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Abstract 

Sigvardson, Malin E., 2006. The Constitution of Movement in Rudy Wiebe’s 
Fiction: A Phenomenological Study of Three Mennonite Novels. Pp. 162. 
Stockholm: ISBN: 91–7155–317–7. 
 
This study investigates movement as a phenomenon of constituting directed-
ness in the Canadian writer Rudy Wiebe’s Mennonite novels. In Peace Shall 
Destroy Many (1962), The Blue Mountains of China (1970), and Sweeter 
Than All the World (2001), the phenomenon of movement is complexly at 
work as a decisive factor on numerous levels of constitution. Employing the 
concept of phenomenological directedness, the study elucidates phenomena 
central to the kinetic-kinaesthetic materiality of the three works. Focusing on 
textual nuances of kinaesthetic accentuation, the investigation highlights 
ways in which directedness shapes subjectivity rather than vice versa. 
Kinetic reality emerges as something torn between distance as a separating 
interval and distance as a remote intimacy manifesting an elision of the span 
between source-point and terminus. Such discrepancy shapes a sense of 
existential inconsecutiveness, in which an intriguing diminishment of feeling 
is a heightening of the affective life. This state of affairs is frequently 
aligned with faith as world-withdrawal. The wandering of persecuted believ-
ers is a theological process that at any given time can reduce itself to an 
external, purely geographic enterprise, thus becoming a substitute for 
regeneration. Nevertheless, the phenomenon of perpetual travel has the 
capacity to produce an overarching bonding-affect at the constituting heart 
of a community whose kinetic life is inseparable from the movement of 
regeneration. 
 
Key words: Rudy Wiebe, movement, kinesis, kinaesthesia, directedness, phenome-
nology, Christianity, Edmund Husserl, Canadian literature, Mennonites, faith, 
regeneration, eschatology, Peace Shall Destroy Many, The Blue Mountains of 
China, Sweeter Than All the World, work, migration, corporeality, immobilization, 
focalization, homelessness. 
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The very grammar of Inuktitut requires that you express all 
phenomena as either roughly equal in size—things are as broad 
as they are long, that is, areal, or as unequal—they are longer 
than they are broad, that is, linear. . . . 

Two corollaries expand this linguistic structural understand-
ing and further explain what I mean: first, an areal thing 
changes dimension and becomes linear when it moves; second, 
any area without easily observable limits (a field of ice, the sea, 
an expanse of tundra) is automatically classified as long and 
narrow, that is, as linear also. In order to live a human being 
must move . . . . Therefore in order to live he/she must become a 
linear dimension in a linear space.  

Playing Dead 
 
 
 
 
 

And then they will move again into their continual travel. 
Gradually at first, then more steadily, like driftwood dis-

covering a momentary current, hesitating into daily eddies of 
moss or crusted erratics but leaning more certainly down into 
motion along this contorted river, or this lakeshore; easily 
avoiding the noisy, devastated esker between Roundrock and 
Winter lakes and their connecting tributary streams. Seeking 
steadily north. From every direction more and more of them will 
drift together, thousands and tens of thousands drawn together 
by the lengthening light into the worn paths of their necessary 
journey, an immense dark river of life flowing north to the 
ocean, to the calving grounds where they know themselves to 
have been born. 

A Discovery of Strangers 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

To concern oneself with Rudy Wiebe’s fiction is to concern oneself with 
movement. In Epic Fiction: The Art of Rudy Wiebe, W. J. Keith aptly asserts 
that what tends to linger after reading Wiebe is a sense of “movement.”1 
Whether Wiebe writes about a Canadian or about a specifically Mennonite 
heritage,2 we find that the text’s spatial, temporal, and spiritual realities are 
kinetic. In Wiebe criticism, the two passages most frequently reiterated are 
infused by movement.3 Extracted from a well known interview, one of these 
gets quoted for its assumed capacity to establish Christian faith as Wiebe’s 
literary backdrop: “In Jeremiah’s images, [peace is] like a moving stream, 
irresistibly moving on, but, in relation to its environment, perfectly at rest.”4 
The other frequently-quoted passage is commonly regarded as the writer’s 
commentary on his own narratological structure and purpose:  

To break into the space of the reader’s mind with the space of this western 
landscape and the people in it you must build a structure of fiction like an 
engineer builds a bridge or a skyscraper over and into space. A poem, a lyric, 
will not do. You must lay great black steel lines of fiction, break up that 
space with huge design and, like the fiction of the Russian steppes, build 
giant artefact.5  

 

                                 
1 Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 1981, 43 (hereafter cited in text as EF). 
2 Criticism has tended to make a distinction between a national and an ethnic accentuation 
within Wiebe’s oeuvre. In “Postcolonial Complexity in the Writings of Rudy Wiebe,” Ervin 
Beck distinguishes between two streams, “one concerned with the religious content of 
[Wiebe’s] fiction about Mennonites and one concerned with his representation of indigenes.” 
Modern Fiction Studies 47, no. 4 (2001): 855 (herafter cited in text as PC).  
3 See e.g. Hildegard Froese Tiessen, “A Mighty Inner River,” in The Canadian Novel, Here 
and Now, edited by John Moss (Toronto: NC Press, 1971), 171; W. J. Keith, EF, 7–8; and 
Sam Solecki, “Giant Fictions and Large Meanings: The Novels of Rudy Wiebe,” Canadian 
Forum 60 (1981). Note that even Wiebe contributes to the mythologizing of the second 
passage by quoting himself in “A Novelist’s Personal Notes on Frederick Philip Grove” (212–
13).  
4 Donald Cameron, “Rudy Wiebe: The Moving Stream Is Perfectly at Rest,” in Conversations 
with Canadian Novelists 2 (Toronto: Macmillan, 1973), 156. 
5 Rudy Wiebe, “Passage by Land,” in River of Stone: Fictions and Memories (Toronto: 
Vintage Books, 1995), 4.  
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This thesis is a phenomenological study of movement as it occurs in Rudy 
Wiebe’s fiction. 

I investigate the three Mennonite novels only. The first Canadian 
Mennonite novel published in English, Peace Shall Destroy Many (1962) is 
spatio-temporally limited to a single year and to a single locus. The Blue 
Mountains of China (1970) spans one hundred years of Mennonite history 
and the diasporas of that century. Sweeter Than all the World (2001) covers 
Mennonite history from its 16th century beginnings, theologically as well as 
geographically. Obviously linked thematically, there is also a sense of 
growth in their spatial and temporal concerns. First and Vital Candle (1966) 
and My Lovely Enemy (1983) are not reviewed in this study. Although My 
Lovely Enemy features a secularized Mennonite history professor, his 
religious background mainly points to anthropological and existential issues 
rather than to strictly theological concerns. The Mennonite element in First 
and Vital Candle is not particularly pronounced.  

Wiebe’s Mennonites move from land to land and from continent to 
continent, seeking a place of refuge where they can live and work according 
to their traditions and their convictions. Yet the affectivity of these 
migrations is not primarily that of diaspora, nomadism, or homelessness. 
Instead, movement typically prevails among Wiebean Mennonites as a sense 
of quietistic acceptance. Frieda Friesen’s narrative in The Blue Mountains of 
China is filled with stories of mobility, but more importantly it is defined by 
movement’s cessation, inhibition, or lack of intensity. Movement from 
homestead to homestead on the Canadian prairie is determined by place but 
also by the degree of possible movement in each place: “every quarter . . . 
seemed to have something wrong. It was too rocky on the East Reserve or on 
the West the water wouldn’t get off in spring . . . or it froze too late or too 
soon.”6 Movement is intricate—but it is also something that these Mennon-
ites just put up with without allowing themselves to be distracted or 
disoriented. They cope with moving, never allowing it to be disruptive. 
Frieda’s “youth was simple and quiet. We moved more than most but my 
parents brought us up to be decent” (BMC, 13).7  
                                 
6 Rudy Wiebe, The Blue Mountains of China (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1970 [1995]), 
12 (hereafter cited in text as BMC). 
7 Quietness in the sense of peacefulness is at the historical core of the Mennonite movement. 
Kimberly D. Schmidt points out that Mennonites came to be referred to as a peculiarly 
tranquil people, “Die Stille im Lande.” “‘Sacred Farming’ or ‘Working Out’: The Negotiated 
Lives of Conservative Mennonite Farm Women,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 22, 
no. 1 (2001): 81. Magdalene Redekop likewise calls attention to the epithet, but focuses on a 
different sense of the German word “Stille,” viz. ‘silence,’ or lack of speech, rather than 
tranquillity. Whether in Russia, Canada, or Paraguay, the Mennonite insistence on preserving 
Low German inevitably isolated them from the surrounding cultures. “The separate language 
became a means of insisting on the separation of church and state; it facilitated the creating of 
a way of life which attempted to affirm the values intrinsic to anabaptist theology—pacifism, 
simplicity, nonconformity, and mutual aid. The first stage in the recurrent pattern of exile 
demonstrates that it was not the German language as such, but the fact of difference which 
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At the narrative centre of Wiebe’s fiction we usually find Russlander 
Mennonites, people just barely escaping from Stalin’s Soviet Union in the 
late 1920s. Taking its refugees to the Canadian prairie or to the “green hell” 
of Paraguay, that wave of migration had its historical origin in the anabaptist 
movements materializing in the Netherlands and in Switzerland during the 
Reformation.8 In his foreword to Peace Shall Destroy Many, emphasising a 
sense of drama as well as a sense of peaceful posture, Wiebe writes that 
since the early Mennonites were 

restrained from open proselytizing, they could do no more than teach their 
faith to their children; what in 1523 began as a religious movement became 
in time a swarming of a particular people from various nationalities bound 
together by a faith: like ancient Israel, they were a religious nation without a 
country. They were driven from Switzerland to America, from Holland and 
northern Germany to Prussia, then Russia, finally to North and South 
America. Wherever they went they carried peculiar customs, a peculiar 
language, a peculiar faith in the literal meaning of the Bible. (PDM, ix) 

Considering the violence materializing in that novel, such an accent on 
quietness may at first seem peculiar, but, as the title spells out, “peace” is the 
backdrop against which all other movement takes place. 

In the different novels, the phenomenon of movement takes on varying 
accentuations. It presents itself as violence and work in Peace Shall Destroy 
Many, as migration and withdrawal in The Blue Mountains of China, and as 
regeneration in Sweeter Than All the World. In these texts, movement is 
thematic as well as what I call ‘pre-thematic.’ As directedness, it energizes 
everything in the novels, without always being thematized.  

The concept of directedness—of phenomenological intentionality9—will 
be of particular importance for the investigation of Mennonite movement in 

                                                                                                                                  
was important.” “Translated into the Past: Language in The Blue Mountains of China,” in A 
Voice in the Land, ed. W. J. Keith (Edmonton: NeWest Press: 1981), 100 (hereafter cited in 
text as TIP). 
8 In sixteenth century Zürich, Felix Manz, Conrad Grebel, George Blaurock, and various other 
followers of Zwingli did not find church reform to be radical enough. In January 1525, the 
first anabaptist meeting was arranged, and the first adult baptisms took place. C. Arnold 
Snyder, Anabaptist History and Theology (Kitchener: Pandora Press, 1995), 54. A heresy 
since the fourth century, so-called anabaptism, rebaptism, was now also seen as a capital 
offense against the state (1). Partly shaped by the writings of Menno Simons, the Mennonite 
creed included the doctrines of believer’s baptism, discipleship, separation between state and 
church, and non-participation in war. Since the theological underpinnings of these doctrines 
differed from those of Lutherans, Calvinists, and Catholics, Mennonites were outlawed in 
various parts of Europe and ruthlessly persecuted for centuries. For a comprehensive 
overview, see Cornelius J. Dyck, An Introduction to Mennonite History (Scottdale: Herald 
Press, 1993; hereafter cited in text as IMH). For an analysis of the social and theological 
parameters, see C. Arnold Snyder, Anabaptist History and Theology. 
9 ‘Intentionality’ is central to Husserlian phenomenology as the constituting directedness of 
every conscious or unconscious act. In this study, I review kinetic-kinaesthetic directedness in 
terms of phenomenological ‘intentionality.’ It is not to be understood reductively as a mental 
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Wiebe’s texts. Understood phenomenologically rather than naturalistically, 
directedness cannot be studied in a merely thematic way. It resists thematic 
objectification. In its most complex forms, movement qua directedness 
cannot be taken as expressing or performing mere interaction between 
subjective and objective entities. As Edmund Husserl’s critique of 
philosophic naturalism argued a hundred years ago, it is the presubstantial 
reality of movement as directedness that constitutes (i.e. shapes) the 
substantiality of the ego, rather than vice versa. In any experience of time or 
of space, it is not an ‘I,’ an experiencing subject, that constitutes spatio-
temporal experience. As Maxine Sheets-Johnstone argues in her Husserlian 
expositions of kinetic reality, movement constitutes the ‘I’ rather than vice 
versa.10 This insight helps us elucidate Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction within the 
framework of a movement-inquiry.11 Movement is not primarily a subject’s 
intention to turn to an object, but a constituting stream that is beforehand 
always shaping and directing that subject. In Wiebe’s fiction there are not 
first Mennonites and then a turning of these towards agricultural labour or 
towards God, but a basic, constituting community whose life is already 
synonymous with such turning—with particular modes of movement qua 
directedness. 

The constituting, living body has always beforehand a sense of the 
difference between self-movement and being-moved (TS, 134). A body can 
move but it can also be moved. Recognizing this, we also need to distinguish 
movement-sensations that are “presentational” [darstellende] from those that 
are not (TS, 136). In most movement-experience there is no presentation of 
the movement as such (TS, 137). When one reaches for an object, what is 
subjectively noticeable is usually the object rather than the sensations of the 
reaching-movement. If the reaching-feeling itself is to come to view, a shift 
of attention is necessary. One then turns from the circle of objects that are 
habitually dealt with to the movements that bring these objects to attention.12 
A similar shift is made in expositions performed by the current study. The 
main focus is not on the evident termini of movements but on motions per 

                                                                                                                                  
activity where a subject turns towards an object by means of an intention to do so. See 
Edmund Husserl, Thing and Space: Lectures of 1907, trans. Richard Rojcewicz (Dordrecht: 
Kluwer, 1997), 117–18 (hereafter cited in text as TS).  
10 Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, The Primacy of Movement (Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 
1999), 138 (hereafter cited in text as PM). 
11 Via David Bell’s Husserl (New York: Routledge, 1990), Sheets-Johnstone points out that in 
Ideas III Husserl has widened the notion of the phenomenological method and at one point 
(Id:III, 118) calls it “the phenomenological-kinetic method” (PM, xvii). “The phenomenologi-
cal method is thus ‘kinetic’ in that it progressively excavates layers of meanings, as those 
meanings have been laid down over time in experience” (PM, xviin).  
12 Maxine Sheets-Johnstone points out that the experience of lifting a very light bag when 
expecting it to be heavy might “be described as ‘inadvertently making the familiar strange.’” 
In such experiences we “become aware of the kinetic energy that drives our movement. What 
usually passes unnoticed comes to the fore” (PM, 144). See also Edmund Husserl, Cartesian 
Meditations (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973), 33 (hereafter cited in text as CM). 
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se. Accordingly, I chiefly pay attention to the actual life of body-acts rather 
than to the rather obvious horizon of meanings that they aim at. Understood 
as living movement, directedness itself will count as interesting. Special 
attention will be given to that which might pass unnoticed in a reading 
focusing on theme and content. Here the ways in which Wiebean textual 
rhetoric allows phenomena to materialize are of primary interest, the singular 
manner in which Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction gives expression to existence as 
conscientious, mercurial, or contemplative directedness.  

To properly introduce the method of investigation utilized in this study, 
we need to briefly review some temporal, spatial and tactile aspects of 
kinesis. Movements appear within something that itself moves—namely 
time. They are flares of conscious life streaming in the temporal flow. 
Motion occurs in time, and so does the overall directedness in which it is 
temporally configurated. In fiction, the narrated items of movement are not 
properly separable from the narrative effluence in which they are embedded. 
The degree to which narrated and narrating motilities merge varies from item 
to item, from page to page, and from work to work—depending on the mood 
that is being manifested, on the specific nature of the movements, and so on. 
What will be of importance here is that the systems of directedness that bring 
physical objects to view are supported by patterns of kinaesthetic 
motivations, where the latter condition the former (TS, 159).13 Husserl points 
out that a sequence of perceived objects given physically presents itself as a 
continuum of appearances wrapped in a continuum of kinaesthetic circum-
stances (TS, 159). In any real-life situation, these continua are beforehand 
integrated: all things perceived are coalesced into the subjective 
(phenomenological) body, establishing a single momentum comprising 
thingly and kinaesthetic constitutions, as when, during a walk, the 
movements of the body and the motion of the visual flow around it melt into 
each other. In the text’s motion from cover to cover something similar 
occurs. The movements of reading and the flow of the items read cannot 
firmly be distinguished from each other. Whenever the read items are units 
depicting movement, such meshing is accentuated. 

