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In New Zealand we use the expression “I've lost the plot.”  This is a story about how I found the plot; a plot which developed slowly while reading the Bible and writing a rough journal about my spiritual journey with God.  I came to realise the plot started before I was even born.  

The plot is about a family, a lost inheritance, and the many trials we must go through to enter the Kingdom of God.  

The story starts with Anna, my great-great grandmother.  Her words helped guide me back to the Father.  

This is one of the things she wrote; "Trust the Lord in your ways and free yourself of your troubles. Trust His fatherly care, before him nothing is too hard or too large that He cannot guide and lead you by the glory of His name to greater love and happiness. Of all the people and possessions, my saviour is still nearest to me. The Lord sees into your heart."  Anna Dassler 1932

It took me a long time to realise that an ancestor’s legacy of faith was God’s gift to me. 

The Lord thinks generationally whereas we tend to think everything revolves around ‘me.’  The Lord is thinking of the ‘big picture’ while we often can’t see beyond our small world.  

He is looking ahead to the generations to come and saying, “There is more at stake here.” 

The big picture is like a beautiful garment.  We spin the yarn, but it gets tangled and there’s way too much scarlet in it.  The thread is untangled, exchanged for gold, and woven into a pattern in the fabric of redemption.  I think the thread was exchanged by the King at his arrest and trial.  Mocked by the Roman soldiers, Jesus wore the scarlet robe for us.

Psalm 45 inspired me to seek the Kingdom of God.  It's a wedding song which speaks of a princess wearing a gown interwoven with gold;

All glorious is the princess within her chamber; her gown is interwoven with gold.

In embroidered garments she is led to the king; her virgin companions follow her — those brought to be with her.  Led in with joy and gladness, they enter the palace of the king. Psalm 45:13-15.

You'll see the scarlet thread in the story, and you'll see where it has been interwoven with the gold.  Scripture references are mainly from the NIV unless marked otherwise.

My inspiration is the King.  To him belongs the Kingdom, the power, and the glory.  

"You are a king, then!" said Pilate. Jesus answered, "You are right in saying I am a king. In fact, for this reason I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me."
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​​​​Prologue
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Newly arrived from Hamburg, the sailing ship slowly approached the long shingle spit that connected the town of Napier with the harbour.  The groaning of its timbers and the creaking of its rigging as it ploughed its way across the ocean had now ceased.  Sails furled, the German flag flying at the stern bespoke her country.  It was August 1875 - winter in the southern hemisphere.

The immigrants mounted the bulwark, anxiously awaiting the arrival of the health and immigration officers.  The new arrivals presented a somewhat novel spectacle from the nations there represented — Germans, Danes, Swedes, Norwegians and Poles, all chattering in the language and dialects of their respective countries.  They all expressed concern that they couldn’t speak English.  

For a brief period of three years in the 1870’s, the New Zealand government opened the door for Northern Europeans.  The door soon closed after they realised it was more difficult to settle immigrants who didn't speak the language. 

Anna Dassler, a German immigrant, stood on the bulwark with her husband Wilhelm, holding her baby son.

The next day the passengers were put ashore in lighters and landed at the Spit – a thin gravel beach fronting a shallow inland harbour.  The cargo was unpacked from the ship’s holds and carters shouting in English put their trunks on wagons.  They walked up Barrack Hill to the immigration barracks, their home for the next three weeks.

As they settled into the immigration barracks Anna strained to hear Wilhelm against the clamour in the dormitory.  It was getting frustratingly hard for her to hear anything after a voyage in which she’d endured sea sickness and ear infections.  In two years, she would go completely deaf and be unable to learn English.  

Seeking solitude after the cramped quarters of the ship and dormitory, Anna surveyed the new land from her vantage point on Barrack Hill.  

The town of Napier with its newly constructed timber buildings occupied a narrow strip of land at the bottom of the hill, between the beach and the inland harbour.  To the east she could see another vessel on the horizon, sailing into port from the Pacific Ocean.  

