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OOn Being Slow
Nearly every day I shower like this, unless I stop to consider otherwise: I imagine it's a

race to get in and get out before that very important phone call that will change my life. It's
coming. It's nearly here. You can't waste precious moments staring into space as you allow
the warm water to relax your neck and shoulders. I squirt shampoo in my palm and quickly
spread it through my hair. I grab the soap bar and lather my arms, body, legs, turning the
stream on high the more quickly to rinse off. This is not only a race against the cell phone
sitting on the sink, I'm a prisoner. This is the gulag and guards are outside shouting threats
and will revoke the privilege of bathing or kill me if I don't  hurry up. I have seconds left
before the hot water turns to an icy stream. I jump out, towel myself dry, dragging the ends
back and forth over my back raising welts on my skin. I slather body lotion over my skin,
my hands blur as I apply it. Still damp, I tug on my clothes, jerking, adjusting. I rush to the
mirror. Bending at the waist I whip the hair dryer back and forth beating my hair with hot
wind until it stands straight out like a flag in a gale. By the time I'm done I'm panting, hot,
and weary, ready for the day's writing.

Or what about the countless times I've passed a slow driver, cutting in front of him
mentally (mentally?) shouting "who EVER allowed you, you geriatric thief, to drive on MY
city streets, to steal my precious seconds only to find him arriving right behind me at the
next stoplight. Dang! 

I have a warehouse full of hurries--thoughts and projects I imagine should have been
completed long ago. Plus I have expectations and projects for you--you should hurry-up,
too. You might be of some help to me. 
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Many of my expectations in life are perni-
ciously framed by how quickly this or that
can be accomplished. Even while reading
something helpful or interesting in a book or,
especially online--a blog post, an essay, a
news item, a recipe--a sign scrolls across the
my mind urging
me to hurry on
to the next one
because there is
so much more to
scan. No time for
contemplation.

These habits
are so entren-
ched I must find
ways to deliber-
ately counter
them. Slow
down. Think. Today godliness means experi-
encing each drop of water, the cleansing
herb smell of soap, the soothing spread of oil
on skin as a way of receiving the day with
thankfulness to God.

Praise For Slow
For this reason, I sometimes visit a peren-

nial garden and nursery about an hour away.
It's in a sheltered valley--hillsides rise in for-
ests, along a spring-fed creek. You wouldn't
predict this from the highway in the midst of
farming country. I purposely walk slowly
through the shrub beds on trails padded with
mulch. The lines are gracious to the eye, the
rich textures and colors depend on the sea-
son. I wonder how quickly I could transform
my yard to look like this and whether it
could be done in a single season. It was a
quiet day the last time I visited, and as if the
owner heard my question, he stopped to chat
and in a sweeping motion of his hand said it
had taken twenty-two years to develop the
garden and create the pond that captures a
pool of cold spring water beside their back
door. Twenty-two years. 

I was surprised by John Irving, a success-
ful author, who published another novel this
year: Last Night in Twisted River. According
to an interview with the NYT, he always
begins his projects with the last sentence of a
book and writes toward it. Even after he
knew the last sentence, which was "He felt
that the great adventure of his life was just
beginning as his father must have felt, in the
throes and dire circumstances of his last
night in Twisted River" it still took seven
months to begin writing and he claims that
was fast. He's been working on this novel for

five years.
I need to hear these things. Like about a

hundred times a day.

Further Confessions
Marsena and I have been talking about

clichés. How we ridicule them. Don't like
them. And then one day when our guard is
down we find they are exactly it. Just what
we'd like to say, but daren't, after all we are
writers, and even what we allow ourselves to
think can't be cliché. So why do golden trees,
ground hard as iron, candles in the window,
a cat chasing its tail move us to hope or sad-
ness or joy or sometimes an inexplicable
combination? Because they reflect our human
condition? Humbling, but I'd like to admit to
the pleasure of living a cliché!