In its intricacy, meaning in Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction depends on 
nuances of kinaesthetic accentuation. Movement-events do not line up in 
some objective seriality unaffected by the kinaesthesias of narration. As we 
shall see, movements are motivationally supported by kinaesthetic circum-
stances of narration. Mennonite movement is most poignant in its structural 
subordination to a momentum exceeding it. At one point in The Blue 
Mountains of China, Frieda Friesen points out that: “a man had to be ready, 
waiting for the strength and plenty when it did come so he could go along 

                                 
13 Kinaesthesia is the perception or the sensation of movement, the sense of “muscular effort 
that accompanies a voluntary motion of the body”—as well as the “sense or faculty by which 
such sensations are perceived.” (OED 2nd ed., s.v “Kinaesthesis”). 
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with it just as far as it would go, not be so far down when it came that he 
used it all up getting his nose over water” (BMC, 12; emphasis added). 
Momentum is gained not by the act of being dynamic but by the event of 
being attuned to a carrying directedness whose force one can trust by 
recognizing its constituting nature. Strength, readiness, and momentum 
exceed subjectivity as constituting forces anterior to it.  

Since the complexity of kinetic-kinaesthetic reality does not fit into the 
common-sensical notion of objective space, phenomena materializing within 
the sphere of movement are themselves viewable as units of kinesis and of 
kinaesthesia. They do not occur in or as mathematico-spatial objectivity. 
During a ride or a walk, the kinetic-kinaesthetically ordered items perceived 
are flares of speed, flow, and body-movement. They are phenomena of the 
ambulation itself rather than units of an objective world. Likewise, acts of 
movement exhibited in the course of narration are kinaesthetic appearances 
gathering energy from the motivationally ordered flow of narrative 
momentum rather than mere ‘representations’ of a world depicted by the 
story. 

Working on the interface between philosophy and psychology, Husserl 
points out that in a truly motile milieu, location, shape, point, line, and size 
“are not to be understood in the spatial sense” (TS, 141; emphasis added). 

We shall see that acts of movement in highly kinetic-kinaesthetic fiction 
such as Wiebe’s do not primarily have a spatial sense. We therefore need to 
phenomenologically inhibit any analytical move that would prematurely 
spatialize literary analysis. In the technical context of such a prospective 
move, the term ‘phenomenological reduction‘14 does not express a desire to 
reduce the text to this or that phenomenological outlook, but to reduce 
analytic objectification. Since movement as experience does not occur ‘in’ 
space, it is indeed by letting go of spatializing attitudes that we can best 
elucidate movement as an event that is spacey rather than as something 
occurring ‘in’ space.15 Understood experientially, movement is space through 
and through but not as a unit of space. Movement’s space is not a ‘world.’ 
The arena in which motion is experienced is not, qua experience, a pre-
existing ‘spatial order’ that beforehand structures motile events as acts 
‘located’ in space.  

                                 
14 Reduction, or epoché, entails provisional suspension of ‘belief’ in the world. That ‘belief’ 
prematurely closes us off from reality as it actually appears. Cf. Edmund Husserl, The Idea of 
Phenomenology, trans. Lee Hardy (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1999), 34–35. 
15 Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology is the conceptual development identifying the kinaes-
thetic body as something that is not an objective entity open to naturalistic inquiry based on 
objecthood: “localization of sensings is in fact something in principle different from the 
extension of all material determinations of a thing. The sensings do indeed spread out in 
space, cover, in their way, spatial surfaces, run through them, etc. But this spreading out and 
spreading into are precisely something that differs essentially from extension in the sense of 
all the determinations that characterize the res extensa.” Ideas II, trans. Richard Rojcewicz 
and André Schuwer (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1989), 157 (hereafter cited in text as Id:II). 
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In a certain sense, phenomenology is a kinaesthetic science attuned to the 
kinaesthesias of appearance. Kinaesthetic sensations are at the root of 
experience.16 In this sense, the primal constitution of animate beings is 
tactual, or visual-tactual, rather than visual (Id:II, 158).17 In reviewing the 
concatenations of movements in which Wiebean Mennonites are caught, it is 
therefore pointless to hypostatize some sort of parallelism in which the 
exterior movements of limbs have mirror-effects in corresponding areas 
‘inside’ the body. As Husserl has argued, existence is not primally given as 
sets of relationships between external and internal movements—movement 
being instead the primal intimacy where this internal/external opposition 
does not yet exist (Id:II, 158.). Following Husserl’s elucidations of the 
subjective body, Sheets-Johnstone remarks that “our primal animatedness is 
of profound epistemological significance” (PM, 138). Movement is a 
constituting source-point for cognition, for an apprehension of world and 
self.18 Such a source is itself a datum, being, as Husserl puts it, “localized in 
itself ” (Id:II, 159: emphasis added). The immanent localization of “sensa-
tions as sensations,” the auto-sensing of kinaesthesia in the kinaesthetic body 
itself, is “a precondition for the existence of all sensations (and appearances) 
whatsoever” (Id:II, 159).  
 
 

———————— 
 

 
In Wiebe’s rendering of historical events, what makes Mennonite experience 
possible in the first place is withdrawal from the world. This retreat will be 
discussed as being the constituting source for the kinetic-kinaesthetic reality 
of Mennonite corporeality. As a feature of Mennonite life, work is thus to be 
understood not as production performed in a world, nor as an act of survival 
                                 
16 Edmund Husserl’s pioneering investigations of kinetic-kinaesthetic experience are in 
evidence throughout Thing and Space. See also Ideas II, 60–63, 155–59, and Ideas III, 4–9, 
103–112.  
17 Cf. Ideas III: “the specific stratum of animate organism, is constituted in contrast with 
everything that concerns the material of the animate organism. With this there cohere as 
correlates (apriori, naturally) the designated essential differences between material 
determinations of animate organism and the specifically animate-organismic ones. To this 
stratum belong the really uniform sense-fields . . . . i.e., above all, the tactual field as the 
primal field.” Ideas III, trans. Ted E. Klein and William E. Pohl (The Hague: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1980), 4–5 (hereafter cited in text as Id:III).  
18 Ludwig Landgrebe points out that kinaesthetic motions are “the genuinely original sphere.” 
The “body . . . as functioning body, is not just something constituted but is itself constituting.” 
As “the most fundamental dimension” of subjectivity, bodily motions are “condition[s] of the 
possibility of each higher level of consciousness and of its reflexive character” (PM, 138–39). 
Sheets-Johnstone sees her elucidations of “kinesthetic consciousness” as an augmentation and 
widening of Husserl’s writings (PM, 140), but I suggest that such an enterprise is superfluous. 
Kinaesthetic consciousness is precisely what Husserl has already outlined in Ideas II and III. 
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in extreme destitution, but as world-surrendering motility under God. In 
these novels, Mennonites are always doing something, working something, 
driving something, going or not going somewhere. Leisure, as time not 
devoted to God/work, is not recognized. In The Blue Mountains of China, 
Frieda’s life is synonymous with work.19 The act of going to the Exhibition 
in Winnipeg and riding a Ferris wheel with her “velobta” [fiancé] is rendered 
in the terse, unemotional terms used for presenting work in the fields during 
harvest: they go there, do what they came to do, and then go home (BMC, 
52). As a momentary rupture of Mennonite seclusion, the day ought to be 
somewhat amazing, but instead it is reduced to the affectivity of labour. Felt 
joy is assimilated into work as the all-encompassing life-mode. Even a rare 
day of entertainment is unable to set up some sort of ‘amazed subject’ 
divorced from the primal somatic life of the Mennonite community itself.  

Theologically determined to be in but not of the world, Mennonites 
appear to be turned away from mundane existence. Yet that negative 
directedness is secondary in relation to the primary directedness towards 
God. Thus withdrawal from the world is not an end in itself but the reverse 
side of a positive commitment. It is not a question of choosing between two 
objects of interest, of deciding whether to be drawn to divine or to mundane 
meaning. We shall see that for most Wiebean Mennonites there is only one 
significant terminus—God. All others are irrelevant. But when a Mennonite 
community comes under attack, as when the outside world threatens to break 
Wapiti’s isolation in Peace Shall Destroy Many, this sense of directedness as 
affirmation is often obscured. Then life primarily appears as world-hostility. 
God and world seem suddenly to be on a par, the negative directedness 
towards the world being as strong as the positive directedness towards God. 
For a people desiring world-withdrawal, danger is embedded in this shift. If 
life is understood primarily as a turning away from the world, the Mennonite 
has already accepted the world as a foremost reference-point, together with 
all its values and mundanizing features. Such a predicament involves partial 
recognition of world-space as the locus within which Mennonite directed-
ness materializes. In my analysis of Peace Shall Destroy Many, I shall 
discuss this phenomenon with reference to a patriarchy’s overly ‘directing’ 
programme. The novel discusses certain theological spaces as a monopoliz-
ing order promoting patriarchal self-assertion and uncompromising subordi-
nation of the other. As we shall see, Sweeter Than All the World requires a 
more direct confrontation with the same type of problematic reviewed in 
terms of theological slippage. 

                                 
19 Keith points out that Frieda Friesen may be seen as the Mennonite par excellence in the 
Wiebe oeuvre, the “yardstick,” or the “constant point of reference” (EF, 47). Without being 
blind to Frieda’s “limitations” and separatist tendencies, Magdalene Redekop likewise sees 
Frieda Friesen as an “affirmative voice” (TIP, 97), both direct and affectively honest (TIP, 
100).  
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Evidently, withdrawal is itself problematized in Wiebe’s fiction. Most 
Wiebe-critics discuss the isolation of Mennonite communities on the 
Canadian prairie or the Russian steppe. But if such a discussion bypasses 
directedness and withdrawal as phenomena, one risks putting undue 
emphasis on Mennonite identity as a mere ‘cultural’ phenomenon occurring 
abstractly in culture-space. The act of externalistically interpreting 
Mennonite seclusion as little more than a condition determining behaviour 
may prematurely lock analysis into an intellectually pre-given order.20 Such a 
procedure entails hypostatization of some sort of ‘Mennonite identity.’ I seek 
to avoid such culturalistic reification as well as the opposite extreme of 
cooperatively making a ‘Mennonite reading’ of Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction. 

Reification sets in if we take withdrawal to be something happening in 
rather than to space. The distinction made by Husserl between distance as 
Abstand and distance as Entfernung may help us elucidate this problematic. 
The former is an objective or subjective distance between one thing and 
another in the world of measurable spatiality. It marks a perceivable interval 
between two phenomena appearing simultaneously ‘in’ objective space (TS, 
193–94). Abstand is the distancing interval or extension between two points 
given mathematically. The separation is an extensive appearing that itself is 
something tangible, a knowable unit of space. In contrast, Entfernung is not 
a distancing interval. It is the intimate remoteness typically affirmed by 
Wiebe’s Mennonites. Remote intimacy is not a distance in the world. 
Despite enclosure within the protectorate of a secluded community, the 
kinetic elasticity of Mennonite kinaesthesia is not graspable from the 
reifying mathematical-cultural viewpoint of a distancing interval. 

This tension between a living and an abstract way of understanding 
withdrawal also concerns narrators. In the novels, the narratives typically 
waver between exterior spectatorship and interior character-empathy, 
trapping the Mennonite in a tension between ‘distance’ and ‘remoteness.’ 
The narratives establish an expressive milieu of affective ambiguity. 
Sometimes the text objectifies the Mennonite circle by judgmentally 
shrinking it into something reviewable from a convenient distance.  

Certain characters, like Thom Wiens in Peace Shall Destroy Many, Anna 
Funk in The Blue Mountains of China, or Trish Wiebe in Sweeter Than All 
the World, reinforce this distancing. Yet such objectification is erased 
whenever abstract distance gives way to a living remoteness that is near. 
Intimate remoteness differs from a distancing interval (from Abstand) by 
failing to be presentational, negative, and merely distant. Whereas the 

                                 
20 Among those who tend to base their investigations of Mennonite literature and identity on a 
set of social and cultural features rather than on the literary specificity of the examined texts 
we find Douglas Reimer’s Surplus at the Border (Winnipeg: Turnstone Press, 1995; hereafter 
cited in text as SB), and Amy Kroeker’s “Separation from the World” (MA diss., University 
of Manitoba, 2001; hereafter cited in text as SEP). In Reimer’s case, the study elucidates not 
the texts as much as the social reality of Canadian Mennonite communities (SB, 5). 
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distancing interval is a mere fact of being-distant, intimate remoteness is a 
being-removed conceived in terms of nearness: to be intimately remote from 
something is to have an intriguing nearness to it—to be near in a 
farawayness that is dynamically positionless.  

In the course of this investigation, we shall encounter this phenomenon on 
many occasions. Mennonite world-retreat is not really an objective distance 
to the world but a special mode of world-intimacy. It would be 
phenomenologically misleading to assert that Mennonite withdrawal is a 
remoteness from the world, or a nearness to it. Pre/positions create positions 
since they situate life-directedness in positional space. Being kinaesthetically 
near, intimate remoteness does not establish a kinetically oppositive world 
divided by prepositional forces, such as closing-in and drawing-away. 

In one and the same person or group, the Mennonite who is abstractly 
distant may conceal and blot out the one whose life is a remote intimacy. 
Jakob Friesen IV, Adam Wiebe, and Wybe Adams live at a distancing 
interval from a vitally functional world-intimacy. When defined by distance 
rather than by intimate remoteness, Mennonite existence may lurch towards 
an obnoxious externalism. In their aesthetic or ethical detachment, narrators 
gaze abstractly and theoretically at religious communities from a vantage 
point constructed by means of a distancing interval—yet at any moment such 
a distance seems to be able to transform itself into intimate remoteness. 
Without warning, detachment is swiftly undermined by an intensity of 
affects. We are pushed into affective zones of quietness, struggle, or pathos 
where the distancing interval has no time to appear. In such moments, a 
counterforce expresses itself that opposes the reflective stretches where nar-
rators look upon Mennonite reality with disinterest or superiority—
reasoning, deducing, and making judgments in the name of secular aloofness 
or political correctness. 

 
———————— 

 
 
Wiebe’s writing has been the subject of much scholarly work and criticism. I 
now turn to briefly review certain aspects of Wiebe criticism that are 
relevant from the viewpoint of the phenomenological method utilized in this 
investigation.21 In the first book-length study to appear, Epic Fiction: The Art 
of Rudy Wiebe (1981), W. J. Keith states that this is the first Canadian writer 

                                 
21 Although the present thesis is the first phenomenological monograph on Wiebe, Claire 
Omhovère uses phenomenological considerations in discussing the incompatibility between 
nineteenth century British landscape sensibility, represented by the members of the second 
Franklin expedition, and the land itself. “The North in Rudy Wiebe’s A Discovery of 
Strangers: A Land Beyond Words?” Commonwealth Essays and Studies 24, no. 2 (2002): 87–
89.  
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to demand “that we approach him with the same kind of attention and 
indulgence of initial obscurity that we are prepared to bring to, say, James 
Joyce or William Faulkner” (EF, 12). Paying particular heed to the 
craftsmanship of Wiebe’s writing, Keith deals with the novels published up 
to The Scorched-Wood People (1977). After the publication of Sweeter Than 
all the World (2001), and of Wiebe’s childhood-memoir Of This Earth: A 
Mennonite Boyhood in the Boreal Forest (2006), there is a renewed 
significance in Keith’s words on Wiebe’s art: 

He brings to the novel as an art-form three of the major prerequisites for 
serious art: a respect for the dignity and scope of the genre; a versatility in 
technique and language that matches in artistry the ambitious nature of his 
subject-matter; his sense of the novel as a developing mode of intellectual 
and imaginative exploration. (EF, 12–13) 

 
In his recent study of Wiebe’s fiction, Surplus at the Border: Mennonite 

Writing in Canada (2002), Douglas Reimer contrarily states that Wiebe 
writes for “minor, non-major, didactic reasons” (SB, 24). Following Deleuze 
and Guattari, Reimer uses the notion of major and minor literatures to 
interrogate texts as de- and re-territorializations (SB, 3). The “minor” here is 
a literature written by a minority in the language of the majority, so that in 
Reimer’s investigation, Mennonite fiction is “minor” because it is written in 
English by writers from a group with a foreign mother tongue. 
“‘Deterritorialization’ means a group’s loss of territory,” yet “territory” is 
here to be regarded less as “space” than as “a set of codes and rules that 
regulate behaviour” (SB, 3). For Canadian Mennonites in general, Reimer 
defines territory as being dependent on a number of codes that all sustain a 
particular kind of Mennonite patriarchy. Territory is “a socio-economic fact” 
(SB, 4). 

