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To my dad and mom,
Amos and Sara Yoder—

You taught me how to butcher chickens, save money,
disc a field, have fun, bake bread, keep learning,
talk “Dutch,” write letters, can beans, tell stories,
feed lambs, fear God, and much more.
I love you both.


Introduction

As an Amish child, I grew up as much on stories as on cornmeal mush and mashed potatoes. Shelling bushels of peas on the front porch, we listened to old family stories from Mom, scary stories from my brothers, memories, imitations, and quotes.

Today, as a somewhat more modern Mennonite minister’s wife, I still, like my mother, feed my children mashed potatoes and stories. I repeat the ones I heard from Mom and turn our family escapades into tales to be repeated while washing dishes or snapping buckets of green beans on the front porch.

A story is much more than just a story, of course. It is entertainment, identity, interpretation, and lessons. This is who we are, this is why we do what we do, this is important, that is not, and don’t ever whack your brother’s finger with a hatchet like your dad did to Uncle Philip.

Writing essays about my life was a natural progression from storytelling. I write what I know: Oregon’s Willamette Valley, growing grass-seed, our Mennonite church, my Amish past, our old farmhouse, my minister husband and six children. I have found what is true personally is also true universally. Even when the reader may be very different from me in location and lifestyle, we connect on the basics—friendship, family, laughter, grief, solving problems, faith in God.

The chapters in this book do not appear in chronological order and are meant to be read one at a time. I hope they remind you of stories in your own life, to be recalled and pondered and eventually retold.


Priorities and People


Barbells for my brain

My three-year-old daughter and I had a typical conversation the other morning. Jenny finished her breakfast and gave a satisfied belch. “Cereal makes me burp!” she announced, grinning. “And pop,” she added.

“Pop?” I said.

“Pop makes me burp.”

There was a short pause, then Jenny asked, “Does wine?”

“Wine?!”

“Does wine make me burp?”

“I … suppose it would.”

“Every kind of wine?”

“Yes. Where did you hear about wine?”

“In my Bible storybook. There was a wedding party and there was wine.”

Another pause, then another question.

“When I’m four years old am I gonna drink wine?”

“No.”

“When I’m five can I?”

“Jenny,” I said, “even Dad and I don’t drink wine.”

“Why not? Huh? Why don’t you?”

“Because … um … you can get drunk if you drink wine.”

“What’s drunk?” she demanded.

I have been many things—dizzy, sick, pregnant, delirious—but never drunk.

“I think it’s kind of like being dizzy,” I finally said, feeling a bit dizzy with the pace of this conversation. To my relief, she dropped the subject, and I had a few minutes to recover before the next barrage of questions.

It was close to the same time that I started coming across suggestions for strengthening my mental abilities. “51 BRAINBOOSTING EXERCISES” an Internet link shouted at me. In Reader’s Digest, I read, “Shake things up. When your brain is stimulated, new connections are thought to form between brain cells.” It went on to encourage me to turn a book upside down and read it for three minutes, or to take a class, which would give me “more active brain cells.”

The job of being a mom is sometimes perceived, among those who have never tried it, as a dull, unchallenging routine of washing dishes and wiping noses. But if being forced to think in new and different ways improves your brain, we moms may have the sharpest minds of anyone.

When adults ask me questions, their brains follow the same tracks as mine: “Are you busy on Friday?” “What news have you heard from your sister?”

Jenny, on the other hand, seldom thinks the way I do, and answering her questions is like driving a tractor across plowed furrows. She appears beside me when I’m typing an e-mail message and desperately whispers, “Mom! What’s inside your lips?” When I’m studying a new lasagna recipe, she wants to know if the floors in heaven are brown. “How does rain make puddles?” she asks at the breakfast table—far too early, I think, for any conversation beyond “Pass the butter.”

While three-year-olds ask the most questions, older children challenge my brain in different ways. Amy, who is 14, surveys the world around her and makes pithy observations that I would never have thought of. “This is the difference between Oregon and Minnesota,” she told me, after a trip in December. “In Oregon, you say, ‘My aunt has a broom.’ And in Minnesota you say, ‘My aahhnt has a brum.’” I couldn’t have put it better myself.

