, references to Shawneetown after 1937 are to the new inland site. Old Shawneetown refers to the small remnant on the Ohio after 1937.





The Overlooked Boy


Gabriel Bourland Strong was born October 26, 1909, the ninth of eleven children. His father, John Strong, and mother, Dorothy (nee Crabtree), were married on September 6, 1893, in Gallatin, Illinois.


Gabe lived in Junction (five miles from Shawneetown) for some of his early years. When his mother knew she was dying, she asked her unmarried sister, Mary “Barlow” Crabtree, to care for her young sons, Gabe and Harrison. Barlow agreed. Gabe was nine years old when his mother died at age forty-seven. Years later, Gabe’s older sister Anita (Aunt Neat) told Phyllis with tears in her eyes, “I don’t know how Gabe has turned out to be the man that he is.” As Phyllis wrote:




When the time came for Barlow to take over, everyone knew who her favorite was. In the dead of winter she sent Harrison out with warm coat, hat, scarf, mittens. Gabe wore a light jacket that flapped open. The supply of candy that Barlow gave to Harrison was huge. Gabe had none. When Harrison and [Gabe] visited Barlow as adults, she greeted Harrison enthusiastically and for all practical purposes ignored Gabe.


As I listened to Aunt Neat, I too looked at Gabe, my dad, and thanked God for the man he turned out to be in spite of being an orphan, uneducated, and raised under the dark cloud of blatant favoritism.[6]





Though some of Gabe’s gruff nature may have come from such a difficult upbringing, he was largely able to shake off the ongoing ill treatment from Barlow and show his cheerful, gregarious demeanor.


Over the years he held various jobs including being a police officer, but he eventually settled in as a successful, long-time Electrolux Vacuum Cleaner salesman. “I don’t make a lot of money,” he would joke, “but I do win a lot of prizes.” These included dozens of clocks that infested the walls of Gabe’s and Louise’s home, clocks that were never quite synchronized. As a result, it took about three minutes from the time the first one chimed the hour till the last one finished.


Gabe loved making sales and charming his customers. As part of his in-home sales pitch, he would (to the shock of the homeowner) spread on the carpet some dirt he had brought with him in a paper bag. He would then proceed to thoroughly vacuum the carpet with the customer’s own vacuum. After that he re-vacuumed the same area with an Electrolux, showing by means of a paper filter that his machine sucked up dirt the customer’s vacuum had missed. That impressed many and sealed the deal.


Once Gabe told me with a sly smile that any vacuum would pick up more dirt after a first vacuuming because you can never get everything out of a carpet. Nonetheless, he was genuinely and thoroughly convinced of the superior quality of Electroluxes.


On one occasion Phyllis had several high school friends over after church. As they sat around eating pizza, one buddy standing in the kitchen and knowing Gabe’s enthusiastic opinions, delighted in baiting him by asking, “Mr. Strong, now tell me. Aren’t Kirby Vacuums just as good as Electroluxes?” That launched Gabe into a half-hour lecture that everyone at the table had to endure—except for the friend who had asked; he managed to saunter away with a half-smile on his face.


Gabe was a tall, gangly fellow even in his adult years. He could show a brusque exterior (even intimidating some of his grandchildren), but Phyllis and her sisters knew him to be soft inside.


The Judge’s Daughter


Phyllis’s mom, Anna Louise Sanders, was born on January 20, 1919, in Ridgway, about thirteen miles from Shawneetown. The family’s roots in Gallatin County in southern Illinois go back to Louise’s great-grandfather, James Sanders, who moved there after serving in the U.S. military during the War of 1812. (James’s father had come to the United States before the Revolutionary War, settling in North Carolina.)[7]


James’s son Eli, born on Christmas day 1818, continued farming in Gallatin County as his father had done. He and his wife, Nancy Jane McGill, were churchgoing people known for their hospitality and service to many in need in their community. Eli and Nancy also faced the hard reality of living in a time and place with limited medical care and limited knowledge of germs and viruses, for though they had twelve children, only seven survived to adulthood.


