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AUTHOR’S NOTE:
Song of the Morning is a yoga retreat, nestled deep in the silence and beauty of a Michigan forest. My husband and I built our home in the nurturing space of a new spiritual community here. It is from this peaceful, woodland setting that I write my memoir.
This book is not only about spiritual communion. Prior to publishing Sustained by Faith, I had given the manuscript to a friend to read, and she commented that there seemed to be a long period in my life that was not addressed and wanted to know what I left out. As if it were meant to be told, she drew out of me the story of my first marriage and the abuse I suffered, and then, without any hesitation, adamantly convinced me that the telling would help people. I reluctantly agreed.
It was difficult, for I found I had to force myself—out of the comfort of thirty-two years of silence—to take a step back into that time. Surprisingly, along with writing, re-writing, sharing memories with my children, and igniting new ones in them and myself, healing occurred for that which had lain dormant in us far too long, as we opened up and faced the traumas of the past.
While working as a traveling occupational therapist in hospitals, outpatient clinics and other settings, a healing gift suddenly was made known to me. I had been raised as a conservative Lutheran and did not have much knowledge of healers. I had a difficult time transitioning to my new role as a healer, for my church family did not accept the “new me” with open arms. Still this was not something I could keep secret. This was God’s work and could not be set aside.
I eventually came to live at the Song of the Morning to be able to commune with God and Jesus in an accepting environment. It was here that I met my present husband, who values spiritual matters as I do.
I hope what I have experienced and learned along the way will be of value to you and that Jesus’ words and the support He gave me will touch your heart. And, if this book in some way heals wounds of your own, gives you hope, feeds your meditations, ignites spiritual intuitions from deep within you, or inspires you to be more loving, it will truly have been worth its writing.
SUSTAINED by FAITH
Do not forget the grandmother.
Adorned in love for you,
in selfless service she came.
God saw to lay a gentle hand upon
the consequences that she faced
and gave her peace above the blame.
—Sebastian
Flint, Michigan, 1940 . . .
There was a papa and a thin slip of a mama with a swollen belly and a visiting family couple, gathered, one afternoon, to play cards. When suddenly, the mama laid down her cards, announced that the baby was about to be born, and they should all lay down their cards and wait for her return. Up the stairs they went, the mama, her sister-in-law and the family dog. There were four other sleeping children in the house, all under the age of six.
The doctor was summoned, but in the meantime, the baby had already made fast, quiet entry into a cold, February world, a new beginning where no starting is. But, there was no sound coming forth from the wide-awake baby, and upon arrival, the doctor carefully examined her to convince himself and the family that her silence was nothing to be concerned about.
The name “Mary Ann” had already been chosen, but it seemed an unusual choice for that family because the three older girls were called “Jo”, “Jack”, and “George”, short for “Jolene”, Jacquelyn”, and “Georgia.” Right from the beginning, Mary Ann didn’t quite fit.
The doctor left after noting the time of birth, the date, her weight, and that she was able to suckle. And then the mama and her sister-in-law went downstairs to continue their card game. Only the family dog remained to stand guard upstairs in the darkness.
The mama was overwhelmed with all of her babies, and because of Mary Ann’s quiet nature, it was easy for her to overlook and be oblivious to the child’s needs. The papa simply thought all was well.
In the large city near where they lived, the papa worked and played guitar in a bar, and the mama most often went along, sitting and drinking, then coming home in the middle of the night.
Now, what happened next will be hard to believe for many of you. But, there are reasons for birth and all of life, and sometimes we come to earth with predetermined tasks. It was decided, within a council of those who know, that even though Mary Ann chose to give herself for this terrestrial mission, it was obvious that she needed more care than what the mama was capable of giving.
In timeless congress to serve Christ, the Council of Fourteen sends volunteers to earth for various tasks and oversees their progress. The Christ is the center of the lives of those who serve.
And so it was that I, Sebastian, took it upon myself to be her guardian and caregiver for as long as she needed me. Presently she needed someone in material form, and therefore, I entered the body of the gentle family dog.
In the beginning, in the stillness of the night, to arouse the mama, I would pull the blankets off her and drag them to where Mary Ann lay awake and hungry. The mama soon figured out why she was being awakened and would bring the child into the bed with her, position herself comfortably and let her suckle while she slept. It was a family joke for a while, but soon the mama took it in her stride and relied on me to wake her when the child was hungry, for the child rarely cried.
Mary Ann’s needs had to be in line with the needs of four other children, and soon another baby followed. Suckling was no longer an option for Mary Ann, and milk was scarce. Still, Mary Ann rarely cried.
Grandparents often came to visit, bringing with them what food and comforts they could afford. The Great Depression was barely ending, and there was still little to be had.
When Mary Ann was about one year of age, just learning to walk, I, Sebastian, sensing danger before it happened, jumped up just in time to get between her and the hot wood stove she was falling onto. The burns I received were nothing compared to what might have been for the child.
Mary Ann, feeling sadness, cared for my wounds and comforted me the best way she could. She would curl up with me near the wood stove in sweet, loving companionship, stroking me back to health with her intrinsic healing ability.
She often spent her nights with me, rather than with her siblings. Even on summer nights we sought each other out. Love brings a different way of being in the world.
