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Mom and me (age 7) gardening in 1959

PROLOGUE


One of the things I love most about being with my grandchildren is that they only know me now. So before I explain why I had sex with an ice sculpture and how my family helped push the Republican Party into the embrace of the Religious Right and chronicle my family’s complicity in several murders, let me say that my granddaughter Lucy has just turned two. She, along with my three other grandchildren, is my second chance now that I’ve carved out a spiritual identity as dramatically eclipsing of my former self as if I’d disappeared into a witness protection program.

My four grandchildren, Amanda, Benjamin, Lucy, and Jack, notwithstanding, I’m still prone to label people and ideas as my mother labeled them. Mom divided everything into Very Important Things, say, Jesus, Virginity, Japanese Flower Arrangements, Lust, See-through Black Lingerie (to be enjoyed only after marriage), and everything else, say, those things that barely registered on my mother’s To-Do List, like home-schooling me. So I’ll be capitalizing some words oddly in this book, such as Sin, God, Love,  and Girls, and also words like Him when referring to God. I’m not doing this as a theological statement but as a nervous tic, a leftover from my Edith Schaeffer–shaped childhood and also to signal what Loomed Large to my mother and what still Looms Large to me.

Blessedly, Lucy and Jack live only a few hundred feet up the street. I walk to their house every day and collect them for playtime. When it’s Lucy’s turn, she perches in my arms and talks to me. (Jack is six months old and pulls my nose and laughs a lot but isn’t saying much yet.) Lucy likes to be carried when we stroll back to “Ba and Nanna’s house.” (I’m “Ba” and my wife, Genie, is “Nanna.”) Lucy’s big brown eyes scan the eighteenth-century clapboard houses of our New England neighborhood to see which of the ubiquitous American flags are wrapped around their abovethe-front-door flagpoles “by the wind, Ba,” and which are waving free in the ocean breeze.

When we get to my house, Lucy commands me to read The Tale of Two Bad Mice by Beatrix Potter. It’s a story about two deluded mice, Hunka Munka and Tom Thumb, who mistake a dollhouse dinner laid out in the dollhouse’s miniature dining room for real food. When they discover that the lovely looking ham, fish, and pudding can’t be eaten, they smash up the plaster “food” in revenge and then spitefully ransack the dollhouse.

When she wrote the book in 1904, Potter couldn’t have known that her classic story would someday be an allegory aptly illustrating the delusion suffered by members of the American Religious Right. Some people who helped lead that movement—including me—were very much like Hunka Munka and Tom Thumb. We lived lives informed by beliefs that were not based on fact and that led to deep-seated resentments that couldn’t be cured because what we resented never actually happened. We took it as a personal insult that the real world didn’t conform to the imagined religious  “facts” that we’d been indoctrinated to believe in, and so we did our share of smashing.

My late father, Francis Schaeffer, was a key founder and leader of the Religious Right. My mother, Edith, was herself a spiritual leader, not the mere power behind her man, which she also was. Mom was a formidable and adored religious figure whose books and public speaking, not to mention biblical conditioning of me, directly and indirectly shaped millions of lives. For a time I joined my Dad in pioneering the Evangelical antiabortion Religious Right movement. In the 1970s and early 1980s when I was in my twenties, I evolved into an ambitious, “successful” religious leader/instigator in my own right. And I wasn’t just Dad’s sidekick; I was also Mom’s collaborator in her mission to “reach the world for Jesus.”

I changed my mind. I no longer ride around “saving” America for God, nor am I a regular on religious TV and radio these days. Nevertheless—like those two bad mice who later felt remorse and so put a “crooked sixpence” in the dolls’ Christmas stocking to pay for the damage they’d caused—I’m determined to acknowledge the destruction I contributed to before Lucy grows old enough to inherit the vandalized “dollhouse” that she’ll soon discover lurking beyond her childhood horizon.

 




Author’s Note: Much of the material that is to follow chronicles an intimate journey. Some people’s names and other details have been changed. Genie reads my manuscripts, gives me wonderful notes, not to mention her generous permission to “tell all” and put her up on my literary auction block time and again. And I’d like to say this about my mother: At age ninety-six and suffering from short-term memory loss (and sight loss owing to macular degeneration), sadly, Mom won’t read this book. But just before Christmas of 2010, we sat down together during a weeklong visit and I told her about my  project in detail—including that I was going to “tell the truth and let the chips fall where they may, Mom.” With a flash of her old self and a familiar defiant head toss, Mom said, “Go ahead; I don’t care what people ‘think’ and never did!” Given her memory problem, I should add that before it developed and before her eyesight failed, she read my other equally “scandalous” writing, including my novels and nonfiction works, which also drew heavily from memories that to some people might have seemed too private to share. Mom isn’t “some people.” I once got a letter from one of my mother’s followers telling me that, having just read my novel Portofino (a work of humor where the mother character, “Elsa Becker,” is like my mother in some ways), she was sure it would “kill your mother because of the hatred for Jesus that drips from your SATANIC pen!” Coincidentally, that fan letter (received in the early 1990s before I was using e-mail) arrived in the same post delivery as a note from Mom asking me for another dozen signed hardcover copies of that book so that my mother could send out more to her friends. Mom’s follower had signed her letter “Repent!” My mother signed her note “I’m so proud of you.” Attempting to unravel the mystery of how my mother managed to have attracted such “fans” and who she really was (and is)—a life-embracing free spirit—nagged me into writing this book. One other thing: No, I don’t remember every childhood conversation word for word as written here. I have, however, faithfully re-created the content and style of the sorts of conversations I did actually have. Lastly, in the first chapter readers of some of my other books will run into a few familiar facts. That’s because I need to set up this book for those readers who haven’t read my memoir Crazy for God. But I promise you that if you’ll take this journey with me (for better or worse), I’ll soon guide you into uncharted territory.