One of their sons, Francis N. Sanders, and his wife, Jemima McGee, built a log cabin and began by cultivating just six acres. Eventually that grew to one hundred and forty. They, like Francis’s parents, were people of the earth who had eleven children with nine surviving, one of whom was Louise’s father, William Solon Sanders (1872–1966).


Solon married Sara “Sadie” Agnes Morgan (1884–1947) and earned a degree from Illinois State in Normal, Illinois, before getting his law degree in St. Louis. He was elected county judge back home in Gallatin County for three terms from 1916 to 1928.


Once during Prohibition, Judge Sanders slapped a big fine on a man caught bootlegging. Since the man couldn’t pay the fine, he was thrown in jail. A couple of days later, the man’s wife and children came begging for his freedom. Though Judge Sanders had a reputation as being “tougher than a pine knot,” he paid the man’s fine himself and let him go.


Louise was the fifth of Solon and Sadie’s seven children with one being still-born. She was especially partial to her little brother Eugene (Gene). One day she showed her affection by pulling her infant brother off the middle of their mom’s bed, taking him and rocking him back to sleep in her own little rocking chair, nearly giving their mom a heart attack when she found them.


Louise and Gene had a mostly loving but often teasing relationship. He delighted in chasing his big sister around the house waving a dead mouse at her. Some years later she showed her affection by locking him in the family outhouse. This may have been due to Gene giving grief to Louise’s boyfriends, but in any case, he no doubt deserved it. The only problem was that Louise promptly forgot he was in there! When Gene discovered his predicament, he began yelling, but no one heard him. The only way he could get out was to break the glass window. Louise was even happier because Gene got in trouble for breaking the window while she got off scot-free.


The two of them encountered a true cast of characters growing up in Shawneetown. As Louise wrote Gene on the occasion of his twenty-fifth wedding anniversary in 1971:




Did you ever give any thought to the unique people we were privileged to know in Shawneetown—some of very humble background, like Peg-leg and his son “Wa-Wa”; some very distinguished like Judge Marsh Wiseheart. Remember his eloquent speech which he made every chance he got? I never did learn that dern “Gettysburg Address” Sarah Hannah tried to make me say letter perfect. I kept getting it mixed up with Judge Wisehearts’s “from the sunny coasts of Maine.” Then there were Soup Frailey, Stutz Calvard, and Ed Stanley—poor boys—they kept walking up over the north levee and couldn’t figure out how they got there.


Mary Demon, the old crab—couldn’t stand a kid’s ball in her yard or a coaster wagon with steel rims on the wheels instead of rubber tires. She had some good traits though—she could tongue-lash Laurie Rowan pretty good. John Rawson, deaf as a dead man, and a hump on his back. Gosh! I wish I hadn’t laughed at him. Do you suppose I’ll eventually grow a hump, too?


Cratzy Peoples sure was an interesting guy to talk to—or was it listen to? Do you remember Senator Bartley? And his player piano? And his, “Oh, Judge, the house is on fire” at two o’clock in the morning. If he’d called a few minutes earlier I might not have wet my bed, but he didn’t and I did—every night—and the house was not on fire, not once. Well, at least the senator never woke up over the north levee like Stutz and Soup and Ed—no sir—they were the common town drunks. How about Mamie and poor old Tommy Spear? By gosh I’ll wager he never started that argument again.


Do you realize there were only about 1200 people in our town and so far I’ve hardly got out of our block. Quaint? Unique? Different??? Ahhh—yes, Eugene, our town was indeed different.





Because Judge Sanders was also a justice of the peace, many weddings were held in the family living room, with Louise as witness. Before each ceremony he would give the couple a brief counseling session. Afterward, he’d always turn to the groom and say, “I officially appoint you head of the house.” Then he’d turn to the bride, hand her the marriage certificate, and say, “Now honey, you’re the neck that turns the head. If he ever runs off and leaves you, you tell me and we’ll go get him.”


