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  I dedicate this book to my mother and father, Trella and Paul Jacobs, whose influence permeated my entire life.


  FOREWORD
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  The people who have most effectively advanced God’s purposes in the world have almost always been cross-cultural hybrids. They “ride horseback”—in the words of West African poet-politician, Leopold Senghor—with one leg dangling in one cultural context, and the other in another.

  The history of God’s people is full of such characters. There was Moses who was able to accomplish what he did only because of his total immersion in the realities of both Pharaoh’s palace and Hebrew slave quarters. There was the Apostle Paul—and his Hellenistic-Jewish buddies, Barnabas, Silas, Timothy and others—who navigated with effortless ease between the worlds of Greek philosophers and Hebrew prophets.

  There was Martin Luther King, Jr., whose boyhood home in Atlanta, Georgia, was situated literally on the dividing line between black and white communities, planting deep within him the early seeds of a vision where both communities might build something new together.

  And, of course, there was Jesus of Nazareth, who has modeled for us most clearly of all what it means to be about God’s Kingdom purposes—on earth as it is heaven.

  Don Jacobs has been riding horseback his entire life, building cultural bridges between his Mennonite and Lutheran families of origin, between Western and African worldviews, between pastoral passions and academic pursuits, between Lancaster Conference rules and regulations and the East African Revival, between his roots in the Anabaptist story and his simple desire to love and follow Jesus.

  Luckily for the rest of us, Don has never wanted to ride alone. He craves traveling companions like few people I have ever met. He stops the horse, warmly reaches out his hand, and gently lifts us into a seat behind him. African church leaders, post-graduate professors, Lancaster bishops—all are welcome to travel along.

  I feel like I’ve been riding with Don for most of my adult life, ever since he modeled for me the clear possibility of being a serious anthropologist and a dedicated missionary, both at the same time. Now there’s a polarity not always or easily managed!

  Thank you, Don—in your life and on these pages—for inviting us on the journey. You have never promised fellow travelers a galloping leap through life on a sleek and handsome stallion. Riding with you is a bit bumpier than that, sometimes plodding along and taking detours to avoid potholes, but always focused on the One you have loved and served—the Suffering Servant who has offered us a donkey for the trek of life.

  Ride on, Brother Don, as you ride on with King Jesus! We’re hopping on the back and hanging on to your saddle.

  “Hosanna to the son of David who comes in the name of the Lord!”

  JAMES R. KRABILL

  Senior Executive for Global Ministries,

  Mennonite Mission Network


  Chapter 1

  TOUCHING HERITAGE
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  LOOKING FOR A PAST

  “Twila, look here!” I carefully lifted a rough brick from the dark soil and moved my hand across it with the tender touch of an amazed lover. My fingers explored every nick, every bump, every smooth section, while my eyes welled with yearning and hope. I knew it. “Twila, this brick is from Great-Grandma Susanna’s oven!”

  What was driving me, a 70-year-old man, as I forced myself into rough brambles covering an area on which an ancient farmhouse once stood? I was consumed by a compelling need to find and embrace a past that I never really knew, yet I hoped that, if I could somehow recover it, touch and feel it, I could better understand who I am.

  My sister Twila, scrambling among the sparse, half-buried bits and pieces that lay at her feet, and as excited as I, triumphantly held up what was left of a blue porcelain bucket. Twila, 15 years older than I am, like me, carried a strong desire to embrace a past that we never knew, but one that we could perhaps create and shape with a few shards of pottery that we could lay our hands on. The pot of the past was broken, we knew that, but in our mind’s eye we could see how one piece might fit with another piece. Together we dreamed of a past where our grandmother, the infant Almira Blough, saw her first morning, where she drank the milk of cows that grazed the pasture above the house, and how she grew up in that home with four brothers and four sisters.

  Twila, my partner detective, had recently discovered an old framed photograph of the Blough farm. Together we pored over this precious picture. We were always asking “Who?” That was what we wanted to know: “Who were these people who produced us? Who was that Mennonite housewife who baked bread in the farm oven, and who was her husband, Samuel, and that little one named Almira, our mom’s mother?”
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  Bishop Samuel and Susanna Blough Farm, near Johnstown, PA

  We had examined the dim photograph carefully. Dominating the scene is a two-story farmhouse on a slight rise. Between the house and the sturdy barn, stand several groups of people. My guess is that the picture was taken on a balmy Sunday afternoon soon after Bishop Samuel Blough’s death in 1883. I suspect the woman dressed in black was Susanna, his widow, my great-grandmother.

