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For nearly twenty years, I have had the privilege of calling Myron a friend.

Over those years, I've watched him do what he does best: create space for honest conversation, thoughtful reflection, and genuine connection. Whether as a pastor, entrepreneur, community builder, or friend, Myron has a remarkable ability to help people feel seen, heard, and valued.

This memoir reflects those same qualities. With humility, candor, and grace, Myron invites us into the moments that shaped his life.  The joys, disappointments, questions, failures, and triumphs that ultimately formed the person he became. He does not offer easy answers or polished perfection. Instead, he offers something far more meaningful: authenticity.

Together, Myron and Dana have touched countless lives and helped strengthen the fabric of our community. I am among the many who have benefited from their friendship.

Reading this book feels much like sitting across the table from Myron: engaging in a conversation that will wander unexpectedly yet somehow leaves you with a feeling that you have a better understanding of life, a greater appreciation for others, and perhaps a fresh perspective on your own journey.  

This is a human worth knowing and a story worth reading.

—Jeremy Stutsman, Friend and Former Mayor of Goshen, IN
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I met Myron many years ago on the Camino de Santiago in Spain. We walked as pilgrims together over several days and a bond of friendship developed as we shared stories of our lives. At first, he said he ran a coffee shop, whilst I admitted I was a Church of Scotland minister. Later I realised that his ministry of hospitality continued in the Electric Brew. Sometimes it can be a challenge for Christians to welcome the stranger without condition or judgement and both of us shared our times of frustration with institutional religion.

A few years after our pilgrimage, my wife Kate and I had the privilege of visiting Myron and Dana in Goshen and we found the Electric Brew just as he had described it, a place of genuine welcome and community.

Subsequent adventures in Myron’s life on foot and by bicycle along with the choices he has made in life suggest that he is an adventurer, taking risks to do what is right and true. His writing illuminates a man of deep integrity and compassion. It is an honour still to call this man a friend.

—Richard Frazer, Minister and Author of Travels With a Stick
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Meeting my best friend’s parents for the first time in an ER waiting room wasn’t the most ideal of circumstances. One could argue that no one’s at their best in a hospital, and yet Myron and Dana were exactly how their son Chris had described them to me: warm, caring, humorous. And, inexplicably, concerned about how I was doing, even though it was Chris who had just been airlifted to the hospital, the extent of his injuries from a skydiving accident still unknown. 

Over the course of Chris’s 28-day stay in the hospital, as he underwent multiple surgeries to repair numerous broken bones and other injuries, I got to know his parents quite well. While the nurses whisked Chris away each day for various tests and procedures, Myron and I would sit and chat—and often cry—together as we waited for the latest updates. Our conversations spanned a variety of topics, from coffee and travel to faith and religious trauma. But mostly we talked about Chris. Our shared love and concern for his well-being, the many unknowns about the long road to recovery that was before him, and how best to support him on that journey. 

During these talks, Myron displayed a vulnerability and transparency that was refreshing and rare. He didn’t shy away from discussing his feelings of past failures as a parent and his uncertainty about how best to show up now for Chris. The depth of his love and commitment to his son was evident, even as he grappled with how to express it. Reading Myron’s memoir reminds me of those conversations in the hospital. He doesn’t avoid writing about difficult experiences and circumstances. Rather, readers will find that he leans into those stories with insight and honesty, and invites them to join him on his journey toward grace and peace. 

—Alisa Williams, Family Friend
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Myron Bontrager wrestles with a vast range of topics in his new book ranging from how to be part of a family, pastoring a flock, or operating a business. His humility, honesty, and humor make this book a great read as he explores how to live with integrity. Myron has made the Goshen community more of a community by his actions over many decades and this book is for anyone wanting to learn more about how to be a good neighbor wherever they are in the world.

—Marshall King, Author of Disarmed
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Myron moves beyond platitudes and easy answers, meeting struggle and doubt with honesty, grace, and hope. As his sister, I’m proud of his willingness to be open and vulnerable—qualities that have not always come easily in our family—and grateful for his reminder that even in the hard places, love and goodness can still be found.

—Arloa Bontrager, Sister
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If you have survived ministry, wrestled with doubt/darkness, or lived under scrutiny, Myron's story will make you feel seen. If you haven't . . . well, you might need to read this book even more. Full of vivid honesty and unexpected hope, this is a brave account of escaping expectations and finding fresh air.

—Laura Oyer, Co-Author of Spirit-Led Parenting
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My Fellow Misfits

In Sinking in Plain Sight, Myron Bontrager asks from every age, what does faithfulness look like after the BS is stripped away? Big-hearted, wise, and with a rare dose of self-awareness, this memoir is a testament to the integrity of running with – not away from – the questions that keep us up for a lifetime. If you’ve been hurt by the arrogance of religion, plagued by doubts, or simply need to be reminded that change is always within reach, this honest book by an honest man will feel like coming up for air.  