CHAPTER 1

Family Planning
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PHOTO: Mom (age 1) and her father in China, 1915


 




My biblically inspired sex education took a quantum leap in 1960. When I was eight years old, my mother handed me her diaphragm. I was standing at the window of her hotel room overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. We were on vacation. I’ll explain about the diaphragm once I set the scene by noting that while the children of lapsed Episcopalians, secular Jews, ordinary pagans, Hindus, and Frenchmen presumably went peacefully to sleep after their mothers read them Goodnight Moon or A Tale of Two Bad Mice, some of us reared in Evangelical families were tucked into bed after absorbing rather odd bedtime stories like this one.

“And the LORD spake unto Moses,” Mom said, in her most cheerful singsong bedtime-Bible-story-reading-out-loud voice. “And the children of Israel took all the women of Midian captives, and their little ones, and took the spoil of all their cattle, and all their flocks, and all their goods.... And Moses was wroth with the officers. And Moses said unto them, have ye saved all the women alive? Behold, these caused the children of Israel to commit trespass against the LORD. Now therefore kill every male among the little ones, and kill every woman that hath known man by lying   with him. But all the women children, that have not known a man by lying with him, keep alive for yourselves.”

“But, Mom,” the eight-year-old version of me asked, “how did they know which women hadn’t known a man?”

“Well, Dear, of course they checked,” said Mom as she reached over from where she was sitting next to me on my bed and gave my hand a friendly squeeze. Then, with her brightest, most encouraging these-things-are-hard-to-understand-but-trust-me-it’s-okaybecause-the-Lord-works-in-mysterious-ways-even-if-it-seems- crazy-to-us smile Mom added, “There’s a way to tell.”

“How?” I asked.

“I’ve already told you about that precious little barrier called the hymen.”

“But why did those women have to die?” I asked.

“Because,” Mom said, giving me another radiant smile, “in Numbers 31:9–18 it says that before the battle God told Moses to tell his soldiers to kill all the women who made the children of Israel commit the trespass of following after false gods. You see, Dear, to worship a false god is like going to a prostitute. And besides, anyway, everyone is supposed to wait for their Wedding Night, Darling, even Midianites. Goodnight, Dear.”

“Goodnight, Mom.”

Mom completed our bedtime ritual by praying with me. I prayed, too, and she kissed me, turned out my bedside lamp, and left my room. A second later Mom opened the door just wide enough to pop her head back in. Since my room was so small that my narrow bed filled most of it, Mom’s face was almost directly over me as she looked down and said, very matter-of-factly, “It is important that when you grow up, you avoid Strange Women.”

“I will,” I said.

“You know what happened to Solomon because of Strange Women.”

“Yes, Mom.”

Mom withdrew her head, but just before she clicked the door shut, she added that evening’s final instruction. “Marry a virgin, Dear. You don’t want your wife to spend the rest of her life comparing you to other men. You should be the only man for her.”

“Yes, Mom.”

“Sleep well.”

I’m not saying that this bedtime Bible story exchange was a usual conversation between a typical Evangelical mother and her eight-year-old son in 1960. Edith Schaeffer wasn’t typical. I am saying, however, that I know that I’m not the only person trying to get the ringing out of my ears from childhood overexposure to the bizarre collection of Bronze-Age short stories my family called “the Scriptures.” I know this because I’ve received thousands of notes in response to my writing about the impact of religion—even when that impact has been disguised as fiction in my novels like Portofino, Zermatt, and Saving Grandma—from people who were also raised by parents with a zealous sense of mission and who, like me, once honestly believed that every single word of the Bible was true.

People who say that they believe every word of the Bible (i.e., “Bible-believing” Christians and the more fundamentalist Jews) are not necessarily 100 percent biblical literalists. They believe that everything the Bible affirms is true because it is the “inerrant Word of God.”1 But that’s the grown-ups. From a child’s perspective peering out at the larger world from deep in the cocoon of a “Bible-believing home,” every word of the Bible is understood to be true in  ways that nothing else is or ever will be even if, years later, that child grows up and changes his or her mind. That former child’s grown-up incarnation may be willing to admit Nuance and Paradox, but the emotional “weight” of the absolutely true Word lingers. The actual words in The Word are still the very fabric of a whole private universe inhabiting those raised inside the hermetically sealed tunnel of absolutist faith, “truer” than all the other words he or she will ever hear, say, read, or think put together—truer than any later reasoned evidence. And on top of that the words of the Bible—or even a few notes of an old hymn—cast a shadow of bittersweet nostalgia that defies reason as thoroughly as a whiff of perfume reminds a man of his first lover and evokes a longing that cuts to the heart.

 



But back to my biblically inspired sex education: It took a quantum leap when my mother handed me that diaphragm. The view beyond the looming diaphragm was framed by the hills and bay of the picturesque fishing village and “Jet Set” hideaway of Portofino, Italy. While contemplating Mom’s diaphragm, I was trying to understand how God could have planned everything if Mom and Dad were picking and choosing when to have children. Mom had the answer: “Mommy and Daddy use this wonderful invention, but sometimes God leads me not to use it, and then He picks the marvelous egg and individual amazing sperm and the exact moment they’re conjoined so that the person He’s chosen from before the Creation to be born—for instance you, my Dear!—may fulfill His Wondrous Plan!”