Peace Shall Destroy Many radically reterritorializes Mennonite Canadians 
with the idea that their own violence towards Aboriginal Canadians must 
cause them to reconsider their beliefs in pacifism. Readers of the novel—and 
many others, too, although only accidentally—come to understand that the 
institution of art is able to regroup a community threatened by the failing 
leadership of its religious, political, and educational institutions. (SB, 5) 

 

Reimer sees the novel as attempting “through intense symbolism to bring 
about a reterritorialization of community” (SB, 39). I regard such an outlook 
as reductive in so far as it disregards nuances of constitution immanent to the 
literary work of art in order to set up a spatializing correlation between 
culture and text. The concept of territory is beforehand written into the 
analytic enterprise as a constituting condition of possibility for it. While it is 
clear that literature and politics cannot be separated, it is equally evident that 
the former is not reducible to the latter.  
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Amy Kroeker reviews geopolitical aspects of place and language in her 
discussions of Mennonite experience. “‘Separation from the World’: 
Postcolonial Aspects of Mennonite/s Writing in Western Canada” (2001) 
raises the issue of whether Mennonite literature is postcolonial or not. 
Kroeker argues persuasively for its status as a “hybrid product” (SEP, 16); it 
“articulates specific ‘Mennonite’ identities and creates a place for the 
expression of those identities within the larger scope of ‘Canadian Litera-
ture’ as it brings together a discourse that plays a part in assimilationist pro-
jects and a discourse that desperately seeks separation” (SEP, 16). Kroeker 
discusses hybridization techniques such as “refusing to gloss Low German 
words and phrases, syntactic fusion22 . . . code switching, and the 
foregrounding of ‘Mennonite’ experience as something ‘worth’ writing 
about” (SEP, 16). From the perspective of minority literatures, these 
techniques are relevant for Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction. The first Canadian 
Mennonite novel published in English, Peace Shall Destroy Many has been 
important in shaping a specific minority literature. Kroeker maintains that 
the novel’s “‘opening’ of experience and identity to inspection by those 
outside the community is one of the ways that Mennonite writing in Western 
Canada becomes ‘postcolonial’” (SEP, 35). To be sure, such a will to open 
the closed community through language is visible in characters such as 
Thom Wiens and Joseph Dueck. Yet that postcolonial claim runs the risk of 
succumbing to reductionism. In a form of pilgrim’s progress, the Mennonite 
is shown passing through various stages of subjection until postcolonial 
Canada permits the “free expression of identity that comes with ‘naming’ 
self” (SEP, 40).23 Kroeker hypostatizes a separation between “religious and 
ethnic identity” (SEP, 37) as a condition for postcolonial “naming” (SEP, 
38). While such a division is thematically outlined in Wiebe’s Mennonite 
novels, the rhetorical-affective materiality of the textual fabrics by no means 
hold ethical, religious, and affective strands of narration apart, but 
beforehand weave them into the undulating moiré of a text.  

By accentuating the search for a “free” expression of Mennonite self-
identity, Kroeker attempts to show that the novel seeks to name a “space” 
allowing “for an unrestricted expression of identity” (SEP, 39). A linguistic 
“home” has taken the place of the cultural “place,” now that the geographical 
search for land has been completed or abandoned (SEP, 38). In Wiebe’s 

                                 
22 This is the ‘direct translation’ from a colonial language (here Low German) to English as 
described by Ashcroft et al. in The Empire Writes Back (London: Routledge, 1989), 61–77. In 
discussing language in the particular case of The Blue Mountains of China, Redekop uses a 
term which is itself an example of such fusion; “oversetting,” from the Low German ava satte 
(TIP, 98). 
23 Kroeker uses the postcolonial critic Rajagopalan Radhakrishnan’s “program of naming and 
unnaming,” in which an oppressor’s name for its subject is replaced by another name (“Ethnic 
Identity and Poststructuralist Difference,” 69, quoted in SEP, 38). This new name is said to be 
an empowering representation of the subject’s own internal position, in this case the act of 
“giv[ing] voice” to the experiences of the Western Canadian Mennonites (SEP, 38). 
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novel, however, no such final Mennonite identity materializes. Although I 
agree that it is movement (here the “search” for a place) that constitutes the 
Mennonite, rather than geographical space as such, I do not believe that the 
novel constitutes identity by means of a homecoming established in 
“cross[ing] literal or metaphorical borders” (SEP, 46). In The Blue Moun-
tains of China, Kroeker sees closure when John Reimer successfully creates 
“for himself in Canada a ‘place’ wherein he can ‘name’ his identity as a new 
self-conception with reference to both his cultural past and present yet 
without succumbing to the oppressive discourses present in either” (SEP, 
48). In defiance of closure, however, the novel ends with a chapter entitled 
“On the Way.” As we shall see in the course of analysis, John Reimer’s 
cross-bearing is a sequence of pointless (non-telic) kinaesthesias, a walk of 
repentance that neither repents anything, nor pursues any telos whatsoever. 
Having “no institution to maintain,” John Reimer does not transcend his 
asceticism for a new identity, but remains physically pinned to his cross 
(BMC, 233).24  

The issue of cultural identity is of course related to the question of 
language—a constant source of debate ever since the publication of Wiebe’s 
first novel in 1962. While some members of the Canadian Mennonite 
community were relieved to hear an English voice speaking for them, others 
took badly to the novel, feeling that it betrayed them as well as their 
culture.25 Wiebe had to resign from his position as the Mennonite Brethren 
Herald editor, thus losing one means of communicating with Mennonites. 
With the publication of The Blue Mountains of China (1970), of The 
Temptations of Big Bear (1973),26 and of “Where is the Voice Coming 
                                 
24 Ina Ferris argues that the transcendentalism found in places such as the conclusion of The 
Blue Mountains of China indicates existential failure. ”Religious Vision and Fictional Form: 
Rudy Wiebe’s The Blue Mountains of China,” in A Voice in the Land ed. W. J. Keith 
(Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981), 94–95 (hereafter cited in the text as VL). Such readings are 
in my view the outcome of inadequate insight into the theological considerations indirectly 
underpinning textual structure. In contrast, Andrew Gurr discovers modernist diversification 
rather than cohesive structure and a conclusive telos in The Blue Mountains of China. “Blue 
Mountains and Strange Forms,” Journal of Commonwealth Literature 17, no. 1 (1982): 158–
59. Instead of being experimental, the novel’s method points to “the symbolist associationism 
of the modernist writers of short fiction” (153). In the absence of a “single focal . . . point,” 
unity is produced by thematic parallels and contrasts (159). The modernist comparison is apt, 
but it needs to be pointed out that the work’s affectivity is prethematic rather than thematic. 
25 Keith writes that the novel was mostly well received by reviewers, and that even in 
Mennonite journals the tone was “generally warm” (VL, 50). In “The Skull in the Swamp,” 
Wiebe states that many Mennonites were pleased to see a Mennonite novel that was not just 
“a nice book,” and to have their “peace” disturbed by something that needed pondering. 
Prompted by their community members, however, some church-leaders refuted Wiebe’s 
“negative” treatment of the Mennonite community, accusing him of pouring out a “bitterness” 
accumulated during his childhood years in a legalistic community (VL, 264–65).  
26 Wiebe was given the Governor-General’s Award for The Temptations of Big Bear. Because 
of the sheer quantity of ‘Indian fiction’ published in Canada that year, reviewers dubbed 1973 
‘the year of the Indian.’ With his Big Bear novel, Wiebe was accused of appropriating the 
voice of the indigene, but he was also endorsed by native Canadians for precisely the opposite 
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From?” (1974), issues of voice, discourse, postcolonialism, and history came 
to structure Wiebe-criticism.27 Shifting attention to other features, my 
readings will only discuss such matters indirectly or tangentially. 

Increasingly, ‘postcolonial discourse’ is the angle from which Wiebe’s 
fiction is being studied.28 Ervin Beck has recently discussed the rather sharp 
division in Wiebe studies between fiction concerned with representation of 
the indigene and fiction concerned with Mennonites. One type of study 
typically focuses on “religious content,” whereas the other deals with history 
and postcoloniality—but without including Mennonite experience in such 
exploration (PC, 855).29 Beck argues for including the Mennonite within 
Second World and Fourth World categories,30 and criticizes postcolonial 
studies for leaving little room for religion and theological matters. Ironically, 
the anti-foundationalist programme of much postcolonial theory and 
criticism is foundational. Its unspoken agenda programmatically marginal-
izes religion and theology. Postcolonial theorists, Beck polemicises, have a 
tendency to  

regard religion, historically, as the handmaiden of empire and, contemporar-
ily, in the sinister “fundamentalist” manifestations of Islam, Hinduism, 

                                                                                                                                  
reason. Métis novelist Maria Campbell even said that the spirit of Big Bear took over from 
Wiebe and “wrote” his speeches for him (VL, 151). 
27 For a long time, Linda Hutcheon’s valuable concept of “Historiographic Metafiction” was 
commonly applied to Wiebe’s fiction, generating discussions about narrative strategies for 
representing history, postmodernity, and postcolonialism. See e.g. Linda Hutcheon, The 
Canadian Postmodern: A Study of Contemporary English-Canadian Fiction (Toronto: Oxford 
University Press, 1988); Jutta Zimmermann, “The Recreation of History on the Prairies,” in 
Historiographic Metafiction in Modern American and Canadian Literature, edited by Berndt 
Engler and Kurt Müller (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 1994), 383–97; or Stephen Regan, 
“The Presence of the Past: Modernism and Postmodernism in Canadian Short Fiction,” in 
Narrative Strategies in Canadian Literature:Feminism and Postcolonialism, edited by Coral 
Ann Howells and Lynette Hunter (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1991), 108–133. 
28 It has been argued that “only literature by Canadian indigenes should be regarded as truly 
postcolonial,” but, as Beck points out, it has become commonplace in Canadian literary 
studies to regard Canadian literature on the whole as postcolonial (PC, 855n1). For 
postcolonial readings of Wiebe, see e.g. Kroeker, “Separation from the World”; Tony 
Tremblay, “Piracy, Penance, and Other Penal Codes: A Morphology of Postcolonial Revision 
in Three Recent Texts by Rudy Wiebe, John Steffler and Joan Clark,” English Studies in 
Canada 23, no. 2 (1997): 159–73; or William Closson James, “‘A Land Beyond Words’: 
Rudy Wiebe's A Discovery of Strangers,” in Mapping the Sacred: Religion, Geography and 
Postcolonial Literatures, edited by Jamie S. Scott and Paul Simpson-Housley (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2001), 71–89. 
29As we have seen, Amy Kroeker’s postcolonial reading of The Blue Mountains of China is an 
exception. 
30 In this fourfold scheme, ‘First World’ is the home turf of capitalist exploiters. The term 
‘Second World,’ previously used to designate socialist countries, now refers to settler-invader 
cultures, former colonies that were settled by ‘First World’ colonizers, such as North 
America, Africa and Australia. “‘Third World’ refers to countries like India, where the British 
did not dominate by expropriating land for their citizens to settle on, but, rather, remained a 
ruling class imposed upon a reluctant people. ‘Fourth World’ refers to the indigenous people 
who were displaced by European and other settlers in Second World situations” (PC, 856). 
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Christianity or Judaism—never in their utopian, emancipatory aspirations. On 
the other hand, many postcolonialists advocate socialism or Marxism in 
terms of their utopian, emancipatory intentions—never the distortions associ-
ated with Stalin, Mao or Pol Pot. . . . [P]ostcolonialists seem unable to 
recognize that religion is integral to postcolonial cultures or helpful in any 
way for the commonweal. (PC , 878) 

Ihab Hassan has pertinently critiqued the idealization of politics as an 
“absolute horizon” within postcolonial and cultural studies.31 He points out 
that epistemological progress in an intellectual environment is irreducible to 
a “self-congratulatory myth” of social and political progress (“Queries for 
Postcolonial Studies,” 329). Leela Gandhi likewise questions the ability of 
postcolonial studies to construct a truly postcolonial world (PC, 879). In so 
far as such theory is indistinguishable from a politically totalizing grid, it is 
itself repressive and colonizing.  

Wiebe’s fiction is of course not apolitical, being, as Beck points out, full 
of “political, moral and spiritual values grounded in liberal Mennonite 
theology” (PC, 881). Yet in its preoccupations with “minority Mennonite 
and indigenous Cree, Metis, Ojibwa, and Yellowknife subjects,” it displays 
resistance to politics (PC, 880–81). While being politically alert, Wiebe’s 
Mennonite fiction seems unwilling to engage simplistically in political 
affairs.32 Following the anabaptist credo of separating religious life from the 
mundane business of the state, it reserves special attention for deep-going 
phenomena that resist political and cultural appropriation. It is to such things 
that the current investigation turns. 

In Rudy Wiebe and the Historicity of the Word, Penny van Toorn 
hypostatizes a triadic system into which all of Wiebe novels “[w]ithout 
exception” are fitted.33 Each text passes through a first phase of “expulsion 
from the monologic, ‘single simplicity’ of an Eden,” through a second phase 
of “confusion and spiritual disorientation” involving the “existence of many 
                                 
31 “Queries for Postcolonial Studies,” in Philosophy and Literature 22, no. 2 (1998): 328. 
32 Politically, Wiebe’s writing remains controversial in a rather obvious way. He has been 
accused of appropriating the voices of the ”indigenous subjects” in The Temptations of Big 
Bear and in Stolen Life (see e.g. Susanna Egan, “Telling Trauma,” in Canadian Literature 
167 [Winter 2000]: 10–29; Heather Hodgson, “Legacy of the Bear’s Lip,” in Canadian 
Literature 167 [Winter 2000]: 154–56; and Margery Fee, “Reading Aboriginal Lives,” 
Canadian Literature 167 [Winter 2000]: 5–7). As Claire Omhovère points out, however, in 
Stolen Life it is ‘the native object’ who initiates collaboration by means of her insistent 
questions to the white “editor-transcriber” instead of vice versa. Yvonne Johnson’s demand 
for the White man’s concern for her ancestors reverses the “traditional prerogatives” of the 
colonialist. “The Authorization of Story in Rudy Wiebe and Yvonne Johnson’s Stolen Life,” 
IJCS 29 (2004): 145. Furthermore, Omhovère underlines a second feature of the 
Wiebe/Johnson cooperation that differentiates it from previous biographical attempts by 
native informants and white editors: “Johnson is urged to write, rather than merely speak. . . . 
[W]ith Wiebe and Johnson, the literate and the oral do not define exclusive spheres of 
capability” (146).  
33 Penny van Toorn, Rudy Wiebe and the Historicity of the Word (Edmonton: The University 
of Alberta Press, 1995), 3 (hereafter cited in text as HW).  
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voices and languages rather than one,” and through a third phase involving 
apocalyptic closure as “reorientation towards a unitary, divine, higher truth” 
(HW, 3–4). We are told that the transcendent, authoritative Word holds sway 
as an amalgam of divine and fictional discourse. The liberating polyphony 
and dialogism of the novels are seen as inhibited by Wiebe’s ‘repressive 
dialogue’ (HW, 12, 15). While I find that many of van Toorn’s textual 
analyses are commendably precise, I do not think her rendition of Bakhtin’s 
terms is all that accurate or helpful. His distinctions between monoglossia, 
polyglossia, and heteroglossia are primarily used by van Toorn to simply 
categorize different groups of characters. The monoglossic materializes in 
“single–tongued societies believ[ing] in a single order of truth,” while the 
heteroglossic comes to expression in “many-tongued societies presum[ing] 
neither that their language is internally unified, nor that it offers the only 
valid means of verbally representing the world” (HW, 1; emphasis added).34 
Bakhtin’s terms are misrepresented as forming a “pattern” to which Wiebe’s 
novels “conform” (HW, 2). In the hands of van Toorn, dialogism runs the 
risk of becoming a new ‘repressive’ system.  

