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PRAISE FOR BETWEEN 2 GODS

 

The great educator, Booker T. Washington once observed, “If you want to measure the true success of a man or woman, you do not measure it so much by the position they have achieved, but by the obstacles they have had to overcome.” If ever there were a quote that was appropriate to a life story, this certainly applies to the life of Trudy Metzger. When you read what was done in the name of God in her faith community, it overwhelms the mind. When you read how Trudy has chosen to handle the obstacles and deception in her life, you will be amazed. Between 2 Gods is a book that outlines the life story of a woman who has chosen to overcome an extraordinarily difficult past. The fact that she is not bitter toward God, but instead has chosen to take her brokenness and use it as a portrait of grace, is simply amazing. I am very thankful that Trudy promised God that she would give Him “the rest of my life” because hurt, honesty, transparency, and spirituality will help everyone I know who has been victimized, to live a full life. I am honored to call Trudy a friend and fellow author.

—Dr. Ike Reighard

 

Trudy Metzger has taken the tragic and painful experiences of childhood sexual and physical abuse, and started an inspiring ministry to those who have been harmed by abuse. She shares her story in a heartfelt and genuine way with those who attend her conferences. Her powerful message and prayer ministry changes many lives. In this gripping story, that will reach thousands more, she walks you through her years growing up and shares the abuse that she experienced and how she survived things that no child should ever have to endure. But as sad and dark as her story is, it has a happy ending. Every survivor needs hope and when you read her book you will come away with the feeling that ‘if God could help heal Trudy than He can help heal me.’ I would encourage you to read her book and consider what God can do in your life.

Dale Ingraham, Pastor for 31 years,
Executive director of Speaking Truth In Love Ministries
President of MKSafetyNet, Author of Tear Down This Wall



Trudy's story is gut-wrenchingly real to the core. Her telling of it leaves nothing out, as she relives one raw encounter after another. How she survived is a testament to her strong will and tenacity, birthed out of her need to be loved. Gripping, stunning and heartbreaking, yet victorious.

—Kelita Haverland, comedian, speaker, singer/songwriter
five-time Juno nominee

 

Wow! Your story had me riveted! You gave the raw facts with hope at the end, and left it hanging just enough to make me want to read the next book! I found myself praying: NO, not more harm! Can't anyone protect her? But I understand why an abuser can pick out one who had been abused and why that person feels like they have no voice. God have mercy on the innocents out there going through this very life right now. I didn't pick up any attitude toward our Mennonite culture. You were recounting your life and this really did happen. Facts are facts. That's the problem... People want to sweep it under the rug in the plain churches and I think this would help expose it. But, you better have your prayer warriors in high alert. Satan does not like sin exposed and there are people who will look for lots to try to discredit your story. But, our God is GREATER!

—T. Miller

Just finished reading Between 2 Gods… (I’m way behind in housework now, thank you very much!) Wow… wow! I couldn't stop reading. Sometimes I wonder if there will be a special jewel in the crown for those who came face to face with the devil for battle, and kept pursuing truth. Your story is beautiful like an old house with overgrown weeds and broken windows, renovated by God's grace into a beautiful mansion. You are one of the bravest people I know, to put your story out there like that.

 

—Monica Orr
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I dedicate this book, 

Between 2 Gods

to: 

My husband,               Tim Metzger,

my faithful companion,   my best friend, and the

love of my life. He knows well the story that spilled

 onto the pages of this book, and loved patiently,

always, in spite of my story. Not passing 

 judgement,  he listened compassion- 

ately as I trusted him with it in 

our early years together. 

Thank you

!

 

Tim, you loved me to wholeness. Through you, God revealed His love and brought redemption into my life! I give you my heart with deepest trust and appreciation.


Special Thanks To

My husband, Tim, and our children—Alicia, Nicole, Bryan, Toddrick, and Kordan—for your patience with me, as a wife, as a mother, and as an author. You have paid a price for my story, having suffered in the aftermath, and you have paid a price for my telling it publicly. There is no one in the world I love more, or to whom I am more deeply indebted. 

Christopher Dixon, of eLectio Publishing, for giving my dream wings. You looked beyond the extensive editing my book needed, and saw potential to bring hope to “half the population of the world” by sharing my story. 

