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  For Terri, Madeline, Benjamin, and Grace,
 whose love illumines the way


  Not where the wheeling systems darken,
 And our benumbed conceiving soars! —
 The drift of pinions, would we harken,
 beats at our own clay-shuttered doors.


  — Francis Thompson


  The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in
 from this time on and forever more.


  — Psalm 121:8 NRSV


  


  Contents


  A Word from the Author


  1. October 31, New Steeple


  2. November 4, Ghost Outfit


  3. November 26, Is This Sausalito?


  4. December 12, Drummer Boys


  5. December 24, Homecoming


  6. January 6, No Heart for It


  7. February 14, Valentine’s Day


  8. March 21, An Answer to Prayer


  9. April 7, Ten-Point Sermon


  10. May 13, The Wolf Up North


  11. May 26, Our Organist


  12. May 30, Thin Wine


  13. June 14, Mama Killdeer


  14. June 24, The Word in Redi-Mix


  15. July 7, Ultima Thule


  16. September 14, Death to Flamingos


  17. September 28, Coming and Going


  18. November 3, Going and Coming


  About the Author



  


  A Word from the Author


  If I wish to tell you the truth, I might either tell you a story in which truth is incarnated, or I might compress that truth into concepts and abstract ideas that are the other side of narrative. Both kinds of truth telling have their place. I have chosen the former in these pages. The individual tales and the larger story they form in the pages that follow are fiction. Yet fiction is always cloth woven of the threads of real-life stories. Some of these threads are from my experience; others have been related to me. I would offer both appreciation and apologies to all who might see themselves somewhere in these pages, as well as all who have ever told me a tale, some of which has wiggled its way into these narratives. Again, I hope that I have managed to make up stories that tell the truth half as well as life itself does.


  Michael L. Lindvall


  


  –1–


  October 31, All Saints’ Day Eve


  New Steeple


  
    His lightnings lighten the world;


    the earth sees and trembles.


    — Psalm 97:4

  


  The last morning of October awoke breathless. Impossibly large flakes of snow, wet and heavy, seemed self-propelled in their headlong descent to the bare earth. I watched them melt almost instantly as they landed on the narrow patch of grass in front of the church. The church lawn is a four-foot strip of sometimes green that lies between the row of insulating hay bales lined up against the foundation of the building and the broken curbing of Jefferson Street. The earth was not yet frozen, but still soft, saturated by a week of cold October rain that had at last become the snow fit for the season.


  As I walked to the side door of the church, I saw that flakes were landing in the set of truck tire tracks that sliced deep across the narrow ribbon of the church lawn like a pair of muddy scars. These ruts were the only obvious remaining evidence of the repair work that had followed the explosion of the steeple early in the summer. They had been left by the same tandem trailer that had broken the old curbing as the driver slowly backed his rig up to the church a month ago. The front of the trailer had held a crane that loomed over a reclining steeple, a new glossy-white prefabricated aluminum steeple chained horizontally to the rear of the same trailer. The crane had lifted it upright and then dangled it in the air for some hours like a trophy fish that had finished fighting. Finally it was fitted onto the top of the squat tower at the corner of the church and bolted in place for something shy of eternity.


  Four months ago, the third week of June, our church tower had been truncated by what an insurance adjuster from St. Paul had named (under his breath, of course) “an act of God.” I do not know how theologically minded insurance adjusters are, but I would guess that they know no more about acts of God than the rest of us. As the pastor of Second Presbyterian Church, I take no responsibilities for acts of God. Yet even in an age that fancies itself free of superstition, people cannot but pause when a church is struck by lightning. Our steeple fairly exploded when it was hit during the peak of one of those dark-as-night late afternoon thunderstorms that rise in the west with the summer heat and rumble east across the prairie. Splinters of pine clapboard and shards of asphalt shingle rained down that 24th day of June, covering the gravel parking lot and the hood of my Taurus. Local Swedes still remember the 24th of June as Midsummer’s Day, six months either side of Christmas and midwinter. It’s also the feast day of John the Baptist, prophet of hellfire.


  I had just parked my car after returning from a trip to Lutheran Hospital in Mankato to visit Minnie MacDowell, who is truly ill at last. It was late afternoon and black as night. I had dashed through a wall of rain and up the wooden steps to the church’s side door. Had I walked and not run, I might have actually seen the lightning strike. As it was, I had just come through the door as it hit. I heard it, though it would be truer to say that I felt it as much as heard it. I grabbed a door frame and blurted out to no one, “Good God!” Presbyterian ministers seldom talk that way. I turned to the window that overlooks the parking lot just in time to see a shower of shingles wafting from sky to earth.