—Shannan Martin, Author of Counterweights, Start with Hello, and The Ministry of Ordinary Places
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When I think of Myron, I think of someone who's endlessly curious, adventurous, loyal, and hopeful. Those qualities make for an interesting life. And an interesting life makes for an interesting book. In just 13 short years of knowing Myron and Dana, they have gone from strangers, to friends, to family. As such, some of the stories in this book I had heard before, either at The Electric Brew, Goshen Brewing Company, or on their back porch on a fall evening, always feeling lucky to have stumbled into their lives. I'm glad he's put his life into words. If you're ever in Goshen, and you run into Myron, buy him a beer at Goshen Brewing Company and ask him about coffee, Mount Kilimanjaro, cycling from Canada to Miami, faith, or what's giving him hope these days. You won't regret it.

—Cory Martin, Chaplain, Elkhart County Jail
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Myron’s life is an inspiration—a testament to what it means to live with purpose, creativity, courage, and unwavering integrity. He has a remarkable “can-do” spirit, but perhaps even more remarkable is his steadfast belief in the value of life and the dignity of humanity.

He has lived through grueling years and difficult circumstances, yet he has never allowed hardship to diminish his kindness or compromise his character—even when doing the right thing came at a cost. His life reminds us that integrity is not simply something we believe in; it is something we practice, especially when it is difficult.

This book is a reflection of a life lived intentionally and courageously, and a powerful testament to the kind of person Myron has chosen to be.

—Courtney Ropp, Licensed Social Worker
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At 70, Myron could have easily reclined and indulgently repainted the past as one heroic victory after another, skewering his enemies as he went along. But that isn’t remotely the sort of thing Myron could do, as the reader will clearly see after following him through Ecuador as a pastor, across America on a bike, back through the American political/religious landscape and (again at 70) up the side of Kilimanjaro. Instead, he courageously deals in honesty, picking up the various stones of his life and turning them over, no matter what crawls underneath, then reporting thoughtfully on it all. We need these honest stories: maps that help us understand the places we’ve been and where we might yet be inspired to go.

—Jason Ropp, Software Engineer
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Reading Myron’s memoir has been a delight. His humor, insight, and honesty have been refreshing. The world would be a better place with more Myrons in it. Thank you Myron for your friendship, honesty, and example.

—Kendall Hochstedler, Family Nurse Practitioner
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I am grateful for Myron and the gift he offers his readers through his story. I was moved by the accounts of his ministry experiences—from the excitement of a new call of God and a growing ministry to disillusionment and pain. Myron shares these and other experiences with a rawness and honesty that I connected with. He is a wonderful example of living a life committed to learning new things and shifting perspectives as needed.

Karen Hochstedler, Director, Holy Alliance Community Center

To Dana, who has seen me at my worst and sometimes at my best, but always believed in me. 

And to Jeremy and Chris. Even during my toughest times, and when I've not known how to express it fully, I have loved you deeply.
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Preface
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Memoirs are a funny thing; fascinating, but also curiously amusing. Several years ago, I listened to a podcast where Malcolm Gladwell was talking about memories. He cited the events that led up to Brian Williams losing a coveted position as the anchor of NBC’s Nightly News. Williams’ downfall was the result of his “memory” of an event where he flew out of Afghanistan on a helicopter as bullets were fired on the convoy. The problem was that a marine on that convoy stated that Williams was not in the chopper, and there were no bullets fired as they left. Williams finally admitted he was mistaken about the incident, and was fired shortly after. Ironically, an additional layer to the story emerged, as Williams argued that the Marine challenging his story could not have known the facts, as he himself was not actually in Afghanistan until after the events in question had unfolded. However, the Marine was never taken to task for his own less-than-stellar memory. 

That is the story as I remember it. I didn’t fact-check it though; that’s my point, it is as I remember it. If you happen to be curious enough, you might decide to check out the Brian Williams scandal and prove my memory to be flawed. Our memories are all somewhat flawed. We remember what we remember.

I graduated from a small Christian school in Goshen, Indiana, with a graduating class of just twelve students. In my junior year, we had shop class for the boys and Home Economics for the girls. The clear assumption was that girls needed to learn how to sew, cook, clean, and perform other tasks on the list of things they would be required to do after graduation. They would date, find a husband, make a home, have babies, and grow old, so Home Economics would set them up for that life. The boys, on the other hand, needed to learn how to fix cars, build things, make furniture, and other things that boys do. That is why we needed shop class to give us a head start. Of course, we too would date, get married, have babies, and grow old with the women who knew how to cook, quilt, and keep the house in order. Life was simple, in a warped sort of way.