Her eyes traced the road along the beach they would soon follow by bullock wagon.  The road merged with the shingle beach, turning into a rough track that disappeared south-west.  The country looked wild and untamed; nothing like Berlin with its paved streets, squares, cathedrals and grand buildings.  Ranges dusted with snow capped the horizon. 

A Monarch butterfly, another recent arrival to New Zealand, alighted on a Kotukutuku shrub near her, seeking nectar from the pink and purple flowers.  

Anna looked to her God.  He seemed as unfathomable as this new country.  

“Father, we’re now at the ends of the earth.  Guide us, for we are pilgrims and strangers here.” 

Quietly she prayed the words from Psalm 61 (NIV); “Hear my cry, O God; Listen to my prayer.  From the ends of the earth I call to you, I call as my heart grows faint; Lead me to the rock that is higher than I.”

Anna did not have any difficulty hearing the Lord.  He spoke in her voice and language but with his own measured words, saying; “For I the Lord am bringing you into a good land—a land with brooks, streams, and deep springs gushing out into the valleys and hills; a land with wheat and barley, vines, fig trees and honey; a land where bread will not be scarce and you will lack nothing.” Deuteronomy 8:7-9 (NIV)

Young and full of hope, Anna looked forward to the life they would build at the ends of the earth.  Coming from a well-to-do family, she’d been fortunate.  Her father was a Wachtmeister - a mounted policeman in Prussia, northern Germany.  She’d been privately educated and they’d lacked nothing, until her father’s dishonest lawyer absconded with the family’s money.  

Unbelievably, their local Catholic priest allied himself with the crooked lawyer; and so her father withdrew the family from the church. The priest then excommunicated the whole family, including the descendants.

The Lord could see that Anna was still worried about their banishment from the church by the priest.  “No man can shut the door but me,” he reassured her.  “I've given my servants, my called-out ones, the keys to the Kingdom.  

You don’t need a priest to unlock the door.  Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you,” he promised, speaking from Matthew 7:7 (NIV).

Reassured, Anna smiled.  This was a new start.  The Lord had opened a door to this young country at the ends of the earth, and their children would be born of a different nation.  “Will your blessing be upon the children born here?” she asked.

“I promise you the blessing of an open heaven, but it will depend on the family keeping faith with me,” he replied, adding; “How gladly would I treat you like my children and give you a pleasant land, the most beautiful inheritance of any nation, if I thought you would call me 'Father' and not turn away from following me.” 

Isaiah 61:4 (NIV) 
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Four years after their arrival in New Zealand a depression gripped the land, leading into years they called “the hungry eighties.”  In the year 1886, Wilhelm sat at the bank manager’s desk nervously holding his hat while the bank manager examined his farm accounts.  

He was being pressured to sell their wool for a pittance, but debt was a trap he did not want to get into.  He'd worked too hard and come too far to be pushed into indentured servitude.

Fixing his eyes on the bank manager, he said “No, I will not sell my wool for that price.  I will wait until the wool prices are better.”  

A large wooden clock ticked slowly on the wall while Wilhelm calmly waited for his response.  He waited, staring out the window at the main street of Waipawa.  

They’d lived in the wilderness to start with, after being allotted a fifty-acre section in heavy bush with no road access, in a remote area called ‘Makaretu’.  Wilhelm was unhappy about going to Makaretu, but he had no choice. Friberg, the man in charge of the immigrants did not like him.  He had too much education for Friberg’s liking.

Times were hard and there was nothing to be made off the land at first.  Wilhelm had just five pounds in his pocket when they landed at Napier, and his first job was at a market garden in the nearby town of Hastings, digging potatoes for the Maoris at six shillings per day.  

Working for them meant he had to be away for up to a week at a time.  He’d often carry a large sack of potatoes home, hoisted onto his back by two Maoris.  He dared not put it down to rest as he would not have been able to pick it up again.  

Anna stayed at Takapau while Wilhelm built a rough dwelling of Totara slabs with a shingle roof from the trees he cleared from the site.  A fireplace of slabs lined with packed clay completed the crude dwelling.  