That's why my peerless orchid plant
stopped me the other day. It had been in full
bloom with eight or nine flawless flowers, as
of course, what orchid in its right mind
blooms any other way than outrageously per-
fect? It was late fall when it suddenly
drooped and all the flowers fell to the floor.
Very unlike itself. Baffling. Then Denis point-
ed out that last summer I moved it to the
radiator right in front of the window and for-
got it and now that the heat was on, who
knew how high the temp spiked in the morn-
ing? I ran grabbed the poor thing off, gave its
boiling feet a little water, apologized like
everything. Begged
it not to die. A week
later it had pushed
out another bud
stalk and was busily
trying to make new
flowers. Don't you
love that?

A couple years
ago I taped a cliché
bookmark into my
journal, confessing I
didn't just like it, I
loved it. It shows a
print titled
"November Storm" -
a painting of the
Edmund Fitzgerald,
a freighter that sank
during a great storm
on Lake Superior in 1975. In the artist's
depiction in cold fading gray light, the wind
raises the foundering ship on a giant wave.
None of the crew were ever found. I have an
entry beneath it as I was thinking about the
time Jesus' disciples struck out across the sea
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and were caught in a similar storm: 

"…About the fourth watch of the night 
Jesus came to them, walking on the sea." 
(Mark 6:48) 

Matthew writes about the same event: 

"…the boat by this time was a long way 
from land, beaten by the waves, for the 
wind was against them…" (Mt. 14:22 ff)

It was then that Jesus came to them.
I've often wondered at that phrase: "the

fourth watch of the night." According to Jewish
tradition the night is divided into four watches.
The fourth watch is just before dawn when
night is the darkest. It's the time when one is
most exhausted, most alone, most discouraged,
and perhaps the most likely time to imagine
that our lostness will be forever. 

But then, Jesus comes "walking on the sea,"
not running, not hurrying, arriving at the right
time. He climbs into the boat and brings res-
cue and restoration out of human no-where-
ness. That night the disciples experienced a lit-
eral salvation; at the time they couldn't know
that this Christ who nearly gave them a heart
attack with his power over nature, would
recover them from a much more lethal storm:
eternal death. But now we know, having the
rest of scripture and church history to figure it
out. 

So here we are, sometimes uncertain of
exactly when he'll arrive, but certain he will
come, confident that he'll accompany us
through the worst storm, even through the cur-
tain of death. I don't mean this to be morbid.

The Great Aunt - Slow Departure
At Marsena's house. The Aunt pads into the

living room in her robe and slippers. We say
good morning. She scowls, "If it IS good!" -
almost 89, offended by aching joints, rainy
weather, loss of memory, and the unsparing
nature of life's miseries - she is grumpy and
depressed. We look out the living room win-
dow as she slowly nibbles her English muffin
and half (hawf, she says in her Massachusetts
accent) banana. Slowing down has become a
necessity. Listening to her I'm both delighted
and amused. Okay, honest? I'm sometimes
annoyed and need to remind myself she's in a
later stage - I don't know which one - of
Alzheimer's and it's useless to argue or correct.

Denis: You must be glad to be going home? 
(Leaving the hospital after gall bladder surgery.)
A: NO! I'm NOT. This was so nice, they do
EVERYthing for you. You don't even have to
remember to get dressed, they bring you your
food, everything is right there in arm's reach. 
And the people! They're so friendly, so NICE!
Everyone!

I take her for a drive. 
A: What are you DOING?
Me: I'm helping you get this buckled. You couldn't
make it work this morning.
A: I'll just HOLD it.
M: No, I don't want the police to arrest me for let-
ting you ride unbelted. 
A: Oh FOR… I'LL deal with the police.

A: Brrrrr. It's cold in here.
M: Do you want the seat warmer on?
A: Ohhhh, yes! Put it on high. It can't be too warm
for me.
M: Brrrrrr. My hands are freezing, I need my
gloves.

A: Well, FINE they don't
want our business.
(Finding the gates closed to
the Country Bumpkin
Nursery) I was all set to
eat a shiny red apple.
NOW what?
A: Do you have gas? 
Me: What? 
A: Do you have GAS?
M: You mean for the car?
A: YES! What did you
think I meant?

We arrive back at the
house, I give her a polished apple from the refrigerator.
A: Oh, mmm, the first one I've had one in YEARS!
This is so delicious, so sweet. 
A: (Later.) BAKED APPLES? I haven't had one of
these since my mother died in 1972.(I made them
last time I visited.)