Twelve-year-old Emily is an expert at what I call CBS (Clear Blue Sky) questions that force me to ask a dozen questions in return to figure out what she’s talking about. “How old was that Amish lady?” for example. Or, “What was that guy’s name?”

“Take a class,” Reader’s Digest instructed me. If learning new facts gives me more active brain cells, my two boys must keep my neurons snapping like a bag of Orville Redenbacher’s in the microwave.

Both Matt and Ben have had a series of obsessions, where they were stuck on one subject for a year or more and that consumed all their thoughts and conversations. And they could never seem to process what they learned unless they ran every detail by me first.

Matt began with animals, and I’ll never forget the morning he wandered sleepily into the kitchen and greeted me with, “Do you know what has the largest eyes of any land mammal? The horse!” Thanks to Matt, I learned about the relative size and habitat of the anaconda vs. the boa constrictor, the feeding habits of the Madagascar hissing cockroach, and the gestation period of the African elephant.

A few years ago Matt left animals behind and became fascinated with astronomy. He taught me that if I visited the planet Saturn, not only would I be unable to move around because I’d weigh so much, but I’d sink down into it because Saturn is actually a ball of compressed gas.

When NASA sent a small probe to an asteroid some time ago, I suggested to Matt that instead of trying to be the first man on Mars, he should be the first one on an asteroid. Somehow it seemed safer. “That wouldn’t work, Mom,” he said. “An asteroid is so small that I’d obtain escape velocity just by jumping.” What a thought.

Ben has passed through the geography phase, when he read atlases by the hour and kept me informed on how much the population of Calcutta had increased in the past 10 years. Now, at nine, he is into sports. Just in the last few days I’ve learned that Shaq was six-feet-six when he was 13 years old, that Magic Johnson made $500 million in his career, and that “Arizona State University and the United States have one thing totally opposite—one is ASU and the other is USA!”

I wonder what I’ll do to keep my mind sharp when they all grow up and leave home. Maybe then I’ll have to read a book upside down through my bifocals or go back to school.

Or maybe, if I’m really fortunate, I’ll have a few three-year-old grandchildren.


For better, for worse

I don’t know if it was the laughter or the vomiting that made that night unforgettable, but I look back on it as one of the finest moments of our marriage.

We had been married for three-and-a-half years, and I was pregnant with our second child. A vicious stomach flu was going around, and Paul had spent the day curled up in bed, his face a delicate shade of green. I don’t know if I had the flu or not, because, being pregnant, I was throwing up a dozen times a day, every day.

That evening, we tucked Matthew, who was almost two, into his crib, and then we went to bed. About 1 a.m., I heard Matthew retching in the next room. I rushed over to help him, but one whiff sent me flying for the bathroom, where I threw up into the toilet.

So Paul dragged himself out of bed and soon Matthew lay whimpering on our bed, Paul stood at the sink miserably rinsing sheets, and I continued to lean over the toilet, gagging.

When everything was cleaned up, we went back to bed, with Matthew in bed between us. Half an hour later, the whole depressing scene was repeated.

Soon, Matthew once again lay whimpering on our bed, Paul rinsed out more sheets, and I continued to heave into the toilet. We were almost ready to go back to bed when suddenly the whole pathetic situation struck us funny.

We stood in our cold bathroom, pale and thin and sick, holding onto each other for support, laughing and laughing.

I am remembering this sort of thing these days for two reasons. First of all, our anniversary on August 10 always makes me nostalgic, and, secondly, Paul and I were asked to give premarital counseling to Konrad and Shannon, a newly engaged young couple we know.

We consented, of course, but wondered how to distill the hard-won experience of 19 years into a capsule of wisdom to give them at this crucial time in their lives, how to prepare them for the inevitable tough times ahead.

With marriages dissolving all around like sugar cubes in hot coffee, launching a young man and woman into matrimony is a serious undertaking. We soon realized that there was no way we could tell them everything we’ve learned. We could, however, draw a few basic lessons from our own experiences to give them a solid foundation.