Eventually they carved a farm out of the bush and built a four roomed house.  Wilhelm established a flock of around 200 sheep.  Then the depression hit.

And now he’d travelled to the bank at Waipawa, where he was trying to negotiate terms for credit.

“If you will not sell your wool, we cannot offer you any credit,” the bank manager told him. 

“Very well, we will live without writing any cheques,” Wilhelm declared in his heavily accented English, picking up his hat.

“Good luck and good day to you” the bank manager responded curtly.

“The Lord will provide,” Anna replied when Wilhelm told her the bad news.

Three years later Wilhelm rode back to the town of Waipawa, debt free, to triumphantly show the bank manager his wool cheque.  

Ten years later, in 1898, Wilhelm died of stomach cancer.  

Anna was left in deep mourning with eight children, seven sons and a daughter. Half of them were under the age of twelve.  Albert, her youngest, was only six.  

Utterly bereft, she wept; “Father, when you called us to go to this place we would later receive as our inheritance, we obeyed and went, even though we did not know where we were going. By faith we made our home in the land you promised, like a stranger in a foreign country.  We lived in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, children who were heirs of the same promise.  But now I am a widow, a stranger in a strange land.  Where is the blessing you promised?” 

“I know you did not receive the things promised,” the Lord comforted her.  “You only saw them and welcomed them from a distance, admitting that you are a foreigner and stranger here.  The inheritance will be handed on to a future generation.  I have planned something better for you, so that only together with them will you be made perfect.”

“Let it be so,” Anna replied sorrowfully, “I will look forward to your Kingdom, of which you are the architect and builder; may your Kingdom come.”  
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​​​​The Accuser of the Brethren
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Walter, the third of Anna’s seven sons, was 22 when his father died.  It made sense to him to join the Oddfellows lodge, which he regarded as a friendly society.  Members paid a regular subscription and in return received financial support in times of illness, and funeral funds in the event of death.  He'd seen the help the lodge provided.  What he had not seen was the doorway into the occult.

God the Father watched in sorrow as Walter turned away from him, ignoring his command not to follow other gods and serve them.  

Blindfolded, Walter was led into the lodge meeting room.  All was intense silence; broken by the howling of members and the rattling of ponderous chains.  Startled, he heard a question as the noise subsided.  

“What do you most want?” he was asked, in accordance with the lodge initiation.  

“Light” he answered.

Lucifer laughed.  He smirked; happy he’d thwarted God’s purposes.  He hated the children of Adam.  He’d hated them ever since creation.  

Family by family he fought God for them, wanting people to worship him instead.  His aim was to expose people to God’s wrath.  All he had to do was get them to sin and run after other gods.  

It had been an easy matter to tempt Anna’s son into the lodge after his father Wilhelm’s early death.

The devil brought his accusation before the throne of God, “Your servant’s son has sworn a Freemasonry oath to me.  If they bow down to me or worship me, it is written that you will punish the children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation.  You are a jealous God.  Now I will hear your judgement over them, in accordance with the law.” 

He knew the consequences of idol worship written in the book of Deuteronomy. 

God looked at Walter in sorrow.  Forced to pronounce judgment on the family line, he said “I the Lord will afflict you with tumours from which you cannot be cured, madness, blindness and confusion of mind.  At midday you will grope about like a blind person in the dark. You will be unsuccessful in everything you do; and day after day you will be oppressed and robbed, with no one to rescue you.” (Deuteronomy 28:27-29)

Lucifer was satisfied.

“Do not forget to add that I will show my love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commandments,” God reminded Lucifer, as he spoke from the same law.

“But will the generations under judgement love you?” Lucifer derided God. 

The Lord’s eyes flashed, “You will not accuse forever.”

Life went on.  

Walter and his two older brothers, Wilhelm and Richard, sent Anna and the five younger children to a German community in Queensland in the hope she might marry Ferdi, her widowed brother-in-law.  

Lucifer continued his attack on the family through Ferdi, who was possessed of a religious spirit.  Ferdi beat the children, forcing them to get up early for family prayers. Even a yawn brought punishment.  