Her parents were not aware of the fact that a puff of wind would blow her over. She needed more help than what I, Sebastian, could offer. It was time to move on.
In urgent heart song, I sang her needs to the council. Soon thereafter, on her second birthday, her grandparents came to visit. I would like to say it was I, but it was Mary Ann herself who instilled in her grandmother her needs, through the language of love within an embrace, and the grandmother became wholly aware of Mary Ann’s lean body. And the grandmother knew what she had to do. . . .
Oh, Grandmother,
of ancient holiness,
who opened up to
where love is set—
where sound
and silence embrace—
you felt her grace.
And here in this remembrance,
sprung to life
so lately born,
you saw
the reflection of God’s will
and let it be your own.
Secretly, the grandmother began making small hand-sewn articles of clothing: simple dresses, under-things, nightgowns, and a lavender snowsuit so beautiful that many years later it was talked of. Designed as if a riding suit, it flared out at the hips and buttoned tight at the ankles. A jaunty bonnet was with it.
The loving grandmother matched the silence of the child, telling no one what she was up to. As she finished each article, she would fold it and lay it lovingly in a bag. The grandfather could only stand by and wonder while the bag became full.
One day in April of 1942, when they were preparing to make a visit to the grandmother’s sister some distance away, the grandmother announced to the grandfather that she wanted to pick Mary Ann up and take her along for the weekend. The time was right, secret letters had been sent, waiting had to end. The filled bag, together with a lunch, was placed in the car.
There was no reason for her parents to be concerned. They knew nothing of the grandmother’s secret plan. And so the family easily consented, since the absence of one child among many would hardly be noticed for such a requested short absence.
Adorned in blessings, Mary Ann took hold of her loving grandmother’s hand, and I, Sebastian, knowing all, left the body of the family dog and followed in spirit.
I watched Mary Ann with pleasure as they drove through the countryside. She went from one side of the back seat to the other . . . looking . . . looking out the windows. The trip into the country opened up a new world for her, revealing so much to behold that, finally overcome with the immensity of the adventure, she lay down in the back seat of the car and slept.
Upon arrival at the grandmother’s family farm, Mary Ann got out of the car, looked up and became lost in the vastness of the deep blue sky. With head tilted back, she fell backward onto the ground. She lay there, looking deep into the sky, comfortably lost in time, until her grandfather came along and scooped her up, as easily as if he were picking up a shoe.
Just over two years of age, Mary Ann was a scrawny child, with limbs seemingly longer than they needed to be for want of baby fat. She kept close to her grandmother and grandfather, the only familiar faces she knew. The child looked about in wonder, for she had never been on a farm before. So much was new for her—new surroundings, new people, and unfamiliar animals.
No one seemed to realize the significance of these new experiences. No one gave it a thought that Mary Ann had never seen a cow or a chicken or an expanse of countryside, nor so many trees and sky and space.
Soon after arriving, there was one woman, “Emmy”, who paid special attention to Mary Ann, more so than anyone else. She brought a ball with her, and played with the child.
Emmy was unable to have children and had desperately wanted a child. For Emmy, the waiting was over, for the grandmother had sent letters ahead, planning in secret to give Mary Ann to her. Emmy also brought with her an orange, a true gift in those long-ago days. She peeled it and fed Mary Ann a section, and she devoured it, wanting more and more. Juice ran down her face and she couldn’t seem to get enough for her hungry body. Finally she was satisfied, only to abruptly throw it all up, for her malnourished condition was such that she could not tolerate an abundance of food so fast.
Emmy cleaned Mary Ann up, gently bathing her face and hands with a soft, warm, wet cloth. Then with nary a glance back, Mary Ann willingly, in all innocence, climbed into this woman’s car and, with barely a farewell, she left her loving grandparents and her old life behind, with no mind as to where she was going or why. With only dances of sweetness within her mind, she once again fell asleep on her way to a new home, a new family, and a new life.
THE OWL AND THE FLOWER
A little flower stood by the wayside.
Along came a wise old owl.
The owl said to the flower:
“How do you do it? You look so innocent and pure.
Did you study Plato or practice austerities
to become what you are?
Did you go to finishing school
to discover how to be beautiful?”
Amazed, the little flower said:
”I don’t know. I guess I just grew up
the way I was supposed to.”
The little flower smiled,
and the owl shook his ruffled head.
“Sure beats me,” he said.
—George Johnston
I have no memory of those first twenty-seven months of my life. It is only through conversations with my grandmother—who years late, undeservedly, felt she needed to beg my forgiveness for giving me away—an aunt, a sister and my foster mother, along with what Sebastian has instilled in me, that I learned of my uncommon beginnings.
When my foster mother, Emmy, brought me home, I met her husband, Ray. I soon began to call them Mom and Dad. Mom wore the pants in the family in a firm but fair way. My father had a gentle nature about him and he abided by her rule. He was a good man. I loved them both.
According to my foster mom, my body filled out quickly from three healthy meals each day. I finally had baby fat.
She told me I did not appear to miss my birth family at all. I never asked for my parents, grandparents, siblings or even the family dog, seemingly nonattached. Nor did I appear to feel remorse because of being given away.
I am grateful for my birth family and have always felt that I was born to my birth parents so that I would in turn be given to my foster parents, who couldn’t have children, thus ending up where I was supposed to be.