  Those trim and substantial buildings were set on a sloping hillside, on the steady, long rise from the Stoney Creek River on which the town of Krings was located, to the plateau of Richland, near Johnstown in Pennsylvania. I was drawn into the setting by the magnet of heritage.

  Pictures are good; exploring the site is even better. So Twila and I drove up the hill above Krings, turned into the lane to the left, around rhododendrons, some in full bloom, to the modern home of Attorney Robert Blough, our third cousin, I quickly calculated. I had never met him before, or his wife. Robert had managed to purchase almost all of the acreage of the original Blough farm and built his home on a small rise just opposite the site on which the Blough buildings once stood. Sitting on his porch, we were not too far from where the old picture was taken 120 years earlier.

  Twila and I were eager to cross the little brook to walk into history, our history. We were not daunted by inhospitable Appalachian brush. Using the photo, and with a bit of effort, we made out where the barn and house had stood.

  We climbed over rocks to locate the kitchen area. Just behind it were the remnants of a spring where the springhouse had been, so evident in the old picture. It was the back section of the house that interested me, where the kitchen no doubt was. It was not easy pushing the briars aside, but there before me lay a few bricks that must have been in the oven. Here was my connection with my past, a ruggedly shaped, red oven brick.

  I could see my mother, Trella Jacobs, as she tried to describe her own mother to us. Her reverence for her mother, Almira, was palpable. I was warmed by that thought as I held the brick in my hands. There is a love bond between generations, I do believe. I want to feel the tightening of the bands of love that connect me with my heritage.

  It was not that I needed to make that connection to be at peace with myself. That happened when Jesus moved into my life when I was a teenager and, by some inexplicable grace, lives on in me. That is my linkage with God. Without that, I am not “me” at all. However, my determination to link with my meaningful ancestors filled another need, a simple human one. In my missionary days I had focused my attention on being a son of God—certainly the most important—but I had simply brushed aside the fact that I am a son of a line of ancestors as well. In embracing my grandmother and her parents, none of whom I had ever seen, I felt that I was embracing my total human existence.

  I needed that connection with my ancestry. I had paid no attention at all to that element as I moved from one culture to another, from the hills of Pennsylvania to the grassy plains stretching to the east of Lake Victoria in Africa, teeming with zebras and gazelles, inhabited by cultures that I never dreamed existed.

  My life is a saga of needing to blend into new cultures, new situations, and new demands. Each of those many transitions changed me, some more, some less, but changed me, nevertheless. Now that I am well beyond three score years and 10, who am I? Is it possible to find out? Would finding out make any difference? I am not sure, but I felt that the missing strand in my life was an awareness of my ancestry. I had already pondered my life experiences; now it was time to braid all those strands with the ancestral strand, to produce an updated awareness of “me.”


  Chapter 2

  SHAPED IN HOME AND COMMUNITY
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  MY FAMILY

  In the year 1928, my parents, Paul and Trella Jacobs, already had eight children—Willard, Gerald, Twila, Erma, Merle, Dwight, Arnold, and Duane—more than the average at that time. Those eight may have seemed enough, but Dad and Mom went right ahead and had a ninth, me, then two more, girls—Roma and Dorothea. That was it, 11 of us. Dad had dual quips about his large family. The first, “I have five and a half dozen children,” and the second, “I wouldn’t take a million dollars for any of my children but I wouldn’t give a nickel for another one!” What made my family different from the average was not only its large number but the cultural elements that met within it. It was not the typical Johnstown home. Let me explain.

  THE BLOUGH LINE

  Some parts of our family culture were carried by the Blough line. My mother, Emma Trella Risch, traced her ancestry through the Bloughs, right back to Christian Blough, the immigrant during colonial times. He was born in 1710 in Berne, Switzerland. In 1750 he, a widower, and his four children arrived in Philadelphia. They settled in Lebanon County, Pennsylvania. Two of the sons pushed west and settled in Somerset County. One remained Amish; the other, Mennonite. I trace my Blough bloodline to both of them. The Blough family produced a large number of religious and civil leaders, one of whom was Bishop Samuel Blough, the father of my grandmother, Almira. It was his farm in the picture.