A: Oh, look! An auto blanket. (She's looking at the
Miles Kimball catalog.)Just plug it into the lighter,
you'll always be warm in the car.
M: Would you like one? Maybe for Christmas? 
A: ME?! NO! I'm never cold.
(I learned she has one. Got it for Christmas last year.)
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A: What are you eating?
D: Sausage.
A: What is that brown stuff on your plate?
D: Sausage.
A: I don't recognize what you're eating,
what is it?
D: Sausage, do you want a bite?
A: No. What is it, though?

The TV has been on for hours. She's mad. She
sees I'm crocheting, not watching with her.
A: There's NOTHING on TV tonight. 
M: No, there isn't. That's how it always is on
Halloween. Just gore and bore.
A: Well. It's not MY fault there's a bunch of
idiots out tonight.
She shuts it off.
A: SO! How are you going to "entatain" me. 
Me: (Laughing.) I'm not.
A: Okay. BACK goes the TV!
She points the remote. Viciously punches but-
tons.

A: Viagra. I've never taken that. 
(Watching ad on TV.) 
Ad voice: "Be sure to check with your doc-
tor to see if you're healthy enough for
sex…"
A: Believe me, I'm healthy enough. Always
healthy enough.
(She's been a widow since 1968.)

A: Ohhhhhh! THANK YOU. This is the best
lunch I've evah, EVAH had!(A baloney sand-
wich with cheese and tomato and a cup of hot
tea.)

We read a Psalm together and she is teary, but
also cheered by God's words--familiar and pres-
ent to our existence after all: "God watches over
the way of the righteous." I pray with her with
this proviso:
A:  As long as you understand that I will
NOT pray aloud, but will say amen in my
heart.

When we raise our heads I remind her she's
been like a mother and a grandmother in our
family and that we love her.
A: Now DON'T start me blubbering! 
M: Hey, it's my gift.
A: (Closes her eyes)Isn't it wonderful how
the Lord (“Laud,” she calls Him)of the uni-
verse cares about my small worries." 
M: Yes. Yes, very.
These slow minutes where nothing measurable
happens, no money earned, no great novel writ-
ten, no educational degree completed; it's a still
significant place where God watches and angels
gather.
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RRansom Notes

Give Thanks

We’re grateful for all of your prayers and donations this past
year--cutting expenses in as many areas as we could has
allowed us to continue Ransom. Pray, if God wills, that end-of-
year giving will enable us to go on.

Denis was finally able to get a program to pare our mailing list
down to those who really want to stay on. We hope no one was
dropped who didn't want to be dropped!  

At just the right times throughout the year we've received confir-
mation that our ministry is a help to people. What a gift to help
us keep going! Here's just one: "We've had some great conver-
sations over the years using your publications. Thank you,
Denis, for your pastorly letters and, Margie, for your winsome
honesty."

For over a year now Anita Gorder
has been living in our guest room
at Toad Hall or--as of last sum-
mer--in Mole's End, the attached
studio apartment. We've decided
to officially recognize her as
Ransom's Resident Assistant.
Although she spends hours each
week earning a living, she has
assumed responsibility for many
projects that wouldn't be complet-
ed without her time and energy. 

She has redesigned the flower beds, managed the yard beauti-
fully, helped with meals and hospitality, taken on some of the
office work, and essentially established a fiber art studio in Toad
Hall. Anita is great to be around, gifted in many arts  and always
adding another skill to her set. 

We very thankful for her tangible ministry, her partnership in
Ransom, and most of all, her friendship.

Looking Ahead

Jan. 14-16: St. Louis. Ransom's Annual Board Meeting.

Jan. 19-22: St. Louis, Covenant Seminary, Denis teaches a 

J-term Class: "Film and Theology."

Feb. 12-14: Rochester, L'Abri conference: Making All Things
New: The Power of the Gospel to Transform All That It Touches.
Denis will give a plenary and two workshops. He'll be fascinat-
ing. Me - a workshop on cooking with cast-iron. Yes. I remind
you of the power of the Gospel to touch all things! 

Feb. 19-21: Pittsburgh, PA, Jubilee Conference. Denis will be a
presenter.