After her youngest son Albert bit Ferdi on the thigh while being spanked, Anna had enough and sailed back to New Zealand with her brood.  This experience left the children with a strong dislike for religion, even though they could quote large passages of the Bible word for word.

Anna kept the faith.  At the end of her life she wrote, “Even though I have been through many rough passages; of all the people and possessions, my Saviour is still nearest to me.” 

Looking to the children to receive the things God had promised, she prayed, “I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better.” Ephesians 1:17 (NIV)  

In the battleground for the souls of the children, her prayer came before the throne of God like incense.  “How can I forget them?” God asked himself.  He would look to a future generation to inherit the promises.  

“I will respond to the prayer of the destitute; I will not despise their plea.  Let this be written for a future generation, that a people not yet created may praise the Lord.” (Psalm 102:17-18)

Anna died in 1942, and the generations continued.  Joanna, a great-great grand-daughter arrived in the land at the same place that Anna had arrived.  This is her story.
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It was 1971.  A slight breeze parted Joanna's short hair as she sat perched on a rock overlooking her farm, not far from Barrack Hill as the crow flies.  Barrack Hill was now called Hospital Hill.  Napier Hospital had been built on the site of the former Napier immigration barracks, where her ancestors had stayed on their arrival. But at age eleven Joanna knew nothing of that, or of Anna.  

She looked out over the farm.  The paddocks were empty, except for her horse.  The cows had gone, and so had her grandparents.  They’d retired in the far north, to be near the rest of the family after selling their share of the farm.  She missed them so much it hurt.  But she wasn’t allowed to show it.  

The legalistic voice of her father's oldest sister still rang in her ears; “You’re not to cry, you’ve had them all to yourself, and now it’s your cousins’ turn.”  

Shut down, Joanna stared at the ground so the tears couldn't escape.  Somehow, she said goodbye without crying.  Her aunt was pleased.  

Unbidden, the tears came flooding out in the classroom the day the dairy herd was sold.  The teacher tried in vain to comfort her.  

In her mind’s eye, Joanna could still see her blind grandfather slowly walk across the fields with his walking stick to bring the cows for milking, accompanied by Tip, his three-legged dog.  It was a picture of disability.  

In spite of this, the cows still got milked and in time honoured fashion, Tip chased the milk tanker.  

Her grandfather's name was Arch.  Arch was the son of Walter, the son of Anna.  Arch had followed his father into the lodge.  Blind since his late twenties, he lost his sight after a cork from a ginger beer bottle hit him in the eye, and the other eye got infected.  But he had the same indomitable will as Wilhelm, his grandfather.  He didn’t give up.  He carried on farming.  

In middle age he moved from his isolated farm in the foothills of the Ruahine Mountain ranges to the dairy farm near Napier when the children were ready for secondary school. 

Joanna looked out to the horizon.  The land had changed, but not all of it by the hand of man.  The inland harbour had gone after rising two metres out of the sea in the violent shaking of the Napier earthquake, forty years before.  The seabed was now farmland, and the islands had become hills.  

Spread out before Joanna, the land was no longer wild and untamed as it had been in Anna’s day.  Farms, orchards, vineyards and small towns dotted the plain from the coast to the hills.  

Joanna’s eyes drank in the familiar landscape.  To the south the peninsula of Cape Kidnappers jutted into the Pacific Ocean.  A craggy hill named ‘Te Mata Peak’ reared up on the horizon to the west.  A distinctive hill called the “Sugarloaf” and the Mission Monastery with its vineyards were just up the road, and the farm where Joanna lived lay below at the foot of Wharerangi Hill.  

Wharerangi meant the ‘house of the sky or of heaven.'  

If the land was in the house of heaven the door remained closed.  

But it didn't matter.  They’d soon be leaving Napier.  Her father had decided to sell up as well.  Tired of getting up at four o’clock in the morning to milk cows, he’d bought a mixed sheep and cattle farm 250 kilometres away on the west coast of the North Island, near Wanganui.  She’d climbed the hill one last time to remember Napier and commit the land to memory.