My mother for many hours spent sharing stories of previous generations and your life with my father, filling in the gaps to my story. In all that was, and all that wasn’t, I thank God for redemption. Thank you for blessing this project. It was hard living, and hard telling, for both of us.

My late father, whose struggle shaped my early life and brought me into deep conflict with God, forcing me to search for truth. Your desperate search for God inspired me in spite of the harshness and dysfunction of our relationship. Asking for forgiveness, before your death, meant a lot; you were a broken man, stripped of all but God’s grace. RIP

My eight brothers and seven sisters, as well as my in-laws, for what each of you has contributed to my life. Where aspects of your story inevitably overlapped with my experience, I have tried to respect your privacy and not reveal your identities, especially in vulnerable situations. I wish you all God’s best!

My nieces and nephews, who have paid a high price with their own experience, for the story written in the pages of this book and the way it shaped us as a family. I pray that God will restore in you what generational sins have stolen from us all. 

Mrs. Wolfe for giving me a safe place on the most traumatic day of my childhood. You have a special place in my heart and my story. 

Vanessa Grosset, my agent and cheerleader, who believed in this book, in its purpose, and in me, from day one. You are a God-send, with your rock-solid faith, passion for people, and determination to make this happen. 

Eric Stanford, of Edit Resource, whose skill transformed my manuscript. Your magical touch with words, and your focus, made all the difference! You took the clouds, rain, and sunshine of my story and made a beautiful rainbow!

Family members and friends who encouraged me to tell the truth, regardless of cost or consequences. Especially those in conservative Mennonite settings, whose cries propelled me forward. God has not forgotten you.

Christine (Kuepfer) Shantz, who believed in this project for all its “twenty years in the making,” and who read every attempt at writing my story with faith in the outcome, and encouragement for me to continue. A truer cheerleader does not exist. Words fail to express my thanks. 

Friends who contributed to this project, in various ways: Boz Tchividjian, Cheryl Mason Thompson, Cindy Weber, Dale Ingraham, Elias Kanaris, Dr. Ike Reighard, Kelita Haverland, Marion Mills, Margaret Kuepfer, Monica Orr, Sheri Griffin, Sheri Gingrich, Tina & Richard Miller.

The late Helen Martin, who ‘graduated’ from this world on November 19, 2014, only weeks after helping me with my manuscript. You were an amazing woman of God, a true friend, and a warrior for the vulnerable and those of us fighting front lines. RIP.

The late Pastor Don Mills for believing in the “uncomfortable vision” God has given me for healing in sexual abuse victims. You encouraged me, and went out of your way to thank me and bless me, even calling me at work to offer prayer and encouragement.

My friend and fellow author, Ira Wagler, for offering support that can only come from one who has “walked this way” before. You have encouraged me to press on, knowing such vulnerability comes with a price tag.

Cousin Helen Knelsen and friend Helen Reddekopp for unmatched support and a safe place to share, to weep, to laugh and be unbelievably crazy, when I needed to de-stress. I treasure our unique friendship. 

Marlene Herrfort-Martin for stepping into my teenage trauma, and abandoning everything to be with me the night I emptied that bottle of pills in my hand. The story could have ended so differently, but God... 

Howard and Alice Horst for daring to ask that traumatic and life-changing question: "Were you sexually abused...?" and then walking through the aftermath as all hell broke loose, even inviting me to live in your home. It was through you that I met Jesus in a most personal way, in the Mennonite church. The ripple effects of your love and care will impact many generations, and thousands today. We all thank you!

Most importantly, “the God who won my heart.” You are a kind and gracious “Papa.” Thank you for revealing Your great love to this very wounded soul, and making Yourself known so that I would see the other god does not exist. How I love You! 


Foreword

Every life is a journey. Some begin their journey surrounded by love and support, while all too many start their journey alone, not knowing the meaning of those two incredibly important words. Trudy Metzger started her journey in a religious setting where “Godly” appearance and following the rules to keep God happy defined her world. Trudy Metzger’s world was also one in which she was alone and had very little understanding of authentic love and support. She was a child who became all too accustomed to an abusive father and a family that preferred the horrors of silence over the liberation that comes from truth and transparency. Instead of accepting a journey defined by oppressive complacency, from an early age Trudy’s life became all the pursuit of love and protection. A pursuit that had no use for an oppressive God who conditions his love and blessings upon obedience to the rules. This pursuit led Trudy to leave home at an early age (sixteen) and walk away from it all in search of the authentic love and protection she so desperately craved. Instead of getting better, Trudy found herself struggling through dark and painful valleys. Sure, there were some moments when light shone into the valley, but for too many years Trudy’s journey was defined by valley after valley. Just when she thought a valley couldn’t get any darker, she stumbled into another that was even darker. Where was the protection?  Where was the love? Where was the hope? 