Sometime after I came to live with them, a friendly dog would come to the house and sit by the door until I came outside. Just as it must have been with the family dog in my infancy, we communicated with heart talk and my childish chatter, as if we were old friends. I would take a hairbrush and brush him down the best I could while singing impromptu melodies to him. And I would think nothing of it to wipe away his drool with my hands and wipe it on my clothing.
I have a picture of him and me, when I was about four years old—my coat unbuttoned and a floppy hat on my head in comic disarray, standing by him. We were so happy. My foster parents never found out where he lived.
We went to church on Sundays, where Dad sang in the choir. We didn’t have pictures of Jesus in our home and rarely talked about Jesus during the week; no dinner prayers or night-time prayers. The only representation of Jesus I was familiar with was a cross in our church with Jesus on it, and I was uncomfortable with that. It was a scary thing.
One of my earliest memories is of an event that had a major impact on the rest of my life. I was five years old and excited to finally be old enough to attend Sunday School. It was my very-first day and I vividly recall the teacher showing us a full-length picture of Jesus. I remember how joyous and relieved I was to see Jesus alive and well and not on a cross.
In the picture He had blue eyes. He wore an ankle length, flowing robe, with a mantle thrown over His shoulder, both slightly off-white in color. His beard was average in length and full, not pointed. His wavy hair, brown and parted in the middle, was just past shoulder length. He appeared slender, tall. But to a very small child everyone was tall. He emanated a sense of strength. I remember His hands were big, with long, pointed fingers. His feet were bare, except for sandals.
The Sunday school teacher said, “Jesus is your friend. He is with you all the time. You can talk to Him, and He will hear you and talk to you.” At that, He suddenly, simply came out of that picture as if He had come alive. I remember His gaze . . . His sparkling, fiery eyes were looking deep within me, as if He was searching for something. He shined, as if He were a lamp.
Suddenly, I felt like I was in a short tunnel facing Him. Everything else was obscured by fog . . . dream-like. I felt myself going to Him as He was coming to me, and yet I had not taken a step. I felt no fear, just happiness, in His presence.
As I relive that moment in time, I feel the same whole-body wave of warmth flowing through me, causing me to smile.
I don’t remember anything more than that. But ever since that day, Jesus has been only a breath away and, to this day, has never changed His appearance to me.
It is not with physical senses that I experience Jesus’ presence. He appears in a manner that transcends ordinary explanation. There is no doubt in my mind that it is Jesus who comes to me, for when He does, His loving essence filters into my very being.
It seemed as natural to see Jesus and talk with Him as with anyone else. There was nothing hidden between us. I loved His sweet presence. He would appear to me in ethereal form, and at times would wrap me in His mantle or I would lean into Him, and I felt as if I were sinking into a shimmer of His being, into a oneness with Him that I had no words for as a child and even now can barely explain. I went about my childhood simply knowing He was there for me, and I am sure I took Him for granted, just as one takes one’s parents for granted
It was a surprise to me when I realized others did not really see or hear Him. People sang songs in church about the nearness of Jesus, such as In the Garden, which has the words, “He walks with me and He talks with me. . . .”
I wondered how they could sing hymns that depict Jesus as a living, personal friend and comforter, and yet not accept the reality of it. When I would try to point this out to my pastor and Sunday School teacher, I could feel their energy change and saw a shadow about them as they tuned me out—something adults often do with children.
I soon learned to keep my beautiful friendship with Jesus a big secret. It was like having an invisible friend; if you talk about it people make fun of you. Children usually give up their invisible friends before long because of pressure from others. But my love for Jesus kept me from losing Him.
I often wished I could speak with those people who wrote about Jesus in their hymns, for surely they knew Him like I knew Him. Just the thought that they were like me gave me comfort and made me feel less alone.
As this small child, I wondered where Jesus went when I wasn’t aware of His presence or where He lived at night while I slept. One day in church after a service, I bravely walked up to the altar to get a good look at Jesus on the cross to see if He looked the same as when He appeared to me. I was confused, for He truly did not look like the Jesus I had come to know.
I turned away. To the left was the pastor’s study, and the pastor was standing in the doorway. I walked over to him. I must have been very small, because I remember looking way up at him. I didn’t enter the room; I just stood at the doorway, pointed into the room behind him, and asked, “Is this where Jesus lives?” He looked startled at first and then said, “Yes.” So now I knew where Jesus lived: in the pastor’s study.
I have many sweet memories of doing things with Jesus as a child. To others, it might have seemed like I was a loner. My mother once said to me, “You liked your own company.” She never truly understood that Jesus was keeping me company, even though I talked to her of it.
We had fun together, Jesus and I. We would go fishing on the pier in Manistee, and Jesus would tell me where to cast my line. Others might not be catching much, but I always caught a lot of perch. When Jesus would tell me to put two hooks on my line, I would catch two perch at a time. So it was very handy to have Jesus as my friend.
We would sit on a railing, at the corner of Sibben and First Street in my neighborhood, and wave to everyone driving by. If only they realized who was with me, waving at them!
My father wanted me to have piano lessons, and he found out that the school was offering group lessons for fifty cents. They were to be held at the Manistee Recreation Association building. So he gave me the fifty cents, and after school I was to go there for the lesson.