In shop class, we were learning how to build small wooden projects. I chose to make a coffee table, and it turned out to be the strangest table ever. It was shaped somewhat like the propeller of a small plane, with a chessboard in the middle where the propeller would be attached to the engine’s shaft. I notched sections where the chess pieces could sit. Looking back, I ask myself why I would have built something like that. I didn’t even play chess. More importantly, why was I allowed to build it at all? The beautiful mahogany I used for this table was certainly wasted. I still love the smell of that exotic wood, though. I made the chessboard from walnut and maple, and the squares didn’t exactly match, but that was just a minor detail to me.

One day in class, I was cutting a piece of wood with a saber saw and noticed that suddenly the blade seemed to get really dull. Ten minutes later, I realized I had cut into the table below, which was two inches thick and made of oak, a very hard wood. When I realized what I had done, the rest of the boys, after laughing, grabbed some sawdust and glue and tried to fill the cut with the resulting paste, as if the teacher wouldn’t notice. At least that was how I remembered what happened on that day.

Fast forward fifty years. Our 50th class reunion was approaching, and as one of the events, we met for breakfast at Das Dutchman Essenhaus in nearby Middlebury. We sat at a long table and began to tell stories about our high school days. I mentioned something about the day I cut into that table. One of my male classmates looked at me and said, “That wasn’t you, that was me!” This detail was quickly verified by my classmates, so I could hardly challenge his memory of that day. My fifty-plus years of that particular memory were suddenly turned upside down.

This book contains my memories, as I remember them. We often take from an event an overarching “something,” even when we might be unknowingly blurry on the details. Fact: someone was cutting a board. Fact: someone cut into the table. Fact: the rest of us tried to hide the mistake. Fact: I learned a lesson that day. Ever since that shop class, every time I cut wood on a table, I am always careful not to cut too deep. Some facts get skewed over time, but we might still come away from the experience with something that becomes an important factor in informing the way we view the world and live our lives.

These are my memories, and all of them have informed who I am. They may not all be factually accurate, but the impact has been real. Someone once described these kinds of memoirs as being “autobiographical fiction.” I think that is spot on.

This is my story, at least as I remember it.

Introduction: Underwater

I couldn’t breathe. I felt my life swirling around me like a whirlpool. I was drowning. 

Three years earlier, my wife Dana and I had purchased a small coffee shop in downtown Goshen, Indiana, just four blocks from our home. It arrived like a gift placed in our hands, unfolding without a single blueprint. I knew the owner through our shared work on a Main Street board, and I’d heard she was resigning under the weight of too many responsibilities. I asked her, in passing, if they were planning to sell. Eight months later, the keys were ours.

Since then, I had been dividing my soul between the coffee shop and the church down the street where I’d pastored for eleven years. The shop became my sanctuary. When the air grew thin at the church, I could escape into the ritual of roasting a new batch of coffee, disappearing into the steady hum of public radio and music. There had been many such escapes.

On this particular evening, however, I sat at my desk and felt my world begin to implode. At home, Dana was hosting a small group of women from our church, engaged in conversation while I sat wondering if the chokehold of my life would ever let up. Simply put, the last five years at the church had been hell. An unending line of people had taken turns complaining, accusing, and eventually drifting away, leaving behind a wake of lies about my intentions and our leadership.

A fog settled over me. At first, it felt like the gentle mist Dana and I had stood within beside a massive waterfall on the border of Brazil and Argentina—a haze that made us feel peacefully, beautifully alone. Then, the whisper arrived. Distant, almost imperceptible, but unmistakable.

You are a damn failure.

It startled me. But as the thought echoed, I felt the heavy pull of its truth. I had taken one of the most vibrant young adult ministries in our region and driven it into the ground. Under my lead, a group of thirty had swelled to over two hundred. Small groups were emerging; new leaders were rising under my mentorship. Couples were falling in love. Other churches called for advice, and newspapers wanted to run features. Looking back now, the contrast was unbearable. All those dreams and prayers felt like a pile of cold ashes.

The voice returned, louder: You are a damn failure, and you know it. I didn't argue. How could I? Like flickering filmstrips, my memory began to play back the proof.

I saw him again—back row, aisle seat, his face twisted in displeasure as I preached on Matthew 7 and the danger of judging others. His scowl said everything. Their marriage was a wreck; he was abusive, and she was suicidal. We had confronted them after her plea for help, but a week later, they left the church, citing "doctrinal differences."

Then I saw a man who had been a true friend. We had spent hours talking over beers, walking through the tall grass of his life’s struggles. I had officiated his wedding. We had traveled and laughed together. Then he was gone—until the day he appeared in my office with a literal list of my shortcomings and his unmet expectations.

The whisper became a roar. Damn failure. Damn failure. I reached down and poured a drink. I felt the undertow reaching out, drawing me toward the swirling waters and the inviting pull of an empty black hole. I saw two women screaming at me, one leaning her pregnant body forward, shouting into my right ear. I wasn’t listening anymore. I was just trying to find air.