Feb. 26-27: St. Louis, Covenant Seminary, Denis takes one of
his final classes!

March: Writing Month.
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Out of My Bone: The Letters of Joy Davidman 
Editor, Don W. King, Eerdmans, 2009

"All I really care about is having a bit of life with Jack (C.S.Lewis) and
getting adequately on my feet for it. He has been growing more
attached to me steadily--is now, even more madly in love with me
than I am with him, which is saying plenty." Though Davidman is bet-
ter known as C.S Lewis' wife, she was a skillful editor, critic, and col-
laborator. This collection of her letters dating from when she was a
young single woman just out of college until her death from cancer in
1960, reveals her brilliance as a writer. They trace her journey from
passionate Marxism to faith in Christ. Acerbic, tender, critical, patient,
winsome, and sometimes wicked funny--all describe her voice. But it
was her suffering and the evident humility she learned that kept draw-
ing me to her letters sensing I could learn from her life. "Anybody can
die with fine theological sentiments, Bill, [her ex-husband] it's the
daily living that hurts." She kept courage and a sense of her self
through the betrayal of her first marriage, poverty, loss, cancer, all the
way to the end of life.

Through His Eyes: God's perspective on Women in the Bible
by Jerram Barrs, Crossway, 2009

As I've listened to women of various ages and walks of
life tell about experiences of discrimination and discour-
aging treatment in the church, and as they've lamented
that most often the teachings heard about women are
focused on the "restrictive" passages of scripture, I've
wished I could recommend a wise, passionate book that
teaches us about God's love and respect for women,
about our equality and mutual dependence, and yet
remains true to God's word--this book more than fulfills
that desire without saccharine. Jerram paints portraits of
women we understand and know--women whose lives
become powerful examples, not just because they were
the Perfect Proverbs 31 Woman we sometimes want to
kill because we've heard about her spinning and sewing
one too many times, but of those who were abandoned,
sickened, barren, and even practicing whores. Ah, we
need to be reminded that these, too, became women
beloved and used by God. Reading through this book
made me say, yes, this is the God of all the earth, the
one I want to live and die for.

Jerram writes in his introduction: This book is a happy
exposition of the dignity and glory that the Lord showers
on women. Its aim is to encourage women to delight in
their creation, redemption, and calling and to challenge
men to honor women as does the Lord himself.  My hope
is that many men, especially pastors and teachers, will
read this book and be challenged by it.

Christmas 2009 Gift Suggestions from Toad Hall
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Cast Iron Cookware

Heavy? Yes, but good.  If you are interested
(and WHO isn't?) in conservation, the envi-
ronment, healthy living; if you like a good
deal, loved your grandmother's cooking, suf-
fer from anemia; if you are cool, swish and
happening. Or know someone who IS, then
the old/new cast iron cookware is what you
want. These days more research affiurms
the unhealthiness of Teflon and non-stick
pans. Check out thrift stores, antique stores,
or someone's attic. You're bound to find
them. But be careful. The old stuff is gener-
ally better quality than the new pieces
found in catalogs and retail stores. You can
find great resources and help at the Black
Iron Dude who says he recently found a
used frying pan for $9.00.  

http://blackirondude.blogspot.com/

Coal Train Railroad
by Katy Bowser and Chris Donohue
Children's CD available at http://www.coal -
trainrailroad.com

It's a joy to plug this children's jazz cd put out by dear
friend, Katy Bowser, and collaborator, Chris Donohue.
I've been enjoying these songs pre-publication for about
a year now, and they are among my favorite kid-songs.
In fact, she's even pegged me on one track: I Need A
Nap:  "I'm feeling blue, I'm cranky like a crocodile, I'm
terr-i-bly rude." Well crafted and chock full of talented
back-up musicians. Check it out on Facebook. 

Here are a couple quotes:

"I love what Chris & Katy are bringing to the table with
Coal Train Railroad. It makes ME feel like a kid again! I
think children of all ages will love the humor, silliness
and the catchy, cool, and crazy music that reminds us
all that music should be fun to listen to. I'm honored
(and slightly tickled) to be part of this wonderful project.
Thanks!" 
- Jeff Coffin, 3x Grammy Winning Saxophonist/Composer 
(Dave Matthews Band, Bela Fleck & the Flecktones, The Jeff
Coffin Mu'tet).