So God’s Foreknowledge included His Foreknowledge of humankind’s ability to use rubber in so many interesting ways besides the invention of the tire. Thus, my parents weren’t planning anything by using contraception but merely doing the Lord’s Will by exercising their “Free Will.” According to Mom’s logic, the Lord knew what would happen, but He wasn’t bound by any path  He’d preordained. He could adjust His Plan, thereby changing His Will for your life by issuing factory recalls (killing people) or even changing His Mind (replacing people), but since He knew He’d do that, even when He changed His Mind, that, too, was part of THE PLAN. In that sense even God couldn’t outsmart God.

There are many passages in the Bible about God changing His Mind. For example, God sent the flood of the Noah’s Ark story when He “repented of” Creation: “The LORD was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and His heart was filled with pain. So the LORD said, ‘I will wipe mankind, whom I have created, from the face of the earth—men and animals, and creatures that move along the ground, and birds of the air—for I am grieved that I have made them’” (Genesis 6:6–7). In Exodus, God reserves the right to change His Mind: “Go up to the land flowing with milk and honey,” God says to Moses. “But I will not go with you, because you are a stiffnecked people and I might destroy you on the way” (Exodus 33:3).

God’s frequent mind-changing notwithstanding, Mom said that God knew everything about everything before He made anything to know everything about. God knew and/or planned—depending on how you interpret the interplay of Foreknowledge and Predestination and Free Will—that after The Fall women would conceive at the drop of a solitary sperm. Thus, God made fertility the Chief Punishment of women.

After expelling Eve from the Garden, God said unto the woman, “I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee” (Genesis 3:16). That didn’t make God mean, though, Mom said, because He also planned to (1) send Jesus to save a very few of His fallen creatures, including a very few women; and (2) pick the sperm and egg that would create Charles Goodyear so that Mr. Goodyear would discover the rubber vulcanization process, which he patented in 1844.

So, according to Mom, God Ordained and Foreknew that a few of us would be forgiven our Sins because we’d adopt Correct Calvinist Theology and also that in the mid-1880s German gynecologist C. Haase (using Mr. Goodyear’s discovery) would invent a rubber contraceptive device with a handy spring molded into the rim. Therefore, it turned out that God changed His Mind about punishing at least some women by Predestining Protestant women to space their children and if they were Reformed Calvinists, too, He’d also chosen them to be of The Elect—that is, “elected” (chosen) to go to Heaven.

Thus, my family was fortunate. We were Protestants living after the rubber vulcanization process was invented. That meant that Mom was only punished four times—five if you count her miscarriage—unlike Roman Catholic women who, even after rubber was invented, still got punished dozens of times because the supposedly infallible popes (filling in for Jesus during His unexpectedly long absence) rejected God’s Plan for the Rubber Vulcanization Reprieve.

Anyway, Mom’s miscarriage loomed large as an example of God changing His Mind. Luckily for me, my parents had “tried again,” as Mom put it, and had me. I was especially lucky because Mom was forty at the time. “I’d never have tried for a fourth child at that age except for the fact I lost your brother and we wanted a son,” Mom said. Though, “luckily” is the wrong word. As Mom always said, “Real Christians don’t believe in ‘luck.’ The Lord is in charge, so we never use that word because it’s a denial of the Sovereignty of God.” So, according to Mom, I should rather say that her losing my brother was providential.

 



I always wondered what my older brother was like or, rather, would have been like. My three sisters were all so much older than me. I would have liked any sibling close enough in age to be a  friend rather than more like a second mother. Still, I believed that in Heaven everything we can’t understand now would be made clear. For instance, we’d not ever be able to figure out why my older brother was stillborn or even why—when I was two—I’d contracted polio and so had to wear a leg brace. And Mom would explain Dad’s “Many Weaknesses” by saying that she was sure she was supposed to learn something from “putting up with your father but will only really understand what it is, someday.” All these things would be made “clear later, in Heaven, Dear.”

Heaven was a long way off, and meanwhile I would have liked someone my own age to play with. I never blamed God, though, because I always assumed that any problem I had with the way things were was due to the fact that my “knowledge of the big picture” (as Mom called everything of “eternal significance”) was incomplete and that “only in Heaven will we fully understand” why, for instance, billions of “unsaved” Chinese, Mormons, Muslims, Jews, Episcopalians, United Methodists, Unitarians, Anglicans, and Roman Catholics—even the “wrong sort of Presbyterians”—were going to Hell with no second chance, let alone why my older brother had died.

Heaven would solve everything. Mom said, “Your bad leg will be perfect in Heaven!” She said that there would be no tears in Heaven. But Mom still cried when she told me about the doctor letting her hold my brother before he “took him away.” And Dad was at his most gentle with Mom when she told and retold the story of the stillbirth, how she was in the little Swiss chalet we were living in back then when the “baby came too early” and how she got on her knees and “prayed and wept before the Lord when the contractions started, but His answer was ‘no’ and He took him.”

Mom also said that one good thing was that the miscarriage had helped her better understand her mother. “Mother had something worse happen to her,” Mom would say. “Her son died at one  year of age when she was in China. They just fed him rice water as ‘medicine’ because this was long before antibiotics, but the poor little boy died. You see he had dysentery. I had to lose your brother before I really understood why Mother cried so hard, even many years later whenever she spoke of this.”

It was a dreadful and awesome thing to know that even if I couldn’t “fully understand until we get to Heaven,” nevertheless somehow my life was possible because Mom had delivered The Other Baby two months early and he died for me as the doctor “did all he could but failed because God had other ideas—in other words, You, Darling—and besides we weren’t in a hospital.”

When Mom talked about my older lost brother, she often shed tears. “He had all his fingers and toes,” she’d say. “He was so beautiful. His little face was so sweet! I think he would have been my most beautiful child. His fingers looked as if he’d have been a great pianist, so long and graceful! He had a full head of hair just like you did.”