Now, sitting at my desk, I struggled to draw a full breath. The peaceful mist was gone, replaced by a violent vortex. I saw another couple in my office, their voices accusing and making demands. A better man would have done better! the voice screamed. I agreed. My "calling" felt like a sham, a fantasy that had finally run its course. The waters drew me closer.

I poured another drink. What was left to lose? My mind raced through ways to disqualify myself from the ministry without completely destroying my family. A DUI? Driving my truck into a tree? I needed to end the pain.

Your wife doesn’t even believe in you, the voice hissed. Even she wonders if you should stay. She texted to say everyone had left the meeting. I had to know.

“How sure are you that I am still supposed to be pastor?” I sent the text in return, the darkness beckoning.

“Pretty sure,” she responded.

See? She doesn’t really believe in you. “Pretty sure?” What kind of answer is that?

I poured another, longing for the bottom. Let the Devil win, I thought. I am too tired to care. The vortex had me now, spinning me into the fog. I gasped, trying to snatch enough oxygen to survive the next few seconds. I lunged upward, desperate to break the surface, as if that single act could save me. I just needed to breathe.

I was twelve years old again. And I was drowning.

. . . . .

On a lazy summer afternoon, my older brother and I headed to Sunnyside Park. The popular spot was home to a muddy pond, the only swimming hole we had in small-town Indiana.

I was one of the youngest kids there. When my brother and his friends made plans to head for a sandbar in the middle of the pond, I tagged along. They said the water was shallow enough for even the little kids to stand. I didn't know how to swim, but I followed the bigger kids along the sloped contour of the floor until we reached the bar.

Eventually, the older boys grew bored. Being practiced swimmers, they took the direct route back, diving into the deep middle of the pond and leaving me behind. I wasn't worried. I figured I could find my way back the way we had come.

I was wrong.

Straying from the path, I lost my footing. Suddenly, I was over my head in murky water, unable to float. With my world turning dark, I had the presence of mind to let myself sink to the bottom so I could push off, propelling my head just far enough out of the water to catch a single, shallow breath. Then I would fall back into the silence.

The voices of my brother and his friends grew muffled as they swam away, unaware of my desperation. My feet reached for the muddy floor again, finding less strength this time, but enough to snatch one more gasping breath at the top.

I plunged back into the darkness. I fought for air, the cycle beginning to feel futile.

Again and again.

Then my brother looked back. He saw. Somewhere between a black descent and a weakening climb, I felt his hand grab me. He pulled me to the shore, where I lay for a long time, breathing fast and deep. Even as he swam off to rejoin his friends, the sensation stayed with me—the fierce panic, the crushing hopelessness, and the eerily peaceful darkness that threatened to claim me with every plunge.

The feeling of being unable to breathe.
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Chapter One: Just South of New Paris
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My story begins in 1837, or at least that’s where I will choose to begin it. In that year, my great-grandfather was born. John E. Bontrager, AKA Honsi, was the son of Joseph Bontrager, one of the first Amish settlers who migrated from Ohio to settle in Shipshewana, Indiana. Joseph, along with three other Amish men, left Ohio in 1841, traveling by horse, boat, and on foot to arrive at some beautiful farmland just south of Goshen, where I would be born 115 years later. Upon finding the land, the four men traveled back home to gather their belongings and families and then returned to Waterford Mills. However, by the time they arrived with their families, the land they wanted was already sold, and the remaining plots nearby had increased significantly in value. They moved on to Shipshewana to settle in, and on July 20, 1841, Joseph Bontrager bought 40 acres of land for $500. 

On May 28, 1830, President Andrew Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act into law, which caused the Native Indigenous peoples to be forcibly removed from their homelands. On September 4th, 1938, Chief Shipshewana, along with 859 other Potawatomi, were marched out of the area with guns at their backs onto what became known as the Trail of Death. By the time they ended up along the Osage River in Kansas, approximately 700 members of the tribe remained. Many had died on the way, while some had escaped. Some of the Potawatomi women even left their newborn children with families along the trail, hoping for a better life for their children. Chief Shipshewana was allowed to return to his native land in 1839, where he died two years later, the same year my great-great grandfather, Joseph Bontrager, arrived with his family. 

It was because of the Trail of Death and the injustices suffered by so many Potawatomi that my great-great-grandfather was able to buy fertile farmland at a reduced price. It is important for me to acknowledge that fact as I begin my story. 

The Goshen Hospital was dedicated on May 14, 1955. I was born on May 13, 1956, Mother’s Day, just one year later. During the mid 1950s, tent revivals were all the rage and traveling preachers traveled through the Goshen area, setting up their tents and holding Revival Meetings for local communities. One such Mennonite Revivalist came through the area, and my parents, expecting their 7th child, decided to attend his meetings. The Evangelist, Myron Augsburger, was quite popular. When my parents returned home after a meeting one evening, Mom mentioned to Dad that she really liked the name Myron, and wanted to use it for their unborn child if it was a boy. Several months later, I would be introduced to the world as a namesake for the famous Mennonite preacher. 