I went to the building and couldn’t open the big, unwelcoming side doors. I was about seven years old then. Since I couldn’t get in, I went to the store and bought candy. The next week my father gave me another fifty cents, and instead of going to the intimidating building, I went straight to the store for candy. I had no concept of guilt.
Then he asked me, “So, show me what you have learned.” I sat at the piano and played “music” that only a child would understand. He said nothing; no blame, no questions. This might have been a good opportunity for my parents to teach me a lesson and make me feel guilty but they didn’t.
The next Saturday my father took me by the hand, and we walked four blocks to a welcoming house, where lived a piano teacher, who taught me how to play the piano, and fed me cookies, and tea from delicate cups, after every lesson. Many years later, when the piano teacher passed on, my mother went to her estate sale and bought the lovely tea china for me.
I made my singing debut at the age of seven also. I went to the radio station and sang on “Aunt Nanny’s” radio show. The first song I ever sang in public was “We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder.” I was asked back often. I even played the piano one time on the radio program. I lost my place in the music and started over from the beginning, taking up most of the rest of the program. I remember seeing someone behind a glass window in the studio, looking frantic as I played on and on. I was never asked to play piano on that program again. I had no sense of time restraints. It makes me laugh when I think of it.
I continued to experience, from time to time, the same blissful energies that rose and spread within me when I first encountered Jesus in Sunday school. Sometimes this happened for no apparent reason or when I felt close to God, or I would will it to happen while concentrating on my breathing. Often it happened when Jesus was with me, for His uplifting presence was very powerful. The energy rising within me happened often enough that I took it for granted, and I would probably never mention it except that I now realize it was not the norm.
Back then, if you had asked me, I would have described the energy I felt, as warm fuzzies filling me up, a sweet spread of energy, from my feet to the top of my head, somewhat like the feeling some people get when they are thrilled by a newborn baby or beautiful music. I loved the feeling. The energy always brought on an instant smile and sometimes laughter. Occasionally I would fall over. Early on, I would direct the energy to certain areas of my body, or slow my breathing down to quiet myself into no thought. I loved the stillness beyond thought. It was far more peaceful than even the peaceful life I lived. My mother knew that something was different, as she would sometimes find me in a quiet state. Later she would question what I was doing. I didn’t know how to answer her. She recently said, “You were often in your own world, but I never felt a need to have you checked over by a doctor!”
I was walking home from school one day, alone. I was seven years old. I remember suddenly stepping up onto a cement step leading to someone’s house. I stood on that lone step and emphatically announced out loud to no one in particular, “I want to be alive to see the end of the world!” I have no idea where that declaration came from. There was nothing to prompt it. Nor had I ever thought about the future. The thought of the world ending was so profound to me that I have never forgotten it.
When I was about eight or nine years old, I would write sermons and make some of my friends sit and listen to me. I am not sure they appreciated it. I wish I had those sermons today. It would be interesting to read what I wrote back then.
In those growing-up years, I was instilled with the desire to serve God. I would tell my friends I wanted to be a missionary, and they accepted that. It didn’t feel as if Jesus was guiding me toward any specific vocation, but I knew of no other way I could serve God.
As a senior in high school, it was mandatory to see the class counselor when you were nearing graduation. I went to see her, and she asked me, “What do you want to do with your life?” I said, “I want to go to Columbus University and become a missionary.” And in one fell-swoop, she dashed my hopes, adamantly saying, “Don’t be silly. Your family can’t afford to send you to college and to be a missionary as a woman is impractical.” As if she had the final say in my future, I accepted that, but was confused by what I considered the loss of my life’s purpose. I had never been counseled by my parents or through school or church about obtaining scholarships for college or offered help in pursuing a career, so these options seemed out of reach.
Taking my sorrow to Jesus during that time, He instilled in me,
“You can serve God in all aspects of your life by simply doing everything with love.”
My parents were of the mind-set that, after graduation, one should be on their own as soon as possible. Living at home was not an option, my job did not pay enough for me to live on my own, and college was not an option either. Marriage seemed to be my only choice.
Thus, at the age of nineteen—a year after graduating from high school—I married, as if this were the thing to do.
For Thou art with me;
Thy rod and Thy staff,
they comfort me.
—Psalm 23: 4
Findings and statistics are italicized throughout this chapter. Keep in mind that victims can be men and children, as well as women.
I am convinced that my first husband, Dave, and I didn’t understand how love must be continually expressed by both partners in a marriage in order for it to succeed. There should be classes in high school like Leo Buscaglia’s1 college course, “Love 101.” I think college is too late.
I didn’t really know what abuse was. It had no name for me and no form. It was never mentioned and I never saw it at home with my parents. If you had asked me what abuse was back then, I might have said it was someone physically hurting someone else. I never dreamed it could be more than that. We didn’t have a television set until I was in my teens, and in those days, abuse was rarely shown on TV. We watched shows like Red Skelton. At first, I wouldn’t watch it, thinking it had something to do with a skeleton.
In our early “going-together,” high school times, Dave was very possessive and controlling. He was jealous of my male classmates and would become angry when I simply acknowledged them on the street while with him, although he was friendly with other girls.
This jealousy was a bit flattering at first, but became offensive very quickly and it made me angry. Whenever I stood up for myself, he would try to make me feel I was in the wrong. I could never convince him that the occasional greetings to other males were innocent.