Phyllis picked up this line from the many times her mom told the story. With a huge smile, she would tell anyone who happened to be around, “Andy may be the head of the house, but I’m the neck that turns the head.”


Judge Sanders lost his bid for a fourth term, just as the Great Depression was starting. He had trouble finding work but was finally able to get a job as janitor at the county courthouse—the very building where he had presided as judge for twelve years.


During the Depression Louise, at just twelve years old, had to pitch in to help the family. She began by sweeping, mopping, and doing dishes at Ruby’s Barbeque, bringing in three dollars a week for the family. She reluctantly left home at age fifteen to make some money by cooking, cleaning, and serving in the homes of the St. Louis elite. To get the job, she had to lie (totally contrary to her upbringing), saying she was eighteen.



Gabe and Louise


Louise began spending time with Gabe after the devastating Shawneetown flood of 1937. They had known of each other beforehand. But when they met again as adults (when Gabe was twenty-eight and Louise was eighteen), Gabe got up from his chair—and kept going up and up and up. Louise at 5’7” was struck by the lanky 6’5” man she now encountered. All of Gabe’s family were tall, with brothers ranging from 6’4” to 6’6”. (Ward Billingsley, himself of modest height, who married Gabe and Louise’s oldest daughter, Judy, in 1960, referred to Strong family reunions as “walking in the land of the giants.”)


Gabe and Louise were married in the home of Louise’s parents on January 16, 1938, and soon moved to East St. Louis. Judy was born nine months and five days later on October 21. That was a close one!


Phyllis followed five years later and Diane two years after that. Gabe’s and Louise’s marriage was, however, filled with contention. Both were strong personalities, and when the girls were young, Louise pushed Gabe’s buttons just a bit too often.


Gabe was sitting at the table eating a dish of ice cream and reading the newspaper. Louise thought it would be humorous to give the paper a flip while he was reading it. “You do that again and you’ll get a dish of ice cream in your face,” Gabe warned.


That was just the incentive Louise needed to flip the newspaper one more time. Gabe took aim with his ice cream, and he didn’t miss. Louise walked out of the room furious. Soon she told Judy (who as the oldest could have some understanding of what was going on) the sad news that the four of them would be leaving their Daddy and going to Shawneetown to live with their granddad, Judge Sanders.


Louise wrote to her father about coming to live with them, with explicit instructions not to tell her older brother Frank. Frank was a Presbyterian pastor about fifteen miles north of Shawneetown in Cottonwood, Illinois, where he founded a youth camp under the auspices of the Cumberland Presbyterian Church.


Years before, Frank had been an alcoholic who came home drunk every night. As a result, the family had given up on him. In 1940, as Phyllis later wrote, “One evening as he walked home with uncertain steps, swaying because of the alcohol in his body, the Holy Spirit came upon him. He knelt, almost falling to his knees, drunk. Miraculously he gave his life to Jesus and stood up sober.”[8] He never drank again and decided to give his life to helping young people so they would avoid the misery of his first thirty-five years. He was ordained two years later in 1942.


When Judge Sanders got Louise’s letter, not one for being told what to do by a daughter who was planning to leave her husband, he immediately contacted Frank. Within days Gabe and Louise were stunned to find Frank and his wife, Nova, on their doorstep at 1907 Baugh Avenue in East St. Louis. Louise had fond memories of riding the ferry boat Frank operated during the Depression on (what was then) the clear and beautiful Ohio River. But in this circumstance, she was not sure she was glad to see him at all.


The two couples sequestered themselves in the bedroom, away from the three girls, for a long time. When they finally emerged, Gabe had said yes to Christ and yes to staying in the marriage. Louise was not as sure. But later that day, while standing in their kitchen, Louise also gave her life to Christ. She told the girls they would not be leaving their dad.