My parents struggled economically, but they both worked hard and made ends meet the best they could. Grandpa, Dad's father, had been generally quite irresponsible, so his family often had barely enough resources to buy the food they needed. Dad recalls helping his mom scrape together all the leftovers for a meal while his dad went to the local store to buy more cigarettes. It was in that context that Dad raised his own family—determined to provide and desperately trying not to be the father he saw as he was growing up. Mom and Dad had moved around quite a bit during the early years of their marriage. By the time I was born, they had purchased their first-ever home, a tiny two-bedroom located south of Goshen, on U.S. 6. We all crammed into the small house, with the boys sleeping in the basement next to the oil furnace. It was a dingy space with just enough room for a double bed and a cot to the side. Since I was the smallest boy, I was honored with the middle of the bed, with a brother on either side. I assumed every boy grew up like this. 

When I was five years old, we moved to a small farm just south of New Paris. Dad grew up farming and always wanted to run a farm of his own. This would be the closest he would get to fulfilling that dream. He hired a neighboring farmer to plant corn in one of the fields, and bought several calves and hogs to raise for meat. When the corn was fully grown, we would take his pickup truck to the field and cut the stalks of corn for the livestock to eat. In the spring, Dad would tap the dozen maple trees in the yard, and every evening we would pour the sap into large buckets. Soon he had a fire going. and all the sap was placed into a galvanized container where it was boiled down until the golden syrup began to appear. I loved the smell of the fire and the taste of the sweet syrup. 

Even though we were rather poor, we always had plenty to eat. Each spring Dad would till the garden, and soon we would all be planting potatoes, green beans, and a variety of other vegetables. During the summer, we would pull weeds, hoe the rows, and can the produce. In the evenings and our spare time, we could play in the woods and by the nearby creek. 

One of Eight

I was the second youngest of eight children, with three brothers and three sisters ahead of me. My oldest sister was already twelve when I arrived, while the sibling closest to me in age was just two years my senior. My younger sister, Arloa, rounded out the family a few years later. 

Eileen was the oldest and the one I knew the least. By the time Arloa was born, Eileen was deciding what to do with her adult life. She moved out at some point and we didn’t see her often, but by then I was busy admiring my baby sister and didn’t have time for my older siblings anyway. Eileen eventually moved to Maryland, and afterward we only saw each other once a year during the holidays. 

Leonard was eleven years older than me, and in spite of the difference in age, I always looked up to him. We seemed to connect in ways I didn’t with most of my other siblings. Of course, by the time I was seven years old, he was ready to leave home and live his own life. By then he had already become disillusioned with religion and was quite active in distancing himself from anything to do with church. 

Clifford was child number three of the family. Mom and Dad had married when they were still Amish, but after their second child, they decided to leave the Amish Church and join the Conservative Mennonite congregation located nearby. So when Clifford was born, they had already bought a car and lived in a house with electricity. Clifford is another of the siblings I know the least. He was just old enough, laid back enough, and stuck between several older siblings that he just faded into the family background in my memories. Clifford never seemed to have any interest in spiritual things, as I remember it, and as soon as possible, he moved away from home and quit attending church. Most of my memories of Clifford from my growing-up years are pretty sketchy. He got married, and after several years moved to Arkansas, where he has lived ever since. 

When I was eight years old, Leonard and Clifford decided to join the military in order to avoid their inevitable draft selection. Our family was Conservative Mennonite through and through, so their decision to enlist in the military was scandalous to say the least. By this time, though, both brothers had distanced themselves from the family and faith. They had moved away to a neighboring town and we hadn’t seen them very much. At times, when I was disobedient, Mom would ask, “Do you want to be like Leonard and Clifford when you grow up?” The obvious correct answer was, “No!” but I looked up to my brother Leonard, so the question left me a bit conflicted. After my brothers left for their military assignments, I would often hear a prayer request for them at our weekly prayer meeting at church. One day, I asked Mom what she thought they were doing. I don’t remember her response, but I said, “They are probably killing the enemy.” I was quickly scolded, and learned that the subject was better left alone. The Amish community often talked about how someone was “bringing shame” on them. My parents felt the shame my brothers were bringing to the family. It was a horrible way to view the situation, but it was the only way they knew at the time. I suspect this permanently severed whatever good relationship they could have had with their oldest sons. 