  The Blough family retained the customs, lifestyle, and language of their ancestors, using both High German for religious purposes, and Low German for everyday communication. Of course, they used English like other Americans as they sold farm produce in neighboring Johnstown.

  Bishop Samuel Blough’s daughter, our grandmother, Almira Blough, married Joseph Risch, the son of Wilhelm Risch, a Lutheran immigrant from Germany. Wilhelm and his wife, Margaret, bought a farm among the Mennonites, just south of Johnstown, where lay the best land out of the reach of the floods for which the city was noted. So a Mennonite Blough married a Lutheran Risch. Both families, the Bloughs and the Rischs, spoke German. Language seemed to be more important than denomination. My mother, Emma Trella Risch, was the youngest of three children born to this farm couple.
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  The Risch family. Joseph, my grandfather, is second from left.

  After Almira died of throat cancer at age 51, my grandfather, Joseph Risch, came to live with our family. He had a great impact on my older brothers, but I never knew him. He died two years before I was born.

  RELIGION, LANGUAGE AND CULTURE
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  Samuel and Susanna Blough family about 1890. Susanna, now widowed, is in the front row, second from right. My grandmother, Almira, is just above her.

  Samuel and Susanna Blough raised their nine children on a farm located only two miles from the dynamic, expanding, steel-producing city, Johnstown. The Blough family felt the pull of urbanity just at the time when the Mennonites in the area were switching to English. Consequently, of the nine Blough children, only one remained Mennonite, John Henry. My grandmother, Almira, as already noted, married a Lutheran, Joe Risch, but she was never baptized into the Lutheran church. According to my mother, even though Almira married a Lutheran, she did not become a Lutheran herself. In fact, she considered herself a Mennonite and insisted that she be buried in the Kaufman Mennonite Cemetery. None of her three children received Lutheran baptism as infants, nor were they baptized as Mennonites.

  THE JACOBS LINE

  My Dad’s side was also German. About 1873, a young German couple, Ludwig and Elizabeth (Koch) Jacobs, emigrated from near Frankfurt. Ludwig was about 23 years old; Elizabeth was 20. In America they settled in the burgeoning steel city, Johnstown, Pennsylvania, where Ludwig was employed as a steel worker. The steel company provided a house for them not far from the factory gates in the borough of Johnstown, in an area called Cambria City.
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  Elizabeth and Ludwig Jacobs’ wedding picture in Germany

  Sixteen years later, on Thursday, May 29, 1889, Ludwig just had to be among friends to enjoy the Memorial Day parade in Johnstown. Sloshing through the water was no issue for him; he loved marching bands. It seemed like the rain would never stop. It had rained for days. On Friday, May 30, a rare day off for him, he trudged the streets again, this time to purchase a dog license. Having pocketed it, he joined his buddies in the bar along the river. Suddenly, the violent waters from the broken earthen dam 12 miles upstream struck with deadly force. His body was discovered three days later, down river, identified by a dog license that he had in his pocket.

  As the dam broke, his wife, Elizabeth, then at home, managed to take her three-month-old baby, Mary, and the five older children and run to the hill behind their house. Darkness fell as the raging flood destroyed the city. As buildings and debris piled up behind the heavy stone railway bridge, fire broke out. The eerie light from the fires cast a hellish light across the scenes of destruction. It was a night of terror for the Jacobs family.
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  Recent picture of the stone railway bridge that figured prominently in the Johnstown Flood of 1889.

  Fortunately their house was not destroyed, but almost everything in it was, except for Elizabeth’s prized White sewing machine. It was a long three days until it was confirmed that Ludwig’s body was recovered, downriver.
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  The Jacobs children a few months after the Great Flood. My father, Paul, is second from left.

  Elizabeth, then 38, had to remake her life; there was no other way. She would need to depend heavily on her oldest son, Lewis, then 12, and on Lena, 10, to help her to get on with life. My own father, Paul, five years old, had no idea what was going on. It is a mystery to this day how she managed to raise her family without a marketable skill, without a steady job, in a “foreign land.” She certainly relied on prayer and hard work, along with some charity from her German friends who shared membership with her at the Zion Lutheran Church in Johnstown.

  Life must have been bitter for Elizabeth, far from relatives and the embrace of the German culture that shaped her in her childhood village of Langd, near Frankfurt. That was another world, one she loved but now a hazy memory. Shaken by tragedy, she moved into the future. She not only survived but managed to send her children to the Lutheran school. Eventually, she was able to move out of the company house into one that she purchased with money earned through custom sewing, cleaning, taking in laundry, and that sort of thing. She lived until 1948, age 96. We called her Grossmom. She was the only grandparent that I knew. My dad grew up without a father but with an extraordinarily resourceful mother.