A few days later Judy wrote her Uncle Frank a thank-you note for all he did for her mom and dad. Frank responded:




Dearest Judy Lou:


Received your very sweet letter today, and I was so happy to have it from you. I wouldn’t take any amount of money for it; and am putting it with my other prized keepsakes. And, Honey, I’m just as happy as you are that your Daddy and Mother are going to let God have His Way with their lives. I think they’ve both wanted to do that for a long time, for all of us have prayed that they would. But as you know, they’re both pretty stubborn, and it took even God a long time to bring them to their knees before Him. And I’m sure that God heard your prayers, too, and that perhaps He hurried things up a bit because of your prayers. As for thanking me, Honey, Uncle Frank is just glad he was the one God used in talking with them, and helping them to make the surrender to Him.





Uncle Frank was a hero throughout Phyllis’s life (as he was for Judy and Diane), and this often-retold episode was a landmark event for her and the whole family that shaped all that was to come—for generations. Phyllis often said, “God saved my parents, and he saved their marriage.” Gabe and Louise realized they had no idea how to be Christian parents. “They decided they had to raise us on their knees,” Phyllis said. As a child she often saw the two of them praying regularly in just that way for God’s guidance and grace in their lives.


Often Phyllis also looked back with gratitude to her mom’s mother, Sadie, a schoolteacher whose fragile health confined her to bed the last year and a half of her life. “For years [my grandmother] had prayed that her children would come to know Jesus,” Phyllis wrote. On her deathbed she begged Gene (who was called home from the military to see his dying mother) and Louise to tell her that she would see them again in heaven. But neither could do it. “My mom was too honest of a woman and knew that she would not. She could not comfort her mother with those words.”


Although Louise adored her mother, Louise rejected the Lord her mother adored. Grandmother Sadie died in 1947, just a couple years before the episode with Uncle Frank, without seeing her prayers answered. Phyllis, nonetheless, saw the impact of multiple generations in her life. “My spiritual journey,” she wrote, “was not only profoundly influenced by my parents but by my grandmother, who prayed fervently.”[9]


Though Gabe and Louise were different people after that critical day with Frank and Nova, their old patterns of relating to each other still popped up from time to time. Louise had a serious hearing loss from the age of nineteen and used strong hearing aids throughout her life. That may have contributed some to the volume of Gabe’s conversations with her.


Once during an argument, Louise just sat there calmly taking Gabe’s harangue over some issue. When Gabe was done letting her have it, she said, “You know that I’m hard of hearing, and I didn’t catch anything you just said.” After a moment of stunned silence and looking at his wife’s cute grin, Gabe burst out laughing and forgot what he had been so upset about.


Growing


The family began attending St. Paul’s Methodist Church in East St. Louis pastored by Reverend Farrell Jenkins. After a few years they switched to Edgemont Bible Church in East St. Louis (now located in Fairview Heights), which was a natural choice since Gabe’s brother, Miller, and Miller’s family were members there.


Phyllis remembered how even when they were scraping by financially, her parents were conscientious about sacrificing to tithe their income to the church and other ministries. And financial strains were real. When Judy was old enough to babysit, some of the money went to buy groceries for the family.


The little store on the corner allowed them to buy on credit, but at one point it got to be close to $100, a huge sum in those days. Louise laid down a mandate. “No more groceries until that bill is paid.” To make do, they ate oatmeal three times a day. Some years later when finances were more secure and oatmeal was again on the table, one of the girls responded in jest, “Are we poor again?” As it turned out, though, Diane couldn’t stand oatmeal the rest of her life.


Because they had so little, Gabe tried to earn a bit of extra cash by raising rabbits for sale. Once when Phyllis was quite young, she answered the phone. Afterward her mom asked her who it was. Phyllis, indignant and in full Elmer Fudd mode, said, “It wath a wong number. The lady asked if it wath the place that had chickens, and I told her, no, it ith the place that has wabbits, and she hung up on me!”


The house on Baugh Avenue was just down the street a few houses from a corn feed mill. Little Phyllis got to know the guys working there because even at an early age she regularly practiced her extrovert’s magic to charm chewing gum from them.