We also evaluated, as best we could, their readiness for marriage and were happy to find that they were better prepared than we had been. Most of all, we wanted them to know what love really is, that marriage is bigger than the two people involved, and that a firm commitment can keep them together even in the hard times.

Love has many definitions but too often, we feel, it is portrayed as nothing but a capricious emotion. I went to college with a young woman whose husband was in the military. After he came back from a tour of duty overseas, she said, “I was afraid that when John came home I wouldn’t love him anymore.”

“You mean, don’t you, that you were afraid he wouldn’t love you anymore?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “I was afraid I wouldn’t love him anymore.”

Seriously considering marriage at that time, I was horrified at the thought of having no control over whether or not I loved my husband. Thankfully, I learned that love is primarily a decision and a commitment. No matter how we feel, we can choose to love—to honor, to value highly, to be there, to sacrifice for and listen to.

And paradoxically, in this mundane soil of duty and forgiveness and unselfishness, feelings of love and romance are safe to sprout and grow.

As we talked with Konrad and Shannon, out by our picnic table, it was obvious that they were in love. (Konrad, I’m told, is especially obsessed, and has been known to pull Shannon’s photo out of his pocket and show it to perfect strangers.) We asked them, “Which of you tends to be more emotional?” and they looked at each other, exploring the universe in each other’s eyes for a long minute before they answered.

But it was also obvious that their love is built on more than their feelings. They were friends first, and Konrad was pretty sure that Shannon was who he wanted to marry. Yet, before he ever asked her out, he did some clearheaded and unromantic research, much like a prospective employer checking out references. He talked to Shannon’s parents, her pastor, her friends, even her old high-school principal. After they began dating, he encouraged her to do the same with people who knew him well.

“I like it,” Shannon said. “The more people I talk to, the safer I feel. It’s like we have all these people behind us, supporting us.”

This sense of belonging to a community was important to us as well. I have often felt reassured knowing that our family and friends are rooting for us, a safety net to catch us. At the same time, I know that the success or failure of our marriage will ultimately affect everyone around us.

We also were impressed with Konrad and Shannon’s ability to communicate. It amazes me at times that Paul and I are still happily together, considering how much we had to learn when we got married. Our communication skills were poor, and in many areas we had little in common.

But what gave us a framework to work things out was a rock-solid commitment to this marriage. Not only was our marriage part of a bigger community, it also was a separate entity, somehow larger than the two of us put together. We learned that it was worth sacrificing our own wishes for the good of the marriage.

We also took seriously the biblical concept that God intended marriage to be for life, and even if the other partner bailed out, we would be stuck with our vows until death, which made a powerful incentive to work things out. Since marriage was God’s idea, we knew he wanted it to work even more than we did, which was wonderfully reassuring when we seemed unable to find solutions on our own.

Nineteen years later, I consider my husband to be one of the best gifts I have ever received, and our marriage an environment where I can be myself and grow as a person like nowhere else.

Our feelings for each other change from day to day. Sometimes we love each other with a warm friendship, sometimes we’re sky-high “in love,” and sometimes we really don’t like each other very much at all. But our emotions do not change the basic commitment to our marriage.

This is what I want for Konrad and Shannon—a loving and joyful marriage that brings out the best in both of them. And, since difficult times are inevitable, I also want to see them determined to face those times together. As bizarre as it is, I wish for them the kind of experience we had that dreadful night in 1988.

Falling in love is nice, and staying there is better. But to have someone committed to being there and laughing with you when life hits bottom—it doesn’t get much sweeter than this.


For today, all is forgotten

Hoeing in the garden one afternoon last week, I found a nice-sized green apple lying in a corn row. Hmmmm, how odd, the orchard is a long way from the garden. I had inventoried my apple supply just the day before and realized what a meager crop was out there. We would be doing well to get a dozen quarts of applesauce, and we needed four times that much. So why was one of my precious apples lying in the garden?

I began investigating, and soon the reluctant truth came out. That morning, Ben and Steven, our two middle-sized boys, had finished weeding the hedge. Ben loves to play softball, so he suggested they have some batting practice. Furthermore, he got the bright idea to pick apples and see if they could hit them across the fence into the clover field.