In the course of my own journey confronting the darkness of abuse that is so prevalent inside of our faith communities, I have been immeasurably blessed to encounter some of the most amazing heroes. Trudy Metzger is one of those heroes. A hero who has struggled through a journey filled with painful valleys. A hero who has spent her life protecting and loving those she has encountered in the valleys who have given up hope. Whether she realizes it or not, Trudy Metzger is a beautiful reflection of a God whose very character is defined by love. A God who goes into the valleys to pursue people. A God who walked the dark valley of abandonment, isolation, and deep suffering. A God who understands. A God who grieves. A God who cares. A God who loves without conditions.

The journey of Trudy Metzger that is found in the pages of this book is nothing short of amazing. However, this journey is ultimately not about Trudy Metzger. It’s about the God of Trudy Metzger. It is about a God who walked and suffered with her through each and every valley. It’s about a God who never gave up on her even when everyone else had walked away. It’s about a God who never let her go even during those moments when she had lost all hope. It’s about a God who gave her the protection and love she had been looking for all along. 

It is my prayer that as you walk this journey with Trudy, not only will you come to know and love this hero, but that you will encounter the loving God who turns everything upside down, and who will never let you go. 

~ Boz Tchividjian ~ 

 

 

Basyle “Boz” Tchividjian, former child abuse prosecutor, currently teaches Child Abuse and the Law and several other courses at Liberty University School of Law. As a prosecutor for over eight years, Professor Tchividjian created the first “Crimes Against Children” division at the Office of the State Attorney of the 7th Judicial Circuit in Florida. As division chief, Professor Tchividjian was personally responsible for prosecuting hundreds of cases of child sexual abuse. Professor Tchividjian has spent over 17 years using what he learned as a prosecutor to train and equip prosecutors, investigators, social workers, and medical personnel in handling various aspects of child sexual abuse prosecutions. Boz is also the founder and executive director of G.R.A.C.E., an organization that educates and equips the faith community to correctly respond to sexual abuse disclosures, while also providing practical guidance to the Christian community on how to protect children. G.R.A.C.E. provides confidential consultations to churches, schools, and other organizations that are struggling with abuse-related issues, and assists institutions and abuse survivors by providing independent investigation services.

 


Preface 

Earliest memories of my childhood are not of fairy tales, nursery rhymes, and storybooks. Nor are they the voice of a parent singing lullabies or “Jesus loves me....” No playing “pat-a-cake, pat-a-cake, baker’s man...,” or bedtime stories to calm the mind and bring sweet rest. 

The stories I recall hearing at bedtime were shared in a dimly lit room, with family members seated around the table, the lantern flickering. I was barely more than a toddler when I first heard the horrific tales that were shared, from time to time, with us children. 

Shadows danced eerily around the room like gleeful demons clapping their hands at the darkness. Oh, how I despised the stories! And yet, I was drawn in by the very thing that made me dislike them so much—the horror. 

I could see the woman’s body hanging on the apple tree, deep in the woods, as my parents told the graphic suicide story; a woman who had left her husband and disappeared one night never to return home. She was found some days later, body hanging in the apple tree, crows pecking at her flesh. 

Some stories were told for the sole purpose of frightening us into listening to God—like the story of the young woman who repeatedly skipped church, choosing rather to spend her time in front of the mirror, doing her hair, trying to make herself look beautiful. One Sunday morning, after the rest of her family left for church, the devil just up and carried her away to hell, where she burned forever and ever. Such was the consequence for falling into the clutches of pride. We were admonished to never obsess about our looks, or try to be anything except plain and humble, lest we should succumb to a similar fate. 

Other stories were of friends, relatives, or acquaintances—stories of violence, murder, and suicide. Yet others were old wives’ tales passed down from generation to generation, with no particular purpose other than to horrify the mind, or create some perverse object lesson. 