  I remember Grossmom. Always slim and fit, and always dressed in black, she never learned English nor did she become an American citizen. The center of her life was God, her church, and her children. She must have had a strong faith to take her through the many hardships that she endured, a litany of pain. First of all, she left family, friends, and motherland to make a new life in America, and then buried her two firstborn daughters in American soil. In addition, she lost her breadwinning husband in the Great Flood. Then she experienced the tragic loss of her 11-year-old American-born daughter one year after the flood, a victim of what was then called diphtheria. On top of it all, her second son, Otto, was sufficiently crippled in his legs that he could not work as others did. As she grew older, she lived in her German Bible and prayed a lot. I think that her constancy in prayer bore fruit through the years. The world could do with more like Grossmom.

  That was the home that shaped Paul Jacobs, my father. He was the youngest of the three boys, all of whom were expected to pitch in and help support the family. The major bread-winner in the family, Lewis, the oldest boy, married and moved to Universal near Pittsburgh just about the time Paul, my dad, finished his elementary education. Paul, as expected, worked in the steel mill not far from the family house. He later supplemented his meager pay by opening a sandwich shop near the mill entrance. He was a born entrepreneur.

  As Paul grew older, he and his Lutheran friends formed a singing group which became quite popular, singing hymns and Christian songs. Riding the newly-built streetcars that fanned out from the city to the rural villages, Paul and his friends got into the Mennonite and Lutheran communities up on the high plateau south of Johnstown. There he met Trella Risch, a young farmer’s daughter whose ambition was to be a schoolteacher. They were married in 1909, 20 years after the Great Flood in which Dad’s father, Ludwig, drowned.

  Mom had been raised as a farmer’s daughter in a rural Germanic community. She married my dad, the son of an urbanized German. Their cultures were miles apart.

  Mom got nostalgic when she talked about life on the farm. Her own mother, the daughter of a prominent Mennonite bishop, had tried to keep one foot in the Mennonite community and the other in the more Americanized Lutheran community. My mother experienced the same dilemma. Even though she idealized her rural upbringing, the strongest urges in her life pulled her away from typical farm life to teaching school. Her hero was Lloy Kniss, a neighbor and her first cousin, who left the farm to pursue higher education. Her eyes welled when she told me of how wonderful it was to teach school like Lloy Kniss. When Lloy and his wife, Elizabeth, answered the call to be among the earliest Mennonite missionaries in India, Mom was thrilled.

  When Mom and Dad were married in 1909, they set up housekeeping on the Risch farm, where they stayed until Mom’s mother, Almira, died in 1912. Willard and Gerald, my oldest brothers, were born there. My parents tried life in Johnstown for a while but moved within a couple of years to the familiar Mennonite and Lutheran community, about seven miles south of Johnstown.

  Because she was busy raising her family, Mom could not continue teaching school, but she did teach piano at home later on. She became a housewife. But she could not content herself with that role only. One of her gifts was financial management. As Dad’s business ventures progressed, Mom served as his treasurer in both business and land transactions.

  CHOOSING A FAITH COMMUNITY

  When Mom and Dad married, they, presumably, did not take religious matters very seriously. In fact, for more than a decade after they were married, they did not make any congregation their church home but attended both Lutheran and Mennonite churches. Dad was baptized as a baby in the Lutheran church. Since he was an accomplished singer and song leader, he had a wide-open door among the Mennonites who, at that time, were moving from Amish-style chant singing to full four-part harmony. Dad was right at home with that. He was born with music in his blood, a Jacobs trademark.

  Neither Dad nor Mom ever told us how they came to know Christ, or how they felt about being Mennonites. They did tell us that they decided to wait to join a local church until their two oldest sons, Willard and Gerald, requested baptism. When the boys were about 10 and 12, Dad and Mom left it up to them to choose which church they wished to join. The boys decided to join Kaufman Mennonite Church because the singing there was much better than in the Lutheran church. There may have been other more significant reasons, but I never heard them. Anyway, I liked the story! When the boys made their decision, Mom decided to be baptized with them at the Kaufman Mennonite Church. She was 33 years old at the time. Hence, our family became Mennonite!