After my brothers returned from their military service, they both became over-the-road truck drivers. I was fascinated with the big rigs and begged to be allowed to go with Leonard on some of his road trips. By then I was 14 years old, and the road seemed like the ultimate adventure. Both of my brothers were officially “heathen”, as they had served in the military, smoked, drank, and engaged in what we considered to be wild living. Occasionally, I was allowed to accompany Leonard on a multi-day delivery. I’m still not sure why my parents let me go with him, as the conventional wisdom was that evil always taints the good and never the other way around. I am sure that Mom and Dad prayed feverishly while I was out in the evil world. Regardless, I enjoyed those trips and all the things we got to see from the cab of the big rig. On one such run, we pulled into a truck stop at the Somerset, Pennsylvania exit. Leonard pulled up to the fuel pumps to top off his tank, and as it was being filled, we headed to the restrooms for a quick potty break before getting back on the road. As we passed one of the fuel pumps, I suddenly felt a blast of water hit me full on. A worker had been washing down one of the stations and decided to throw the contents of his bucket onto the concrete, dousing me with dirty water. We returned to the cab, where I stripped down to my tighty-whities and spent the next several hours letting my clothing dry before getting dressed again. 

One day, Leonard was working on his car in the garage that Dad had built. While he was busy under the car, he lit a cigarette. I assume Mom and Dad weren’t home at the time, or he probably wouldn’t have felt so free to light up. After he finished the cigarette, he held it out from under the car and asked me to throw it in the bushes. I complied, but snuck a quick puff, curious what the fuss was all about. Immediately, I choked on the thick smoke, and Leonard’s voice called out, “I told you to throw it away, not smoke it!” Thankfully, I never fully picked up the habit.

Ruby is six years older than me and was always busy around the house. While some of us were gathering eggs, she would probably be helping prepare for the evening meal. She was also the first of my siblings to graduate from high school. Education was never much of a priority in our family, but Ruby enjoyed school and decided she wanted to be our first graduate. She married young and moved away to start a life with her new husband, and it wasn’t long before they were raising children of their own. While we’ve maintained a steady closeness over the years, their time living in other states meant our visits were few and far between; we simply haven’t had the chance to spend much time together.

Glendon was four years older than me, and was my nearest brother in age. We were never particularly close, but we tended to tolerate each other. The thing I remember most about him was his temper, with two incidents that have stayed in my memory all these years. Both happened when I was around 10 or 12 years old. The first was the day Glendon got so mad at me that he threw a hammer, trying to hit me. I don’t know what happened to provoke him, but I’m sure I was an annoying, mouthy younger brother, and had just said something to set him off. Whatever the reason, the hammer sailed past my head and landed harmlessly in the bushes behind me. Let’s just say that Mom wasn’t happy when she heard about this. The second incident happened one day as we were playing with a bow and arrow set. It was a play variety that had a harmless rubber suction cup attached instead of a pointed tip. When it was my turn to use the bow and arrow, I loaded up and hit Glendon dead center on his back. Nice shot, eh? I immediately saw in his eyes that I had crossed a red line and was in trouble. I took off running through the yard in my bare feet, jumped over the electric fence, and fled into the cow pasture. He was hot on my tail, but I was a limber and fast runner which helped me create a safe distance between myself and my chubby, slower, older brother. 

After Glendon got married, he and his new wife became estranged from the family for most of their married life. We didn’t know why they were so offended, until one day as I pressed him he told me that he and his wife had stopped in to see Mom and Dad one Sunday evening after the church service. When they pulled in, they were able to see a plate of cheese on the table, and by the time they entered the house, it had been put away. I have to believe there was a misunderstanding, because those who knew my mom can attest that this would never happen on purpose. Mom was endlessly providing food and would deny no one a bite to eat. Whatever the circumstances that evening, the years passed, and the estrangement broke my parents’ hearts so many times. Mom was the eternal optimist and kept believing they would someday just come home again and become part of the family. It never happened. Glendon was eventually diagnosed with cancer, and within five years it had spread and taken over his pain-ridden body. Several days before he passed, Dana and I went to see him. He was mostly coherent, and I knew I would never see him alive again. As I was ready to leave, I leaned over and said, “I’ll see you on the other side.” He replied. “I hope so!” I left feeling sad that his last words to me still conveyed the distance between us. I wish we could have all mended our fractured relationships with Glendon before his death.

Phyllis was two years older than me, so we grew up playing together during our free time. We also did many chores together, gathering eggs, mowing the grass, planting the garden, and helping with the canning during harvest times. While, from my perspective, I did the majority of the dirty work around our small farm, I have to admit she helped a lot. Together, we probably gathered more than 20 million eggs. (Although, to be fair, I gathered more than she did.) While all of my siblings had similar experiences to my own when it came to the effects of our religious upbringing, Phyllis’s is more clear in my mind because we were so close in age.      One example I remember was an incident when the Bishop showed up to confront her about a TV she had in her bedroom. It wasn’t long before Phyllis moved into town and the effects of spiritual abuse in her life started to show in real time. I believe she suffered from a great deal of hurt due to judgmental attitudes and actions that were largely unfair. She moved to Florida a number of years ago, and we don’t see each other all that often, but still enjoy catching up when we happen to be in the same place. When Dana and I took up biking and were on long tours, Phyllis was our top supporter. She would reach out daily with questions and words of encouragement, and we very much appreciated her support.  