Van Toorn’s dubious use of Bakhtin has been noted by T.W. Smyth.35 
Focusing on My Lovely Enemy (1983) and A Discovery of Strangers (1994), 
he discusses the method of indirection through which “larger meanings” of a 
text can be revealed (WC, 141). Here Smyth utilizes Bakhtin’s conception of 
the inherent dialogic character of the novel as an entity in which voices, 
“while subject to the author’s orchestration, retain a freedom and 
independence of expression, preserving their autonomy in an interactive 
heteroglossia” (WC, 4). Defending My Lovely Enemy from its critics, he 
advocates a type of reading that gives less attention to what the protagonist is 
actually saying and doing, and more to what is shown in the narrative by the 
method of indirection (WC, 141).36 Reviewers of My Lovely Enemy who are 
not attuned to the narrative fineries fail to discern its real focus (WC, 140). 
Smyth’s manner of foregrounding the phenomena of discursive fine art as 
constitutive for attunement is in alignment with the mode of procedure to be 
deployed in the current enterprise—that of being attentive to each work’s 
textual-rhetorical affect-system.  

                                 
34 Michael Holquist defines heteroglossia as “that which insures the primacy of context over 
text. . . . all utterances are heteroglot in that they are functions of a matrix of forces practically 
impossible to recoup . . . . Heteroglossia is as close a conceptualization as is possible of that 
locus where centripetal and centrifugal forces collide; as such, it is that which a systematic 
linguistics must always suppress.” The Dialogic Imagination, trans. Caryl Emerson and 
Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 428. 
35 “Rudy Wiebe as Novelist: Witness and Critic, Without Apology” (Ph.D. diss., University of 
Toronto, 1997), 5 (hereafter cited in text as WC). 
36 D. L. Jeffrey, one of the reviewers referred to by Smyth, begins his review by stating that 
My Lovely Enemy “seems, indeed, to be as unfriendly as any book could be to its author’s 
hard-earned reputation,” and ends by concluding that it “is cliché-ridden, hackneyed, and trite 
in its ultimate statement.” “Lost Voice?” Canadian Literature 99 (1983): 111, 114. 
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Written at the Centre for the Study of Religion at the University of 
Toronto, Smyth’s investigation analyses the “indirection” of Wiebe’s writing 
against the theoretical backdrop of anabaptist theology and biblical typology. 
In a project involving a theologically informed writer like Wiebe, such a 
procedure has the advantage of enabling the critic to delve professionally 
into complexly religious problematizations of reality. It is not necessarily the 
case, however, that a theology-centred approach yields the most interesting 
critical results—or indeed even the most decisive theological insights into 
the selected literary texts. Smyth argues for typological readings of the 
works since they are dependent on the workings of the Word: “Wiebe is 
unabashedly in pursuit of meaning, but meaning for him is founded, 
ultimately and unequivocally, upon an understanding of biblical history or 
what is termed ‘strict’ typology” (WC, 46). This conclusion is reached after 
careful study of interviews with Wiebe and with John Howard Yoder, whose 
writings are a “key” to Wiebe’s fiction (WC, 21). However, in so far as 
“keys” install a distancing interval between the text and its hypostatized 
meaning, they are somewhat dubious. Smyth feels that Wiebe’s fiction is 
founded upon divine inspiration. Aware of the shortcomings of human 
language, the writer is said to negotiate this phenomenon through typological 
writings. I shall argue that the texts are not systems of representation 
‘representing’ this or any other order of truth or reality. In so far as I deal 
with kinetic-kinaesthetic acts materializing in the texts, they are accordingly 
not to be interpreted as representations of anything but as indubitable textual 
matter belonging to the idiosyncrasy of a specific text’s givenness. However, 
dealing with kinetic-kinaesthetic acts in these particular novels, certain parts 
of the study will have a theological accentuation. The brief preamble that 
now ensues may prove helpful for the analytic intricacies that are to come. 
 

 
———————— 

 
 
In Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction, movement has to do with regeneration and 
eschatology37; with being moved by the Word, and with the telic hope of 

                                 
37 Ever since the sixteenth century, eschatology has been a vital reality in Mennonite faith. 
The period that saw the birth of the Reformation was socially and religiously agitated, 
something that commonly was interpreted as a sign of the approaching end of time. For the 
Anabaptists, as indeed for Martin Luther, Rome’s claim to divine authority was the 
incarnation of the Babylonian harlot of “Revelations,” and they themselves were the 
restitution begun. Anabaptism in Outline: Selected Primary Sources, ed. Walter Klassen 
(Waterloo, Ontario: Herald Press, 1981), 316–17 (hereafter cited in text as AO). Menno 
Simons: “the Babylonian king, namely, the Antichrist, has through his servant, that is, through 
the false prophets and teachers, demolished the disobedient Jerusalem, the temple of the Lord, 
and so has imprisoned Israel these many years. Therefore I and my brethren in the Lord desire 
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reaching the heavenly home at the end of the life journey. However, as we 
will see, there is also a non-telic quality to eschatology that materializes in 
the kinetic-kinaesthetic directedness of Mennonite life, whether it consists of 
work, flight, knitting or travel.38  

Christian thought hinges on a concept of directedness analogous to what 
Scholastics and phenomenological philosophers mean when they speak of 
‘intentionality.’ Understood theologically, movement is broadly speaking a 
direction in which reality is travelling, namely towards the world’s end and 
the parousia instituting a new order of reality. As telic, Christian movement 
has a definite, final goal.39 In the Old Testament, acherith40 denotes the fixed 
end towards which history is moving through a succession of acts having an 
inevitable outcome (PE, 1–2). The religious life is automatically projected 
into the future, and such projection is of course itself a form of movement. 
Visions given by prophets depict events materializing “in the farthest . . . 
plane” of collective and individual anticipation (PE, 6).  

In the New Testament, the nativity, the crucifixion, and the resurrection 
establish time-points that, along the stretch of their directedness, extend 
Christian affectivity towards a final segment of time. But whereas the Old 
Testament is predominantly lineal and chronological in its outlook, viewing 
the end of time plainly as a point at the end of history, the last days of the 
New Testament are already upon believers. A sense of remote futurity has 
here given way to the apperception of a closely impending future, so that it 
has become phenomenologically pointless to posit some sort of clear interval 
between the present and the future, or between the present and the semi-
present (PE, 8–9). (This state of affairs is related to the pivotal concept of 
‘remote intimacy,’ or ‘intimate remoteness’, frequently used in the ensuing 

                                                                                                                                  
nothing, God is witness, than that we may to the honor of God so labor with his fallen city 
and temple and captive people according to the talent received of him, that we may rebuild 
that which is demolished” (AO, 341). 
38 Eschatology is often mentioned by Wiebe critics but seldom activated for the purpose of 
textual interpretation and problematization. Instead, we recurrently find a reluctance to delve 
into religious matters, whether they are of a native, métis, or Christian kind. Indeed, a secular 
fear of Wiebe as possible proselytizer is sometimes noticeable (cf. HW, 99–137). When 
religious issues are approached, a limited apperception of theological concepts is often 
revealed. In a review of The Scorched-Wood People, Sam Solecki sees the novel’s 
narratological experimentations with recorded history, faith, and predestination as Wiebe’s 
translation of “history into eschatology” (VL, 175). Pointing to Wiebe’s desire to deconstruct 
“traditional and secular history” and to “replace history with eschatology,” Jutta Zimmermann 
argues that he is promoting a “Native view of the world” (“The Recreation of History on the 
Prairies,” 393).   
39 Geerhardus Vos, The Pauline Eschatology (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 1994 [1930]), 1 
(hereafter cited in text as PE). The present exposition of eschatology is obviously not 
concerned with any specifically Mennonite viewpoint. Geerhardus Vos was not a Mennonite. 
I choose his account of Christian eschatology for the lucidity of its expository powers. 
40 Acherith, meaning “hindmost,” is the Hebrew term at the root of the Greek eschatos, 
‘farthest’ (PE, 1).  
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text-interpretations). Since the world is occurring on a threshold to a post-
temporal state of affairs (PE, 8), the last days carry the implication of 
eternity as a negation of historical temporality rather than as the mere end-
point of its stretch (PE, 9). Anabaptists were of course familiar with this 
outlook. In Sweeter Than All the World, Weynken Pieters’ life and 
martyrdom present themselves as occurring on the threshold to the end of 
days.  

Thus, the fullness of time does not simply terminate a line of successive 
events, but introduces a dissolution of consecutiveness in which chronos 
transmutes into something new. Hastening towards its terminus, the world is 
in Vos’s words an “accelerated movement” terminating in a “dénouement” 
of time (PE, 26). This decisive momentum is of course an affective affair, 
hope being the Christian affect in which directedness and affectivity fuse in 
an act of faith triggered by the gift of regeneration. In the writings of St. 
Paul, the central phenomenon of hope makes belief “forward-looking” (PE, 
29). Faith and love cannot be separated from movement, from the 
directedness that is given in hope (1 Cor. 13:13). The things upon which 
hope terminates are already partially given in the hopeful present. The life to 
come is not merely posited ahead of the believer, at a distancing interval 
from her or him, but is shed within the present as a living foretaste (Rom. 
5:3–4). While salvation remains a goal, a distant terminus towards which 
faith is hopefully directed, hope itself is not merely an abstractly posited telic 
category but is an actuality in which God already lives as something partially 
possessed (Eph. 2:12; 1 Thess. 4:13). If the Christian God is not just God but 
a God of hope (Rom. 15:13), Christian hope is not just hope but God. For 
this reason, Christian directedness as Christian movement contains the 
energy of an “actual no less than potential force” (PE, 30).  

As we shall see, Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction stresses the indistinguishabil-
ity of hope and patience. In his discussion of hypomone, Vos stresses that in 
Christianity the mutual implication of these concepts is radical enough to 
make Christians something other than “Christ-hopers” (PE, 31). Pauline 
discourse delineates hope’s movement not merely as an affect whose value 
lies in its affectivity but also as an affect whose value lies in movement as 
such—movement itself conceived as hope. Without a palpable sense of that 
movement as vibrant life, hope is a mere presentational projection in an 
abstractly forward-looking subject anticipating better times: “If only for this 
life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men” (1 Cor. 
15:19). Commenting on these lines while explicating hypomone as Christian 
patience, Vos outlines hope as a movement-complexioned phenomenon 
exceeding the Christ-hoper’s self-absorption in abstractly hypostatized 
anticipatory hoping:  

If we have turned out to be no more than Christ-hopers and staked on that our 
whole present life, then we are of all men most pitiable [1 Cor. 15:19]. In this 
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one sentence the Apostle has woven two thoughts together at some expense 
of syntactical perspicuity. The one thought is that hope without correspond-
ing reality, or at least a principle of realization, is the most futile and ill-fated 
frustration of life-purpose; the other is that when this futile hope so engrosses 
a man as to monopolize him for an unreal world such a state of mind involves 
the forfeit of all palpable realities of life, a sacrifice at bottom of all this-
wordliness for an other-wordliness that has no substance. (PE, 31) 

In Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction, this element of “substance” is crucial for 
movement considered as a collective directedness co-constituted by hope 
and patience. It is not the writer’s ability to render the Mennonite 
predicament in terms of its socio-historical ‘materiality’ or corporeal 
physicality that is decisive here, but the circumstance that faith itself is 
historically and narratologically grasped in its substance. Hope and patience 
themselves come to givenness as ‘embodied,’ acknowledging Mennonite 
movement as something neither internal nor external, but actual, living, and 
tormentingly real. For Wiebean Mennonites hope is not abstract, not some 
projective presentation in mind or heart, but life itself lived as hypomone. It 
is in this context important that Christian patience is not the Stoic “apathy” 
in which the will forces the subject to be artificially indifferent to adversity, 
but submission as movement (PE, 31n). Patience is the quietly intense energy 
that hope uses to endure the flux of existence with realistic existential 
fortitude rather than to posit its goal as the terminus of an airy wishing. 
Hypomone signifies “staying under.” The opposite of Christian patience is 
therefore not impatience but retreat from the hardship of carrying a burden 
(PE, 31n). 

Vos goes on to remark that while there is not impatience in hypomone, 
hope is a stimulant that effectuates “an inevitable foreshortening of the vista 
in time” (PE, 33). Although present and future realities are given in dramatic 
structural opposition to each other, the stupendousness of the materialized 
Messianic event has broken through every such Greek binarism in order to 
form “a new complex of hope moving forward into the future” (PE, 36; 
emphasis added). While the age to come and the present age are distinct 
from each other, this cannot be said of the world that is to come and of the 
world that is present. For believers focused on the removal of Christ to the 
higher world, the opposed realities are no longer felt to be mutually 
exclusive. In the Pauline outlook, the celestial Christ-sphere does not occur 
at an interval from the Christian’s actual, ongoing life (PE, 37). Affectively 
speaking, celestial reality has already begun—not simply on account of an 
intensification of historical consecutiveness fired by eschatological 
proximity (PE, 36), but because a horizonal movement on a time-line has 
partly given way to a sense of vertical movement constituted by the concept 
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of resurrection (PE, 37).41 As the believer identifies with a Messianic force 
whose centre has returned to the celestial sphere, that other world presences 
itself vertically-immanently as parousia, as complete outline of the full 
presence of the promised. An upward movement towards the supernal plane 
has crossed and pierced the horizontal, purely-eschatological linearity that 
simply moves subjectivity on a time-line from the present age towards the 
age to come. Growing more complex, belief’s perspective has shifted from 
being eschatological to being semi-eschatological (PE, 38). 

In such a modified scheme, the simple forward-projection of restless 
hoping recedes in favour of a more serene hope in which a degree of 
provisional satisfaction is already quietly given (PE, 40). Seeming to be a 
binary system in which the universe is Platonically bisected (PE, 10–11), the 
Pauline world-picture in fact destructs binarism in the dissolving figure of 
Christ: the eternal has come alive in the temporal, and vice versa (PE, 40). 
Hence, in the Christian scheme of things, movement cannot be theorized as 
being reducible to the dualisms of Greek philosophy (PE, 41). In the 
affectivity of Christian intentionality, directedness is an ambiguous, 
dissolved movement in which the believer is concurrently mobile in two 
simultaneously-given spheres that have lost their theoretic-philosophic 
polarity. Amphibious, the Christian is fully mobile on the hither side of the 
celestial sphere to which she or he already fully belongs (PE, 41). In the 
hypomone of persevering hope, the object of hope (the terminus of the hope-
act) is outside the reach of mortals; yet this transcendent object is 
“homogeneous with” the “present partial experiences” that offer a foretaste 
of eternity (PE, 43). Living in these “semi-futurities” (PE, 43), the believer 
enjoys “precursors” of promised treasures (PE, 44). In the newness of the 
New Testament’s soteriological terminology, the phenomenon of conversion 
is defined in terms of a movement in which it is no longer possible to 
distinguish regeneration from resurrection (PE, 45).42  

While this exceeding of subjectivity qua interiority does not exactly lead 
to a collective rather than an individual rationale, we shall see that 
Mennonite movement is caught up in Christian movement precisely as 
something that involves an ensemble or world rather than individual 
subjects.43 Whether they are utterly dynamic or completely static, what is at 

                                 
41 Anthony C. Thiselton too emphasizes the horizonal as well as vertical dimension implying 
communal participation in Christ. The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the 
Greek Text (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 761 (hereafter cited in text as FEC). Cf. Smyth: 
“The horizontal plane of our existence is ruptured by the event of revelation” (WC, 28). 
42 At crucial moments, the Pauline way of speaking is not that of “general metaphorical 
usage” (PE, 45). In its horizontal-vertical complexity, Pauline movement is no figure of 
speech but something that (for the believer) “realistically derives from the risen Christ” (PE, 
45). 
43 It is not in the first place the interiority of the subject that has changed: “For the one who 
has undergone this experience of having become ‘in Christ,’ not merely individual subjective 
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stake for Christians alive in the overall movement of Christianity is an 
alteration of worlds, a deeply felt sense of transition not simply from one 
order to another but from an old order to a new one. Thus newness is in itself 
a source of movement—eschatology implying the feeling of being in the 
womb of another age, and not simply the feeling of being another creature. 
In so far as hope has to do with “vividness and vitality” (PE, 30), it has to do 
with a sense of intriguing newness.  