There was the woman who gave birth to a demon and was mauled beyond recognition immediately after giving birth. And another supposedly gave birth to a creature that was half human and half swine. Of course, some sin committed by these women had led to these unfortunate consequences. The first woman had engaged in an affair, only to discover that it was the devil himself, not another human, resulting in the demon-child. We were to learn from these tragedies and avoid similar outcomes in our own future. 

Tragically, this is what my parents were taught, and, out of their own brokenness, they passed it on to us at a young age. I cannot hold them hard for it. They seemed sincerely to believe these things to be truth, telling them with great intensity and passion. In telling these horror stories, they functioned within accepted cultural norms to make us conform, and hopefully avoid hell.

Tangled into this web of confusion and emotional abuse was a bizarre blend of controls and manipulations intended to inspire obedience to the God of wrath so that, one day, we would stand before Him, justified by our good choices. It seemed hell in this life would prevent it in the life to come. And then there was the physical violence and sexual abuse…

Looking back, it is almost as though I am outside of my own body, watching a drama unfold, and yet, ironically, I am fully aware that I am the lead role in the play—it is my life, after all. 

I am a confused little girl with flyaway blonde hair and empty blue eyes, standing on the steps leading to an old house. Inside, my mother wails, begging for mercy, but dad continues to whip and beat her, yelling in uncontrolled rage. I take another step closer, leaning in to listen. I want to go inside, to help mom. 

An older sister, Anna, who is no more than eleven years old, but far more aware of the danger than I, whisks me away. She knows that if I get caught by dad when he storms out, I will get whipped for eavesdropping. 

I was three then.

Other memories are lost in my subconscious, buried with the trauma that resulted from them, and are known to me only because family members shared them with me. One such story is of a time when, as a toddler, I and two siblings were in dad’s machine shop and he believed we burned out the motor on a lathe. Upon his return, dad flew into a rage and gave each of us a terrible beating. They say that I went to mom, crying, with my arm outstretched and my hand hanging limply at the end of the limb. Dad had struck my hand so violently that I had no strength left in my wrist to hold it up. I have no conscious memory of this event but during physiotherapy in my late twenties, when I developed chronic wrist pain and weakness, the therapist concluded I had most likely suffered trauma to my wrist early in life. The body remembers what the mind cannot recall. This is true of physical abuse, such as this, and it is true of sexual abuse. There is the subconscious “knowing” that we are sexually awakened, that someone has taught us things… things that come alive in our dreams but are never acknowledged. And, without knowing it, we live out of that trauma, and its impact drives us until that day when we face it, and find help and healing.

All of these things—the spiritually confusing stories, the misrepresentation of God through religious and sexual abuses, and violence used to control family, all with religious justification—caused deep confusion. Starting in early childhood, my spirit was sensitive and keenly aware of God. I longed to please Him and know Him, especially when I learned that Jesus had died for me. This truth resonated deep within me, starting in Mexico, before age five. 

As confusion invaded this innocent awareness of God’s love, through experiences that presented a harsh God with a measuring stick—which He used somewhat recklessly to bring people back in line if they sinned—I lost that sweet connection. It was as if He walked stoically forward, carrying that measuring stick over His shoulder, ready to strike at the mere hint of sin with a broad and careless sweep, not even bothering to shift His gaze on offenders, to know their hearts. Consequently, I found myself caught between two—the God of childhood, whom I had loved innocently, and the mean, ruthless god of experience—and not trusting either of them. One was impossible to please, and the other too good to be true.

As a result, the first eighteen years of my life became somewhat of a tug of war between these two forces—both claiming to be God, both claiming to have my best interests at their core. With my heart torn between them, vacillating and convinced of neither, I turned my back on faith and looked to other things to give me a sense of identity and belonging. But my spirit remained restless, searching. 

Finally, having travelled far and wide and tried almost everything to find meaning, I discovered that nothing could fill that void, and I was still left to contend with the God dilemma. I found myself at a crisis point in my faith when I was brought face to face with Jesus and realized “He is God”; Jesus—Emmanuel, God with us—and He is good. 

That revelation awakened a deep desire to know again the God of my early childhood. But I was hesitant. Did I have it in me to leave everything and trust this God enough to follow through? 

