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Roar and Stillness:

California as Home

1957 to the Present

IT IS THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT, THIS NO-TIME when I awaken unsure of where I am for a moment. Then the senses retrace it all once again. It is June into summer mode. Jasmine’s last blossoms, no breeze, the air of desert valley, dry with its sharp drop into night chill. Stillness with a small roar of creek water over a weir two houses away. Now a rustle of palm leaves, a screech owl calling. The smell of dust. It’s home.

How did I get here, and how have I managed to stay in one house for more than forty years, the child of immigrants who moved me from Canada to the Midwestern United States, who lived in fifteen different houses in the first thirty years of my life? Still married to the same man. Four children, seven grandchildren. Writing poetry in this roar and silence. I take a breath and retrace some more.

Back to Saskatchewan, where in my first months I am sheltered from the blizzards by six siblings in a teacherage. Back to the Ukraine, where my father lies on a dirt floor and listens to his father play the violin he made. Back to my mother’s Minnesota home, where her brothers discuss theology and plow black soil. They hold me holding these places, and when I leave, I carry them with me.

And when I marry and enter California, I spend my first night in the roar of Yosemite Falls. We arrive after nightfall, find a tent cabin, and gratefully lie down on cots, letting the sound of the June snowmelt cascade over us. It is an initiation of reverberation as the double falls crash into giant boulders and then churn their force into the valley’s river, the steep granite walls echoing. To sleep in such tremendous noise is to give up to something new and powerful. Eight months pregnant with our first child, the mild cramping I feel is more than a warning. My life is about to change.

Not that it is my first roar, but this is new. It’s not the thunder and tornado of the Midwest. Or World War II, or the revivalist preachers. This is the sound of an abundance that asks for awe. I have met the majesty of the mountains. I am about to live in a place where wilderness overpowers agriculture. Instead of me owning the land, marking it off neatly and cultivating it, the land seems to own me.

We spend three years in the Los Angeles basin while my husband does his medical training and two of our children are born. From there we move to this Great Central Valley, with its mountain ranges on either side, and beyond, in the west, the mysterious ocean. We have come to this state to try it for a year or two, and, like others, we stay. We find work, a children’s hospital for my pediatrician husband, a Mennonite community, some relatives, and the grand scenery.

The transition is challenging. The wilderness encroaches and threatens with wildlife, with its dangerous river rapids and the possibility of becoming lost. I could lose the children. The culture is a roar with its boomtown mentality, flabby buildings, loose dust, its history and lack of it. The experimentation is exaggerated in the 1960s when the children are small. As they grow they are a part of it, loosening themselves in the rivers, yet seeking bedrock.

The roar is fearful and fertile. The falls pour through canals into our subtropical desert valley and allow cotton and grapes to thrive. The roar is in the peaches and plums. We eat it with juice running down our chins. It is in the aching back of migrant workers. It is in the poems I try to write. How shall we live in this place?

Stillness is a particular gift in this valley; the mountain ranges bordering it allow a high pressure buildup, subduing the winds and resulting in many days of calm. Summer clouds are mostly held away, and we are given a blue enameled sky day after day from May to November. These are the months of a hush that turns into deep velvet evenings and a cathedral for morning birdsong. This stalled air allows the sun to slam down with temperatures in the 90s and 100s, undisturbed. In the winter the fog nestles and stays for days.

Perhaps it is the combination of hush and grandeur that helps to translate fear into awe. The mountain offers its silence and its constancy, even as it breaks down for us, its granite and vegetation, and its snowfields washing down into fertility. And so it offers me itself in the swelling grape and the fragility of the iris petal with its translucent purples and whites. It says, somehow, that holiness desires me.

California as place is a home of demand. Living in the presence of the mountains and a few hours away from the ocean’s tireless tug on our coast is to become more than you are. Stand beside the giant sequoia redwood trees, and you are convinced that you must live large. The way may be narrow, but the goal is wide. It is nothing less than God.

The Midwestern sky with its gifts and threats was an emblem of God in grace and judgment. That sky came with me to this place. But over there God could be controlled part of the time–by my good behavior, even by my belief. This California God continually asks for relinquishment; I am helpless.

So when I awaken in a June night by moth wing or my aging body, I am empty but not alone. My arms spread out in wonder that I am here. It is the posture I want to hold with my family, my church community, and my Fresno community. It is the way I must sit before the empty page to begin a poem. The night presses its immensity and mystery against me and knows me. It calls me by my name.
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My Father’s Joy:

How My Father’s Search Shaped My Life

1939 to 1970

THE DAY OUR FAMILY ENTERED THE UNITED STATES from Canada, all the flags were out. It was June 14, 1939, my sister’s fourteenth birthday, and my father teased her that the stars and stripes were in honor of her special day. We were traveling in two cars with drivers from the church in Mountain Lake, Minnesota, which had hired my father to be the new pastor. Nine of us in a heavy rainstorm that turned the gravel roads into mud, brown water splashing against the car windows, as though nature was testing our decision to immigrate.