Her eyes travelled to Waratai, the home she’d grown up in, three paddocks away. Waratai was a big character home with large ceilings and a long passageway, surrounded by gum and pepper trees.  Behind the house there was an old cowshed where her father restored his vintage cars, and historic stables where they stored their hay.  

Taipo creek flowed quietly behind the out buildings.  

It was her Grandparent’s cottage that she’d miss the most – not Waratai.  They all had to compete for attention in their father’s house.  Home for her meant a place with no love. 

Six children had been born in six years, when two sets of twin girls followed the birth of her brother.  The eldest, she’d been lost in the crowd after the birth of the twins - especially the last set, when a nightmare mix of post-natal depression and bipolar disorder engulfed the family.  

The youngest twin, a little brown-haired toddler called Luka, could not compete and rocked herself on her bed like an orphan.  A typical day would begin with sounds of distress.  Someone was always crying.  Their irritable mother harassed them like a dog worrying sheep.  

They were hit, pulled, pushed, slapped, yelled at and verbally abused.  As the eldest Joanna bore the brunt of it and felt miserable.  

She could not deal with her mother’s highs and lows, which happened regularly and lasted for weeks.  It was a recurring nightmare she could not escape from.  

Her mother was a scary figure at the height of her mood swings.  She’d become a tornado of activity, tearing around the countryside on mad impulses and errands, visiting relatives and friends with half dressed, grubby children.  Coming down from her high, she’d be angry and agitated.

Like a tight spring, her mother would get more and more wound up and go faster and faster until 'boing', the spring broke.  

After that she’d crash and spend days in bed, too lethargic to look after anything.  When the lows came her mother could barely function or run the house – but at least the children all got some peace.  The haranguing, slaps, and abuse would stop for a little while.

Chaos reigned and the house was a mess.  Smelly food scraps lay in buckets and mountains of washing mouldered in the wash house.  Her father rejected his damaged wife and big family, withdrawing from them.  When he came in from the milking shed, there would be yelling on top of the crying.  

At the breakfast table Joanna would either yell back or eat her cereal quickly so she could escape.  After breakfast she would pull on dirty clothes, get her two sandwiches, and walk to the bus stop to go to school.

After school she took the billy across the paddocks to get the milk from the cowshed near her grandparent’s cottage.  Then she'd spend time with her Gran while her grandfather and father worked in the milking shed.  

The cottage with its courtyard, trellis fence and flower filled garden was her only safe place.  It was orderly, peaceful and warm, and she stayed for as long as she could.  

All Joanna wanted was order, structure and boundaries, but she wasn’t being given any.  It came out in her behaviour.  She played alone with her farm of plastic animals, putting walls and fences around everything she could.  The toy farm was kept at her Grandparents.  She wanted her pretend world to be safe.  

Her grandparents did not know what Joanna’s home life was like at their son’s house.  She was too ashamed to speak of it.  No-one spoke about the elephant in the room.  

Although Joanna did not understand, she knew something was terribly wrong.  She became the family scapegoat - the target of her parent’s hostility and spite.  

Confused, she lost all confidence in herself, believing she must have been ‘bad.'  She was slapped so much during one of her mother's manic periods that she withdrew into herself and stopped talking. 

Traumatised and in a world of hurt, she was given a hearing test at school because the teachers thought she’d gone deaf.  

The hair colour in Joanna’s family was evenly divided between blondes and brunettes.  Joanna's mother preferred the blondes.  

In her eighth year her unpredictable mother took a dislike to her brown hair, shaming her by getting it hacked off at the ears.  

“Why can’t I have long hair like my sisters?” Joanna wailed, bewildered.  

She badly wanted what she was being denied - plaits, tights and nice dresses like the other girls wore at school.  

“Your face is too long,” her mother snapped.  Annoyed at her child’s distress she slapped her face hard.  Cowed into silence, she was unable to understand her mother’s malice and spite.

Until she was about four, Joanna had been cared for and dressed nicely.  Now the shoulder length hair was gone, as were the beautiful clothes.  Secretly she hungered for beautiful dresses and dance lessons.  She kept dolls in her room and a small picture of ballerinas on her wall.  