  The steeple of Second Presbyterian had always been too short. It was designed that way by an architect who had been told by a committee of pragmatic church fathers to make it lower than the town’s water tower, which is itself not especially tall. Their theory was that lightning would hit the water tower and not the steeple of the church. It seemed a prudent plan, and for the next 103 years lightning often struck the water tower, which was full of water after all, and well grounded. Lightning had never once chosen the church, not until late last June.


  Whispered intimations of providence, or at least an eyebrow questioningly raised, are unavoidable when a church is struck by lightning. Such whispers were amplified by the ironic words that the sign in front of the church had displayed the day of the lightning strike. Every week, in movable white metal letters behind a glass door, this sign announces the title of the next Sunday’s sermon. That week they had boldly proclaimed I was planning to preach on the subject of “The Will of God.” Bud Jennerson, the editor, reporter, and photographer for the town’s weekly, the North Haven Herald, had been able to squeeze both the sign with the sermon title and the empty air where the steeple had been into one photo. He had to stand across the street just inside the door of the Two Sisters’ Café to do it. He ran the photo on the front page over a long story that ended with a quotation from me. In an interview conducted in a parking lot amid puddles and shingles, he had put the obvious question to the minister, “David, what about lightning and, well, the will of God?”


  I had answered and he had quoted, “Bud, I don’t know what I know about the will of God.”


  Come that next Sunday I preached on the will of God nevertheless. It is a topic about which I understand rather less than I had once thought. In that sermon, I rather too deftly distinguished divine will from meteorological phenomena and concluded the sermon standing in an untidy pile of clichés about “mystery” and “moving ahead.” I confessed that perhaps you dare not be too confident about any movement of divine purpose until you have come to occupy the high ground of time and are able look back down at where you have been. This, indeed, may summarize the better part of the wisdom on the subject. My doors are as clay-shuttered as anyone’s, and I will have to listen hard if ever I am to hear the beat of any angel wings.


  The new steeple is just a bit shorter than the old one. For all its speculation about “acts of God,” the insurance company paid up promptly, but not enough. “That steeple was 103 years old, full of dry rot,” the adjuster noted. “It’s depreciated, you know.” The settlement was too modest to re-create the wooden frame structure that had done its unassuming best to grace the church for a century. But the settlement was just enough to purchase and install a prefabricated aluminum steeple. After some summer evenings of Internet research, Elder Bob Beener had requested a copy of the summer steeple catalog of the Aluminspire Corporation of Canton, Ohio. In July, he dropped it off for me to peruse — fourteen pages with color photos, testimonials from other once steeple-less congregations, and a price list.


  The six members of the session immediately determined that this was far too delicate a decision to be made by that church board alone and called a congregational meeting to invite a recommendation. At that warm late-August meeting we hung blankets over the windows of the Fellowship Hall so that the pages of the Aluminspire catalogue could be projected on the back wall with an opaque projector borrowed from the elementary school. There followed an hour and a half of debate. Whenever talk turned to wooden steeples, it was punctuated by sober reminders from Bob about the amount of the insurance company’s check. Not replacing the old steeple with a new wooden one seemed to many like an aesthetic, even moral, retreat before the relentless press of modern banality, but there was just no money to do it. In the end, the congregation reluctantly chose the Aluminspire “Salisbury 1400” model over the “Winchester Deluxe 1600.” The vote was eighty-two to thirty-one with two abstentions. Thirty-three purists, God love them, held out for wood in the face of fiscal reality and simple practicality.


  This Halloween morning’s wet snow is the leading edge of our tenth winter in North Haven, Minnesota. North Haven lies a mile from the Cottonwood River, south of the Minnesota River, north of I-90, an hour west of Mankato, and two hours southwest of Minneapolis–St. Paul, “the Cities” to everyone, as if there were no others. Even after a decade, my wife and I and our two children, well enough loved though we may be, are hardly counted natives. We came here fresh out of seminary. I was well older than the average seminary graduate. My dossier could not help but betray that I was seven years an undergraduate and that there were several years unaccounted for between graduation from college and the beginning of seminary. These were years too complex and important to be condensed to the three cramped lines provided on the form. North Haven was a singularly unlikely place for us to end up. Annie, my wife, grew up in Terre Haute and Indianapolis. I was raised in a string of generic suburbs, finally being settled for my high school years in a tired little town on the exurban fringes of Pittsburgh. These places passed through my childhood and youth in a sequence I now sometimes confuse. We moved every three or four years as the career of my middle-level management father advanced more or less upwardly. Annie and I came to North Haven largely because it was the first place that would have me, and we needed the job. But we also came partly because we were possessed of an urban arrogance that assumed we could bring something to “these people.” We came also because we were romanced by that sentimental vision of small-town life that even my generation still harbors in its imagination.