"Quirky, cool, and touching... in all the right ways. In the
tradition of classic children's songs and stories, this
record is for everyone... moms, dads, musicians, and of
course KIDS."  
- Neilson Hubbard, producer and songwriter.

"I wanna jump on the Coal Train and ride ride ride! Full
of the best jazz children's songs I've ever heard!" 
- Julie Lee, singer/songwriter. 

Audubon and His Journals, Volume II
Edited by Maria R. Audubon, Dover, 1994. 
An unabridged republication of the first edition, 1897.

We received Volume II as a gift but I assume Volume I
will be as fascinating. I had very little knowledge of
Audubon's life, (1785-1851) only knowing he was a natu-
ralist and a famed American ornithologist who cataloged
and drew the birds of North America. This volume
includes his journal entries from the Missouri River explo-
rations and a dangerous trip along the coast of Eastern
Canada to gather plants, animals, and water fowl. His
observations are enthusiastic,  enthralling and sometimes
appalling. Shining, detailed, historical descriptions of what
our country was like--the teeming wild-life, the impenetra-
ble swamps and forests, the lakes and seas heavy with
fish are mind-boggling. Although at the time it was
unthinkable that men could collapse or annihilate species
or log out old-growth forests Audubon did give some pre-
scient warnings. For example, he despised "eggers," men
who collected eggs from wild birds nesting on rocky isles
along the East Coast to sell in distant ports. Eggers sys-
tematically destroyed incubating eggs and chicks by the
millions, then returned a short while later to get the fresh
eggs as parent birds tried to start anew. Also of interest:
his personality and beliefs revealed in journal writing and
story-telling--his deism, bits of racism, some illogical posi-
tivism. I really liked this book and wished I could have
seen our country as it was in the mid-1800s.
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Horse Tradin’ 
by Ben K. Green, University of Nebraska Press, 1999

Ben Green grew up in Texas cow country and before he became a veterinarian, (he
died in 1974) during the time when horses and mules were used, not for pleasure, but
for work and transportation, he was a horse trader and cowboy. Back then, if you had a
good eye and a stable full of knowledge, you could make a living at it. This is a collec -
tion of stories he swears are true, but you can hear his story-telling voice that reveals a
good deal of knavery, hokum, and pure conning. Okay. So not great writing, but I liked
them. You might, too, if you enjoy a good yarn, admire horses, and a peek into a pro -
fession that has disappeared along with cattle drives and horse-drawn plows. For the
most part.

Coop: A Year of Poultry, Pigs, and Parenting 
by Michael Perry, Harper, 2009. (memoir)

This new book by Perry has come out during a year when the popularity of
raising chickens, even in the city, has weirdly sky-rocketed--apparently we all
want Rhode Island Reds and Araucanas in our backyards. Living in a tumble -
down Wisconsin farmhouse, thirty-seven acres of fallen fences and overgrown
fields, a pregnant wife who plans to deliver their baby at home, Perry plumbs
his childhood--for clues on how to proceed as a farmer, a husband, and a
father. Whether he is recalling his childhood ("I first perceived my father as a
farmer the night he drove home with a giant lactating Holstein tethered to the
bumper of his Ford Falcon") or what it's like to be bitten in the butt while
wrestling a pig, Coop is full of humor. But he also "writes from the quieter cor-
ners of his heart, chronicling experiences as joyful as the birth of his child and
as devastating as the death of a dear friend."

The Architecture of Happiness 
by Alain de Botton, Vintage Books, 2008. (non-fiction)

"Belief in the significance of architecture is premised on the notion that
we are, for better or for worse, different people in different places - and
on the conviction that it is the architecture's task to render vivid to us
who we might ideally be."  "A perplexing consequence of fixing our
eyes on an ideal is that it may make us sad. The more beautiful some-
thing is, the sadder we risk feeling … our sadness won't be of the
searing kind but more like a blend of joy and melancholy: joy at the
perfection we see before us, melancholy at an awareness of how sel -
dom we are sufficiently blessed to encounter anything of its kind."  To
me, the elegant construction of Botton's sentences reflect his careful
exploration of classic and modern architecture - what attracts or repels
us, what ideals does it represent and why. The many photos of build -
ings and designs were not only fascinating but extremely helpful in
illustrating his observations. I did not expect he could make me care
so much. Or that I would find his insights applicable and relevant to
life. I would need more time to digest and a sharper intellect to sum-
marize this beautiful, dense book. I could plagiarize Amazon's reviews,
but won't. (thank you very much) Some of you will find this book com-
pelling and will be glad to read it.