At the age of forty-five, my father was switching vocations from country schoolteacher to become pastor of a Mennonite church. His joy in teaching the Bible as lay leader in the Saskatchewan church led to his decision; he also was weary of teaching eight grades in one room for more than twenty years. In addition, he and my mother were seeking, for their three oldest children, a high school education closer to home, which was not as available in the Dalmeny area of Saskatchewan, where we lived in the teacherage on the schoolyard out in the country.

Now we were becoming small-town dwellers in this undulating, green landscape, the streets shaded by maples, a park with a bandstand at the center surrounded by neatly kept stores. We claimed Mountain Lake without reservation. My oldest brother found a country school teaching position, and the fifty dollars a month salary from the church was padded with gifts of a cow, chickens, a smoked ham, and seeds for the garden. Three brothers and my oldest sister entered a flourishing public high school, complete with excellent choirs and a band, and my younger sister and I were students in Bible school, which once was called German school for its effort to preserve the mother tongue. In the church we were surrounded with kindness, new friendships, and familiar Mennonite ways of singing and learning.

I began kindergarten in the parochial school. It was a year filled with sensory images — much singing, an indoor sandbox, and the noise and enthusiasm of posthigh school Bible students playing Ping-Pong in that same basement space. Outside we played fox and geese in the snow and pumped our legs on the swings until we almost reached heaven. We heard Bible stories illustrated on blackboards with colored chalk. Here I learned both the English and German alphabets. I wrote my first poems in grade four, encouraged by Miss Rieger, then bound the five little poems with yarn from my mother’s knitting basket. We presented our voices in memorized pieces and songs in elaborate programs. In one of the Christmas programs little Samuel began reciting the poem “Ich bin so froh,” (I am so joyful) with quavering voice, then broke into sobs. The loving Miss Rieger carried his trembling body off-stage as we all began to sing “Joy to the World.” This event became a source of laughter at our family supper table, but I sensed its true meaning only later in life.

Our family move became more dramatic when our newly adopted country entered the war. After months of anxiety, my three older brothers, being draft age, received deferments because they were ministerial students. Blackouts, rationing, and battle reports from the radio clouded our household. The revivalists who came to our city to call sinners forward in this time of danger added terror to my life. While my father distrusted some of the ways of these evangelists, most of the town seemed to be mesmerized by the drama and skill of these preachers, whose music staff would introduce such songs as “Blackout for Jesus” while the local Buller twins hammered away at the marimba.

Soon after he began pastoring, my father became aware that he needed more training, and so he began a weekly commute to Minneapolis for Bible courses. He would take the bus on Monday and return on Thursday full of enthusiasm for his professors and studies. After his arrival from the bus depot, too late for our family supper, mother fried eggs and potatoes for him, and I would stand beside him as he ate, listening to his summaries and his joy, smelling the romance of cigarette smoke on his clothes and hair. Somehow the worldliness and sacred writings combined into something adventurous and wonderful, even as it was a confusion of what was forbidden and what was holy.

My father’s passion for learning moved us in 1945 to Kansas, where he joined two of his children at Tabor College to gain his own bachelor’s degree. This displacement just before sixth grade was jarring — a new public school, new friends, and a house full of college men where my parents were in charge. Twelve, going on thirteen, I was thrust into a “family” of college men who pounded up and down the stairs and had late-night escapades unheard of in our household. On this college campus I was exposed to the beauty of choral singing in the stained glass chapel, a taste of faith and the arts coming together, and witnessed the apparent joy of intellectual discussion as my father shared ideas and concerns with my siblings and fellow students.

Sometimes at supper, overwhelmed by his required courses, he would sigh and confess that he might not pass his class in genetics. I worried with him and for my sister struggling with new friends and geometry, and my little brother needing home-schooling after breaking a leg on the school playground. In this town I wrestled with the invitation to sing the lead role in “Hansel and Gretel.” My parents allowed me, now a sixth-grader, to decide, and my piety won out. This was too much like the forbidden theater; I would be a brave soldier for Jesus and give it up. Even now I ache a little when I hear Humperdinck’s heavenly duet, “When at night I go to sleep, fourteen angels watch do keep,” either for the beauty of it, or, who knows, the lost chance of a stage career.

On weekends my parents took us three younger ones with them to a house church in a town about twenty miles away where ten or fifteen people gathered to be taught the “true” Mennonite faith. Here I took catechism from my father. With his gentle teaching, I assented to the gospel without reservation, willing to “accept Jesus as my personal savior and to follow him,” yet I was terrified that I might be killed in a car crash on the narrow country roads on our way home at night. My baptism was arranged in special circumstances–we were moving back to Minnesota, where our church performed the ritual by pouring water over the head. The Mennonite Brethren (M.B.) required total immersion, and chances were that at Tabor College one day I might meet an M. B. to marry. Therefore, my father arranged for my minister-brother to immerse me in very cold water in front of several witnesses. Sometimes I still gasp in the memory of that “political” decision.
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