My brother was growing up in Heaven instead of with us. Or was he? Did babies in Heaven grow up? My sister Susan said that they all were “the same age as everyone else is in Heaven is,” which, according to her, was thirty-three, the age she said Jesus was when He was resurrected.

“Mom, Susan says my brother is the same age as Jesus,” my six-year-old self said.

“Susan can’t know that, Dear. We won’t know those sorts of things until we get to Heaven.”

“But if he’s still a baby, who will take care of him?”

“Jesus said that the little children should come to Him so we can be very sure that He is tender with all the little ones.”

“But he can’t have accepted Jesus because he was too little when he died,” my preoccupied seven-year-old self said.

“Yes, but he was also taken before the age of accountability, so he hadn’t sinned yet.”

“Not even by original sin?” the theologically precocious ten-year-old version of me asked.

“We won’t understand the balance between Free Will and God’s Foreknowledge until . . . ”

“We get to Heaven,” my thirteen-year-old-smart-ass self muttered while completing Mom’s mantra.

“Don’t use that tone when talking about the Things of the Lord, Dear! He has a Wondrous Plan for your life, and you know that, even if you are in a temporary state of youthful rebellion,” Mom said.

She was right. I did know that God and I were inextricably entangled, and I still know that, no matter what the fifty-eight-year-old version of me says that I believe or don’t believe on my agnostic days. And I still know that God will “lead me” in ways that I’ll understand only in Heaven, no matter what I say to the contrary, even when I’m in an atheist frame of mind or when I hold forth to other enlightened people (at least “enlightened” in our own minds) speaking in an we’re-all-too-smart-to-take-anything-at-face-value progressive code that presumes that anyone who disagrees is a backward rube.

 



Back to Family Planning Day. It unfolded like this: Mom glanced up from reading Girl of the Limberlost out loud and said, “We space our children.” The “we” she was referring to were all Saved Protestant fundamentalists in general and We Schaeffers in particular. Then Mom whispered, “You see, Dear, they don’t believe in family planning like we do. Those poor Catholics live in such terrible darkness.” Mom looked pityingly at the large family sitting next to our family on the Paraggi-Portofino beach. We’d been  curious about the twelve children, their ages ranging from one to twenty (or so), attached to the boisterous “Obviously Very Roman Catholic Family,” as Mom had labeled the overflowing happy tribe lounging on assorted deck chairs.

The Paraggi beach is a narrow strip of sand about three hundred yards long by twenty yards wide, and when we Schaeffers were vacationing there, two hundred or so deck chairs filled the beach. They were arranged in rows so close together that each chair nearly touched the next. The view of the turquoise bay and gnarled pine trees, stark and dramatic as they clung to the rocky cliffs above the water, was magnificent. Vacationers sat under red-and-blue umbrellas emblazoned with the Martini & Rossi and Campari logos in a sort of seaside version of airplane seating. In Italy, going to the beach was a social occasion shared with people who had no sense of personal space. It was inevitable that in such close proximity we’d spend hours comparing others to our family, mostly unfavorably but also somewhat enviously. My sisters Susan and Debby were amusing themselves by trying to figure out the Very Roman Catholic children’s ages. Dad, as usual, was ignoring all of us, eschewing deck chairs and lying face down on a towel roasting in the sun while reading back issues of Newsweek and the Sunday School Times.2


Besides having a dead older brother, I had three very much alive big sisters: petite, ineffably kind, intellectually brilliant, and easily-moved-to-tears-by-the-plight-of-The-Lost Debby, seven years older than me; athletically powerful, almost-as-holy-as- Mom, and incredibly creative Susan, ten years older than me (who later in life would become an enlightened educator and have children who would found wonderful schools); and as-beautiful-as-Mom, always cheerful, sparkling, and lovely Priscilla, fifteen years older than me, who vomited any time she got upset, which was often because Dad had made her work as his secretary from the time she was thirteen and yelled at her when she mixed up the filing of his letters. (Priscilla got married when I was five, and by the time of the Diaphragm Vacation, she was living in St. Louis with her husband, John, who was in seminary.)

Unlike my sisters, who labored as coworkers in L’Abri from their early teens on, my relationship with my mother was defined by her being either too busy to know that I existed (bedtime stories and Bible stories excepted) and/or so overly solicitous as to virtually crush me in her embrace. You see, my sisters, being much older, had experienced childhood in America and then Switzerland before my parents’ ministry became wildly successful. So they had childhoods approximating “normality” or at least as normal a growing up as the daughters of American fundamentalist missionaries could have been. In other words for better or worse my sisters saw a lot more of Mom and Dad than me. By the time I was six or seven L’Abri was swarming. By the time I was twelve my parents might as well have been overbooked rock stars for all I saw of them. While my grown-up sisters tried to follow our mother’s example in The Work, I seesawed between wonderfully liberating neglect—no school and the freedom to run wild in the Alps while Mom did the Lord’s Work—and Mom’s sporadically hovering to an extent that would have put any proverbial “Jewish mother” to shame.

 



While we were walking up and over the lovely winding footpath that led from the beach to the adjoining Portofino bay, I asked Mom what spacing children meant. She motioned to me to slow  my pace. We paused and gazed out at the aquamarine sea as it stretched, glittering, to the horizon. Mom always said that “this view is the most beautiful in the world, except for the view of the Pacific Ocean from Big Sur in California, Dear, that I saw as a young girl.” I took a deep breath and was rewarded by what must be the most delicious combination of scents in the world, Big Sur notwithstanding: wild arugula and oregano, Bain de Soleil suntan lotion, gardenia scent wafting from the other side of the old stone wall separating the path from an adjoining estate, a faint hint of garlic and meat frying in olive oil wafting from one of the restaurant kitchens beyond the brow of the hill, balmy salty sea air, pine resin, and, of course, Mom’s ubiquitous Chanel N°5.