“How many did you pick?” I gasped.

Oh dozens, maybe?

We will draw the curtain of charity over the rest of the scene, as Mark Twain once said, except to say that the boys’ punishment was greatly reduced by a strategical error on my part. I called my husband Paul for support and sympathy, and he started laughing. “I understand them so well,” he said, “because when I was a kid, I would spend hours hitting a rock over the clothesline with a broomstick.”

The prosecution thought this was irrelevant, but the judge overruled, and the boys received a reduced sentence of digging an extra half-hour beside the carport where we’re putting gravel in, plus a warning that they will pay for an equivalent amount of apples if I have to buy any to make applesauce.

I should be used to this sort of thing, as Ben is at the age when a boy seems to be all noise and awkward angles and disaster. He rattles the kitchen lights below him when he jumps out of bed or shoots baskets in his room, he drapes over chairs like a discarded bathrobe, and he seems to have forgotten how to actually sit upright. “But that’s the whole point,” he sighs when I tell him to stop doing things that make his sister scream.

But today, all my frustrations with him are forgiven and almost forgotten. Today, I am oozing with hugs and nostalgic affection. Today is Ben’s birthday, and he’s 12 years old.

I feel this same surprise with every child’s birthday: How on earth can he be this old already, and where has the time gone? How did Ben change so quickly from a cuddly little guy with a phenomenal head of dark hair into this young man with his first pimple who in just the last few months has come up to my chin, my nose, and now my eyes?

On each birthday, I reminisce about the labor and delivery. “You sure took your sweet time about coming!” I tell Ben. “Your dad and I walked the halls of that little hospital for hours. I wore this pink and purple bathrobe that I made myself and it was so pretty.”

“Interesting,” Ben says, his catch-all word for “I am trying to be polite here but this really does not interest me in the least.”

From there, I recount everything Ben has survived to reach this age. I recall the time he was the last child I pulled out of a van that had caught fire, the time he dumped camphorated oil on his head and into his mouth and had to have his stomach pumped, and the time he and his sister wandered off down the creek and got lost.

He has a 12-year collection of scars. One can still see where he fell down the steps and put his tooth through his lip, and a vivid white scar on his head shows us where his sister lost her temper and hit him with a bag of wood scraps and nails.

But somehow, by God’s grace, he’s made it to 12 years old.

Actually, as Ben pointed out to us last evening, standing by the piano and lecturing in his yellow-and-red pajamas, he was going to be 12 years old at 10:12 p.m. the night before we celebrated his birthday, since he was born at 12:12 a.m. in Ontario, Canada, which is two hours ahead of Oregon.

“Yes, Ben,” we said. “You’re absolutely right.” Ben is the most technical and mathematical of a long line of technical Smuckers, and we have learned not to argue details with him.

In my estimation, Ben has been a math phenomenon ever since he came to me at age seven and said he had multiplied 128 times 128 in his head and it was 16,384. I grabbed a calculator and checked. He was right. Having such genius in the house scared me for about two days. Then when I saw he was still whining about green beans for supper and absentmindedly putting the paper towels in the refrigerator, I knew he was still the kid we knew and loved.

Ben’s statistics keep us all informed and entertained. “There’s this baseball player that has a 10-year, $252 million contract. That’s $25.2 million a year! At one point, it was more than the salary of the entire Tampa Bay Devil Rays team put together!”

“I bet if you had a list of the world’s 25 tallest mountains, most of them would be in Asia because, like, there’s the Himalayas and then in Kazakhstan there’s some that are over 24,000 feet.”

Dealing with a telemarketer, he spouts, “Sorry, we do not have a TV and I realize there’s only two percent of American households that don’t have a TV, so bye!”

We never know what Ben will do or say next, whether he will make us laugh or learn or tear out our hair. But as his mom, I do know he has a few special statistics of his own—he is my second boy, my fourth child, the one who looks the most like me and acts the most like his dad, yet there’s no one else quite like him.

Tomorrow, I may tune Ben out when he quotes basketball numbers, grieve a bit for those apples, or yell upstairs in annoyance when the kitchen lights jangle like Salvation Army bells at Christmas time.
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