“Therewas nothing to be read about Mennonites’:
Rudy Wiebe and theimpulseto make story

Hildi Froese Tiessen

When | was growing up | wanted to be a writer. . . . But of course
| knew no writers, nor had ever met one; the Mennonite bush
farm community in Saskatchewan where | wasborn and later the
small Alberta town where | spent my teens certainly contained
none. | read endless books, but had no idea how to go about
becoming awriter in Canada. Nevertheless, thereisin the human
imagination that which wants more. Not merely more of the same
thing, the stimulated imagination always wants more, yes, and
also different.
— Rudy Wiebe

They've claimed you, your stories, written you down, a hand
pressing them into the page you've worn as a cloak for more
than forty years. Timeisalong time, a stairway to climbing, one
glistening raspberry alone and uneaten in the garden.?

— Arithavan Herk

In a statement to some one hundred people gathered for the closing panel of
the first conference on “Mennonite/s Writing” in May 1990,° Rudy Wiebe
declared: “I’ve never thought of myself particularly as a Mennonite writer,
you might be interested to know. The publication of my first book destroyed
that illusion for me forever.”* Three years earlier, in 1987, Wiebe had
published in the Journal of Mennonite Sudies an essay in which he had
recalled the Mennonite reception of that first book, Peace Shall Destroy
Many.® In that retrospective statement, he had confessed: “As some of you
may know, publishing that first novel became for me both an exaltation and
atrauma.”®

It is common knowledge that the publication and reception of Peace
Shall Destroy Many, the first Canadian English-language work of narrative
fiction to feature Mennonites living in a Mennonite community, resonated
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throughout the Canadian Mennonite world. Recently, reflecting on theimpact
of that novel, one of its original young Mennonite readers recalled how with
that first book Wiebe “pushed us into ‘the sixties’ even before they had a
chance to arrive with some appropriate ceremony.” From the day of
publication, this early reader remarked, “Wiebe has led the way, helping us
to figure out how we might live, even before we knew what to brace ourselves
for.” Another early reader recalled that Wiebe's* portrayal of the Mennonites
— perhaps better said, of creatures of flesh and blood who happened to be
Mennonite — was the first one | had come across that reflected the reality
which | was beginning to see but which | was too timid and confused to
name.”” Al Reimer, a young academic in 1962, and someone Wiebe had
cited as one of his constant friends during the turbulent post-Peace period,®
forty years later stated without equivocation: “To say that Rudy invented
Canadian-Mennoniteliteraturein Englishintheearly sixtiesisno exaggeration.
Peace Shall Destroy Many wastheright novel at theright timein that it raised
crucia questions and long-suppressed issues of Mennonite life and faith and
dared to address them with probing honesty and creative independence. He
created a Mennonite literary world that other Mennonite writers could enter
and explore and make meaningful to readers in general. And that has led
directly to the efflorescence of ‘Mennonite’ writing we enjoy today.”®

Few peoplefamiliar with the vigorous flowering of Mennonitewriting
in Canada— nay, in North America—would deny Rudy Wiebe's central and
persistent role as trailblazer and inspiration. Even when his influence has
beenindirect and diffuse, it hasremained palpable. Different creative writers
have given expression to it in diverse ways, each interweaving his or her
own literary voice with Wiebe's. “What | remember now of Peace Shall
Destroy Many are first impressions,” Patrick Friesen recalls. “Mennonite
lifewasgiven fuller expression than | had heard before. Thiswasn’t anarrow
sermon, acensored history; it was adeeply-felt, imaginative exploration of a
particular community by someone who belonged but asked questions.
Someone who knew the shadows had to be lit.” Poet Jeff Gundy remarks on
Wiebe's brilliance and delicacy, ambition, and indiscretion. Wiebe, he
observes, quoting Ezra Pound on Walt Whitman, was the “ pig-headed father
[who] broke the new wood.” For Di Brandt, “it was Rudy Wiebe who stood
before me asthe Man Who Had Survived Mennonite Wrath, who had risked
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everything to write what he understood as the true fiction of our people,
playfully, lovingly, eloquently, but with an unerring eye for the seam of
contradictions running through us, our violence and our pacifism, our
evangelism and our separatism, our sense of justice, of egalitarianism and
our racism and sexism, our insistence on religious freedom and our communal
repression of self expression, our relentless honesty and our deep deceptions
for the sake of community appearances. Our humanness, in other words.
Rudy Wiebe did it, | said to myself, trembling, so | can do it too.”°

At the closing banquet of the 2002 conference on Mennonite/swriting
—agathering of writers, readers and critics where Rudy Wiebe's forty-year
career (1962-2002) was celebrated — | drew attention to Wiebe's success as
an author of national and international stature, particularly well known in
Canada and abroad for his historical metafictions set in the Native
communities of Canada. | said that Wiebe has been “aformidable force” in
ensuring “the well-being of [Canada s] national literary culture,” in shaping
Canadians' perceptions of themselves as well as of “the prairie, the north
and theindigenous peopl eswho occupied our land long before the Europeans
arrived.” Big Bear, | observed then, was “already there . . . in 1962 in the
pages of Peace Shall Destroy Many, a novel in which the natives and
Mennonites lived side by side.”** Nevertheless, | insisted, in spite of his
efforts at denial, Wiebe has always had a committed audience among the
Mennonites, especialy for his“Mennonite”’ texts. There have always been
Mennoniteswho havelaid claim to him asawriter who speakstheir language,
awriter who, to paraphrase critic Clara Thomas,*? has the power to identify
them to themselves.