Diane was not so charmed by her sister’s sleeping habits. They shared a bed when they were young, and Phyllis was often an active sleeper. One time she had spread out so much on the bed that Diane only had one corner left to herself. As she sat there groggily trying to figure out what to do about her sound-asleep sister, Phyllis flipped one more time and knocked Diane onto the floor. Years later Phyllis would say of the two of them, “My parents used to call us Moose and Mouse.” Sheepishly she would add, “Guess who was Moose?”


Doctrinal disputes were not unknown on the block. At a tender age Phyllis learned an important lesson in interfaith discord, a lesson that stuck with her and had an impact even into adulthood.




I remember an argument between the Catholic and Protestant kids in the neighborhood about who would go to heaven. The conflict heated to a degree only possible when six-year-old theologians do battle. I feared not only the rapidly approaching impasse but began to wonder if any of us would come out of this one alive! The day was saved by one Catholic friend who announced that no matter who is right and wrong, she was sure Jesus would not want us to fight about it. We all agreed and went back to play in the sandbox.[10]





The family’s limited finances also meant getting a television was out of the question. The three sisters found ways to play and have fun with each other, neighbors, and cousins without the “boob tube” to entertain them. But when Phyllis was about ten someone took mercy on them and had a small, black and white TV delivered anonymously. Louise thought Uncle Charlie had sent it, but they didn’t know for sure.


They were soon watching the popular variety shows of the day hosted by such stars as Dinah Shore, Perry Como, and Milton Berle. Westerns were also all the rage. Even though the “Wild West” only lasted twenty years from 1870-1890, it had had a profound impact on the American psyche. Television picked up where the movies of the previous decades had left off. Phyllis loved dressing up as a cowgirl and watching The Gene Autry Show, Hopalong Cassidy, The Lone Ranger, and The Roy Rogers Show.


Despite their circumstances, Phyllis was especially delighted with one Christmas morning. Though they could not afford a lot of expensive toys, her parents bought a stack of board games. The whole day the family had tremendous fun playing them all.


Phyllis’s passion for board games and card games marked her whole life. She may have seemed competitive, but what she really loved was the trash talking and the thrill of taking a big risk to win a game. The next day she would hardly remember if she had won or not.


Even if her parents were now redeemed, Phyllis apparently was not yet entirely sanctified. Once her mom told the three of them to pick up all the toys, clothes, books, and games that were strewn around the house. Judy and Diane got right to it, but Phyllis continued to lie on the couch sucking her thumb.


“Phyllis, why aren’t you helping your sisters pick up?” her mom asked.


Phyllis took her thumb out of her mouth long enough to say contentedly, “Judy and Diane are already doing it, Mom.”


Louise promptly excused Judy and Diane from pick-up duties, and Phyllis had to do the rest on her own.


Her parents’ values and commitments came through in the way they were disciplined. When Diane was five or six, she decided it would be great fun to break some sheets of cork her dad had in the back of the car. When he found the pile, he asked Diane if she had broken them. She told him no. But before she could run away, he asked Phyllis, who promptly ratted out her sister! “I didn’t do it. Diane did.” (As Diane said cheerfully decades later, “Phyllis had a dark side. Who knew!”)


Gabe proceeded to tell Diane that he was not spanking her because of the damage but because she had lied to him. He swatted her once (which according to Diane didn’t really hurt that much). But that night when her mom got Diane out of the tub, she called Gabe in and calmly showed him a red mark on Diane’s backside—just the size of his hand. He was shocked. He clearly did not have a sense of his own size and strength. He vowed never to lay a hand on any of the girls after that, and he never did.


Their dad, however, continued to emphasize the importance of telling the truth. If it was a missing cookie, a broken flowerpot, or a bent fender, he always required the truth. “Tell me the truth, and you won’t get punished,” he would say. This made such an impression on Phyllis that it carried through into her own parenting decades later.