My younger sister, Arloa, was born a year after we moved to the farm. I was six years old at the time and was excited to have a younger sibling. In that era, pregnancy was kept a secret as long as possible and gender reveal parties did not exist. At some point, probably quite late in the pregnancy, I was told that we were expecting a new baby in the family. When she was born, I told Mom that I was going to fail all my grades in school until she caught up with me so we could go to school together. That was a goal that was never fulfilled. However, over the years, in spite of our difference in age, we became close. I suppose I needed a younger sibling that looked up to me. 

Summer Days

In 1963, Dad decided to build a chicken house as a way to provide additional income for the family. He partnered with Mom’s cousin in this project. I remember my excitement as the equipment arrived to begin digging the foundations, and soon the concrete was poured, walls were built and cages were being assembled. Those were days long before any concern for the well-being of animals. Each small cage contained three chickens, and the eggs that were produced would roll out onto a tray where they would be collected. By this time, my older brothers were leaving home and I was given the responsibility of gathering the eggs twice a day. There were a total of 12,000 chickens, and when they were producing at their peak, we would gather over 10,000 eggs in one day. During the summer, I would make my rounds at 10 a.m. and then again at 4 p.m. By the time I was 10 years old, I could out-gather any of my siblings or parents. I would reach with both hands, grab three eggs per hand, and by the time my hands arrived to place them in the cartons I had all the eggs with the pointed end down. None of my siblings cared that I was the fastest; they were happy to leave me with that honorable distinction. 

Mom became proficient at preparing “all things chicken” for our meals. She roasted, smoked, fried, baked, and boiled chicken. We had noodles made from the egg yolks and angel food cakes made from egg whites. I came to dislike chicken, but it was often our main meal and I didn’t have many options, so I ate what was set before me. We also sold eggs from the chicken house. By the time I was 10, I was setting up the egg cartons for display, replacing them as they sold, making change for customers, and seeing that the money was put away at the end of the day. Most of our sales were “self-serve”, but I enjoyed running out to make a sale when customers pulled into the driveway. 

Summer time was the best. I was happy to be out of school, but mostly that I had more time to play. One of the highlights of summer was when a number of Mom’s sisters and sisters-in-law got together for a day of work. Since we lived on a chicken farm, one of the summer events included butchering several hundred chickens and getting them ready to freeze, can, or serve for dinner that evening. It was quite a process, but once the work began it wasn’t long before all the chickens had been slaughtered and divided up to be taken home. 

Another of my favorite childhood memories involves picking blueberries. Every June when the berries ripened we would plan a day to visit the blueberry patches and load up for both summer and winter. Mom would wake us at dawn and we would eat breakfast before heading out for our annual blueberry day. Arriving at the patches, we would spread out over several bushes and begin to pick. We were allowed to eat some berries, and there was something nearly magical about the early crisp air, the dew on the branches, and the heavenly taste of the berries on our tongues. To this day, my heart warms when I eat fresh blueberries. Around noon on blueberry day, our buckets were filled and we headed home to finish the day’s work. By dinner time, the berries would be washed, small containers would be filled, and the berries were in the freezer. Of course, there were ample portions set aside for some fresh pie filling, topping for angel food cake, and just for popping into our mouths. 

During the summer, Mom would also do a lot of baking, and we would sell the baked goods from a table placed in our lawn, right next to the road. We lived on a route that led to Syracuse, a small town built on the banks of a sizable lake. Weekends brought a lot of traffic headed to the lake, and our baked goods sold out quickly. When the sweet corn was ready to harvest, we would stack up the ears and sell them by the dozen. Mom always said we should give customers thirteen ears, just in case we miscounted. By Monday, Mom was busy with even more baking. She would make several batches of homemade bread, noodles, and angel food cakes, and at 2 a.m. on Wednesday mornings she was in the kitchen whipping up batches of cinnamon rolls. She would wake me at 4 a.m. and I would help her roll the dough in melted butter and a mixture of cinnamon and sugar. At 7 a.m., we would have the car loaded with baked goods and head to Shipshewana for the weekly flea market. We would pop open the trunk and soon the delicious items would begin to disappear. Within several hours the car had been emptied, and I was free to roam the grounds checking out the booths with all kinds of interesting items for sale. 