What Al Reimer refers to as the “* Mennonite’ writing we enjoy today” has
been the focus of three conferencesin recent years. “Mennonite/s Writing in
Canada’ (1990)%; “Mennonite/sWritinginthe U.S.,” held at Goshen College
in 1997; and “Mennonite/s Writing: An International Conference,” also at
Goshen College, in 2002.% Likethefirst event of thiskind in 1990, the third
conference called together most of the prominent Mennonitewriters of Canada
and the United States (as well as the Japanese Mennonite poet Yorifumi
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Yaguchi, in 2002). Among the writers present at Goshen in 2002 were
Canadians Rudy Wiebe, Di Brandt, Victor Jerrett Enns, Maurice Mierau,
David Waltner-Toews, Rosemary Nixon, Barbara Nickel, Patrick Friesen,
Sarah Klassen, Armin Wiebe, and SandraBirdsell, and Americans Jeff Gundy,
Dallas Wiebe, Julia Kasdorf, Raylene Hinz-Penner, Todd Davis, Ann
Hostetler, Omar Eby, Keith Ratzlaff, and Jean Janzen. The conference
comprised awonderful festival of readings and academic papers. It served as
an occasion to observe the burgeoning of Mennonite literary production in
North America (we celebrated the publication of seven new titles by
Mennonite writers there).”® At the same time it provided an occasion to
recognize the fortieth anniversary of the publication of Rudy Wiebe's first
novel and his subsequent four decades of literary activity. The conference
proceedings were divided to reflect the dual focus of the event (Mennonite
writing today and the watershed appearance of Peace Shall Destroy Many),
between the October 2003 volume of The Mennonite Quarterly Review
(appropriately dedicated to Ervin Beck of Goshen College, whose patient,
steady hand, creative energy, and quiet persistence guided both the1997 and
2002 conferences) and the present volume of The Conrad Grebel Review.

Most of the material concerning Rudy Wiebe has been reserved for
this special issue of The Conrad Grebel Review® which contains, also, some
new material by and about Wiebe. Edna Froese’sthoughtful and illuminating
survey of Wiebe's Mennonite protagonists, J.D. Mininger’s probing analysis
of Peace Shall Destroy Many, Jane Robinett and Maryann Jantzen's
enlightening explorations of dominant themesin Sveeter Than All theWorld,
and Maurice Mierau's playful yet instructive musings on why Rudy Wiebe
may or may not be “the last Mennonite writer” — these essays, prepared for
the 2002 conference, form the core of thisvolume. They are accompanied by
excerptsfrom aninterview with Rudy Wiebe—excerptsthat focusin particular
on Wiebe as writer of “Mennonite” material — by Janne Korkka, and by a
review essay that foregrounds one example of the substantial amount of
collaborative work Wiebe has undertaken throughout his career, by Paul
Tiessen. Thesecritical works are augmented by the transcript of acompelling
talk —apersonal statement about the work of the fiction writer — Rudy Wiebe
delivered at the University of Calgary this past spring.'’

* *x  *
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Rudy Wiebe's persistence in claiming not to think of himself asaMennonite
writer is matched by his insistence that the writer must sustain some
detachment from hiswork. Quoting from an essay Wiebe published in 1965,
JM. Kertzer, in his engaging and illuminating “Biocritical Essay” which
serves as an introduction to the Rudy Wiebe collection at the University of
Calgary archives, observes: “ Rudy Wiebe has mocked the ‘ personal fallacy’
in literary criticism, which ‘ sees every work of art as arising directly out of
the artist’s experience’ and sanctions‘ agreat deal of snooping’” into hislife.
“In contrast,” Kertzer continues, “Wiebe insists that novels ‘acquire a life
and character of their own, independent of and quite beyond the artist
himself.” 18 At the Mennonite/swriting conference in Waterloo in 1990, Wiebe
maintained hisinsistence on the artist’s detached perspective; “navel-gazing
is no good to anyone,” he said. “The world of story and of fiction for meis
al around me, and the world where | find my imagination stimulated is not
necessarily found by sitting and looking in a mirror. It may start there. |
know . . . [that] literature often begins with autobiography: thisis my story, |
have this story to tell. But if you're awriter, it goes beyond that and, after a
while, you’ re not writing your own story at all. Of courseyou are, but you're
not really. It goes beyond that. . . . We' d better get on with writing the world
of our imagination in such a way that nobody will forget it, whether they
know that we existed personally or not.”°

Well, Rudy Wiebe does exist, and, his claims to objectivity
notwithstanding, | would venture to say that some of his most sharply
conceived work arises directly out of his own experience (the short fictions
“Chinook Christmas’ and “ Sailingto Danzig,” for example). And he continues
to function actively within the Mennonite community to which these stories
relate (most recently team-teaching a Sunday School course on the Bible as
literature for hishome congregation of Lendrum Mennonite Brethren Church
in Edmonton). Rudy Wiebe and hisfictions are shaped, among other things,
by the communities (Canadian, Albertan, Mennonite) in which the author
has chosen to live. Like Wiebe, younger Mennonite writers continue to find
their own voices— as he has, throughout his career — both within the context
of the diverse Mennonite communities of Canada and the US, and beyond.