  FITTING IN AT KAUFMAN MENNONITE

  The Mennonite community represented by the Kaufman Mennonite Church extended a most gracious hand to our family. We were outsiders. Their welcome was a gift and a great comfort to Mom and Dad. I never heard a critical word about the church from either of them.

  Later, their older children—Willard, Gerald, Twila, and Erma—all baptized Mennonites, married non-Mennonites, one after the other. This must have puzzled the Mennonite community that Mom desperately wanted to be part of.

  Yet through it all, Mom retained a dignity and a faith that baffled me. She kept on teaching the Bible, writing her notes, never missing a Sunday at church, always reaching out and helping others. Admittedly, our home did not resemble a typical rural Mennonite home, not at all. Paul was a car dealer, an urbanite and unmistakably so. His work outfit was a full suit with vest. Mom was not comfortable in that world. She felt more at home, culturally, among her Mennonite “sisters.” She organized the Kaufman Mennonite Church Sewing Circle. When the women gathered to quilt, they switched into Pennsylvania Dutch, and Mom was right in there laughing at all the quirks and quips, enjoying it all.

  [image: image]

  Paul Jacobs, my father and a business executive

  I suppose being a Mennonite was not a stretch for Mom. As I noted earlier, she admired her own mother, Almira. She also had great admiration for her grandfather, Bishop Samuel Blough. She told us often of how he gave himself so completely to shepherding the flocks of believers around Johnstown that he actually worked himself to death, so to speak. She told us, in holy awe, of the time that he rode horseback through the mountains in freezing weather to officiate at a service. When he arrived, they had to remove him from his horse and thaw him out before he could minister to them. Mom was profoundly proud of her Mennonite grandfather.

  It was a different story for Dad when it came to things Mennonite. He had a romantic attraction to rural people and their way of life, but he had no capacity at all to be part of the Germanic Mennonite rural culture. But he was loyal to and attended the Kaufman Mennonite Church. It must have been difficult for the church to fully accept Paul. For beginners, he was a Jacobs. The Mennonites had been in that community for six generations but had not opened their doors very much to people who were not born Mennonites. The saving factor, I suppose, was that Dad married a modified version of a Pennsylvania Dutch woman whose grandfather was a noted Mennonite bishop. It also helped that Dad loved the music that Mennonites did.

  The Kaufman Mennonite Church never gave Dad a leadership role. They surely knew that he was a leader; after all, he ran a business that probably had more capital and employees than any of the members there could imagine. I think the reason was that even though they knew that he was a leader, he was not one of their own culture. He accepted his role as a song leader and did well. I never heard him complain. He did not hanker after acceptance. He knew who he was, and he was content. I chuckle when I think of how hard it must have been for the Yoders, the Shetlers, the Esches, the Holsopples, and the others, all descendants of cultural Mennonites, to absorb a Paul Jacobs. That they succeeded at all is a miracle of God’s grace.

  Evidently, none of this squelched Dad’s commitment to do his part as a member of the church. For example, when he installed an electrical system in his own house, he decided to do one for the church, too. That is how the Kaufman Church got its “Delco plant.”

  In the 1920s when Dad was prospering in his business, a plea went out to the American Mennonite community to supply funds to purchase tractors for Mennonites struggling in Russia. This struck Dad as a fine idea. He decided not to make a small donation but to contribute enough to buy one Fordson tractor all on his own. That fit his style.

  I believe Dad respected the local Mennonite leaders. I do not think that he admired them, however. The Mennonite leaders that he did actually admire were C. F. Derstine, a very gifted evangelist from Ontario; John L. Stauffer, the principal of Eastern Mennonite School in Harrisonburg, Virginia; and C. F. Yake and A. J. Metzler from the Mennonite Publishing House in Scottdale, Pennsylvania. Somehow Dad could understand these people, and they befriended him.

  In the late ’20s, when the Mennonite Church in North America was becoming more mission-minded, the call went out for every congregation to develop an outreach. That was good news for the Jacobs family who had attended the Kaufman Church Sunday after Sunday. Mom and Dad jumped at the opportunity and focused on “their field,” a community just two miles away called Carpenter’s Park, or Cambria Fuel, a company-owned coal town which drew immigrants mostly from eastern and southern Europe. Their cultures were so alien that rural Germanic communities like the Mennonites or the Lutherans were baffled by the thought of trying to relate to them.