How to appropriately punish indiscretions is a quandary every parent faces. One time a sixteen-year-old Phyllis and a boy from youth group ended up running through the yard and into the house throwing clumps of grass at each other. As they careened through the dining room, they accidentally knocked a chair into the curved glass side of her mom’s cherished china closet. (This was the same china closet that Phyllis inherited after her mom moved out of the Fairview Heights house, and the same china closet that Phyllis’s grandson Gabe crashed into fifty years later, also breaking the curved glass. That episode likewise involved a chase with his brother, Luke, pursuing Gabe through the house.)


Phyllis dreaded having her mom find the damage. After Louise came home, she calmly walked into Phyllis’s bedroom and said, “Hand over your driver’s license. You’re not driving for the next three months.” Since Phyllis loved to drive, this was about as painful a punishment as her mother could have devised. Her dad had to take her everywhere now.


About a month later, however, Gabe said to Louise, “Would you quit punishing me and give that girl her license back?” And so it was that Phyllis’s sentence was reduced to time served.


Extended family was never far away. Uncle Gene and Aunt Dot lived nearby with their son and daughter, Dale and Daryl Jean. Gene had met Dot in 1946 after he returned from the war, which included service at the Battle of the Bulge. Dot was going to have dinner at a restaurant with friends when Gene happened to enter at the same time. He did a double take, sat down with them, and decided immediately he wanted to get to know Dorothy better. After dating a couple of weeks, he introduced her to his big sister, Louise.


When he did, Dot looked at Louise and after a moment said, “I know you. I’m a nurse at Christian Welfare Hospital and took care of your baby in the nursery when she was born two years ago. Phyllis was my favorite!” Gene and Dot were married just four weeks after that.


The two of them lived in a small apartment that was part of Gabe’s and Louise’s house on Baugh Avenue. They were close enough, though, that Louise could yell through the heating vent, “Coffee’s on,” and the two would come over. When their oldest, Dale, was born, three-year-old Diane let everyone know, “He can be the Dale, but I’m still the baby!”


The three girls were especially close to the family of Gabe’s brother, Miller, who had three boys, John, Bob, and Gary (later calling himself by his middle name Michael). They were near the same ages as Phyllis and her sisters. The six children spent so much time together growing up that they were like brothers and sisters.


Louise could crack wise with the best of them and often did. She was well known for her humor which could be barbed at times. As I wrote elsewhere:




Louise Strong, my mother-in-law, was a blunt-spoken, hard-smokin’ woman from southern Illinois who died several years ago at age ninety-one. If she had an opinion, which she often did, she was not afraid to share it.


She grew up with five siblings, including her sister Bertha. The two of them were regularly at odds. While Bertha helped Louise get a job at the local Air Force base, she was anything but pleased that Louise kept getting promoted while Bertha did not. In turn, Louise didn’t look very kindly on Bertha wearing the same color dress as she did to the wedding of Louise’s oldest daughter.


Then there was Bertha’s ability to make sure those in the family knew the indiscretions of everyone else in the family. Even some time after Bertha died, Louise still held a distinctively acerbic perspective on her sister. “Why, Bertha,” she told me, “had a tongue that could sit on the front porch and pick grapes in the back yard!”[11]





When it came to politics, Louise always said she was not a Republican or a Democrat. She was an independent. She simply voted for the best man. “It just turned out,” she’d say with a wry smile, “that the best man was always a Republican.”


When recounting how the little boy of their neighbor Ethel kept taking the toy truck of Louise’s little brother Gene, Louise said, “Every time mom had to retrieve that truck, she gave Ethel a piece of her mind. It’s a wonder she had any mind left.”


One year Phyllis and I brought our pre-teen children to Fairview Heights for Thanksgiving. Judy and Ward also brought their kids as did Dick and Diane. Everyone pitched in to help feed the crowd. Afterward Louise sat in her favorite chair to take a break and a smoke while others did all the cleanup. Amid the noise and chaos that still swirled around the house, she looked at me deadpan, cigarette in hand, surveying the aftermath of hosting the extended family for the meal, and said, “Well, Andy, the only thing worse than having it is not having it.”