I was concerned about the myriad of feelings I was experiencing, especially the anger. In an early-morning communion with Jesus, I asked Him how I might control my anger. He made clear that
“No one can make you angry except yourself.”
A common threat from Dave was, “If you don’t do (or stop) this you must not love me, so I will commit suicide.” A very controlling statement. It brought fear into my life. Fear that he would do such a thing.
Jesus once said, “The threat is truly to his very being, for more than the body is the soul. His choice; not yours.
“Do not tarry upon the fear, for it is his fear. It is not your path.
I wrote a letter to his brother, Father John, a Catholic priest. It was never acknowledged, nor do I know if he ever talked to Dave about his suicide threats.
Once, when I tried to save a kitten from being tormented by him, he put his hands around my neck, supposedly all in fun, but choked me until I began to pass out.
Such events happened infrequently, interspersed with puppy love, so I dismissed them without serious thought. Were they a precursor of more abuse to come? Statistics indicate they were.
In one ten year old study, from 20-30 percent of female high school students reported having already experienced teen dating violence.
I was entering a dark trial of my life, like a lamb at the very feet of humanity’s lowest ebb. And Jesus was letting me use my free will to make my own choices.
Dave became a self-employed, mason contractor after dissolving a partnership with his brother in a construction business. I worked in a library. We had never sat down to go over a budget or even considered how we would support a family down the road. There were no plans for our future.
Dave always had a problem with drinking, and I never knew what to expect from him. He most often came home when the bars closed and spent less and less time with me.
Living with abuse numbs the victim so that they may be unable to recognize that they are involved in a set pattern of abuse.
Once, while in a drunken, belligerent state, he humiliated me in front of a birth-sister, who was visiting from out of state. She didn’t come back to see me again for thirty-five years.
What had I gotten myself into? I was pregnant, and I felt I couldn’t possibly back out of our marriage. He was unpredictable, but always sweet after misbehaving or losing control of his temper. Our relationship was like a caress, followed by a slap, followed by a caress. Even though Jesus was near and dear to me, I was still receiving remorseless trials from Dave. It was like a dichotomy of agony and ecstasy.
Often, the abuser is quite loving and lovable when they are not being abusive.
Sometimes, I had dreams so beautiful that I thought God must have initiated them. Prayer dreams, like songs in the night, conversing with God. And often upon waking, Jesus would speak to me about life’s experiences, good and bad, and how they have a purpose, which often is to build one’s moral strength, to learn to care for oneself, and to relate to others.
He gave me dignity, not through praise but through heartfelt love, as if I truly mattered, and instilled in me the thought, “Be strong.”
On a December afternoon in 1960, our daughter Linda was born with relative ease. She was beautiful. I thought Dave would change now that he had a child.
Bills were coming in that he should have taken care of when he was paid for completing a construction job. He told me not to worry about it but the bills kept piling up. Winter set in and construction jobs stopped. He had no intention of looking for other work. We moved in with his mother for the winter, and I went back to work.
When I suggested that we go on welfare, he was infuriated. He considered it beneath him. We had a final discussion about this in the car, and as he drove down the road, he backhanded me . . . blood ran down my face; my surroundings faded. I came to; realizing the sacredness of my marriage was no more.
Approximately three million women are physically abused by their husband or boyfriend per year.
When a partner constantly refuses to listen to your feelings, that is, unquestionably, mental abuse.
I often struggled with trying to see the presence of God in abuse and trying to understand how someone could be abusive in the presence of God. If we truly knew how our negative behaviors defiled God’s sacred space, we would never abuse another soul, never say an unkind word or think an unkind thought.
Sometimes, Jesus would remind me of the presence of God when I was sorely challenged. He would begin by saying, “My words are only for those who will hear,” and then I would listen.
A few times, He said, “God is your strength!” Another time, He said, “Love endures all things.”
And too, blissful energy would often fill me, erasing negative thoughts, and sustain me.
Although some of Dave’s family were very church oriented, he did not share my desire to go to church. He didn’t understand my relationship with Jesus and thought of it as something abnormal. His indifference didn’t really matter, as I was content to keep this sacred part of my life to myself.
In the spring, we moved back to the cottage. A friend I worked with at the library invited me to her wedding. Several of the other employees decided to go together. I had to ask Dave for permission to go. He reluctantly gave his consent.
I had a great time dancing. I had not had such a fun time in quite a while and I loved to dance. I arrived home just after midnight and was met at the door by Dave carrying our baby daughter. He started to scream obscenities at me and knocked me to the floor, then he kicked me from top to bottom while shouting degrading assumptions at me and telling me I was “no good, nothing” and nothing was mine including Linda.
The abuser lashes out with violent behavior as a power play designed to show the victim “who is boss”.
As he kicked me, Jesus’ face appeared in front of Dave’s, and I instantly willed myself out of my body. While being held in a light that calmed me, I suddenly was not feeling, but somehow indirectly seeing, how it felt. I saw Dave kicking me, over and over, and I could only think that Linda should not have to witness this. And somehow, in some way, I felt sadness for Dave.
Studies suggest that between 3.3 and 10 million children are exposed to domestic violence annually.