****

I share my story to give you the courage to tell yours, no matter how hard it is, and to tell you the shame is not yours to carry. I have listened to many victims, head bowed in shame, staring at their empty, sweaty hands, as they struggle to repeat the things that were done against them. Almost without fail I say, “Look into my eyes,” and when they do, I say, “It is not your shame to carry. You are precious… You are beautiful… You are loved,” or some such affirmation. And then I coach them through it, encouraging them to spill whatever repulsive, violating details they carry inside, in silent shame, and wish to get off their chest. 

Having spilled the ugly truth of how they were made to expose themselves, how they were touched, or having to perform oral sex—or some other painful experience—I again look them in the eye, and remind them they are not what was done against them, and it is not their shame to carry. 

In telling my story, on the pages of this book, I discovered just how difficult it is to share the blunt truth of those violations, and how deep that shame runs. But it is not my shame to carry, so I’ve told it with that in mind, and if the blunt telling of truth offends you, consider yourself fore-warned. I didn’t write this book to avoid offence, I wrote it for the wounded who wish just one person would understand the horror of molestation, abuse, violence, bestiality—whether from experience or witnessing it—rape, and spiritual confusion. I wrote it for those who wish to understand victims caught in silent shame, and those who want to understand the impact of abuse in religious settings. I didn’t write it for the religiously arrogant and the judgemental who have never walked this path, or those who refuse to acknowledge the truth… or those who have no compassion and offer only pat answers and bible verses as quick fixes. I only offer what Jesus offered me: understanding, compassion, and grace. That is what brought me healing.

To the self-righteous who will buy my book for the sole purpose of finding fault with it—or more likely borrow, so as not to defile their pocketbook: You will find that fault. Particularly in my bold reference to various forms of sexual abuse. Be offended. I’ve not written it for that purpose, but offence must come in order for the truth of sexual corruption in religious settings to be exposed, and victims to find healing. All I ask is, when you have banned my book, held your bonfires and gossip sessions, and offered desperate prayers for my soul, that you be one hundred times more offended that I learned to do these things as a toddler, and yet more offended that I offered such sexual services in the parking lot of church by age seven. And grieve that many of your sons and daughters know how to do the things that will offend you so terribly before they ever reach puberty. Then, having been faced with just how repulsive it is, how violating, and how devastating, repent for choosing to turn a blind eye for the sake of religious pride rather than protecting children and fighting for truth. And then call your leaders to repentance and accountability. These things matter to God and “shy language” hardly tells the truth, exposes the wickedness, and offers the victims hope. Bold disturbing truth, saturated with God’s love and grace, does.

Finally, I wrote this book for those of you who have turned your back on God because the church wounded you and did not hear when you tried to expose abuse. Because of fickle holiness, and valuing image more than truth, you met a false god and lost sight of the One who loves you. I didn’t write this book to sway you back into faith, but to tell the truth: we are a messed up lot in desperate need of forgiveness, with shameful sins hidden in our pews. You are right about that. I am so sorry that we pretended otherwise; you deserve to have that truth acknowledged. Rather than hide our sin, we ought to have owned up and begged God for forgiveness, and thanked you for your courage. Instead, we swept our sins under the proverbial carpet, and suffocated the truth until the ghost of it tormented you to a point of retreat. In this we, the Christian community, sinned against you, and our corruption drove you away from faith. Please forgive us.

****

Statistics indicate that approximately one in four girls and one in six boys are sexually abused, and as many as sixty percent of cases are never reported. That is a lot of victims. That is a lot of readers who will identify with my story, in one way or another. Sadly, most will carry that shame in silence, never daring to say out loud exactly what was done against them, or what they were asked to do for others. For this reason I am considerably more explicit in the content—though never graphic—than I would tend to be, by nature. Self-preservation would cause me to write with greater reticence than I have chosen to. I have shared the vulnerable truth so that you will know you do not need to carry the shame, and it is okay to say out loud what you have suffered, and break the power of silence and secrecy.

As you walk with me through the tragedies and the triumphs of my story, if you have suffered emotional, physical, sexual, or spiritual abuse, I pray that you will find hope for your journey, and healing for your pain. If there is one thing I have learned in life, it is this: We all have a story. We all have pain. And pain demands to be acknowledged… 
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PART ONE



Chapter One 

Seated in front of the old dresser that morning, December 26, 1987, I caught my reflection in the mirror. The heaviness of the preceding two years, on top of a childhood filled with torment, showed. My eyes, now dark and oppressed, reflected the state of my soul. For an eighteen-year-old, I looked old, almost haggard. Had it really only been two years and two months since I left? I felt as though I had packed a good twenty years’ worth of living in that time.