As a change “affecting the whole world” rather than just “the subjective 
internal condition of the believer alone” (PE, 47), newness is so radical that 
it heralds a transformation of the principle of constitution itself, of 
intentionality. In the new “constitution of things” (PE, 48), directedness is 
not what it was before. An awesome “equalizing” is unleashed (PE, 48). 

As the cross violently cuts regenerated reality away from kosmos, it 
throws the human being not into a higher plane of personhood but into a new 
beginning for realness as such (PE, 49). A centralizing factor, the Messianic 
affect dissolves all sorts of tensions and oppositions that are internal to the 
phenomenal field, disclosing that field’s penurious reality in and by a 
movement that is not itself subject to diminution.  

 
 

———————— 
 
 

As we now move into Peace Shall Destroy Many, we shall see that the text 
solicits an unsettling commitment to surreptitious modes of violence 
underpinning work, behaviour, and ideology. Turning thereafter to The Blue 
Mountains of China, we shall investigate a momentum driving us into 
traumatic discontinuities of momentary comprehension briefly uncovering 
the incomprehensible pain undergone by refugees taken to the extreme limit 
of humiliation, suffering, faith, and hope. Here we shall see that there is 
paradigmatically not only a withholding of hope and grace, but also of pain 
and comprehension. 

Turning finally to Sweeter Than All the World, we shall discuss the 
kinetic-kinaesthetic fabric of Wiebe’s writing in terms of its capacity to deal 
with the phenomenon of regeneration. Here the study becomes theologically 
accentuated as we probe into the work’s eschatological problematic. The 
wavering rapport between motility and renewal, played out against a world 
of territorial displacements, produces an elusive sense of communality and 

                                                                                                                                  
conditions have been changed, but ‘the old things are passed away, new things have come into 
being’” (PE, 46–47). 
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individuality that challenges the resources of academic and theological 
categorization.  
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Matthew Tiessen. Third Movement, 2004. Oil and Acrylic on Canvas, 91 x 122 
cm. Artist’s Collection. © 2004 Matthew Tiessen. 
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Chapter 2. Peace Shall Destroy Many 

2.1 Force 
 

Movement in Peace Shall Destroy Many is factually and rhetorically a 
violent affair. It begins in a historical context. A reclusive settler community 
in Manitoba is torn between its adherence to traditional Mennonite pacifistic 
isolationism and its situatedness in an increasingly modern nation fighting a 
war. Ethnically German-Dutch, the Canadian Mennonites in Wapiti view 
World War II with mixed feelings. Hitler’s violence brings shame on people 
of German stock, yet his forcefulness is the lurid strength of a compatriot: 
“Only a German could set the whole world on its tail like this.”44 From the 
start violence equivocates: “Though Mennonites, because of their training, 
naturally abhor violence, yet they faintly admire it, somehow, in someone 
who without thought ‘hews to it’!” (PDM, 30).45 Powerful movement 

                                 
44 Rudy Wiebe, Peace Shall Destroy Many (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1962 [1972]), 30 
(hereafter cited in text as PDM). Ted S. Bootsma argues that the novel contrasts images of 
peacefulness with dubious Mennonite-German associations. He points out that in a novel set 
in 1944, the “clipped German phrases” (PDM, 12) of the preacher’s peace sermon must be 
seen as an ironic reminder of Hitler’s diction: “while Brother Goertzen explains what he 
believes is a way of peace when he quotes Jesus’ words, ‘This is my commandment…’, both 
his speech (clipped, German) and his stress on commandments evoke an image of war, of 
strife, and of obligated obedience.” “Rudy Wiebe: Biblical Pattern and Christian Theme,” 
(MA diss., York University, Toronto, 1983), 10–11. 
45 The conviction that a true follower of Christ must refrain from all forms of violence has 
been central to Anabaptist-Mennonite followers from the beginning of the movement in the 
sixteenth century. The Dordrecht Confession of 1632 was the last of three confessions to be 
included in J. Thieleman van Braght’s Martyrs Mirror, and the one which had the widest 
influence on the following generations of Anabaptists (being adopted also in Germantown, 
Pennsylvania in 1725, IMH, 149). It states, that in order to follow Christ’s example “we must 
not inflict pain, harm or sorrow upon any one, but seek the highest welfare and salvation of all 
men, and even, if necessity require it, flee for the Lord’s sake from one city or county into 
another, and suffer the spoiling of our goods; that we must not harm any one, and, when we 
are smitten, rather turn the other cheek also, than take revenge or retaliate.” The Bloody 
Theater or Martyrs Mirror of the Defenceless Christians, trans. Joseph F. Sohm, (Scottdale: 
Herald Press, 2001 [first published in English in 1837]), 42, (hereafter cited in text as MM). 
Non-resistance, the term generally applied, derives from Matthew 5:39: “But I say to you, do 
not resist the evildoer.” 
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materializes instinctively, “without thought”—the one who moves power-
fully is not driven by the mind but by a force more vital than it. Such a force 
is internal to the text seen as a fabric of stratified motilities. 

What Joseph Dueck calls an “undercurrent in Mennonite thinking” (PDM, 
30) is inscribed in the text’s rhetoric as a sustained violence of words. If 
there is a streak of latent violence in the Wapiti Mennonites, if there is a 
reverse side to their “non-resistance” pacifism (PDM, 37), there seems to be 
more than a streak of violence in the narrator’s rhetoric. There is a sustained 
brutality in the choice of words and in the text’s rhythm. It’s kinetic energy 
splits, pierces, and ruptures. A pike does not simply come up to the water’s 
surface, but is said to “break surface” (PDM, 23). Surfacing is in general 
masculine and aggressive. A ball, “rising as it came,” pierces the trajectory 
of the batsman’s swing (PDM, 35). “[S]wung straight,” the bat is unjustly 
displaced from its arc by the catcher’s glove, off which it can be felt to 
“glance up hard” (PDM, 35). A Mennonite ball-game introduces us to the 
novel’s various constellations of characters and to the tensions already 
existing between them. The annual picnic quivers at the edge of eruptive 
violence. Anyone’s temper can explode at any moment. In Wapiti, 
Mennonite peacefulness seems to be a surface phenomenon that constantly 
opens out towards the revenge of its suppressed other. Because violence is 
forbidden, it is always present. At his playing position, Pete Block settles 
himself behind the plate while “pounding” his catcher’s glove into shape 
(PDM, 33). The action is innocent in itself; but given the way the pounding-
act appears within a scenario that breathes violence through and through, its 
feel is anything but innocent. Violence, signalled already in the work’s title, 
is in the ball-game a tensile muscularity that is indistinguishable from the 
robustness of the narrator’s style: hard, gritty, and rugged. Rhetoric 
highlights the incompatibility of the two main constituents of Mennonite 
reality: peacefulness and struggle for survival.46 The reclusive little 
community of Wapiti is willing to win its internal peace the hard way.  

The crowd erupts when the first ball is played. Herb Unger hits Franz 
Reimer “hard” to “jar” him off second base (PDM, 34). Herb’s grin is “cold” 
as he stamps the wooden block. When it is Thom Wiens’ time to bat, he 
knows, facing Jake Rempel, that “it would be tough” (PDM, 34). 
Nevertheless he glories in “the feel” of the ball and in the “sting” of the bat 
(PDM, 34). These are indistinguishable, the latter being the condition of 
possibility for the former. Only in the bat’s sting is the ballistic affect truly 
felt. We see that even something innocent like the roundness of a ball or of a 
cupped hand includes the sting of violence and of forcible contact. (This 

                                 
46 Penny van Toorn notes “a collision of two styles” in Peace Shall Destroy Many, but mainly 
as a change in vocabulary. As the fighter planes, which van Toorn sees as representing “the 
outside world breaking into Wapiti,” come roaring over farms, the “discourse of war invades 
the normally tranquil discourse of the pastoral” (HW, 25). 
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circumstance is already alluded to in Pete Block’s glove-pounding). Soon 
Pete has “lashed” a “screamer” past the nearest field (PDM, 34). Thom 
knows that the pitcher has a weird ball-pitch, but by staring “hard” at the 
alarming “up-shoot,” he manages to discern the potently in-coming ball as a 
forcibly hostile object (PDM, 35). Movement is the fierce intentionality of 
an “aimed swing,” a propelling of the kinaesthesia of the entire body (PDM, 
35). 

These seemingly innocent game-acts are not isolated instances of brute 
force, but resonate within a general context of virility47 that extends in 
overlapping systems of retentions and protentions.48 The flashing muscular-
ity displayed in the ball-game refers back to an earlier view of a boat-race 
where men rowed “to break the oars,” and finally plunged into the water to 
“hurl a tremendous heave” at the boat to give it a winning edge (PDM, 25). 
As in the ball-game, the body is something hurlable, swingable. The 
Mennonite body is thrown into a resilience in which it must cope with raw 
exposure to the elements. These give it a sense of having always been 
“beaten bruisingly” (PDM, 27). 

When his bat-swing is suddenly made to shoot “up hard” on account of 
Herb’s malicious interference, Thom’s being hemorrhages. His mind stands 
aflame in a fury that instantly makes Herb into the terminus of a violent 
body act: “Thom felt the bat in his grip. He wished it was a steel club that he 
could crash across [Herb’s] grinning mockery . . . . Wood would do. He 
could already sense the smash of the bat as he swung” at Herb (PDM, 35; 
emphasis added). Aghast and “stiffened” by the sudden glimpse of his own 
bottomless capacity for violence, and by the flash of “joy” in his 
commitment to it, Thom retreats from himself in a jolt of excruciating shame 
(PDM, 36). 

Let us look closer at this manifestation of violent movement. “He could 
already sense”: this circumstance that the kinaesthesia of violence is fully 
presented prior to the act’s materialization in body-time points to the fact 
that two corporeal temporalities are discernible in the text. First there is a 
body-time whose materializations occur spatio-temporally in the objective 
                                 
47 There is, at certain times, a male bias to Wiebe’s writing, something which is commented 
on by critics. In a discussion of Frieda Friesen, Redekop points out that “like most of Wiebe’s 
female characters, she is a creature of the familiar, domestic world of habit, incapable of 
following the road of estrangement to renewed perception” (TIP, 106). In “Pickling the 
Mennonite Madonna,” Redekop reads the portrait of Thom Wiens’ mother, standing “in the 
kitchen door, sweat like jewels on her face and neck” (PDM, 25), not only as a reduction of 
women to motherhood, but also of motherhood to little more than an “adornment of fine 
jewelry.” In Acts of Concealment: Mennonite/s Writing in Canada, edited by Hildegard 
Froese Tiessen and Peter Hinchcliffe (Waterloo, Ontario: University of Waterloo Press, 
1992), 102.  
48 I use these terms in their Husserlian sense of accentuating the composite nature of presence. 
It is not a point but a small field: the now contains a comet-tail of just-now phases as well as 
phases of anticipation. The Phenomenology of Internal Time-Consciousness, trans. James S. 
Churchill (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1964), 50–57. 
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world, and then there is a body-time whose appearings do not need to wait 
for the spatio-temporal world in order to fully materialize. Manifestation 
belonging to this second time-order is fully material. “He could already 
sense the smash of the bat as he swung” (PDM, 35; emphasis added). 
Phenomenologically speaking, contact with the object is already given in 
spite of the fact that the smash never materializes. There is no noticeable 
interval between the intending and the intended, between the intention and 
its object. Kinaesthetically, there is a sensing of the object (“could already 
sense”) as soon as the path of directedness leading to it is manifested. The 
materializations of the intentional path and of the terminus are indistinguish-
able. 

In the natural world of ‘objective reality,’ this phenomenon simply means 
that someone is living out in the mind what has not occurred in physical 
reality. Textually things are more complicated. Here kinetic reality is a 
domain whose affective materiality is kinaesthetically in advance of itself. 
The affective ray’s terminus possesses a decisive initiative over the affective 
act. The text’s power derives much of its peculiar allure from this intriguing 
priority. Affective meanings seem to be a step ahead of the acts that are their 
conditions of possibility. The human being is encircled by a horizon of 
affective termini that are perpetually on stand by, seeming to harbour elusive 
powers of their own. 

The precedence of the act-terminus (“He could already sense the smash of 
the bat”) over the act that directs itself towards it (“He could already sense 
the smash of the bat as he swung”) influences the way in which movement 
typically gets manifested in the text. Phenomenologically, the smash 
precedes the completed arc of the swing, soaking the motion’s terminal 
object into the swing-motion. The swing motion is sucked into the 
kinaesthesia of the completion. The solidity of the smash that terminates the 
swing is already kinaesthetically available at its inception. It is almost itself 
the subjective source that brings the swing to manifestation. This organiza-
tion of movement is work-specific. The text-world is characterized by a 
closing of the interval that is normally given between the act and the object 
towards which it is directed. The directedness is the intentional-object. 
Motion’s end is a condensation of the swiftness of the aimed movement 
pointing at it, making the end-point into a compression of kinaesthetic 
trajectories. 

In Peace Shall Destroy Many kinaesthesias are typically foreshortened 
into termini. The kinaesthesia of Thom’s grip (PDM, 35) is not so much a 
sensation of holding the bat but a sense of being able to kinaesthetically 
perceive the entire swinging-motion. He can hold the kinetic curve of the 
intentional arc in his grip. In and through the mere act of gripping the object, 
Thom grasps the arc of energy as well as the ideal completion of the arc, the 
end-point at which violence exhausts itself in a convergence of intending and 
fulfilment. 
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Foreshortening makes many movement-acts empirically superfluous, 
since the mere intending already amounts to the accomplishment of a kinetic 
goal. It is by conforming to this invisible law, rather than by means of some 
inherent virtue, that Thom is easily persuaded to drop his bat prior to the 
completion of the act that would already have reduced its phenomenological 
meaning to that of an instrument. The intention has already itself been 
absolute violence and volition. 

 

2.2 Rupture 
 
World War II airplanes come “roaring” over the Mennonite farms, making 
the Wiens’ “yard burst into a chaos of squealing pigs,” chickens, and dogs 
(PDM, 22). Radio reports depict men in uniform causing body-parts to fall 
out of the sky (PDM, 43). Simultaneously, a more local and suppressed 
violence is part of everyday life. Thom Wiens is in a sense no different from 
a marauding soldier. A seemingly innocent act like throwing a stone along 
the surface of a pool shows him “using his entire body in a flare of 
viciousness that spurted and died” (PDM, 47). The text’s tendency to 
emphasize rupture surfaces in the protagonist’s view of his own unceasing 
wrath. Anger is internally perceived as a Prometheus eagle’s daily ravagings: 
it “seemed to him suddenly like his anger forever tearing his own 
Christianity that was chained at its mercy” (PDM, 85). The tearing is 
elemental, like lightning ripping the darkness during a summer storm, like 
thunder of “long walls breaking” (PDM, 64). Feeling is something kinetic, 
and the kinetic is a swiftly-moving “discharge” illuminating able-bodied 
Mennonite ruggedness from within (PDM, 65). In Deacon Block’s49 
entrenched hardness of purpose, the voice of man is “a bolt to blast 
everyone” (PDM, 60). When such a person stands up in church, “pushing 
broad” against his clothes, Christian presence seems to have “direction and 
purpose” (PDM, 58). The faith of the fathers seems to be alive and kicking 
in Block—not as a state but as a willing that has “carried them across lands 
and seas” to Canada (PDM, 58). However, as we are about to see, there is in 
Block an inherent confusion regarding his directedness, Christian or 
otherwise. 

From the moment of its foundation, Deacon Block has impelled the 
community in a direction marked by rupture. The early English settlers have 
been bought out in order to free up space for a Mennonite-only settlement, 

                                 
49 The community was founded almost single-handedly by Deacon Peter Block. Through his 
financial and practical help, the other Russian Mennonites in Wapiti managed to emigrate and 
settle in Canada. 
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and the old Indian trails have been “fenced shut” (PDM, 15). The 
establishment of a church-building in the newly-founded community begins 
with a “huge hole” in the prairie for the basement (PDM, 51). The 
community is thus firmly secured—dug into the earth but also isolated in an 
area that is “Mennonite,” rather than “Manitoba” or “Canada.” Thom 
remembers the force of the men “scrubbing” and labouring “mightily,” the 
trimming and heaving of logs, and blacksmith Aaron Martens’ “thunderous 
hammering” (PDM, 50–51). Everywhere Deacon Block was directing and 
planning.  