It is noteworthy that as the remarkably productive Mennonite writing
community of Winnipeg has begun to disperse over the past decade or so,
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with Patrick Friesen’s move to Vancouver, Sandra Birdsell’s to Regina, and
Di Brandt’sto Windsor, for example, another group of writers—self-identified
as Mennonites — has begun to gather on the lower mainland of British
Columbia, where in February 2004 nineteen Mennonite writers (including
Andreas Schroeder, Barbara Nickel, Melody Goetz, Leonard Neufeldt, and
others) met “to interact and connect with other writers, and to hear what
other writers are writing.” The spirit of censure that drove Rudy Wiebe out
of hisjob as editor of the Mennonite Brethren Herald after the publication of
Peace Shall Destroy Many no longer persists for them, these writers have
taken pleasurein observing. Andreas Schroeder, in fact, remarked subsequent
to their meeting that the west coast Mennonite writers seem “very comfortable
with their Mennonite upbringing, far moreinclinedtoincludeit in their work
in a productive and even fond manner. It seemed we weren't any longer
threatened or imprisoned by it,” he remarked; “we could afford to
acknowledgeits many advantages and strengthsaswell asitsfailingswithout
feeling we had to buy into the faith or the lifestyle uncritically.” %

* *x  *

Much of the work published in this volume deals in some way with the
intersections between theindividual Mennonite and hiscommunity, thewriter
and “home” — subjects that have never been far from the heart of Mennonite
writing asit has taken shape over the past forty years. Isit most fitting, then,
that Rudy Wiebe'sinformal piece “ Climbing Mountains That Do Not Exist:
The Fiction Writer at Work” should be given the last word here. In this most
engaging piece, Wiebe speaks aswarmly and personally as ever he has about
his childhood and the advent of story in his life. Here he remembers his
mother, “deeply troubled” that her last child, Rudy, “should grow up to have
the overweening pride to write stories he expected other people to print and
read.” And yet, he writes, inimitably, “from my point of view, it was exactly
the powerful stories shetold mein that isolated bush world, not only stories
from the Bible but far more of her childhood in incomprehensible Russia,
the village life in Orenburg Mennonite Colony, the brutal physical
punishments of her father, her mother’s death when shewas six and enduring
two step-mothers — the last her own age and once her best friend — and
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particularly the stories of the family escape from the Communists, the escape
over Moscow with a chronically ill baby Helen who was aways, as by a
miracle, strong and healthy whenever the Canadian immigration doctors
examined her —it was all amiracle, and the greatest was not being forced to
settle in Paraguay: these stories heard in bits and pieces over and over were
far too powerful for me ever to forget, as was the pioneer farm life we lived.
And all the more powerful,” Wiebe continues, alluding, asis hiswont, to the
blatant and persistent chauvinism of the imperialist political and cultural
centers of power in Canada, “because, in the books we read in school, there
was never a hint that refugee bush homesteaders in Canadian boreal forests
existed, fumigating lice and swatting mosquitoes and trudging through
snowdriftswhiletheir hands and facesfroze. And most certainly in our school
readersandtiny library there was nothing readable about bohunk M ennonites,
speaking Low German. . . ."#

When | visited Edmonton earlier this year, the face of Rudy Wiebe
stared out at me every time | passed a newsstand. It was on the cover of the
spring 2004 issue of Legacy, aglossy “Heritage, Artsand Culture” magazine
published in Alberta. Here was Rudy Wiebe being acknowledged asacultural
treasure of a province rich in writers. Wiebe's large readership in Canada
and around the world, the hundreds of articles and reviews written about his
work, hiscountlessinvitationsto read and to deliver public lectureson diverse
subjects of national, regional, or personal concern — all confirm the
significance of his artist’s voice.?? Along with his prominent role on the
literary landscapes of Canadaand abroad, Wiebeisunmatched in representing
and probing the experience of Mennonites — whether in contemporary or
historical settings. He has written about Mennonites with immense scope
and tenacity, vision and complexity, with acooly skeptical eye and awarmly
affectionate heart. This volume of The Conrad Grebel Review has been
prepared in celebration of narrative and story-telling in the Mennonite world
where, thanks to Rudy Wiebe (and to the “powerful” tales his mother told
him), it isincreasingly true that — as Wiebe himself once remarked — “[t]he
impulse to make story needs no defence.” 2
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