When Dad and my sisters were out of earshot, Mom explained the basics of contraception. This led to (yet another) discussion of how and why God might have chosen me to be born and not my brother, and that ended with (another declaration) that “we’ll never know the answer to that until we’re in Heaven.” A few minutes later Dad and my sisters strolled off to watch a fishing boat unload. Mom marched me up to her hotel room and, like a magician extracting a rabbit from a hat, pulled her diaphragm out of her toiletry case. “Mommy puts this up inside my Special Place so that when Daddy puts his seeds into me,” she said, “this stops them from swimming into Mommy’s womb and fertilizing the precious egg God created.”

This explanation set my mind on fire with thoughts of just where that actual diaphragm had been, which seems an unforeseen consequence, given my mother’s insistence that all sex “is wrong outside of marriage.” Did my mother really want me zeroing in on Male Vagina Obsession that young? Probably not given that our Puritan ancestors had been “battling the flesh” centuries before we came along and Mom constantly warned her children to  beware any temptation that could lead to Sex on the wrong side of the all-important Marriage Bed.

 



Mom’s Puritan forebears (on her mother’s side) sailed to America on the second voyage of the Mayflower. To gain passage on the Mayflower, you had to be an upstanding Believer with impeccable and “correct” theological views. And the essence of Puritan correctness was to brood over the Salvation of your Soul and to Worry about whether you were one of The Elect or not.

I was one with my forefathers when it came to The Worry part. The Worry was ever present, no matter what I thought or hoped I believed. I might have chosen God, but the big question was, had He chosen me? And one big indicator was if my “Flesh,” rather than my “Christ-centered,” nonsexualized self, had the upper hand. If it did, then maybe I hadn’t ever really been Saved or, worse yet, was never elected to begin with!

Mom’s ancestors (on her father’s side) also sailed to America early in the history of the colonies and were “real Bible-believing Christians,” as Mom would often say. Unlike Dad’s hard-bitten atheist German and “recently immigrated lower-class sadly very secular family,” as she always called them, Mom’s parents followed in the footsteps of her pious forebears. My mother’s great-great-grandparents became wealthy New England bankers, but in the late nineteenth century Mom’s parents renounced The World to serve the Lord and sank into the genteel soul-improving penury that’s the “gift” given those who “give up everything for the Lord.” In other words, my maternal grandparents were “called” as missionaries to China.

My mother, Edith Rachel Merritt Seville, was born November 3, 1914, in Wenzhou, China. She was the fourth child of George and Jessie Seville, who were serving in the China Inland Mission.  Mom’s parents gave her the Chinese name Mei Fuh, meaning “beautiful happiness.” Mom’s sisters were carted off to a mission boarding school, and one of them later joined the American Communist Party. The other married a mental patient who tried to kill her.

After serving as missionaries for many years, Mom’s parents left China in 1920 and sailed back to America, along with Mom and her two older sisters. “We had no money, but ours was not a poverty of spirit,” Mom often said, then added, “Not only did Mother and Father know and serve the Lord; my lovely parents were educated, refined, and spoke five languages. Their knowledge of art and literature just goes to show that you can be faithful to Christ, believe that every word of the Bible is true—which it is!—and be cultured too! Their only mistake was sending my sisters off to mission schools, and that meant they only saw Mother and Father once a year. The schools were very strict.”

Mom was (and is) extraordinarily beautiful. She had a “Mediterranean Italian Jewish look,” as my sister Debby once said, jet black hair, large sparkling dark brown eyes, a radiant smile, and a petite hourglass figure. But as if that weren’t enough, my mother also possessed so much natural energy as to make all those around her seem sedentary and earthbound.

When Mom was alone with us, she presented Dad to her children as her number one “cross” to bear as well as the “love of my life.” It wasn’t so much a “love/hate” relationship as a love/pity relationship. Mom was helping Dad improve and helping her children to understand that this was, as it were, her solo ministry within their joint ministry to The Lost. She said that she loved Dad, but also that my father had no sense of humor, a terrible temper, and “no taste in clothes.” She would complain that he “never plays with you children,” “doesn’t read for pleasure,” “shouts when he preaches,” “hasn’t  ever bought you children a present even though he always wants me to sign every card on the gifts from us both,” “can’t cook or even boil water,” and “made this bruise on my arm when he punched me last night.”

But Fran did “give up everything for the Lord” and also “stood up to Theological Liberalism,” which (for Mom) seemed to outweigh his many “Weaknesses.” Mom also said Dad was a passionate lover. “Which,” as my sister Susan dryly remarked to me many years later, “was a lot more than we needed to know.”

 



An Edith Schaeffer cult (made up of mostly born-again middle-class white American women) grew up around Mom’s books after she began to be published in the late 1960s. I’ve met countless women who say that they raised their children “according to Edith Schaeffer.” Of course, what they mean is that they raised their families according to the “Edith Schaeffer” fantasies they encountered in her books.

Mom went so far as to write several best-sellers with titles like What Is A Family? though our actual family was a model of dysfunction. However Mom was no hypocrite. She was just forgiving. The image of Schaeffer family happiness she painted in her books and talks was motivated by her genuine missionary desire to present us as “an example to The Lost.” And most of our family’s dysfunction was the result of my father’s Moods, or as Mom put it, “Fran’s Temper” and/or “Fran’s Many Weaknesses.”

Mom always seemed able to keep the reality of Fran’s Many Weaknesses isolated from Dad, as if they existed on their own and weren’t really part of the man she had married. Rather, they were caused by some wicked visitor who broke into our home from time to time and made Dad do bad things. So I grew up loving my father but being afraid of him when he became the raging  portal for that other visitor. Somehow my mother never wrote off the man she’d married, even though she was openly critical of him in petty ways, not to mention running down that “other visitor,” who, with frightening regularity, invaded the good man she loved.