I wanted out right then and there, for this was not the first time, and the feeling never left me. I questioned Jesus, “Why is this happening to me?” The thought came to me that experience precedes growth. I didn’t want to hear that. From my perspective, it seemed a harsh thought that couldn’t have come from Jesus.
When I was finally brave enough to tell my husband I wanted a divorce, he flew into a rage with uncontrolled ranting, “How could you possibly bring shame to Father John (his brother, a Catholic priest). If we were divorced it would ruin him as a priest.” He raised his fists and came down on the top of my head, and I crumbled to the floor. I lay there, unconscious, and when I came to, he showed no concern about me. I felt like I died inside. Later, I asked myself, “How could he possibly think that drunkenness and rage could be excused but not divorce?”
There may be religious and extended family pressure to keep the family together no matter what.
Through heart talk, in wordless expression colored by shades of hopelessness, I implored Jesus, “If all is one in God, how could such darkness be light?” The only answer that emanated from Jesus was “love.” I felt His love flow through my whole being, and I was being made aware that Jesus had more concern for my eternal life as a whole than my misery of the moment.
Domestic abuse happens more often than car accidents, mugging, and rape combined.
In 1961, near the family cottage, there were forty acres for sale, with a house, small barn, and a garage, for $10,000 on a land contract with a low down payment. Dave had to have it. Surely it would have been wonderful to have. I too wanted a home, but we had not had to pay rent up to then and I couldn’t see how we could afford it, plus I wasn’t even sure I would remain with him.
Discussing it rationally was not an option. He would not reason it out with me. He had not listened to me before and had no intention of starting now. He asked his mother for the down payment and we moved into our own home.
Initially we were happy in our new home. Dave was even nicer to me for a time. He promised me he would pay his construction bills when they came in and pay his mother back, but this was short-lived. Dave wouldn’t consider steady work of any kind. Yet he always had money to spend on drinks and bought horses and mules and farm equipment, though he had no intention of farming. My income did not cover all the bills. And he had a new threat, “Everything is mine.”
Sometimes when Jesus would come to me without being called upon, I knew it meant something significant was about to happen. At that time of my life it was more likely to be trauma.
One day, while playing on the floor with Linda, a simple thought of Jesus filled me with beautiful, sweet energy. Time instantly slowed down. I looked at Linda to determine if she was experiencing the same thing, and she was playing with her toys as if nothing was happening. Yet she turned to me a few times with a beautiful smile upon her face, while brilliant light touched everything. I so wanted her to be fully aware of this moment. I felt joy seeing Linda so enveloped in light.
Fragrance filled the air, and I sat back to take it in, trying desperately to get as much of it as I could before it would take its leave, for I knew it would. With each deep breath, the energy built within until it was all that I could tolerate. My preoccupation with survival faded as I was momentarily lifted into ecstasy. Then, suddenly, fragrant bliss stayed my breath. I felt I could have held my breath forever without effort.
Oh, how I longed to remain in that bliss forever! How can I express this in words? Words are inadequate. What peace, what joy, what brilliance! No abuse, no mar anywhere, no spot, no ugliness.
The next day, I caught Dave having sex with a very young neighbor girl in our barn. She might have been fourteen. He blatantly flaunted his manhood in front of me. I was stunned and numb.
Emotional abuse can take the form of: provocative behavior with the opposite sex, humiliation, and control.
I became pregnant again. Sex with Dave had become disgusting for me when I realized he was having sex with others. I could only succumb. I was afraid of his strength, afraid to fight back. I was unable to give him what he needed. I felt raped.
My pregnancy was difficult. I don’t even remember where Dave was most of the time. He was not present for me.
Most research reports that abuse against women escalates during pregnancy. One study found that 37 percent of obstetric patients were physically abused during pregnancy.
In November, 1961, our beautiful son, John, our beloved Father John’s namesake, died of hyaline membrane (lung disorder) when one day old, after a long labor and Caesarean birth. I had John near my heart for nine months and never got to hold him after his birth. No one else was as close to him as I. Dave and his family, without telling me anything or asking about my thoughts, had a quick funeral while I was still in the hospital.
I would turn to Jesus for comfort. It was like Jesus was in my life to sustain me. I would hold Him in my thoughts and breathe in and be filled with blissful energy, as if this were cleansing and strengthening me within.
Often when I prayed, I just knew He was near. He wasn’t always visible, but I knew in my heart He was with me, like my shadow.
I had changed my religion from the Lutheran to the Catholic faith to marry Dave, even though he rarely went to church. I knew my relationship with God and Jesus was not going to change just because I went to a different church. I would have been comfortable in a mosque, temple or cave. To me, religions are man-made approximations of truth, embedded with tradition and dogma, all worshipping the same God.
One winter morning, in the still of darkness as I lay sleeping, Dave came into the bedroom all in a rush and shouted, “The house is on fire. You need to get out of the house!” I thought I was having a nightmare. Dave kept shouting at me. Then I realized I was not dreaming. I jumped up, put on my slippers and bathrobe, woke Linda and wrapped her up in blankets, and rushed into the kitchen shouting, “Did you call the fire department?” He said, “No, leave . . . the ceiling is on fire in the basement and the floor is ready to cave in!” I raced from the house, took the car to go get help, and in my confusion got stuck in the deep snow in our yard. I had to get out of the car and carry Linda in the snowstorm to the neighbors to get help. Their phone lines were down because of the weather. By the time help was summoned, the house was gone. We lost everything.