Over time, his brute force has been pitted against brute force, his 
resilience managing to conquer by knowing exactly when it had been 
outnumbered and when not. As we catch a retrospective glimpse of Block in 
the early days of his youth, what is noticeable among victim and victimizers 
is the shared feeling that force rules the universe—and that recognition of its 
pre-eminence is a condition of possibility for survival and brotherhood, for 
survival in brotherhood. Peter Block’s existence has been shaped by violence 
and conflict. During World War I, he was placed in a Siberian camp as a 
conscientious objector. Subjected to an initiation rite implemented by the 
Mennonite Forestei groups,50 he had disdained capitulation as well as 
resistance, intensifying mock-sadism by submitting to force “the hard way” 
(PDM, 126).  

his arms were abruptly seized from behind: the ring of them faced him. . . . 
“Get on your knees—here!” As he was hurled forward, Block barely got his 
foot up to kick aside the leg stuck swiftly before him; he stumbled sharply 
but ended upright before the monarch. “Smart one, eh,” murmured Heinz . . . 
. Block returned no word. Heinz studied the expressionless granite of his 
face. “Okay,” he rapped, “the hard way.” 

. . . They pried his head face-down to the stump; . . . he glimpsed the axe-
blade glint swinging aloft. “Count to five, Jake. Slow.” 

The whipsaw-dust sweet in his nose ground down on the fir-stump as the 
count tolled above him, he did not believe it. At “Five!” he heard the swish of 
descent . . . . The jerk and thud crashed through him grovelling on the stump-
face. He was kneeling there with no hand to hold him. (PDM, 125–26) 

 
After the thud of an execution-blow, Block finds himself with only a 
centimetre’s stubble of hair left on his scalp (PDM, 126). 

As this retrospective section widens, violence is not discontinued. During 
the anarchy of civil war in the Ural mountains, prosperity had turned to 
famine in the Mennonite villages as both red and white armies plundered 
them. Yet while the community is starving, for Block there “flamed the hope 
of a son” (PDM, 127). The direction of his whole being towards the birth 

                                 
50 Between 1880 and 1917, there was a law in Russia enabling Mennonites adhering to the 
ideas of non-resistance to serve in forestry camps under civilian administration instead of 
doing service in the military. 
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and survival of this son had prompted Block to hide some meagre scraps of 
salt-crusted meat in his barn, away from the village-committee who manage 
the sharing of food in the Mennonite village. At this point, self-interest 
ruptures Block’s communal directedness. Work for his unborn child is now 
“the only religion” (PDM, 127). After the New Year of 1922, the situation 
grows desperate. Some similarly starving Bashkirs had stolen the little 
amount of food still left in the barn. Despairing for his weak son, Block had 
joined a group of Mennonites in an animal-eyed hunt in which they had 
captured two Bashkirs prying around the village. In a deserted barn the 
Mennonites had taken turns beating the thieves with ropes (PDM, 129). 
Learning during that procedure that it was John Esau, head of the village-
committee and father of eight, who had organised the theft in exchange for a 
share in the loot, Block and the two oldest men had “crashed” the bolted 
door open and “pushed” Esau out, while Block “yanked the door shut” 
(PDM, 130). Driving the two Bashkirs to the Russian authorities in a sleigh, 
his fury still unabated, Block had decided to stop to rest the horses when one 
of the Bashkirs had “jerked erect” to attack (PDM, 131) in a frenzy strangely 
comparable to the state in which—a moment before—each nerve-cell of 
Block’s famine-consumed body had “quivered erect” (PDM, 130). At this 
provocation “something burst in Block,” causing him to smash the attacker’s 
head back and forth like a ball with the “club” of his frozen mitten (PDM, 
131). Afterwards, in a gesture that was to haunt him for the rest of his life, he 
had poked at the Bashkir with his foot. As the beaten man had rolled over 
dead with a trace of frozen spittle drawn across his face, a disturbingly 
inanimate squeak of the man’s body had unsettled Block completely (PDM, 
131). In the days that followed, the inhumanity of the remembered sound 
had made Block feel his body “tearing itself” as “his action edge[d] into 
meaning” (PDM, 131). 

The most accentuated instance of forceful rupturing makes its appearance 
in the chapter outlining the events of the autumn threshing of 1944, a 
communal work-event in which a single machine and its crew do the 
threshing-work on all the Mennonite farms in Wapiti. In the last week of 
October, the Wapiti men finish up on the last farm, owned by Deacon Block. 
It is there, in the account of the affective eruptions surrounding the act in 
which Elizabeth Block prematurely gives birth to a dead infant, that the 
rupturing force’s underlying ability to shake the whole community first 
becomes apparent. Elizabeth has kept the existence of her illegitimately 
conceived child a secret even during the physical strain of harvest, but right 
in the middle of threshing-work, the unborn child ruptures its concealment in 
sudden “jerks” that bring her to the ground in great pain (PDM, 142). Block 
pushes “erect” in order to carry his daughter into the house. Everyone else 
has vanished to carry out orders at the “lash” (PDM, 142) and “blast” (PDM, 
144) of his commanding voice. As he starts towards the house, the threshing-
hammers work on unabated (PDM, 142). When his wife breaks the news that 
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Elizabeth’s illness is due to child-birth, the “burst” of his forehead scar 
(PDM, 143) is the first reaction to surface, reminding us of the way in which 
it could be seen flaming from his head during the forced entry into John 
Esau’s cottage in the Ukraine (PDM, 130). He suddenly realizes that the 
only possible candidate for fatherhood is his Métis farm-hand, the “half-
breed” Louis Moosomin. Block determines to get the truth out of his 
daughter, even if he has to “beat her within an inch of her life” (PDM, 145), 
a thought which boomerangs back on him a moment later when the birth-act 
fatally ruptures his daughter’s life (PDM, 146). Instead of respectful 
stillness, a sense of breach determines events immediately after Elizabeth’s 
death too: the truck bursts into life (PDM, 144), the doctor whips back the 
corner of the sheet covering Elizabeth’s body (PDM, 146). This gesture’s 
rapidity suggests urgency but also the priority of the circle of tasks in which 
men assert themselves as excessively preoccupied. The doctor emphasizes 
that it was only by chance that he could come so soon, as he happened to be 
coming from a call in Calder (PDM, 146). Immediately after getting his 
daughter inside the house, Block himself is back in the world of arduous 
men’s work: “I’ve got to get to the threshing” (PDM, 143). 

Elizabeth Block’s hemorrhage also calls attention to the phenomenon of 
the rupturing of rupture. The breach that divorces Mennonites from extra-
Mennonite reality (here, ‘half-breeds’) is itself ruptured. This rupture-of-
rupture at once subverts and deepens the sphere of rupture, the domain of 
Mennonite world-withdrawal. The new paradox is vividly displayed in a 
dream dreamt by Thom Wiens after Elizabeth’s death. It begins by showing 
Thom to himself as one whose every movement is hampered by the thick 
wilderness and fierce animals of the bush surrounding the community (PDM, 
164). At first the vegetation holds and bottles his being in its tight-wound 
clutches, so that rupture—“a final tearing of tissues” (PDM, 164)—cannot 
deliver subjectivity from closure. But then he sees the bush being “split” into 
cracks of light that are progressively “distended” in a rupturing of the dark. 
This cleavage signifies a bursting into flames of the church fathers and of the 
caesura that they have drawn between themselves and the world. “He saw 
the trees like patriarchs, limbs now yearning in petition where they had stood 
triumphant half a thousand years; and they moaned in terror, rooted 
immovable before the scourge” (PDM, 164). Impossible to tell from the trees 
that represent them, the patriarchs are themselves aflame, “blistering” by a 
dissolving heat in which everything is turmoil in a generalized “breaking” 
(PDM, 165). The church leaders, splintered and broken, no longer stand 
between Wapiti and the world. The ripping-apart which is a condition of 
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possibility for their paradigm of seclusion is itself ripped apart. Sundering is 
sundered.51  

In the chapter that follows, further disruption is at hand. A non-Mennonite 
in high heels, the new school-teacher Razia Tantamount is automatically a 
disturbance. When Thom Wiens pays her a visit, she recalls the blizzard of a 
previous day, and how it was exploited by ungainly Herb Unger as a pretext 
for calling at her house and imposing his gross sexual presence. Staring 
down the line of Razia’s body as if he were looking at a mare, Herb had 
trapped her into a corner where she had had to hit out at him with a poker to 
stay clear of his escalating attentions. After the poker-blow, as he had 
“pulled himself erect,” she had escaped into her bedroom only to realize that 
he “would walk through” the bedroom door’s half-inch boards. Herb’s 
threats literally materialize the phenomenon of rupture: “Do I break the door 
down?” he teases (PDM, 173). Razia had escaped from the situation by a 
ruse in which the possibility of his door-rupturing is itself ruptured. 
“Suddenly, her mind gripped and immediately she leaned away to jerk the 
door wide in his face.” Her act of commanding violence and the prospect of 
being punished by the Deacon “squelched” the assaulter (PDM, 174). 

The drama as such is commonplace. More important is the way in which 
words suggestive of rupture (“jerk,” “jam,” “push into,” “push through,” 
“break,” “ram,” “peg,” “spike,” etc) impose a sustained sense of movement 
as forceful tearing. The defining momentum of Razia’s forceful interception 
of Herb’s assault picks up energy right from the beginning of the chapter. In 
the earlier episode she is in the presence of Thom Wiens, a quite different 
man. He disappoints by not displaying any sexual interest at all (PDM, 178). 
His first appearance is made in the crack of the teacher’s door; since the 
darkness and the cold make it almost impossible to recognize anyone in their 
outdoor clothes, and since she has Herb’s visit in fresh memory she is “ready 
to jerk it shut” in a flash (PDM, 168). The verb “jerk” permeates the entire 
text.  

The jerky violence-kineses are not “caused” by the thematization of 
violence but have their source in the text’s overall discursive orientation as a 
forcing affect-system. True, Herb’s jerkiness when kicked out of Razia’s 
house is structurally related to the showdown that has just occurred. “His 
glance wavered and triumph stirred faintly within her.” She “flung him his 
parka. Blackly silent now, he jerked into it” (PDM, 174). Likewise, the 
previous exchange of blows had certainly made possible the abruptness of 
the act whereby Razia finally gets rid of her uninvited visitor (PDM, 174). 
But when the following pages take us out of these reminiscences into the 
present in which Thom is responding with disappointing lethargy to Razia’s 

                                 
51 This event also points towards an uncovering of the community-subversive work that is 
implied in the Bible-classes that Thom Wiens runs for Metís children. He is allowed to teach 
although everybody is aware that a half-breed will never be allowed to join the church. 
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seduction-moves—her legs deliberately brushing his while performing a cat-
like stretching-out of her body (PDM, 177)—the word ‘jerking’ (“his face 
jerking up at her”) cannot signal empirical violence. Yet despite its 
signifying innocence, such an expression is caught up in an overall affective 
pattern that orchestrates all instantiations of the verb ‘jerk’ into 
constellations of discursive violence. These formations are not tied to 
specific showings of dramatized violence but belong to the forcing nature of 
the text’s affective orientation. Violence (as rendered by such verbs as 
‘jerk’) does not have its deepest source-point in the represented world but in 
writing’s affective directedness. In the last analysis, it is the discursive 
affect-system that has jerk-propensity, that is inclined to rupture as 
something impelled towards hemorrhage. 

When we are told that Herb “pushed into” the parka that Razia held for 
him after the assault, and when on the next page this ‘push into’ phrasing is 
used to describe not Herb’s but Thom’s departure from the same house and 
from the same woman (he pushes into his parka and then pushes out into the 
road on his skis, PDM, 178–79), we face two quite different scenarios. One 
of them is alarmingly violent and the other strangely peaceful. It would be 
tempting to conclude that the pushing-and-jerking done in the violent scene 
spills over into the tranquil scene that follows, so that Thom’s actions, no 
matter how quiescent they might be, are clothed in a language of violence 
belied by his factual conduct. Such a conclusion I believe would be false. 
The tendency of violence to colour the text does not primarily originate in 
specific scenes and is not determined by particular acts. Rather, force 
belongs to the text-kinesis of the discursive affect-system in general. ‘Low-
key’ pages are fraught with a forcefulness that is uncalled for. 

Three strata of violence are discernible in the text: (1) a stratum in which 
violence-words reflect acts of violence; (2) a stratum in which violence-
words reflect a violence-halo surrounding violence proper; and (3) a stratum 
in which violence-words are cardinal features of the affect-system, being 
autonomous vis-à-vis acts of violence and their halos. I name these strata (1) 
act-stratum, (2) halo-stratum, and (3) affect-stratum. It would be simplistic 
to view the phenomena of violence appearing on the affect-stratum as signs 
referring directly or indirectly to some human violence represented in the 
work. The affect-stratum is phenomenologically prior to the other strata. The 
act-stratum and the halo-stratum presuppose the affect-system rather than 
vice versa. 

The text’s violence-kineses are not always reflections of the order of 
representivity in which real violence occurs. Textual violence is not 
necessarily a real component of a represented world. Violence frequently 
comes to expression non-extensionally in the text on the hither side of its 
represented world. Textual force hints at something more intriguing than 
human actions by being part of the premundane affect-system that falls short 
of man’s sphere of action. More of this later. 
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The above-mentioned halo-stratum is actualized in transitional paragraphs 
such as the one that moves us from the act-violence materializing at the 
moment of Elizabeth Block’s death to the act-violence materializing at the 
moment of her father’s revenge, i.e. when the Deacon seeks out Louis 
Moosomin in order to physically punish him and drive him away from the 
region. This violence-halo is liminal in several ways. It occurs in a 
narratological place of transit—in the calm between Herb’s violence in the 
teacherage and the account of the Deacon’s confrontation with his 
daughter’s “half-breed” lover. 

The transit-stratum formed by violence’s retentional and protentional 
haloes show us Block’s defiant face, racing through the snow-cool air (PDM, 
180). He crosses towards the Moosomin shacks in “a short minute,” kicking 
aside the dogs that tear over the snow-drifts of the clearing. He moves 
“methodically,” pushing “through” the snow towards the victim awaiting at 
the kinetic end-point of his affective drive (PDM, 180). Violence’s halo-
stratum remains operative as long as the illegimate father of Block’s dead 
grand-child is nowhere in sight (PDM, 181). 

As soon as Louis comes out, we pass from violence’s halo-stratum to its 
act-stratum. In the barn, when Block forcefully removes a dung-heap at 
Louis’ feet, it is no longer possible to take the words “knocked aside” as 
suggestive of violence (stratum 2), or as words simply belonging to an 
affect-system in which the discursive fabric itself is prone to violence 
(stratum 3). Whereas the kicking-aside of the dogs has anticipated violence, 
the kicking-aside of this dung-heap is violence. Phenomenologically 
speaking, the Deacon is already kicking his daughter’s lover here, not merely 
clearing a path towards the locus for that kicking-act. Violence’s reality is 
visible in Louis’ fearful eyes and in his body-language. If the “whipped 
sound” of the question “What did you do to Elizabeth last spring?” is a 
sound that “jerked” the horses in their stalls, this jerking no longer merely 
betokens violence but is already a whipping of the victim, already a jerking 
of the man out of his wits (PDM, 183). “‘You ever been whipped in jail?’ . . 
. ‘No! Not the whip—I—’” (PDM, 183). The circumstance that violence is 
less than physical here is of little consequence, for in the world that Louis 
belongs to there is no sharp difference between a reality of physical beings 
and one of words. Words are as dangerous as phantoms in the world 
inhabited by Louis. Block knows this: “She’s dead now, you know. . . . The 
dead are everywhere . . . . They’re the spirits that dance the northern lights in 
the long winter; they’re the spirits that drive the werwolf to stalk you on the 
trail; they’re everywhere. When you sleep, she’ll come in your dreams; when 
you’re hunting, you’ll sense her behind you” (PDM, 183).  