If you exit a city or town anywhere in Minnesota, drive
through the countryside on a slow road in minutes you'll spot
cement cows lounging in a front yard, deer poised watching
the field, or black silhouettes of bears climbing trees. I guess
I've seen some in town, too. 

I ridicule lawn ornaments: 
What? You need to be
reminded of what lives in
your back yard with tasteless
inferior imitations? And your
Christmas decorations! That
aesthetic violation is every-
where. Blow up Santas and
elves, garish flashing, pulsing
lights. 

While I'm in full-lung cry,
I ignore the small exceptions
I make for myself: Margie,
why the white terns in your
garden? Where's the shore,
anyway? And what of that
concrete toad sitting among
your hostas?

While reading The Architecture of Happiness (see Gift
List ) I recomposed myself in a way I hope leads to more gen-
erous acceptance of rampant yard ornamentation. Author
Botton thoughtfully observes: "…at its most genuine, the
architectural impulse seems connected to a longing for com-
munication and commemoration, a longing to declare our-
selves to the world through a register other than words,
through the language of objects, colours and bricks: an ambi-
tion to let others know who we are--and, in the process, to
remind ourselves." "Breadth of choice leaves us free to deter-
mine that particular works of architecture are more or less
adequate responses to our genuine psychological needs. We
can accept the legitimacy of the rustic style, even if we ques-
tion the way [tenants of a certain complex] attempted to inject
it into their homes. We can condemn the gnomes while
respecting the longings which inspired them."

Applied more broadly, don't these embellishments tell us
that people want to remember that deer are graceful and cows
nourish, that they'd like to believe and celebrate a story with a
happy ending? 

I think I know what's wanted--the real story with true con-
nections. So this year I'm gonna let my neighbors be and not
say a word against their cows or lights. So Peace, Come
Emmanuel, Glory and all that beautiful lasting stuff. You're
welcome.

That's it from Toad Hall,

Margie Haack

P.S. If you want to see more lawn ornaments check out: http://toadsdrinkcoffee.blogspot.com
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FFinal Notes Toad Hall is the name of our home,
christened by our children. It is from
the book The Wind in the Willows , a
favorite of ours. In it Mole, a shy yet
daring character, and Ratty, who is
much nicer and more sensible than
his name would imply, have many
adventures along the river. One of
their friends is Toad of Toad Hall. Toad
is something of an aristocrat and lives
in a mansion. Otherwise, he has very
little to commend him and really
doesn’t deserve friends since he is a
callous liar, lacks common sense and,
well, he lives for the pleasure of the
moment—which brings him no end of
trouble.

When we moved to Minnesota in
1981, our children had rarely seen
such tall homes with their imposing
three stories. They were used to one-
story adobes which rambled along in
the hot New Mexico sun. So, to our
children, a midwestern Gothic four-
square looked amazingly like a man -
sion. Possibly even as great a house
as Toad Hall.

Managing Editor - Matthew Hundley

Notes From Toad Hall is not available
by subscription. Rather, interested
readers can request to be added to
Ransom’s mailing list, which is updat -
ed frequently. Donors to Ransom
Fellowship,  a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, tax-
deductible ministry, are added to the
mailing list automatically unless
requesting otherwise. Everyone on
Ransom’s mailing list also receives
Critique magazine. To receive them
send your mailing address to: 

Ransom Fellowship
1150 West Center Street
Rochester, MN 55902

OR drop an e-mail request to:

info @ransomfellowship.org

O r d e r  b o o k s  f r o m :

Al l  books ment ioned in  Notes f rom
Toad Hal l may be ordered d i rect ly
f rom Hear ts  and Minds.  A por t ion of
the proceeds wi l l  be donated to
Ransom Fel lowship.