  That did not deter Dad one bit. As the son of an immigrant himself, he had a soft spot in his heart for immigrants, regardless of their culture. He wanted to evangelize them. He invited a noted Canadian Mennonite evangelist, Clayton Derstine, to come and preach to these people. I recall distinctly that Dad rented the newly-opened community center in Carpenter Park for the event. I sat on the porch with my legs dangling. This was new!

  Quite a few young people were eager to attend a Sunday School, so Dad and Mom teamed with another couple, Lloyd Croyle and his wife, to operate one in the two-room public school. Lloyd officiated, Dad sang, and Mom taught. That’s where I grew up, surrounded by Ponacos, Kaltenbaughs, Santorums, and other strange family names.

  Apart from the Sunday school, we had no social contact with these recent immigrants. They had their school and we had ours. We were Mennonites, whatever that meant. We may not have known what we were, but we knew exactly who they were—“The Cambria Fuel Kids.” I learned prejudice by osmosis, or like one gets the mumps, by human contact. Being a Mennonite made it a little easier to know who the “foreigners” were since Mennonites were outsiders of a sort, too.

  I was slowly becoming aware of the fact that cultures can bind people together, but they can also divide people. Later I faced these issues in my missionary career. I think this was my initial introduction to what a tribe is. We were in one, they were in another, whoever the “they” were.

  LIFE IN THE JACOBS HOME

  At home Dad and Mom created an atmosphere of openness, fun, and excitement that we as a family enjoyed and which, I believe, blessed the community.

  I was two years old when a financial shockwave hit, the Great Depression. It marked a watershed in the life of our family, changing us from being well off to scrambling to press on with a life with no frills. Prior to 1930, we were considered wealthy. We had a large, fancy, electrified, Sears Roebuck house with indoor plumbing and a fenced tennis court, all quite modern. Dad had a prosperous car business in Johnstown; we also owned the farm across the road which Dad had purchased to develop as a middle-class housing project. He was a recognized business leader in Johnstown. The future looked bright, indeed.

  When the banks foreclosed, Dad had about 300 cars out, only partially paid for. Two hundred of these he had to repossess and bear the outstanding indebtedness on each one. Willard and Gerald, then in college in Goshen, Indiana, came home to help to rescue the business. They ran the parts department that grew and grew since people had to maintain the cars and trucks that they had. That helped to keep the company from failing.

  Our family had to tighten our belts again 10 years later as World War II clouds gathered. When the government initiated rationing to help the war effort, I saw Mom at her best, stretching everything to amazing limits. The challenge to live lean was good for us. Our little farm took on added significance. It became our source of supply for much of our food, from milk to potatoes. Since I grew up in that lean period I had no idea that life could or should be different. I was a happy boy.


  Chapter 3

  SCHOOL—A NEW CULTURE
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  TIRE HILL SCHOOL

  I attended Kaufman Elementary School for five years, all with the same teacher. All of us students were from the same basic culture—white, Germanic, mostly Mennonite. All the parents knew one another and probably even knew one another’s grandparents. Not so in the Tire Hill School where I was sent for sixth grade. It was only three miles away but 1,000 miles away culturally. I found myself seated among perfect strangers. I hadn’t the slightest idea who they were, and Mom and Dad knew absolutely nothing about their families. I was lost and a bit small because I was a year ahead of my age, having completed grade one before I was six, a fact that I was reminded of every school year.

  I soon discovered that the guys spent almost all of their recesses playing marbles. I decided to practice so that I could compete. I collected a few marbles and practiced until I could pretty much hit what I was aiming at. I was allowed to join in. Surprisingly enough, I won some marbles, and some more, until I had pockets full of marbles. I was quizzed about those marbles at the supper table at home. “Donald, do you mean to tell us that you are playing ‘for keeps’?” I was about to be educated! “That is gambling,” Mom said. “Those kids that you are playing with are gamblers. They do not know any better. We do not gamble! The Bible forbids it.” Next time that I played I won as usual, but then returned all the marbles I had gained. At first they were surprised. But they let me play with them, each time allowing me to return my rightly earned booty.

  That year at Tire Hill School introduced me to another world. Many of the students were children of miners and day laborers, mostly with immigrant parents. I was the first of our family to get thrown into a cultural mixed salad that early in life. All eight before me finished all eight grades at monocultural Kaufman School, and then plunged into the “world” as high-schoolers. For the first time in my life I was uncomfortable and confused. At home I knew who I was, but at school in that strange cultural mix, I was a nobody and it hurt.