  What we found was less than we had fancied and more than we had dreamed. The town has two hundred fewer souls than the day we came. If it is romantic, it is only so in the way of dying things. The Lyric Odeon Theatre, the town’s one notable architectural landmark, no longer shows movies on a regular basis. Karl Sjoberg, who ran it at a modest loss for the last twenty years, died last spring. Now we have to drive to Mankato to the movies or rent videos at the Skelly station. More than half the storefronts on Main Street are darkened voids. Store windows that once displayed coffee percolators, chain saws, and little girls’ dresses for sale are now cheered by faded posters announcing last summer’s County Fair in New Ulm or displays of local crafts. The Ojos de Dios — “Eyes of God” — that Ardis Wilcox’s Girl Scout troop made two years ago still stare in a long row from the front windows of the old Woolworth’s store. There is a yard between each of them and their red yarn is bleached pink.


  Without comment, the Ojos de Dios watch Main Street in its languid slide. It is a common enough tale in the little towns on the plains. These are places founded in the grand hopes of an expansive and optimistic age. But good roads, modern farm machinery, dismal crop prices, and the Wal-Mart economy of scale have proven unkind to the dreams of the last century. The rich land yields as bountifully as it ever did, but it simply takes fewer people to coax that bounty forth and get it to market. So like a rising tide, the prairie advances to reclaim what we took from her barely a century ago. Prairie laps relentlessly at the edges of the archipelago of humanity sprinkled ever more thinly across the plains. Most every year somewhere near town, yet another roof of an abandoned farmhouse collapses under a wet spring snow. The windbreaks of green ash planted in the twenties are dying and nobody is replanting them. Long grass grows tall again on what was cultivated land for but a thin slice of eternity.


  All this we have come to understand, to love and lament at the same time. Imperceptible decline struck me again on this crisp Halloween morning as I turned on the electric heater in my office. The property committee always postpones starting up the furnace until the last possible autumnal moment. I took off my jacket and sat at my old oak teacher’s desk. There were two “While You Were Out” notes set next to each other informing me of phone calls that Maureen, our part-time church secretary, had taken yesterday. The first was from Angus MacDowell saying that Minnie was feeling better and would welcome a visit. Minnie is slipping courageously into the latter stages of Parkinson’s disease and had been hospitalized for weeks with a broken elbow. Jimmy Wilcox had also phoned to say that he would be over to fire up the furnace late in the afternoon. “Be sure to leave the back door unlocked,” Maureen had reminded me. She also wanted to know which tune I preferred for the middle hymn on Sunday. The organist wanted to know. “The Lord Is My Shepherd” is set to three tunes, each sweeter than the other two.


  She ought to know after all these years, I muttered to myself. I always choose “Crimmond.”


  Ten years is much longer than we had ever planned to stay. A good stay in one place was a gift I was not given when I was growing up. Perhaps it is the memory of those moves from one suburb to another that I suffered in adolescence that has kept us here so long. But we cannot stay forever — not even for a lifetime. It will be hard to leave, almost as impossible to leave as it would be to stay. This decade and the cast of characters with whom we have played it out have proved a subtle drama, a play that demands a close watching. Unless you listen hard, you miss the best lines.


  We have discovered that people here are like people everywhere: stiff-necked for no good reason, and kind, even noble, for no evident reason save grace. We have come to know that the movements of life are more easily observed in a small place. When there are fewer things to watch, you watch them all the more intently. You see more in them than you would have ever guessed was there. In the light and dark, the days and nights that would have once seemed uneventful, you sometimes glimpse the shadow of something that may be Purpose, sometimes darting, sometimes lumbering, too quick, too slow for the eye. In the unfolding hands of things that happen, once and again the Secret Thing is held there, and it can be seen sometimes, if you only hold your breath and tiptoe. In these last ten years, I have come to know that I know less than I once did, but I do know this, just this: to see anything that matters, you must always bring two things to your looking — attention, and love.
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