I left home the month before my sixteenth birthday to “get away from it all” and start a new life for myself, away from the abuse, violence, and religious confusion. But everything I had tried to run from had pursued me. And all I could do was keep running. There had been no escaping it. Overtaken by the very darkness from which I ran, I had come face-to-face with reality, buried beneath the burden of my own sins, and the sins of those who had violated me.

Mostly I had managed to keep my mind busy while I was away, avoiding harsh realities and the memories of home. Now, temporarily back with my family, it had all collided deep in my soul. One song about love, one encounter with divine grace had unravelled me, shattered my defences. It was as though heaven had silently stormed my soul, long claimed by hell, the meeting erupting in a war within, as each vied for my allegiance. 

I thought of who I had become, all that I had done, the life I had lived. Like the woman in that song, caught in adultery and brought to Jesus for stoning, I felt filthy. Ashamed. Dark. Helpless. Hopeless. Condemned.

Was it really possible that Jesus had spoken those words, not only for the woman brought to Him for judgement, but for me, Trudy? A runaway rebel? Would He really wipe it all away? Give me a clean slate, a fresh start? And even if He could and would do all that, did I have it in me to stay the course if I chose a life of faith again? I wanted desperately to believe that He would, and that I could commit and then follow through. I faltered…

Dodi… The thought of him tugged at my heart. For all the dysfunction in our relationship, I had invested my heart… deep. Could I turn my back on him, break off the engagement, and return again to live among the Mennonites? The people where, eighteen years earlier, it had all begun… the abuse… the stripping of my soul… and the sweet faith in the God who whispered in the breeze and offered sunshine kisses…

****

It was November 22, 1969. Lamps cast a dim light in my parents’ bedroom on the eve of my birth, a chilly fall evening during one of the coolest months in Fresnillo, Zacatecas, Mexico. Towels, blankets, and several homemade diapers lay by the galvanized basin of water, prepared for the midwife, Mrs. Jacob Peters, who sat with my mother awaiting my arrival. Not only was Mrs. Peters the colony midwife, she was also family. Her first husband had been my father’s first cousin, and her second husband my father’s second cousin. 

In the kitchen the wood stove burned, keeping the house warm and the water hot, ready for my first bath, and to care for my mother in labour and delivery.

It was eight o’clock the next morning, after a long hard night for my mother, before I made my appearance. Placenta previa, a condition where the placenta is too low and, in my mother’s case, delivered first, had prolonged the delivery and put both my life and my mother’s life at risk. 

Mrs. Peters caught me and held me in that moment when I gasped for air, on November 23, 1969, weighing just over six pounds, with blue eyes and blonde hair. I whispered the name of God with that first breath—“Yahweh”—followed by the cry that opened my lungs and offered me life outside the womb. 

Though contentment, smiles, and laughter would define my personality, this entry into life was a sign—as perhaps is the entry of every life—of the pain and tragedy that lay ahead. A prophetic foreshadowing of the many times my heart would breathe the name of God, followed by a cry of agony. And in that desperate “gasping for life,” my spirit would find hope in Him throughout the years, just as I now found life with my first breath.

My maternal grandparents, Grandma and Grandpa Wall, came for dinner and brought my mom’s next younger sister, Margaret, with them. Aunt Margaret would stay with our family and help manage household duties for several weeks to give my mother, who had haemorrhaged with delivery, time to regain her strength. 

Almost two months after my birth, my mother was taken to hospital. The initial haemorrhage and ongoing bleeding had drained her of strength and prevented recovery. The doctor commented it was a wonder we didn’t both die during delivery. 

For my father this was déjà vu, having lost his first wife, Anna Martens, to postpartum haemorrhage only twelve years earlier, and his newborn son only months later. My parents had married six months after Anna’s death. Since then, my mother had given birth to seven other living children, as well as several stillborn babies, making me the eighth living birth for my mother, the twelfth in the family.