  After grade six I entered the new consolidated school, Conemaugh Township High School, about five miles from our home. My older brother Arnold had transferred there from Moxham High School, and another brother Duane was a couple grades ahead of me. I entered as a seventh-grader. “Oh, you are Arnold’s brother.” I soon learned that Arnold was a “somebody” around school. He excelled in sports and was the best sports reporter and journalist that the school had. That mantle was passed on to Duane. He, too, wrote well. They were also both good students. I was condemned to be like my two older brothers. I knew I could never live up to those expectations. But I tried.

  I was a bit too slight for most competitive sports, but I could write some and, like my brothers, became the sports editor for the school paper. That meant attending football and basketball games, writing up the results and sending in the story to the local newspaper. I rather liked that. It gave me a little feeling of self-worth, but I knew that it was a very temporary sort of thing. For the first time in my life I began to wonder what would ever become of me because I was shaping my life around how I thought others viewed me, not around who I actually was. I could never be like my brothers. But who, then, was I? I lacked the courage to ask!

  A CLASH OF VALUES

  I had a hunch that I carried some deep and abiding structure in my inner person—good, substantial virtues—but it was impossible for me to articulate what that was and, even more troublesome, live up to those virtues. I knew that my home shaped me. There I was content and grew. In this new world where I found friends that I never knew and where I was never quite sure how I fit in, I was being pulled apart. I found that I was becoming two persons, “me” at home and “me” out in society, where I tried to figure out what people thought of me. The two seldom met. During that time I did not even think of myself as a Kaufman Church Mennonite. I cared little what the Mennonite community thought anyway.

  In my junior year, because I was on the staff of the school paper, I found myself in a clique where I began to truly interact with peers outside my own family. I discovered that some of the best writers among my peers had no morals at all. They spurned any restraints. I was living a disjointed life. The values that drove that little, tight, elite writers’ group bore no resemblance to the values of our home. No matter how I tried, I could not find any meaningful connection. That junior year I began to ponder whether I should run with the crowd, which meant my writers’ clique, or whether I should break out and espouse the values which shaped me. Peer pressure and the desire to be with the avant garde decided the issue for me. I was going to try my best to be a liberated guy and move with them.

  None of my classes in high school appealed to me very much. I was there because, like almost everyone else, I had to be. It was not considered cool to get excited about anything academic. So, I cloaked my admiration for Latin class, for example, the best I could. I thrived on Latin because it provided a key to English vocabulary. I began to dismantle many words to find their Latin roots. I still find myself doing that. But I did not let my enthusiasm show. It was the same in my science classes. For moments I could get carried away by the wonder of our natural world, but since that was not a good way to feel in our group, I throttled my enthusiasm and imagination about most everything except the trivial and frivolous.

  A FAMILY IN UPHEAVAL

  When I was a junior in high school, all my brothers were in some sort of national service. It was the fourth year of America’s involvement in World War II. Along with what was happening at school, my emotions had to deal with what was going on in our family. Two of my brothers, Arnold and Duane, entered the Marine Corps, two joined the Army, Willard and Gerald, and two entered Civilian Public Service (CPS) as conscientious objectors to war, Merle and Dwight. I am not sure how all that impacted me, but I was sure of one thing. I had no inclination, not one iota, to enter the military. I am not sure what would have happened if the peer group that I was in at school had swarmed into the military. My compulsions to belong may have trumped other virtues in my inner structure.
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  Duane and Arnold, Marine Corps, on a chance meeting in the Pacific area
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  Willard, Army

  [image: image]

  Gerald, Army, retired as colonel
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  Merle, CPS
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  Dwight, CPS

  Let me digress for a moment. I was raised in a Mennonite family. That is, all my siblings were Mennonites by baptism. It occurred to me only later that our family had no close blood relations in the Mennonite Church. The blood relatives that we had and with whom we spent most of our time were not in the least Mennonites. Somewhere along the line I got bitten by the nonviolence bug. That meant that I was out of step with my relatives.

  I grew up straddling two cultures, that of my home and that of the group that I ran with. Our home, which was large enough to be a subculture, tried to blend the best of both. I think we were somewhat successful. I always felt safe and happy in the culture that our family had cobbled together. We were at home in both cultures yet not completely comfortable in either.