Later, when the neighbor’s phone was working, I was sitting on a stairway in their house talking to my grandmother on the phone while holding Linda on my lap. Suddenly I was overwhelmed by the presence of Jesus. I was pregnant again, and clutching my stomach as though to protect the life within me, I rocked the three of us and cried my heart out. The women gathered there took Linda and let me cry, not realizing that it was Jesus Himself who prompted this needed release.
I moved as if in a trance for weeks. It was not a sea of bliss, just a sea. I was unmotivated and simply followed orders and did what I had to do. We moved in with his mother once again. I worked and did my job.
I would get up in the morning, put one foot before the other, bathe, dress, take care of Linda, deliver her to a babysitter so Dave would be free to do his “nothing” during the wintry days, and go to work. The next day and every day after that, I would do the same thing.
When the weather improved, we moved from Dave’s mothers back into the family cottage. Soon after, a neighbor came over and asked if we would like to buy their home, since they were moving. I sadly, simply lifted my empty hands in the air. There was no money that I knew of.
I floated along in life. That is the best description I can think of . . . floating. It seemed as if my life was to be one of servitude . . . to my husband, with no questions asked. He often took his frustrations out on me in emotional and physical abuse, hitting me where it would not show. How could I possibly serve God in this situation? I was stuck.
Domestic abuse is about batterers using their control, not always losing their control. Their actions are very deliberate.
I started having sleeping problems and anxiety attacks. My bodily functions were messed up. My self-esteem had hit bottom. I tried to turn myself outside in, into my center of being, to the point of disappearing. I simply wanted to go to God forever. My doctor’s answer was to put me on strong tranquilizers, even though I was pregnant again.
A priest I went to talk to told me I should be a “martyr” for the sake of the children.
This old priest emphatically implied that, as a woman, I had duties to fulfill, and I should succumb to the will of my husband, bow low and endure! He also implied that I didn’t count, and the incidents of abuse must have been my fault! I got the impression that he thought the word “martyr” would make me feel special. But how does succumbing to the will of an abusive husband make one feel special?!
While he talked, I felt such a demeaning attitude toward me coming out of this old priest. At first I felt sorry for him and thought to myself, “You poor thing!”, for I saw a darkness clinging to him. Then, as if cold water had been thrown in my face, I felt intense anger at the priest, my husband, and so many others I knew who displayed the same controlling paternalism toward the women in their lives.
Overwhelmed by the feelings I was freeing—which had lain dormant all my married life—I saw this old priest as no better than my husband! Infuriated with him and no longer listening, I left his office in a rush, in between his relentless words.
Never have I been treated this way in my relationship with Jesus. Never has Jesus looked upon me as less than or better than a man—only as a soul—seeing each of us as equal and divine in essence. In the Bible (Galatians 3:28), Paul said that there is no male or female for we are all one in Christ.
And now, suddenly, in all His glory, Jesus rushes into my heart—as if at one with my reliving—revealing words that feel angry and foreign to me.
“Oh, you mortals! Men and women are see-through mirrors unto themselves!”
And I envisioned a man and a woman looking into a mirror, looking beyond the superficial reflection of their physical image to see their real nature as spirit, which is neither male nor female. Then Jesus said . . .
“Look deep—beware—for those who have falsely portrayed God have not yet learned!”
And a thought came to me, as if I drew it in with my breath. I knew He meant those who act as though God would judge one gender as better than the other have not yet learned.
There was more, but I couldn’t write of it. I wept, and I felt like I was weeping for all humankind.
I didn’t know what to do about my life and my children’s future. Standing up to my husband was out of the question. It was downright dangerous.
At this point in my life, my conversations with Jesus were more about keeping me from becoming hardened and keeping my soul intact. Many times throughout my life He has instilled in me, “More than the body is the soul.”
One evening, as I sat at home and my husband was out, some neighbors came to visit. They were very poor, with a whole houseful of children. But they seemed happy. Dean said, “You don’t have any food in your house. Have you eaten?”
What could I say? I finally told them that I had fed Linda but didn’t have any food for myself. I immediately realized I was putting myself in jeopardy of a beating by saying anything to anyone. Still, I didn’t say what I would have liked to say, which was, “Dave would not lower himself to put his family on welfare, but I could go hungry while he sat in a bar, and that was okay.” His family and mine would have given us food if we had asked, but he would not allow me to ask.
Abusers protect their selves from shame and humiliation in front of the community, through controlling threats.
The neighbors took Linda and me home with them, and on the way we drove past our burned-out house. Down in the yard were Dave’s car and another car that I recognized as belonging to someone I suspected he was having a relationship with. Oh, how my heart sank further than I thought possible! It was like hitting me when I was already down.
In 1963, we had another beautiful daughter, Lorelei, my second Caesarean birth. Dave’s idea of being with me in the hospital was a hello and goodbye, ending with a glimpse of the baby. He never stayed around for doctors’ opinions or to see to my needs. I was not his priority.
I bravely left Dave when Lorelei was a toddler. I took an apartment in town for the girls and me, worked at the library, and went on assistance. Still, it wasn’t long before he showed up and convinced me to go back to him, with the promise of taking us out of town this time, away from his buddies and women, and getting a really good job . . . a fresh start.