From both parents I inherited strong Anabaptist roots that could be traced back to Holland, Germany, and Russia, but my mother’s family had the unique distinction of carrying Jewish blood. Our pride, however, was solely established in the Anabaptist legacy and Mennonite name. Along with the Martyr’s Mirror, my father kept a book of the writings of Menno Simons, in whose name the church was founded, and held them in almost as high regard as the Bible. 

Stories of Anabaptist martyrdom were shared almost reverently by my father. He had an obsession with the suffering of our forefathers and spent much time reading the stories, and applauding the resilient faith of those great men and women. While this had merit—because many Anabaptists did suffer tremendously for no cause other than their faith, and showed unmatchable courage—there was another, much darker, side to that truth. And that side of the story was never told, exposing the wicked deeds done by some of the Anabaptists against the Catholics. “They were not true Anabaptists… not faithful” is the excuse, while completely overlooking that maybe all Catholics were not true Catholics either.

A study on Jan von Leiden, an Anabaptist leader, reveals the horror of the dark side of our religious heritage and the blood on our hands. For a man whose motto was “Gottes Macht ist meine Kraft” (God's power is my strength), Jan von Leiden relied heavily on military power to advance his own kingdom with little regard for human life. In 1534, following the death of his predecessor, he declared himself to be King of Munster, and the successor of King David. After legalizing polygamy and enforcing a law that said a woman must accept the first proposal made to her, he took sixteen wives for himself, and lived extravagantly while many in his community starved. He maintained rule, using military force to protect the city, until he was captured and executed in 1535. 

Obscuring sin and the pursuit of power in our history, all while furiously pointing fingers at the Catholic church for her sins, spilled into many areas of life over the years, and remains a curse we carry to this day, in many of our churches. It is as though we believe that our sins can be easily covered with cultural silence and the guise of forgiveness, as long as we look right, dress right, and talk right, while we condemn the world around to hell for the very sins we hide. 

Though both were Anabaptist forefathers, Jan von Leiden’s dark story stands in bold contrast against Menno Simon’s testimony of simple faith and trust in God. A man who fought for truth, Menno called the church to lay down arms and embrace righteousness and Christian honour in every area of life. He held unrepentant sinners accountable, while offering grace and forgiveness generously to the repentant soul.

That is the conflicted religious legacy that I was born to muddle through, sorting the beauty that remains in the culture from the darkness hidden in the past and the present. More importantly, I would spend my life in search for the true God; the one who resides not in religious culture, but, rather, dwells in the hearts of all who love Him. A God who looks for heart relationship, not merely people who legalistically keep the letter of the law.

In our home, my father was far stricter than my mother about following legalistic rules. He enforced them with rage and fury, if that was what it took. My mother, on the other hand, seemed not to hold strict rules in high regard. When asking for my cooperation in them, they were always presented as a demand from the church or my father. Seldom do I recall her speaking of cultural beliefs and practices with any sense of personal conviction. My father, while passionately committed, obviously remained unfulfilled, always searching for something more. Having adamantly rejected the teachings of John Calvin—the once saved, always saved doctrines—the Old Colony Mennonites held the belief that one could never know for certain of salvation. To make such claims was arrogant at best, and downright sinful at worst. 

My mother’s lack of conviction was not learned from her parents. Grandma and Grandpa Wall followed church rules with sensitive conscience, far more so than my mother. Grandma’s hair was always done in neat braids wrapped up on the back of her head, in keeping with Old Colony Russian Mennonite tradition. In public, and during the daytime, these braids were carefully wrapped under a kerchief, so as not to be seen by any man other than her husband. Hair was a symbol of beauty, and within the culture, it was perceived to hold strong sex appeal. For this reason, starting in early childhood, hair was always modestly contained. To cut it or wear it down would have been a sign of rebellion and considered a serious sin, bordering on whoredom. 

The veiling of hair also symbolized submission in women, and served to acknowledge God’s order of headship and male dominance in the culture. Unlike many other Mennonites and Anabaptists, most Old Colony Russian Mennonites did not wear this symbol until marriage, as it was directly symbolic of submission to a husband, not God. And the less religious women did not always wear the kerchief at home.

For church services the older, more conservative, married women wore an additional headpiece under the kerchief. This piece started close to the hairline and sat several inches tall, tapering back under the kerchief. The raised piece, created with lace, was hand-stitched in fine pleats with intricate detail, and attached to a lace cap-type headpiece that swooped down just past the nape of the neck. The lace portion was carefully covered with a kerchief. 