 



Dad, Francis August Schaeffer, was born on January 30, 1912, and died on May 15, 1984. When Dad died, President Ronald Reagan wrote this note to Mom:
While words are inadequate to console you on your loss, you can take comfort in knowing that Dr. Schaeffer will be greatly missed by all who knew him and his work. He will long be remembered as one of the great Christian thinkers of our century, with a childlike faith and a profound compassion toward others. It can rarely be said of an individual that his life touched many others and affected them to the better. It will be said of Dr. Schaeffer that his life touched many and brought them to the truth of their Creator. In June of 1982, Francis last wrote to me and enclosed a copy of an address he had just given which described in moving terms that “final reality” which is God. Dr. Schaeffer drew all his strength and spirit from that source and shared that message with a waiting world. Now he has found his final home . . .


Ronald Reagan, 
The White House 
May 17, 1984






Dad is buried in Rochester, Minnesota. He died there following many years of on again, off again treatment at the Mayo Clinic. During those years (1977–1984) I often filled in for him on the bigtime American Evangelical circuit. I was already his young sidekick in the antiabortion crusade we’d launched. His illness extruded me  to another level of notoriety. If some group or other couldn’t get “Schaeffer himself,” it would settle for his “up-and-coming” son, who, it was rumored, had “inherited the mantle.”

When Dad suffered through his many chemotherapy protocols, or when my father hit bottom during the tumultuous ups and downs of cancer, cast down by “poor blood counts,” “platelets” that were “too high” or “too low,” and all those other bodily betrayals our family learned about the hard way, I’d be out there keeping the Schaeffer-Saving-America-From-The-Liberals road show going. I’d visit Dad in Minnesota, visit my wife and young children in Massachusetts (where we were living by 1980), and then hit the road—again. I’d do this over and over and spend weeks on end running around North America and speaking to huge audiences that had gathered to hear Dad but got me. For instance, I was the keynote speaker to 24,000 pastors at one year’s Southern Baptist Convention in the mid-1980s and to 15,000 religious media leaders at the Religious Broadcasters Convention. By the time I’d spoken to hundreds of groups and hundreds of thousands of people coast to coast, I’d gained a reputation in the Evangelical netherworld as a “hot” rising “star” and “anointed speaker.” Then I began to get my own invitations to the very biggest events, and by then no mention was made of Dad. I was “set,” except for the fact that I was becoming rapidly disillusioned.

 



Before those blood counts took their final dive, Dad decided he’d be buried in Rochester, somewhat oddly, since the only thing that brought him to town was cancer and the closest family member (me) lived 1,300 miles away and the rest were in Europe. He was buried in Minnesota notwithstanding the fact that we had a family plot in Philadelphia where Dad’s father is buried and another plot in Switzerland where his mother is buried. There were (and still are) seven empty spaces in those plots. Dad lies in splendid  isolation in a town that has no associations or history for anyone in our family, other than that he died there.

Rochester gave me the screaming willies from the moment I set foot on Main Street. It struck me as a sort of medical version of Lourdes, filled with the lame and terminally ill from all over the world who had staggered to this particular destination-of-lastresort full of hope and yet redolent of fear. The population (to put it mildly) appeared far from well. And hanging around this strangest place on earth, a nowhere town with more CAT scans and MRIs than parking meters, I, too, soon felt far from well.

The first time I visited, I was sitting in the lobby of a large hotel across from the clinic. I was eating lunch with Dad. An exceedingly pale elderly man who had yellowish skin and who was swathed in several overcoats and many scarves sat down across from us. He was dressed as if in Siberia—even though folks in the Midwest like to heat their buildings as if they’re trying to cook food in them. I mean use the room to cook with. (The restaurant was heated to what felt like 120 degrees.)

Moments into eating his meal the man pitched forward and crashed facedown into a large bowl of split pea soup. I was also about to tuck into the same soup “of the day” but paused with the first spoonful poised halfway to my mouth. He was hustled off into an underground passage that connected the hotel to the clinic. His removal via a gurney was expertly handled by some of the hotel’s staff. The waitstaff was well prepared for this eventuality. Gurneys and wheelchairs were parked in tidy rows by the allyou-can-eat (but probably don’t want to, given the condition of the egg salad) salad bar, along with the extra oxygen cylinders. The waiters handled the situation as casually as if they were refilling a guest’s water glass—rather refilling pewter imitation steins since the “décor” was Midwest/medieval, replete with fake suits of armor and restrooms marked “Maidens” and “Knights.”

I didn’t eat that soup. And the longer I stayed in town and the more I visited over the years, the more I was sure I had one or more fatal illnesses. After a year or two of virtually monthly visits, I was talked (by Mom) into getting a “full checkup since you’re here, Dear, and it’s a great opportunity.”

I spent five glassy-eyed days in neon Limbo shuttling to various departments for blood “work-ups,” scans, and probing. You see I was an “A-List” patient, so I got the full Mayo treatment. There were a number of born-again doctors there who were fans of my parents, so I got no ordinary checkup but, as one doctor proudly told me, “the same level of care that we’re giving the King of Saudi Arabia, who’s here right now, too.” (It was true; I’d seen the Saudi royal family’s huge jet incongruously parked in Rochester’s tiny airport three days before.)