  The cultural diversity in our family widened because of the choices my siblings and our peers made. We children were probably not as aware of this as our parents, because Dad and Mom had to live under the scrutiny of the Mennonite community. I could not verbalize all of this at the time, but I felt it. I internalized my feelings. The tensions had the potential to tear us apart as a family. I felt for Mom and Dad. I felt for my brothers. I determined to make peace. I hurt for both sides. I found myself in a spot that was to be repeated time and again in my life, a person “between.” I was between our family and our relatives, between pacifists and soldiers, between Mennonites and the whole wide world! I was destined to be a person “between.”
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  Paul and Trella Jacobs after the Depression

  I observed Dad and Mom as they tried to maintain good relationships with their children on one hand and the church on the other. All I could do was observe, because they never breathed a word of resentment against the church, and I knew that their commitment to everyone in the family was unsullied. What truly amazed me was that Mom was so committed to her children, all of them, that she wrote to each one every week, whether they were in the military or in alternate service. That commitment that I saw in my own parents to love all equally, regardless of the decisions that they made, impressed me.

  As I moved into responsible positions in my life, I found myself wanting to emulate Dad and Mom in that regard. I must love all! Their example served me well, not only in my life work but in my personal life. True love is unconditional. And true Christian love is even stronger because it is based on forgiveness and hope. I must admit, however, that I felt the pain of the split that was happening in our family, probably more than I should have.


  Chapter 4

  MEETING JESUS AT EASTERN MENNONITE

  1944
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  A SURPRISING QUESTION

  Dad and Mom were well aware of my wandering ways in the local high school. But I was not prepared for Mom’s question: “Donald, would you consider going to Eastern Mennonite School (EMS) for your senior year?” At first I was shocked, but the idea began to stir me. That might be a way to get out of my problems at school, I thought. It might relieve some of the tensions that I felt getting tighter and tighter within me. Within a few days I brought myself to say, “Yes, I will try it.”
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  Don, high school graduate, 1945

  I did not ask Dad or Mom why they suggested that I transfer to the school in Virginia. I knew that Dad was called in for a friendly chat about me with the high school principal at the end of my junior year. I knew I was on a slippery slope that I was unable to halt. If I ever had a sense of direction in my life, I had lost it. If my parents had not been aware of that, Dad’s chat with the principal must have done it. That put Dad on the spot, because he never spoke harsh words to me. The solution? Send me off to a Mennonite boarding school in Virginia! In any case, Mom and Dad were silent on the “why” and loud on the offer.

  When September came, I was on my way to an entirely new setting, the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia. On arrival, I never felt stranger in my life. My room was not ready, so I spent the first few days in the home of the legendary J. L. Stauffer, the principal. I have no idea what he thought. Maybe he knew that my two oldest brothers, Willard and Gerald, were asked to leave that very school when they clashed with authority years earlier. Twila, who followed them, was just fine. She spent four years there and graduated. I took a liking to J. L. He was homespun. I liked that.

  It was 1944. School opened. There I met people so unlike those at my home high school that I could hardly believe I was on the same planet. They were Mennonites, but not like the ones at Kaufman Church. I dismissed this new lot as unreal and searched out a few friends whom I thought I could relate to, guys and girls. I found a few, a very few, and soon I was partying just like before.

  A NEW SENSE OF DIRECTION

  Thoughts of God did not concern me. I stuck out my chin and dared anyone to challenge my independence. Whatever that meant. Suddenly, on October 10, 1944, I was arrested by the Lord. I can take you to the spot between the Administration Building and the Chapel where I was overwhelmed with a Presence. I knew at once that this was God. Before that evening was over, I had declared to God my personal bankruptcy, received forgiveness for my sins and my sinful nature, and determined to follow Jesus to the best of my knowledge and ability. J. Lester Eshleman, who was to become a missionary medical doctor and lifelong friend, prayed with me that night when I gave my life to God.

  That was, for me, an end and a beginning, the end of self-sufficiency and the beginning of a life as a wobbly but determined follower of Jesus. I was given the power to be me, a person who could shape a life and not just be carried along by what others were thinking or what I thought would bring me some short-term benefit. Following that commitment to Christ, I became a person with a center of my own. Upon reflection, I believe I had a growing compulsion to be radical, to break out and be different. But to be different in that direction never entered my mind. When Dad and Mom got my letter describing, in the best way I could, what had happened to me, they were absolutely elated.
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