One day she got home from school to find the picture wasn’t there.  Her mother had given it away to another girl at her school. 

“Why?” Joanna asked, bewildered and upset.  

“Debbie does ballet and you don’t,” her mother snapped in a tone that brooked no argument.  

No longer seeing herself as pretty, Joanna gave up.  She became a ‘tomboy’, spending the rest of her childhood outdoors, pretending that’s what she’d chosen to be.  She felt out of place and was often mistaken for a boy.  When that happened, she did not bother to correct the mistake.  It was better to be a handsome boy rather than an ugly girl.  Boys got more respect, and she got to do adventurous things.  Her father said all women were crazy.  

She believed him and feared growing up, afraid of being like her mother.  Having no-one to model herself on, she didn’t understand social cues or how to act around other people. Anxious and filled with self-loathing, she lacked confidence.  

“What do you look like?” her blind grandfather once asked.  Robbed of her femininity, Joanna turned away, ashamed.

Joanna realised how far she’d sunk on the social ladder at school when it came time for dancing, and the boys had to choose dance partners.  No one picked her.  Left standing alone red faced with shame and embarrassment; she added dancing to the list of things to fear.

The ugly short haircuts lasted until she was nearly fourteen, when she’d grown old enough to stand up to her mother.  

The Lord watched Joanna, just as he’d watched Anna.  She came to him in belief the year before, at the age of ten, a wounded soul seeking salvation.  The idea that he could be called ‘Father’ never entered her head.  

He longed to restore her soul.  It was time for her to move.  He was going to bring Joanna into greener pastures.
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Jesus said again, "Very truly I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep.” John 10:7

Joanna came through 'The Gate' in 1970 at the age of ten, without realising what it was, where she was, or what had happened.  All she knew was she was at her aunt’s place, and unlike the other women in Joanna’s life, this aunt had time for her.  There was a plaque on the dining room wall of her aunt’s simple little cottage that said, “Christ is the Head of this house, the Unseen Guest at every meal, the Silent Listener to every conversation.”

At bedtime, her aunt had been reading to them from a series of Bible stories.  Joanna was drawn to the picture on the inside cover, of Jesus wearing a white robe standing in a green field.  He looked so kind.  There were a lot of children gathered around him, but they were all ‘good’ and she was bad.  

She must be bad, otherwise why was she being hit by her parents all the time?  Her parents said that only good children went to Heaven.  If that was true, where was she going?  

She wanted to know Jesus, but did not know how to find him.  

As a baby she’d been dedicated to the Lord as was the custom, and then he was forgotten.  All she knew about Jesus was he lived in Heaven.  Sometimes she’d sing a song to him with a wish in her heart.  If she did try to come to him, would he make her go away? 

The books opened the gate as she studied the picture of him.  Visualising the green field and the tree he was sitting under, she erased the ‘good’ children from the scene so it was just her and Jesus.  

“Only good children go to Heaven,” the little girl heard, hindered from coming any closer.  Uncertain, she stood there battling her thoughts.  Unseen, a battle was being fought in the spiritual world by the angels who are appointed to serve those who will inherit salvation.  

“Forbid her not to come to me; for of such is the Kingdom of Heaven” the Lord roared at the enemy.

As she approached the throne of God, the Lord's eyes softened, as he turned from the Lion into the Lamb.  The child approached the Lord with longing; fearful she would be rejected.  

"Jesus, I believe in you,” she said, shyly touching his sleeve.  “Please, I know I’m not good enough, but I want to go to Heaven when I die," she pleaded.

The Lord bent low to receive her, showing his joy in the presence of the angels, as he did each time a sinner repented.  Those who wanted to enter the Kingdom had to come in faith like this child.  

His joy was tinged with grief.  The child had come to him as a beggar, as so many of the children of Adam did.  They came to him alone, uncertain and dispossessed; like orphaned princes and princesses clad in filthy rags, not knowing who they really were.  Still, they came.  