There was one perk, though, or blessing or whatever you call it: Evangelist Billy Graham was a “lifelong hypochondriac” (as his wife, Ruth Graham, once told me over tea while Billy was getting a CAT scan), and so he was also at Mayo several times over the years. Dad and Billy and I met, or “the Lord drew us together,” as Mom put it. Our various meetings took place in the shadow of death and illness (real or imagined), so that made our comparing notes on our joint efforts to Save America seem all the more urgent. We alternated colonoscopies and chemo, checks for bad sunspots and worries over the size of our respective prostrate glands (mine was fine) with our dire predictions about where the Secular Humanists were “taking the country.” At other times we compared notes on whether this or that American president Dad and Billy had met with “really knows the Lord personally or is just faking it to get our people’s votes.”

 



Dad is still in Rochester, waiting for Mom’s body to be shipped from Switzerland to join him. As I write this, she lives across the  street from my sister Debby. As for poor old Billy Graham, his future burial arrangements are even less appealing than Mom’s.

According to a Washington Post story,3 a feud erupted in Billy’s family over where he and his wife, Ruth, were to be buried. Was it to be in Charlotte, North Carolina, at the Billy Graham Museum erected in the vicinity of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association headquarters? Or should their remains go to a small private site near their modest family home in Montreat? Franklin Graham, the (then) fifty-six-year-old “heir” to Billy’s ministry, insisted that the burial spot be at the $30 million, 40,000-square-foot museum that mimics the farm outside of Charlotte where Billy grew up. Other family members—including (the always sensible) Ruth Graham—wanted to have a quieter final resting place. The Post called the family “debate” a struggle “worthy of the Old Testament, pitting brother against brother, son against mother.”4


After Ruth’s death, Billy was trapped in the middle of the family feud and pondering what to do with her remains. The Post said Ruth had signed a notarized document with six witnesses, saying she wanted to be buried near her home. After her death her wishes were ignored, and Billy was talked into doing what Franklin wanted. Ruth was laid to “rest,” against her wishes, in what amounts to an amusement park for the greater glory of—what?

Franklin’s consultants had worked with the Walt Disney Company to create a large “barn” and “silo” as a reminder of Billy Graham’s early childhood. Visitors wishing to visit Ruth’s tomb (and/ or who wish to become an atheist in just an hour or two) pass through a forty-foot-tall glass entry cut in the shape of a cross   and are greeted by a mechanical talking cow. From there they walk on paths of “straw” through rooms of exhibits. At the end a stone walkway shaped like a cross takes them to a garden where Ruth lies (as will Billy Graham). The Post also reported that tourists have more than one chance to get their names on a mailing list and later be solicited for funds. Maybe Dad got off lightly. Come to think of it, Rochester isn’t that bad.

 



Anyway, my mother lives in a beautiful seventeenth-century Swiss chalet just up the road from where I grew up. Last time I checked she was in no hurry to be shipped anywhere. The ceilings are low and rest on heavy beams. The walls are paneled in dark honeytoned pine. The rooms are comfortingly cluttered with a lifetime of memories. Mom is surrounded by her books, art, records, CDs, and old photographs. She eats off lovely china settings that I remember fondly from my early childhood. There are always fresh flowers on the table. My paintings (which I gave Mom years ago as a “thank-you” for her supplying art materials) almost fill her walls floor to ceiling. Every silver teaspoon in her collection is in a little rack on the wall by my mother’s kitchen table.

This aesthetic bliss has been achieved by my sister Debby. My mother’s old age quality of life is made possible because of my attentive and generous sister and her equally kind husband (and professor of philosophy), Udo. Mom is fortunate to have a daughter like Debby. My sister has cared for our mother in a way that many older people might only dream about. And Debby is not wealthy. The care comes from love alone and is hands-on. For ten years or so Debby and Udo have provided our mother with this wonderful home across the street from their chalet. Debby has struggled to find live-in caregivers for Mom and has also provided her with a life replete with concerts, museum visits, lovely clothes, and reading out loud. Mom doesn’t look, smell (sorry, but  you know what I mean), or live like “an old person.” Debby has made sure Mom has remained herself.

Without Debby and Udo, I think that Mom would have died years ago. Actually, I’m sure of it. Debby has fiercely defended my mother against being “written off” by doctors, nurses, and other people who would not have bothered to care for her so well. Debby and Udo have attended to Mom as if they expected her to live—and live well—forever. And my sister Susan has pitched in long distance from England, too, with many long visits. My sister Priscilla (who lives less than three miles away) has had Mom stay with her for several days every week for many years, and her husband, John, helps Mom faithfully. (I live in America. I call and fly over and visit, but it’s my sisters and their husbands who “step up.”)

 



During the same approximate period of his life when Dad was visiting Rochester for treatment, inclusive of morbidly interrupted lunches, he was also visiting the White House and talking to (or lunching with) Presidents Ford, Reagan, and Bush Sr. By then Dad had developed a distinctive craggy intellectual look. But when I was a child, he just looked tough.

Dad’s voice had a metallic East Coast/Philly/New Jersey edge to it and went up an octave to a jarring screech when he preached. My father grew up helping his father clean out boilers and further contributed to his family’s meager budget by selling ice off a horse cart from the age of eleven while also regularly being beaten by his mother for the least offense. If whippings were Dad’s formative childhood experience, Dad’s formative idea of the Christian life—after he got “saved” in his late teens—was one of mortal combat for church turf via outdoing other Believers when it came to the one-upmanship of fundamentalist biblical correctness.