Louis’ hand flashes-out for his hunting-knife, but Block materializes as 
someone who can match each of the ‘half-breed’s’ savage hand-movements 
with a corresponding movement of his own, match each escape-trick on the 
part of his victim with a yet more intensified pressure of his own physical 



 50 

mass (PDM, 184). What is most frightening here is not the tearing of Louis’ 
body from itself in a hypothetical emasculation engineered by Block, but the 
internal self-tearing of the Deacon as someone who is indistinguishable from 
violent words and their rupturing forces. 

 
“Mr Block! No!” 
“You did it!” the scream torn as from a compelling madness, their faces a 

foot apart, the horses plunging in their stalls. (PDM, 184; emphasis added) 

Here the word’s violence is a hurting materiality without reserve. But this 
unrestrained, cruel force is also that to which violence must be done. The 
Deacon seeks his opponent’s submissive confession (as a prelude to dealing 
out punishment), but he suddenly also seeks its obliteration. He wishes to 
inflict a breach deep enough to draw surrendering truth-words out of his 
victim, but at the moment of rupture’s materialization he also wishes to 
reverse it, so that truth may be as stillborn as his daughter’s child. Truth too 
is to come into the world as fittingly terminated at its inception. For when it 
comes, truth announces the horrifying fact that rape was not the origin of 
Elizabeth’s pregnancy. This is too much for Block. “‘Shut up! Shut up!’ 
Hoarsely, despair echoed in the barn, despair of ever ramming those self-
forced words back down that dark throat” (PDM, 184). When the intensest 
heat of the confrontation is over, we are already in transit from violence’s 
act-stratum to its neighbour, to the stratum of haloed violence in which the 
given word is not so much a material act but a resonance in a field that 
haloes such acts. Block has “pegged” Louis down, “spiking” him against his 
deeds, but when we see his “motioned” hand indicating a final command, 
and perceive him seated “[e]rect” in the bob-sled, wheeling his team of 
horses “sharply” (PDM, 185), we are already in transit towards a zone where 
the rhetorical affect-system enables violence-words to operate without 
signitive specificity. They no longer point to a domain of represented acts or 
to any other element of representivity. 

 

2.3 The Logos of Work 
 
Mapping movement in Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction by discussing its 
manifestation on various levels of intensity, I have so far been considering 
the intensest dimension: the one where movement is violence. As we now 
provisionally move away from this zone, we encounter an adjacent one that 
is not entirely untainted by violence. This dimension is that of Mennonite 
work. 
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In Peace Shall Destroy Many, Deacon Block’s tendency to carry the 
Mennonite work-ethic to the extreme limit is instrumental in ending his 
daughter’s life. Work as a ruthless absolute requiring unlimited unleashings 
of sheer force comes under fire in the novel. Yet the inscription of 
unrestrained force into the text’s rhetorical affect-system has in a sense 
beforehand undermined this critique. The text inadvertently absolutizes that 
which it critiques. The critique of free movement as absolute violence is 
undermined by the text-movements that seem to celebrate it.  

On a thematic level it is nevertheless clear that the text distances itself 
ethically from a life-programme that celebrates violence done in the name of 
work. Such critique of the Mennonite work-ethic materializes in the accounts 
of Deacon Block’s inability to focus on anything other than work. This is no 
secret for the rest of the Mennonite community. When Thom Wiens’ father 
goes over to the Deacon to tell him that Herb Unger’s stock has spilled over 
into their property, he is aware of the extent to which the Mennonite 
patriarch prioritizes work to the exclusion of every other mode of physical 
life. Encountering Block in one of the Deacon’s rare moments of passive 
contemplation, Wiens begins their talk with a little bit of teasing: 

 
“One doesn’t see you dream very much. Business no good?” 
Under the bronze of his face, Block felt the skin tighten in embarrassment. 

He slammed up the tail-gate. “Morning, Wiens. One has to stop and think 
now and then.” 

“I know, but everyone says you do yours in bed when the rest of us have 
to sleep. That’s why you get so much done. . . . Very busy now?” 

Block was thinking of the mower-blade that needed sharpening for the 
haying, but he said, as he always did, “Not if it’s important.” (PDM, 72) 

Soon this notion that more or less everything outside work is an interruption 
of it takes on a more sinister aspect. When Block passes near the bowed back 
of his daughter stooping under green-feed bundles, the thoughts that his 
mind directs at her severe work-conditions do not surface in a way that 
deflects his attention from the priority of work. It is only “in a sort of 
parenthesis” that he makes the internal observation that she and her brother 
will doubtless “get more done” on the following day, since it promises to be 
one in which “there will be no interruptions” (PDM, 124).  

Mennonite life in Wapiti is a series of work-acts at the farther end of 
which lies the promise of the soul’s immortality (PDM, 13). Man is to eat his 
bread in the sweat of his brow (PDM, 12). As with Frieda Friesen in The 
Blue Mountains of China, life is synonymous with work. Wapiti is a “world 
of work” (PDM, 83) where no interval is left between the ending of one task 
and the beginning of the next. 

The best of the day for Thom was when he drove the unhitched horses 
towards home and, above the jingling of harness and shuffling of feet, heard 
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the last birds chirp themselves to rest on their branches. Faintly the sounds of 
the world shutting itself away for another day, a dog barking, the call of a 
boy to his cows, a calf bawling, the slam of a screen-door, drifted on a breeze 
now warm on the hillock, now cool in the coulee. He turned the corner of the 
hay-yard with the worked horses and looked north past the edge of the barn 
to the house facing him on the knoll. To the right stood the summer-kitchen; 
tin milk-pails blinked on the points of the slab fence separating the two 
buildings from the yard. As he closed the wire gate behind him, he could hear 
the pigs oink-ing to be fed in their huge pen. When he stopped the horses by 
the horse-barn, he was already in the smooth groove that was “doing 
chores.” . . .  

“Thom.” He turned to see his mother outside the kitchen. “We need some 
water.” 

. . . [H]e picked up the pails and went out. . . .  
“How much left?” his father asked, passing towards the kitchen. 
“Half a day maybe. Is the disc ready to take out tomorrow morning?” 
“You’ll have to use the hitch from the plow—I haven’t fixed the 

other.”(PDM, 18-21; emphasis added) 
 

In the Mennonite community, work and immortality belong together, the one 
sustaining the other. Directedness towards God is work. He is not aimed at in 
acts of mere being but in acts of labour. Through its redemptive significance, 
it is work that enables a certainizing sighting of God, not the event of living 
or experiencing. Moreover, the saving unity of work is not a string of work-
acts united by the synthesizing contributions of human experience into a 
cohering whole; uninterrupted work as such is the coherence. In a sense 
there are no individual work-acts but only work for the collective good of the 
community. In the novel, Mennonite work is monolithic. Its single, gigantic 
act phenomenologically contains the hugeness of God as the exclusive 
terminus towards which it is directed. As credo, the singularity of work is a 
complete coherence without internal act-divisions. Perpetual labouring 
guarantees the cohesiveness of God. Any lapse in work is a falling-apart of 
God, and thus of the community.52 As we shall see, such a rupture is 
something more deep-going than a loss of concentration or a deflection of 
purpose. 

The grimace that flickers over Thom’s face when his father fails to 
complete the mending of a piece of farm-equipment has its source not only 

                                 
52 In Mennonite tradition, work is of great theological and communal meaning. As a ritual 
sign of yieldedness, work embodies self-sacrificing love for others and builds the platform 
where community can take place. In “Gelassenheit: The Rites of the Redemptive Process in 
Old Order Amish and Old Order Mennonite Communities” (MQR 55: 5-44), Sandra Cronk 
discusses the concept of yieldedness, Gelassenheit, as a structural force in anabaptist society 
(8). The term is both an admonition for the Christian to “yield to God’s will” and a reference 
to “the interior meaning of God’s plan for humankind” (7). This yielding of self-will is thus 
“not just a personal experience” but a way to ritually ensure that the community remains 
faithful to God’s plan (8). In principle, work is enacted without personal pride or self-
satisfaction in economic growth. In an Old Order community, such pride would be reason for 
excommnication (9). 
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in frustration over work, but also in the deeper sense of being dependent on 
someone who is not as “unstooped and husky” as himself (PDM, 21). For 
David Wiens, however, the work-disturbance dramatizes the new situation in 
Canada, in which his initiative in work is lost. He is not as restful in the life 
of work as he had been before the Canadian bush disrupted his being and 
tore up his roots (PDM, 21). Wiens is turned towards the Deacon rather than 
towards God. This is not fully apparent to young Thom, whose faith is strong 
and simplistic. For him the church, the centre-point for all Mennonites in 
Wapiti, is the place where all doubts are replaced by confident worship. 
Thom “abruptly push[es]” away Joseph Dueck’s words about the narrow-
mindedness of Wapiti’s traditions (PDM, 52), seeking comfort in 
recollections of early childhood and in images of the building of the church. 
He recollects Aaron Martens’ furious hammering at the old gas drum. 
Martens is anxious to impress on Thom the solidity of the church that needs 
to be built as a primary reference-point for the community. While 
momentarily assisting the blacksmith, Thom learns that the defining feature 
of the new building is that it will have to be a solid church, one that will 
stand. If built right on solid rock, such a construction will endure (PDM, 51). 

The juxtaposition of these scenes brings one of the central themes into 
focus: young Thom’s struggle with the difficulty of living a Christian life out 
in the world. Although Aaron’s allusion is to Peter and to the Christian 
paradox that solidity is to be found in doubt, it is evident that in Wapiti the 
“rock” also refers to someone else. For David Wiens and Deacon Peter 
Block, the totalization of work warrants the excellence of the community: 
through their hard work in Russia and as Canadian pioneers, their sons are 
‘saved’ from the type of war and famine that they withstood in Russia. 

The rupture of the priority of work becomes painfully evident at the 
moment of Elizabeth’s death. When his daughter falls to the ground in the 
swoon that anticipates her death and that of the child she is carrying, it 
becomes necessary “to stop the machine a minute” (PDM, 142). Work “no 
longer seemed so important” (PDM, 143). As his mind prays for his 
daughter’s well-being, the man who masterminds all the work-efforts on the 
fields no longer hears the sounds of men yelling at each other in the 
pitching-work: 

 
“Don’t let the machine run empty. Pitch!” 
“Hey, get your team movin’!” 
“John, drive to the east field, this one’s done.” (PDM, 143) 

The fury of work becomes momentarily manifest as an eerie violence. 
Pitching is no longer a work-act done by men in a common striving for food-
supplies but an act by means of which Elizabeth has terminated her life and 
that of her baby: ”Pitching from the stack this morning!,” her mother flames 
out at Block before walking past him out of the room (PDM, 143). In an 
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affective reversal, hard physical labour is perceivable not as life-supportive 
but as life-destructive; not as a means for survival but as an obstacle to it. 

Block will only “stop the machine a minute,” and we may be inclined to 
believe that these isolated people depend on work taken to its limit. True, 
survival in Russia during wars and famines had required “women strong as 
men,” as had “[h]acking a farm out of the wilderness” in Canada (PDM, 81). 
But the comparative security of present days is different (PDM, 81). In fact, 
the line of demarcation between necessity and ideology has become blurred, 
so that in men obsessed with work, like Deacon Block, it is hard to tell the 
one from the other: “where did virtue end and cupidity begin” (PDM, 82)?  

Over time, commitment to extremeness of work has settled into Wapiti 
life as an instinct lacking knowledge of the difference between the two 
‘meanings’ of work. In the novel, a Mennonite landscape is people at work. 
The land itself seems to be at work. Everywhere north and south all land is 
haying-land. At summer’s height, Mennonites labour all along Eight Mile 
Lake to harvest the winter feed. Half the people of the Wapiti and Beaver 
district are on their feet (PDM, 80). To see the populated fields is to see the 
natural world, and to see this natural world is to see a “world of work.” Such 
an act of seeing is not primarily a perceptual act but an act in which 
“instinct” is directed to “comprehend” the collective effort of a people’s 
conjoint movements. Wherever Tom’s eyes probe, he sees an unceasing 
movement of figures massed into “blotches”: “cutting, raking or pitching 
hay, bucking it towards their stacks, setting stacks, beginning others. He was 
part of the world of work that eddied all about him, a world he could 
comprehend by instinct” (PDM, 83; emphasis added). 

The instinct that can “comprehend” is phenomenologically also the 
instinct that works. These two are not different things, but one act—an act 
where working is comprehending, in which comprehending materializes as 
working. There is no other comprehension. Work is all-inclusive. In it, life 
itself is prehended. 

Thom’s ability to “comprehend” the haying “by instinct” is also an act of 
self-comprehension that pre-includes the worker, the one who in labouring is 
the source-point of work. The self has no exterior source-point but is the 
source-point, work. Work is auto-affective. This is what makes work-
comprehension a comprehension by instinct, “a world he could comprehend 
by instinct.” In the most intense heat of concentrated work, there is not a 
self, ‘someone’ exterior to work, ‘doing’ it, feeling it, monitoring it, and 
engineering it. Such reflexive work is ‘done’ by work itself. It is work’s own 
reflexiveness.53 Work ‘reflects,’ but only as instinct, only as work. 
                                 
53  This conception of primary intentionality as being reflexive rather than reflective has been 
elucidated in Husserlian phenomenology. As J. N Mohanty points out, the act of conscious-
ness is in the primal stream not an ‘object’ of experience but is the lived experience as such. 
The Concept of Intentionality (St. Louis: Warren H. Green, 1972), 61. The awareness of the 
act and the act are the same: this is the primal reflexivity that allows the experience to come to 
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Later Pete Block Jr. is shown “unerringly” pitching bundles “regular as a 
pendulum, unwasting of motion” (PDM, 138; emphasis added). This 
unwastefulness of motion is part of the instinctual nature of the “world of 
work.” Kinetic unwastefulness is not an outer attribute of movement. In the 
text, movements that are accomplished in a truly Mennonite mode of work-
completion do not just express efficiency as a component of production or as 
a unit of productivity. The notion of production lacks relevance here. What 
is essential in work-motion is not the functionality of a momentum that 
drives the manufacture of goods but the auto-affective structure of the 
labouring kineses. When Deacon Block pitches hay so that “every motion 
[is] precisely purposeful” (PDM, 200), the precision looks like a function of 
purposefulness, but is in fact not experientially reducible to practicality.  

Thom fails to understand why Block should drive himself and his family 
“so mercilessly on a stiffening day” because he is unable to grasp the extent 
to which such painful kinetic commitment takes delight in itself (PDM, 200). 
It is, as it were, not the Blocks relishing work, but work relishing itself. It is 
work as such that defies rest. It is the self-affecting momentum of motion 
itself that defies motionlessness: “the colder it was, the harder the Blocks 
worked” (PDM, 200). It is not simply the ‘results’ that the labourers get for 
their efforts that account for the pushy behaviour. As has been established, 
Mennonite work is not behaviour—but work. To fork hay rapidly from a 
stack, to haul a load in the cold early morning air, to dig up great packed 
hunks and lay them tightly on a basket-rack, to shift, lean over, and cut 
again: all of this does not merely express ‘work’ in the ordinary sense, but 
betokens a generalized constancy of motion. In any fitting work-gesture, an 
elusive comprehending goes on. What this comprehending fathoms is 
basically itself. This is the instinctual core of the work-pattern. Work simply 
works, and in this there lies saving perfection. 

The numerous scenes featuring people at work are not inserted for 
descriptive colour, not devised to accomplish a sense of photorealistic 
naturalism. The showing of work is instead the elicitation of a Logos. The 
work-act is central to the phenomenological constitution of the text’s and the 
community’s affect-system. In Peace Shall Destroy Many, work speaks. 
Conversations between people at work are no innocent events but act-
moments in which a community comes to self-expression. Work-gestures are 
more discursively poignant than units of conversation. Conversation tends to 

                                                                                                                                  
givenness without the detour over a ‘subject’ or an ‘I.’ On the reflective rather than reflexive 
plane, in contrast, consciousness is inner awareness of our own mental experiences. Logical 
Investigations II/1, trans. J. N. Findlay (London: Routledge, 2001), 81. Here, “consciousness 
becomes a sort of knowing” of the primary intentionality (The Concept of Intentionality, 61). 
The important distinction between the first and second level here is that the primary reflexive 
state, although self-aware, is not yet an inner perception, a reflection. In the second stage, 
“this is a brown cow” moves to “I perceive a brown cow.” Reflexivity is not self-grasping, no 
‘I’-experience.  
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conceal unspeakable Mennonite affects that cannot be elicited outside the 
familiar choreographies of labour.  