Why would I go back to him? For the sake of the children? What did this relationship ever offer that was rewarding? Did I really consider what it would take to make it safe enough to go back? Did I really believe that, with a change in environment, the abuse would stop? It seemed, if he was willing to leave town, a big sacrifice on his part, the least I could do was try once again. I prayed I was doing the right thing in going back. I felt intuitively as if Jesus approved of our trying to keep our family together.
More than half of battered women stay with their batterer because they see a chance for improvement.
We packed up, put all our belongings on a small trailer, and headed for Saginaw, Michigan. We stayed with relatives and Dave got a good job. We soon had an apartment and everything felt promising. I had a husband and the children had their father. But this was short lived: It wasn’t long before he made new friends and started going into the bars again. And the abuse started up again.
In 1968, a few weeks before our son, David, was born, we bought a house-trailer, had it moved onto a piece of property near Vassar, Michigan, set it on blocks, and moved in.
While I was in the hospital and then recuperating at home, Dave’s mother came to help. When she left, he still had not dug a trench to run a water pipe from the pump to the trailer. That meant there was no water in the house.
Once again there was agony and ecstasy . . . as if to prove that ordinary human life is made up of contrasting opposites, or dualities. To have something we could call home and a new son was exciting for me, and yet the agony was there in the effort it took to make it a sound home. Having a roof to call our own did not make for a happy home.
Just out of the hospital, after having had a third caesarean surgery, I had to go out to the pump to fill pails with water and bring them into the house. Pail by pail, I took water in to fill the bathtub and containers for cooking and drinking, and to flush toilets. Then, because Dave wasn’t doing it, I also took it upon myself to start digging the trench to run the water line from the pump to the trailer. Dave came home, looked into the trench, and told me I had dug it too narrow and I would have to finish it! My heart sank. How could he be so thoughtless? After I finished the digging, he had someone put in the piping.
He never closed in the bottom of the trailer, so the pipes would freeze every winter, we never had working electricity on one half of the trailer, which was a double-wide, and we never had steps out the front door. I drew plans for adding on to the trailer; something Dave was capable of building. We lived there eight years, but it never happened.
Once I waited for over a week for him to dig up the drainpipes under the trailer, which he determined to be the solution for a plugged up drain. I finally decided to do it myself. A neighbor saw me doing it and reprimanded Dave for allowing me to do such work. Dave felt humiliated and beat me for that.
He was careful not to hurt me physically in front of the children, but he thought nothing of doing it late at night when he would come home drunk or at other times behind closed doors with sounds emanating through the thin walls.
Our daughter, Linda, recently said to me, “On occasion I would sit up in the corner of my bed crying as I heard him hurting you.” Lorelei said the same and added she was afraid.
Not all spouse batterers are physically abusive to their children. However, all children living in a home with domestic violence experience emotional and psychological abuse when one parent is violent towards the other.
We went to Father John’s church, for Lorelei to make her first communion. Not ever having tasted wine or been warned that it might taste sour, she made a face when she sipped it. Father John reprimanded her in front of everyone. When she came to sit with us, Dave held her in a pinch for the rest of the mass. At the end of the service, he would not let her get in line with the other children to be congratulated, but made us all go out into the car to leave.
Father John rushed over to the car and begged Dave to let us all stay for a dinner prepared for us. At the dinner table, feeling Lorelei’s distress, I began to uncontrollably sob and finally had to excuse myself. All this because a little girl made a face while sipping wine for the first time.
Tears gather in my eyes
from the reliving.
Sorrow clings to my heart.
Jesus is my strength:
Surely I will endure
’till I am strong again.
The children and I took as much enjoyment out of life as we could. Life in the trailer was not all bad. There was much for the children to do outside. And indoors we had an art drawer in the kitchen, and I would save envelopes from our mail, for the envelope made a nice sheet of paper when fully opened, worthy of drawing, coloring or painting upon. I allowed the children to freely use scissors, and we made glue with flour and water. We had findings from magazines, catalogs and whatever else we could gather for artwork. Later on, two of my children went to art schools.
In the morning when I woke them with “Rise and shine,” I meant it. We grew seeds in pots. We made snicker doodles, for they were the cheapest cookies you could make. We took walks and gathered wild flowers for bouquets. We sang together. The children played in a wonderful sand-hill behind the trailer. They never sat in front of a television except for morning cartoons. I fed them at the table, three meals a day, for that was how I was raised. They played with our dog, Rusty. He was like one of them. I am sure he either understood English or could read our minds.
Rusty was a mix of shepherd and husky. He was a large dog, and many people were afraid of him. We were having a yard sale one weekend. Out of a car came two women and a bunch of children. When it came time to leave, the women, using foul language, ordered the children to come to the car. At this, Rusty ferociously woofed once, as if to say, “Be nice.” The women didn’t see it that way and quickly got into their car, and waited until the children were ready to leave.
Occasionally, we would haul a utility trailer from Vassar to Manistee to see family, with Rusty tied in the trailer. He would get as excited as the children when we were getting close to their grandma and grandpa’s house.
He would stand in line with the children and take his turn to run and sit his bottom down, to slide on ice in the winter.
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