At Westminster Theological Seminary my father studied with his hero, J. Gresham Machen. He was Dad’s “favorite theologian,”  and years later Dad still kept a poster-sized sepia-tinted photograph of Machen pinned to the inside of his clothes cupboard. Machen had been kicked out of Princeton Seminary when it was “taken over by the Liberals,” as Dad called it. In 1937 Dad transferred to Faith Theological Seminary over another theological split among Presbyterians and graduated in 1938. This seminary formed after yet another split between the Presbyterian Church of America and the Bible Presbyterian Church. My father was the first student to graduate and the first to be ordained in a new superfundamentalist group, the Bible Presbyterian Church (BPC). Then Dad served in Pennsylvania Grove City and Chester and St. Louis, Missouri, as the pastor of various small churches. He soon left the BPC (another split over theological purity) and joined the Reformed Presbyterian Church, Evangelical Synod, a forerunner of the superfundamentalist Presbyterian Church in America, also formed by a—split.

In 1947 my family moved to Switzerland as missionaries to the Europeans, whom they rarely converted since neither of my parents could speak anything but English. Dad never learned to speak any other language notwithstanding his forty-year sojourn in Europe. So my parents ministered to American tourists and other English-speaking visitors. Then in 1954—after yet more splits with the home mission board—Mom and Dad were “led” (another way of saying they had to figure something out when they were kicked out of their mission over a theological dispute) to start their own ministry. My sense is that they did this with the feeling of relief experienced by a longtime renter who—at last—moves into her own house.

My parents theoretically acknowledged that there were other Real Believers, but (many church splits later) there seemed to be no one besides our family that they wholeheartedly approved of. We were different and (at least in the early fundamentalist incarnation of our family) sometimes smug in the rightness of our  difference. Since our family and my parent’s ministry—the work of L’Abri—represented the only truly theologically “sound” configuration of believers this side of Heaven, my sisters stuck around L’Abri even after marriage. Priscilla and her husband, John, returned to us from seminary when I was ten years old, and none of my sisters left home for good until many years later after L’Abri split up along the lines of various personality clashes. My three sisters encouraged their husbands—who had wandered into L’Abri as young men, got “saved,” and married a Schaeffer daughter—to join “The Work.”

 



Dad was the mere candle to Mom’s sun, the short, somewhat dourlooking James Cagney–type. He was the only child of working-class parents with a hardscrabble life story of modest success extruded from an unlikely beginning. Dad was a man who was “Led By God” to become a pastor but whose natural interests tended to art history, when he was not indulging his taste for full-contact “True Believers” versus “Liberals” theological blood sports. He was also a solitary person, thrust—by both his and Mom’s zeal—into a people-oriented ministry where he was swarmed day and night by strangers.

Mom was also in the wrong profession. She should have been a dancer with a Broadway career. This isn’t a guess but reflects something she’s often told me. My mother had wanted to be a dancer until her missionary parents put a stop to all such “worldly” notions. The strange thing was that Mom told me this several times with a sigh, while at the very same time passing on the exact same guilt-induced pietism to me that she’d been indoctrinated with.

As for me, I was outnumbered from the start. I was an American expatriate missionary kid wearing a leg brace (like some sort of ball and chain designed to invite curious stares) being raised in foreigner-hating Switzerland, an Evangelical fundamentalist in a  world filled with The Lost, and I had three older sisters who were much closer to the Lord than me. On top of that, my sisters and mother shared a secret—Womanhood—that I’d never be able to fathom, though not for lack of trying.

Mainly what I did was sacrifice along with my parents. We had no car, I had no real schooling (until age ten), we ate almost no meat, and this was all a sign of God’s Blessing. What we didn’t have or didn’t do loomed large and proved (to us anyway) that we were following God’s Plan for our lives.

Sacrificing-For-The-Lord was a pride-filled way of life. No owner of a new home, car, or yacht was ever prouder of his or her venal material possessions than we Schaeffers were of not achieving our fondest dreams. Mom’s father spoke five languages and “could have taught in a secular college, even at Harvard,” Mom said. But he didn’t teach at Harvard; rather, my grandfather taught in a series of small impoverished Bible schools after he returned from China, just like Dad didn’t pastor a huge church, “even though Fran’s a far better preacher than most,” as Mom claimed.

What we didn’t do suited us Schaeffers fine (even if some of us sighed from time to time over missed opportunities). We prided ourselves on how much our family had “given up for the Lord.” So Mom didn’t dance and instead had married a short man after the Lord showed her that together they could Save The Lost, even though “many tall handsome poetic men were interested in me,” Mom said. But as Mom also always added with (yet another sigh) when telling me what she’d given up for the Lord, “Worldly success is not what counts.”

 



While we Schaeffers were sacrificing everything for the Lord, discipline nevertheless had to be maintained. Both of my parents were resourceful spankers. They used belts, wooden spoons, hairbrushes,  and hands. Mom’s feeble “spankings” were a family joke, whereas Dad’s (mercifully infrequent) whippings raised welts. Susan was beaten more than the rest of us (mostly before my time) and even put in a sort of straightjacket Mom said she’d concocted out of a sheet in which Susan would be tightly wound until she was cocooned head to toe and then left on a bed—in the dark—for hours.

Our “spankings”—a nice catchall term to cover what were actually passionless, “this-hurts-me-more-than-it-hurts-you” beatings—were done in the open and accepted by all of us as normal, as such “discipline” was also accepted as normal by most people during the 1950s. There was no shame in a “firm hand,” as my parents’ version of child-rearing was called. Mom and Dad often even used to tell “amusing” stories about how they had punished Susan (who was far and away our family’s most “difficult child,” as Mom always said) for misbehaving in church as a little girl of five, when Dad was still a pastor in the States. When Mom failed to stop Susan from talking during his sermons, Dad would stop preaching, march into the congregation, pick up Susan, and head to the church basement, where he’d thrash her with a wooden spoon and then return to the pulpit. Mom always said how pleased the congregation was to have such a fine disciplinarian leading them as their pastor, and she talked about the churchgoers’ amusement at the “cute” sound of Susan’s wailing during these little demonstrations.
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