A few years later when our son Phil was a young teenager, he asked Louise, “Did you ever wish you had any boys, Granny?”


“Yes,” came the immediate reply. “Three times!”


Despite the façade she would sometimes put on, she was clearly a devoted mother, committed to helping meet the needs of the family. To pay for an eye operation for their youngest, Diane, Louise went to work at a department store, W. T. Grant.


In 1957 (with the help of Bertha, as mentioned) she became a key-punch operator at Scott Air Force Base near Belleville, Illinois, about twenty miles southeast of their home. In the early days of computing, processors filled whole rooms. Data was input by cards about twice the size of a smart phone. The information was encoded via a series of holes that were punched into the cards. The computers read these and stored the information on large reels of electronic tape since hard memory was very expensive. Though she lacked a college education, Louise became responsible for organizing the tape library because data was being lost and tapes were inadvertently being copied over.


During the years Phyllis went to Longfellow Elementary School and East St. Louis Senior High, the family continued to attend Edgemont Bible Church which was associated with the Independent Fundamental Churches of America. Later Phyllis would joke that because of the group’s separatist ways, IFCA stood for “I Fight Christians Anywhere” or “I Fellowship Completely Alone.”


Even as a high school student, Phyllis knew that refusing to associate with other Christian groups was the wrong choice. One year the church held a weekend conference on the theme “Separation from the World.” She saw that “separation from the world was not the issue. Rather, the speakers were advocating separation from brothers and sisters in Christ. The list of other Christian groups to avoid was long. They did not cross their doctrinal t’s or dot their i’s quite like my particular church. So instead of fighting the enemy, they were fighting each other.”[12]


Not only would such churches refuse to relate with those who disagreed on various points of doctrine, they practiced “double separation.” They wouldn’t associate with those who did associate with such groups. So even though they had much in common doctrinally with Billy Graham, they condemned him because he included Catholics in his evangelistic events. As was said, “They disagreed so strongly with him that they wouldn’t even eat Graham crackers!”


Nonetheless, the church had a strong influence on her. She heard many missionaries who came to preach at Edgemont when she was growing up. She was particularly struck by one missionary at her church who told of the heartbreak he felt leaving his young daughter behind to go overseas. At the time she wished she could have such spiritual courage and strength. Though working full-time for the gospel was always an aspiration, she later realized that forsaking one’s children was not the way to go about it.


When Jim Elliot and four other missionaries were killed in 1956 trying to reach a remote tribe in Ecuador, the Christian community and much of the world were stunned.[13] The missionaries had been attempting first contact by Westerners with the Huaorani people, a violent, fiercely isolated group. The news hit twelve-year-old Phyllis and her home church with force. Martyrdom was not just something the early church faced. The call to sacrificial commitment was a twentieth-century reality.


Phyllis also grew as a leader. Though the church believed that only men should preach or be deacons, Phyllis never felt like she was unable to do whatever she wanted for and with the church. She was active in the high school youth group and was even the president of the group her senior year. She was such a force to be reckoned with at church that a family adage was, “If God and Phyllis can’t do it, . . . Phyllis can!”


Five years later the church even gave financial support to Phyllis out of their missionary budget when she started working for Nurses Christian Fellowship. While fundamentalist churches would often give support to missionary couples, it was not standard practice to support single women in the same way. Perhaps she got a pass because she would be working with nurses who were exclusively women in that era. Sometimes single missionary women were also given more latitude to engage in ministry. Perhaps because she had grown up in the church, they simply knew, loved, and trusted Phyllis for her strong commitments and engaging personality. Perhaps Phyllis was fortunate enough to grow up in an era before women in ministry became such a hot-button issue among conservative Christians. Beginning in the 1980s the complementarian movement arose and limits were more consistently imposed.
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