Traditional dresses boasted hundreds of perfectly pressed pleats, spaced an inch or less apart. Each dress also had a carefully pleated cape, for modesty. The cape served as a double layer across the front bodice, to hide a woman’s breasts. An opening under the cape allowed nursing mothers to discreetly breastfeed, without exposing much, if any, skin. Older women typically wore dark fabrics with small prints, if any print at all, while younger women tended towards dark colours with large, brightly coloured flowers. 

Many of the cultural beliefs and rules focused on modesty and external appearances—particularly in women—in an effort to protect the church’s image, and keep men from falling into sexual immorality. Men had short, tapered hair and wore overalls, to make sexual immorality difficult, and not draw attention to their privates. 

While this created an illusion of safety and sexual purity, in reality the excessive focus on the body, and covering it to such extremes, was counterproductive. Women were objectified in the process, and the obsessive teaching—regardless how well intentioned—kept the body constantly in the forefront of people’s minds. It also instilled the belief that sexuality, in and of itself, was dirty and perverted. The result was a constant unhealthy and subconscious focus on sex, creating an unnatural obsession and curiosity with it, opening doors to evil that could have been avoided. High rates of molestation, incest, and child-to-child sexual exploration evidenced the dreadful failure of rules and modest attire to effectively protect children, homes, churches, and communities. 

Rather than acknowledge that the system had gaps, leaders imposed more and harsher rules and discipline in hopes of getting it right. There was no understanding of the concept that similar methods would produce similar results, and the only hope of transformation was in changing how things were done, by recognizing that Jesus is the solution for sin, not rules and harsh discipline.

In spite of deeply rooted religious beliefs, my parents desperately longed for freedom and hope. But my father’s sexual addictions, crimes, and ongoing violence haunted him, causing trouble with the church.

Bishop Ben Bueckart suspected my father of abusing his children, and wanted to remove his four oldest children, those birthed to him by his first wife, and place them in another home. 

This threat angered my father, and he decided to leave the church altogether and take his family to go live among the Mexicans, away from religion. Frightened, because she knew her children would be in an ungodly environment with loose morals and would not get a proper education, mom resisted. Besides, my father’s immoral history with these women made the very idea of living among them upsetting for my mother.

When Grandpa Wall heard of my father’s threat to leave, he wrote my paternal Grandpa, Jacob Harder, and asked for his help to intervene. After some communication between the two of them, Grandpa Wall approached my father and asked if he would consider relocating to another Christian community, outside of the Old Colony movement.

In August 1970, when I was nine months old, my parents did just that, and moved to Campo 83 in Chihuahua. Here they joined a colony of Low German–speaking Mennonites known as the “Kleine Gemeinde,” which simply means “Small Congregation.” A more liberal brand of Mennonites who had split off of the Old Colony group in search of spiritual life, they had abandoned much of the legalistic Old Colony church system, in hopes of establishing a more evangelical fellowship. 

In this new church some of the traditions of the Old Colony group were viewed as prideful or unnecessary, and my parents found themselves making changes that directly challenged their cultural upbringing. Women were not required to wear capes on their dresses, and the intricate detailing of pleated skirts was altogether discouraged, being interpreted as vain. In fact, women who arrived in the Kleine Gemeinde with these pleats were encouraged to alter the skirts, press out all pleats, and return the fabric to a smooth, flat cloth. 

Despite these new rules and guidelines, the teachings of the Kleine Gemeinde focused far more on freedom, and the truth of Jesus Christ, than on cultural beliefs and rules. Here my parents began discovering new hope and purpose….



Chapter Two 

Almost one year later, in June 1971, we uprooted again and moved to Campo 82, a neighbouring Kleine Gemeinde group. The property we rented had two houses. We ate meals in the main house, and most of the family slept there, while older brothers slept in the second house. 

It was here, not more than a toddler in my crib, that I vividly recall being asked for sexual favours. It was as if the bars that held me in that crib symbolized the bondage in which I would find myself for many years to come. 

The little girl, only a few years older than me, crawls into my crib, pulls up her skirt, and pulls down her panties, positioning herself in front of me. The experience doesn’t feel new or unfamiliar. I know what she wants, what to do, and simply
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