I was responsible for keeping our large lawn mowed, and I hated it. We spent the summer running around barefoot, with shoes only worn when we went to church, and even then we would take them off to play after the service. So I mowed the lawn with bare feet, which were pricked by thistles, poked by twigs, and stained by freshly cut grass. The yard took several hours to mow and I resented all the time taken away from the latest book I had borrowed from the library. I would complain and procrastinate, but in the end it was my chore to complete and eventually I couldn’t put it off any longer without a good scolding from Dad. 

When the work was done for the day, we were free to play as we wished. There were nearby woods that demanded exploration and cornfields that provided great cover for games of hide-and-seek when cousins came to visit. Phyllis and I loved to run around on the roof of the house. The boys’ bedroom window opened up to the porch roof that gave us access to the main roof. We would run up the gables and back down again, chasing each other until we were worn out. Then we would lay down on the roof to regain strength before starting the chase again. These are the memories that make me wonder why any of us are still alive. The pitch on the roof was quite steep, but with our bare feet we had all the traction we needed for our grand rooftop adventures. 

I also loved to read, and would find any opportunity to sneak away from my responsibilities for some alone time with a good book. Dad had added a garage and breezeway onto the main house, and because of that process there was a narrow opening in the attic that led to a small nook where no one could find me. I strung up an extension cord with a light, and would disappear for hours at a time. There were days when I would hear Mom calling for me, but I would ignore her and keep reading. It was during those summer days that I developed a love of reading and the adventures a book could provide. 

We always looked forward to evenings. After dinner, we would get out a table game and spend hours playing Yahtzee or Rack-O. The best evenings were when one of the aunts or uncles would show up with their family. The boys would run to the field with gloves, bats and a softball. Soon we were sweaty and tired, ready for some popcorn and ice cream to finish off the day. Some nights, Mom would load up a cookie sheet with raw peanuts in the shells. Before too long they were roasting in the oven, and in the meantime she would whip up a batch of eggnog for us all to enjoy with the peanuts. Other nights, Dad would bring out the ice cream maker and we would start the cranking process with the mixture mom had made. We always fought to get the beater and scrape the ice cream off into our bowls. Those were enjoyable evenings that ended with Dad reading a chapter from the Bible, and then one of us would need to finish the day with a prayer. After the fun, that was one way to settle down for the night. 

One summer, my older siblings wanted to have some of the youth over for an evening of volleyball and food. Dad found several old tires and some metal poles to build posts for the net. The project required cement to be poured into each tire with a pole positioned in the center pointing toward the sky. We ran out of cement, and my older brother was commissioned to head to town to get more bags. I asked if I could go along, and he said I could if I ran behind his car to see if I could catch him. I was 10 years old, so the challenge was accepted. He started down the road and I ran as fast as my bare feet could carry me. At some point he decided I had run enough, so he started backing up for me to get in the car. I was concentrating so hard on catching up that I didn’t see him approaching. I ran full speed into the tail lights of the 1956 Chevy and everything went black. My brother loaded me into the car and quickly drove back to the house. He said later that this was the only time Mom ever yelled at him. She thought I was dead, or soon to be. I was unconscious for a while before waking up with a massive headache and very swollen lip. I’m certain that taking me to the hospital was never a consideration. Those were different times for sure.

Crossing Paths with Tragedy

In April, 1964 when I was 8 years old, my parents decided to take a trip to Wisconsin to visit Mom’s sister and family. My younger sister went along while the rest of us stayed at home. Clifford had been hired by a local farmer for the summer and was plowing a field one morning close to our house. I was on the tractor with him when another sibling pulled up and told us that Grandma Schrock had died during the night. She was 69 years old. Grandpa had woken in the morning as usual, and went to wake Grandma only to discover she had passed away. Since she was known to have heart problems, the assumption was she had a heart attack. It was my first experience with the death of someone I personally knew. Grandma had been more reserved and seemed a bit stern, so we hadn’t really connected. In addition, I had nearly 70 cousins who were mostly older than me, so Grandma and Grandpa had probably tired a bit of all the grandkids running around by the time I had come along. Even though her death was impacting, I was young enough and distant enough from her that I didn’t feel any real sense of loss. 

Four years later, though, our second cousin was killed in a farm accident. She was riding on the tractor with her dad when she fell off without him realizing it and he ran over her, killing her instantly. She was five years old, and her death impacted me deeply. I was 12 at the time, so she was seven years younger than me. However, I had spent plenty of time on their farm playing with her siblings. Our families were quite close, and this death felt too real. We attended the visitation in their home. The living room was filled with mourners, while the heat of the summer felt oppressive to me. The casket was placed in the corner of the room and chairs sat in neat rows to provide maximum capacity. I wept, almost uncontrollably. 

As previously mentioned, summers allowed us time to swim at the local pond. One of the regular swimmers was a kid named Jesse. He was about my age and we attended the same school. During the same summer my cousin died, we received news that Jesse had died by suicide. His mom
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