If only they could see, if only they could know who they were born to be.  The greatest in his kingdom were those who were like little children.  

“Blessed are you who are poor in spirit, for the kingdom of heaven is yours,” he promised. 

This child was clad in green checked shorty pyjamas embroidered with the motif, “My heart belongs to Daddy.”  He smiled.  Later in life he would show her the significance of those words; later in life she would know him as ‘Abba.'

God the Father looked at the child with compassion.  Although children came to him readily, those with unbelieving parents got left in the wilderness.  He’d left instructions in Proverbs 22:6 for people to follow; Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it. 

Children needed to be shown the way to him.  Alone and unguided, this child would eat the bread of adversity mixed with tears. 

Unheard by Joanna, Jesus said “Child, I am the Gate.  You have entered by me, and you are saved.” 

Thinking of the valley he would move her to in a couple of years, he added “You will go in and out and find pasture.”  (John 10:7)
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​​​​The Kingdom of God within
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Rocking back and forwards on the wooden chair, Joanna absorbed the fire’s warmth and twirled her pencil.  She was still adapting to her new life in the hill country near Wanganui.  They’d moved in the first week of August, 1971, just as the lambs started coming.  

The primary school was a lot smaller than she was accustomed.  The two-roomed country school was located at the start of the tar sealed section of road leading to town.  It had been there for a century.  Joanna’s classroom housed the eight- to thirteen-year-olds, including her younger brother and sisters.  

“Write a story about moving,” the teacher asked, after discovering Joanna’s talent for writing.  Joanna went back to her desk, thinking about it.  

The move from Hawkes Bay had been a mad escapade that ended up in the vintage car magazine under the title “How not to shift.”  She’d have to leave a lot of things out - like how long it took to get her horse in the float, the swearing, and all the breakdowns.  

Being a typical New Zealander and a great believer in ‘Do-It-Yourself,’ Joanna’s father did not hire a carrier for their move.  

Four vehicles of varying ages and states of repair left Napier in a mixed convoy.  Her father's old pre-war Bedford truck led the way, towing a trailer.  It had nailed on corrugated iron sides and a tarpaulin top.  The corrugated iron sides leaned outwards. 

Next was a Vauxhall Vanguard, towing an oversized, overweight trailer - followed by a Mark 7 Jag towing the horse-float.  

Puttering along behind was her father’s pride and joy, a vintage 1920 Arrol Johnson that he’d restored himself. 

A disbelieving traffic cop gave her father's crazy cavalcade a very suspicious look.  Not wanting the headache and mountain of paperwork he waved them on.  

The first incident happened after 120 kilometres when her father drove the Bedford truck under the awning of a petrol station at Dannevirke, and got it firmly stuck.  Attempting to salvage the situation he backed out, shredding the awning and tearing out the gas station lights.  

Just before the Manawatu Gorge there was a terrible noise as the Jag ran over a piece of steel.  They saw another piece of steel on the road just after the Gorge.

They followed the trail of steel for thirty or so kilometres, until the cavalcade ground to a halt.  The Bedford’s trailer had broken a spring and was now listing badly.  

Soon after that the listing trailer sheared its tow ball and was only connected by the safety chain.  The Vauxhall and Jag went on ahead while the vintage car puttered off to Feilding, a nearby town, to get a new tow ball.  

Darkness fell and the vintage car lost its headlights.  The driver, her father’s best friend, blindly followed the Bedford and trailer in the pouring rain, guided only by the light reflecting off the wet road and the occasional tail light when the listing trailer went around a bend. 






After delivering the horse and furniture to the new farm, the Bedford and Jag did the return trip.  On the way back it was the Bedford's turn to play up.  Its generator went out in sympathy with the Arrol’s. 

Predictably, the Bedford’s battery went flat on the return trip.  Five tired adults and six children detoured to the nearest town of Palmerston North to get it charged while they ate a very late meal at 11:30pm. 

After installing the charged truck battery in the pouring rain, they got underway, hoping for no further incidents.  But just after the Manawatu Gorge, midway between Wanganui and Hawkes Bay, the Bedford conked out again.  

The Jag heroically towed the empty horse trailer and untrustworthy Bedford until its old engine coughed back into life.  Beyond tired, they got home in the pre-dawn, at a time best described as 'stupid hour.'






Handing the story to the teacher, Joanna hoped it did not make them sound like the Beverly Hill-billies.  

Later in the morning the Anglican minister came to give them religious instruction.  He said something that she did not understand; “The Kingdom of God is within you.” 

Some Pharisees asked Jesus when the Kingdom of God would come. His answer was, “The Kingdom of God does not come in such a way as to be seen. No one will say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There it is!’ because the Kingdom of God is within you.”  Luke 17:20-21 (GNT)

Joanna thought about it as the school-house fire roared in the wood stove.  Her brow furrowed.  Here was another mad idea.  How could a Kingdom be within a person?  

The Lord saw her puzzlement, knowing it was too much for a child to understand.  He would reveal the Kingdom when she was ready.  She’d need faith to find it.  

Faith came from hearing and hearing came from the Word.  The Lord was the Word, and he was known as the Author and Finisher of Faith.  

Turning the pages of his book, a book that was alive and active, he looked at what he’d written; “The Kingdom of Heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field.”  Matthew 13:44 (NIV)

He would leave her with a treasure - the Maori word for it was ‘taonga.’  A taonga could be anything from a word to a memory.  Would the child find the taonga, the treasure hidden in the field?

Needing a place where she could start from; something she was already familiar with and would recognise later in life, he chose the pasture in the verses of Psalm 23.  He would reveal himself as the Shepherd.
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​​​​The Staff
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Splattered with mud, Joanna threw herself at the ewes and lambs that were dodging past her.  The sheep were launching themselves into the air in every direction, with six inexperienced children trying to hold them.  There were no dogs for that first muster - the children were the dogs and their father, more used to cows than sheep, shouted at them in frustration.

She tried to stop one charging ewe, only to stab her hand on a thorny stick of gorse hidden in the ewe’s fleece.  Another jumping ewe hit her in the chest, ran her over and kept on going.

This was the family’s first muster.  It was late August - the end of winter and the first month of their new lives on the sheep farm.  Their arrival coincided with the lambing and docking season, one of the busiest times on the farming calendar. 

They didn’t know what they were doing and lacked the experience to see that the docking pen was in an impossible place.  

It was stuck right in the middle of the long boundary fence they shared with Mount Zion, the sheep station in the next valley.  Joanna didn’t know what the previous owners were thinking; it was a stupid place to put the pen as there were no corners to herd the sheep into.

That first dock took all day.  Wearily trudging home in the dark, Joanna decided to ask for a crook for her thirteenth birthday; a staff with a curved end.  She hoped it would make life easier when it came to mustering sheep.
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​​​​The encounter in the valley
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Holding her staff, Joanna rested while she waited at the gate, helping her father move sheep.  She was standing in her favourite place on the farm, a pasture called Swamp.  

Swamp was situated near the woolshed and a farm cottage they called ‘the Whare’.  Some Maori words had found their way into their language.  The word whare, pronounced 'forry', was Maori for house.

The farm lay in a lovely valley near Wanganui.  The land was described as ‘hard hill country’ - a land of rugged slopes crowned with flat topped hills.  

A narrow gravel road led to the farm and few bothered to travel it unless they had good reason.  It also led to the farm near the end of the road called ‘Mount Zion’.  In the Kingdom, Zion is the King’s holy mountain and the place where God dwells with man.  

The Swamp paddock was bordered by the creek and the road.  Poplars lined the road from fence battens the early settlers had used - posts which had sprouted from dry sticks into tall trees.
A proliferation of kapok, willow and elm trees grew by the bridge.  Joanna found refuge in the green willows where the creek ran into a silent, sun dappled pool.  It was very cool, even in summer.  

The only sound was the quiet rush of the creek as it flowed over a small waterfall.  The soft shadows and the rustle of trees made it a quiet, soothing place.  

Pukekos with their royal blue plumage
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