For reasons such as these, work is tragic even in some of its harmless 
aspects, while the deepest tragedies somehow are not as tragic as they ought 
to be. Catastrophe is dematerialised in the kinetic optimism of the fluidity of 
uninterrupted work. This mechanism is highlighted in the paragraphs 
devoted to Elizabeth Block’s burial, an event that basically is manual rather 
than funereal. After having descended into the melancholia that befits the 
funeral service of a young woman, our attention is shifted from the burial-
rite perceived as an emotive occasion to the same event seen as a work-
event. The preacher’s words on immortality promised to the spirit upon its 
resurrection do not leave an imprint that is equal to the one made by the 
simple work-motions performed in the burial labour. Thom 

leaned forward and reached his long arm under the coffin to take the rope 
Ernst passed to him. He and Ernst, with Franz and John, lifted the coffin on 
the two ropes; the planks were withdrawn, and they lowered the coffin into 
the earth. It settled in the box and, before another could move, Thom was 
down in the grave, his feet precise on the edge of the white box framing the 
black, pulling the ropes through carefully. Then, balancing on the edge, he 
levered the lid up and over the black coffin. As he looked up and caught the 
screw-driver, bending forward, he saw the elongated bodies and heads of the 
people dividing the slate sky and the grave’s rim, staring down at him. At a 
corner, beyond the granite form of Block, he glimpsed a woman’s face he 
had never seen before. It terrified him, somehow, to hunch in Elizabeth’s 
grave, feet on her coffin-box, and look up to se all Wapiti—and that sharp 
new face. Shuddering as before a premonition, he stooped to turn the screws, 
two at each end and one on either side. The men threw in loose straw as he 
did so; he straightened up, and spread the straw evenly over the white-wood 
box. He paused a moment, looking unseeingly at the mound of straw under 
his feet, then, even as he grasped the hands stretched toward him, the falling 
earth thudded dully in his ears. 

The pale straw vanished under the rain of earth and the thud died away to 
the rapid shovelling. Swiftly, men exchanged spades. (PDM, 156–57) 

Work has caused Elizabeth’s death. Yet not even her burial manages to 
discontinue the rhythm of the ever ongoing “world of work.” Work goes on 
and on, absorbing death and burial within its embrace. 

In a sense Elizabeth’s life was simply work, the very thing going on now 
too after her death. It is the act of being part of a blindly collective working-
onward that is not a mode of existence but a kinetic destiny. Death comes to 
givenness in a comprehension by instinct of work-movement feeling itself. 
The instinct moves blindly through the gestalt of its fluidity. From this 
viewpoint, the termination of someone’s life is nothing more (and nothing 
less) than the termination of that person’s being-in-work. Death belongs to 
the event of being included in the hum of busy tools and fingers, of co-
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operatively-given hands and arms moving in a reaching-in of labour towards 
its dark interiority. 

In that Mennonite interiority there is no reaching-out to being or to self. 
Nor is there a reaching towards a world where these might take on material 
reality. There is a reaching-out to being-in-work, to reaching-and-lifting, to 
pitching-and-gathering. At the bottom of the grave too there is work. This 
phenomenon is not just a fact, a task, or something done—it is the kinetic 
pulse of Wiebe’s Wapiti. The living pulsation buries work in its abyss. In 
this there is integrity and respect, poise and equanimity. The sureness and 
reach of the helpful hand is also the surety of something else, something 
built into movement as a trust in it. Thus Mennonite work comes to 
givenness as a material faith radiated by movement into itself. 

In the novel, there is also humility in all of this, though not a man’s or a 
woman’s humility, nor even a humility of work. Humbleness makes its 
appearance as a refusal of tiredness. This rebuff is not obstinacy. Movement 
is what it is by being certain of the fact that its kinetic silhouette is 
permanent, incapable of being exhausted. While men digging a grave can 
become exhausted as men, the kinetic gestures of work itself cannot become 
depleted. They are reiterated by each Mennonite generation but also by acts. 
The trajectory of a spade follows a certain path. The one who works by the 
grave does not simply pick up a spade but this trajectory. 

From this viewpoint, the religiousness of work in Peace Shall Destroy 
Many is not simply its external materialization in the world. Work is 
identical with the field of intimacy that faith has made discernible through 
theological reduction, i.e., exclusion of world. The Mennonite command not 
to “participate in worldly affairs,”54 highlighted by Pastor Lepp in a 
theological debate with Thom Wiens out in the field (PDM, 87), identifies 
work as something other than a worldly affair. While the world is 
disallowed, work is not. But if work does not take place in the world, where 
does it take place? In work. The locus of work is work. It is this 
circumstance that materializes at Elizabeth Block’s funeral. We are not 
primarily in a grave or in a grave-yard, but in work, in a work-scenario. 
                                 
54 Concerning “The Office of the Secular Authority,” the second anabaptist Confession 
(Amsterdam, 1630) asserts that Anabaptists recognize secular authority “for the protection of 
the good, and the punishment of the wicked,” honour it, pray for it and owe it obedience, 
taxes and tributes etc. However, they do not find that Paul mentions it among the offices of 
the church, nor “that Christ taught His disciples such a thing, or called them to it; but, on the 
contrary, that He enjoined them to follow Him in His defenseless life and cross-bearing 
footsteps, prohibiting all revenge, not only that with arms, but also to return railing for railing, 
and, on the contrary, commanding to pray for one’s enemies, to do good unto them who do us 
evil; and much of a similar nature which is connected with the office of the magistracy; hence 
we are afraid to fill such offices in our Christian calling” (MM, 36–37). The third Confession 
is not as explicit in its dissociation from secular offices but constantly mentions the obedience 
to, the praying for, the paying of taxes, etc, to secular offices as something that is paid to 
“them,” and thereby the repudiation of secular offices seems to be as firm as in the 
Amsterdam confession (MM, 42). 
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Thom’s hand-movements occur only there, in the auto-reality of the 
workman’s kinaesthesias. Here work is entombed in itself.  

Pastor Lepp asserts that true Christians are not destined for business or 
government, not destined for the work of government, for the work of 
business (PDM, 87). The Christian is “called to do higher things” (PDM, 
87). These involve work that exceeds mundane labour while simultaneously 
falling short of it. Being overworked is not just to have pushed mundane 
work beyond its outer limits but also to have completed efforts of a different 
order. The difference is not a matter of labour occurring in one place rather 
than in another but of exertion making its appearance in a way other than the 
one known to the world. The other way of work is something other than 
work. This other way is not discernible in the world but only in work. It is 
known in a knowledge that is immanent to the Mennonite’s hands, present to 
world-withdrawn arm-movements that bind, pitch, jab, lift, and jerk. The text 
shapes its affect-system as a fabric that gives us the touch of this otherness 
of work. 

There can be little doubt about the fact that Elizabeth Block’s 
womanhood has been “squandered” by the burden of labour imposed on her 
(PDM, 25). The images we have of her prior to the child-birth chapter are of 
a tired, “uninvolved” woman, driving by “listlessly . . . barely caring to 
wave” (PDM, 25). From a comment made by Annamarie Lepp, it seems that 
no other girls in Wapiti have ever been taught how to drive a team (PDM, 
95). We have been told that the work she did “never seemed to interest her 
beyond the point of its immediate necessity” (PDM, 25). In her weathered 
appearance, “all the bloom gone” (PDM, 25), she is clearly a victim of a 
system imposed on her by the patriarchs—a circumstance that is reinforced 
by the fact that a man she wanted had once asked the Deacon for her hand 
but been denied on account of the man’s non-Mennonite Russian father and 
on account of his birth outside Mennonite wedlock. We have seen Elizabeth 
in field-work were she “stoked unceasingly” (PDM, 132), her only rest being 
the additional drudgery required of her indoors. This fact is noted by Thom: 
“Hardly fair you should work on the crew and in the house too. When will 
you eat?” (PDM, 134). There is more than injustice here even had she not 
been with child. Yet as I have already been suggesting, this thematization of 
Mennonite work as a phenomenon that can be conveniently rationalised by 
putting it under ethical critique is undercut by an elusive counterview 
constantly whispered by the text’s inner affect-system. This murmur does 
not belong to a correct stratum of ethics but to a primal impulsion making 
ethical-thematic levels possible in the first place. 
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2.4 Mennonite Kinetosome 
 
Peace Shall Destroy Many is not reducible to its ethics or to anything else 
that is thematically posited. While work is a mode of human existence—
performed at the command of one’s earthly or heavenly master—it is also 
kinesis appearing where all motion (including the mobility of the text) 
occurs: namely in movement itself. In the kinetosome, the primal kinetic 
body, work-movements are not expressive of the actions of humans 
competitively ‘staying’ with each other, “stroke for stroke” in covert contests 
of endurance (PDM, 125). Nor is the working life simply a human-learning 
event in which corporeal know-how is passed on between generations in 
some communal self-reliance programme (PDM, 135). Primal movement is 
expressive of something archaic: of the act in which forked hay is forked, of 
the act in which dug up hunks are dug up, of the act in which hauled loads 
are hauled, etc. There is never a voice to tell us that these acts have special 
value, or that they are near-sacred in their strange necessity. The text’s 
affect-system itself does this. It is a network of rhetorical resonances that 
bring to expression hyletic (tangibly material) realities of the assiduous 
working life. 

Viewed superficially Mennonite body-movements constitute a setting for 
existential debates. Physical motions ‘accompany’ the flow of words in a 
conversation, giving support or counterpoint. In a dialogue between Deacon 
Block and Thom Wiens, work-movements may be viewed as units of body-
language with which talk is interspersed: “He levered loose a forkful of hay” 
(PDM, 207). “Block glanced swiftly at the youth with his prying questions, 
then deliberately heaved a wad of hay into the rack” (PDM, 206). “Block, 
letting his fork fall to the hay, could not allow him to continue” (PDM, 205). 
“Thom stepped aside as the other reached for another forkful” (PDM, 206). 
From such a viewpoint, ‘body-language’ reflects the inner workings of 
different mental states, being an exteriorization of interiority. In a moment of 
inwardly paralysing self-doubt, Block exhibits a corresponding outer 
paralysis: “The Deacon staggered slightly . . . . turned and tortuously poked 
another forkful of hay. But he did not lift it. His mittened hands gripped 
twice, about the gleaming fork-handle” (PDM, 208). A few lines later, as the 
chapter draws towards its conclusion, we see him in the act of resuming his 
spirits but only in a mode of inner fatigue shown in a sudden slowing of his 
exertions: “Block lifted a fork of hay, slowly, and put it in place” (PDM, 
209). In theory, body-movements may thus be seen as accompaniments of 
inner speech: “As he threw the forkful of hay on the load, he was praying” 
(PDM, 204). It is even possible to interpret the “labouring back” of the 
Mennonite patriarch as a silhouette that is emblematic of his obnoxious life-
stance: “This man handled everyone, Mennonite and half-breed, as if they 
were pieces of farm machinery” (PDM, 207). There would be a problem in 
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such a reading, however: it would essentialize Mennonite corporeality by 
seeing it as mirroring a posited interiority, a conjectured ‘inner world’ that 
supposedly contains identifiable psychological processes, knowable ‘mental 
acts,’ interior monologues, etc. The text does not exclude such 
interpretations yet in no way gives priority to them. The text downgrades the 
notion of ‘inner acts’ by constantly pushing us towards powerfully rendered 
strata where body-movements are not a second-order language that expresses 
hidden inner-speech but are themselves primary speech. This hyletic Logos, 
the body-at-work, archaically articulates the Mennonite condition. 
Mennonite work-language does not articulate something of which it is the 
sign.  

This presence of the body as something other than a sign, the general 
‘absence’ of the Mennonite body from worldly semiosis, is a foundation for 
the community. When, during one of his talks with Thom, Deacon Block 
“gestured with his fork and bent back to his work” (PDM, 206; emphasis 
added), this body-act fits into a deep-lying configuration of Mennonite body-
life. In that schema, work-gestures do not point to an affective reality 
transcendent to life-as-work, but are this work, this life.55 Even a gesture that 
refers and has semiotic directedness is not reducible to sign-intentionality. It 
is an intimate part of the generalized gesturing of the work-life. Heaving, 
forking, digging, hauling, jerking, threshing are the primary gestures of a 
people. The gesturing is a speech and the speech is a Logos. These 
Mennonites are in those gestures, and the gestures are in them. The cessation 
of the gestures terminates the community. Should the community cease, so 
would comprehension, the “instinct” through which workable reality is 
workably real (PDM, 83). 

For this reason, sightings of an existence that falls to the side of work are 
sightings of reality’s antithesis. The weeds, unkempt animals, mud pools, 
broken roofs, and unrepaired fences on Herb Unger’s property are not signs 
of death, but death (PDM, 75). There is a commonsensical agreement 
between the Mennonites that wire-strands are to be put up as fences around 
crop-fields. Any violation of this agreement is not just a token of immoral 
living but a failure to possess the instinct that comprehends life. Herb 
Unger’s habit of lazily hanging around his farm or of chasing his horses to 
death while hunting (PDM, 77) is a ‘sin’—a “man didn’t go idly about 
shooting in weather like this!” (PDM, 76)—but not only in the ordinary 
moralistic sense. It is not so much a question of doing the wrong instead of 
the right thing, but of not being in attunement with the hyletic Logos, the 
primal kinaesthesia of life.  

The hyletic Logos is the working kinetosome, the community’s primal 
body. It is the locus where primal movements are renewed in depth, the 

                                 
55 Religious feelings are internal to this state of affairs, as is God’s transcendence. Theological 
transcendence is immanent to work as something God-directed. 
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source-point of work-instinct as a comprehension of life by itself. In Thom’s 
childhood memory, the act of building a heater dynamically mirrors this 
kinetic reaching-in of energy towards its somatic middle in a construction-
joy that labours “mightily” (PDM, 51). Logos merges with work. 

The blacksmith’s tiny voice seemed to issue from some lost fissure in his 
immense body, one ham-like hand hefting the hammer, the other almost 
losing a chisel in its grip. “That’s the door I’m heating there—the door for 
this barrel that’s going to be our church heater. Just turn steady—see how the 
coal fires . . . . We’re building a church now,” words clipped between series 
of hammer-blows, “a solid church. It’ll stand when you, small one, are as old 
as I; when your children are as old as I.” (PDM, 51; emphasis added) 

“What’s there to do if you don’t work?” Elizabeth had once laconically 
asked Thom. (PDM, 135). Here in the blacksmith’s forge, however, work is 
not duty. It does not come to givenness as something imposed on beings 
from outside. Nor, in the scene where the protagonist joins female workers 
during post-harvest berrying, is work the reverse side of a “restraint” with 
which Mennonite males control anger, sexuality, and other emotive drives 
(PDM, 100).56 When Pete Block, in love with the young non-Mennonite 
teacher Razia, had done some repair-work in her house, he had “worked with 
a quickness that amazed her”—but the amazing speed, while reflecting a 
work-intensity, had not reflected desire, despite the fact that his immense 
“shyness vanished while he worked” (PDM, 122). Powerful work-motions, 
announced in Pete’s “ponderous tread on the roof,” had been 
indistinguishable from the presence of a deep-going self-control (PDM, 
123), and self-control had come to view as a mode of work, as a form of 
movement. This intertwining of body-movement and self-restraint surfaces 
once again during a field-episode with Pete and Thom. 

 
“Aw shucks,” Thom was thoughtlessly jubilant. “What’s the use of 

forever being so calm and steady about everything. You’ve got to get rid of it 
somewhere. Don’t you ever feel like yelling like mad and maybe riding for 
about five miles with the wind in your face just as fast as your horse can go?” 

“How would that get the work done?”  
“Ah well—“ They forked steadily. Thom thought, There should be more 

to living than work, and more work. (PDM, 139; emphasis added) 

“Savagely,” Thom then “speared a bundle one-handedly, as no harvest 
worker ever would” (PDM, 139), apparently disclosing a gap between the 
moving body as feeling and body-movement as a unit of the “plodding” 
                                 
56 The strain between control and restraint is apparent to Annamarie too. It was clear to her 
“looking at the square grimy figure and then noting the fumble of Thom’s huge fingers among 
the berry-bushes . . . . that Herb talked because he rather depended on Thom controlling 
himself, yet that very restraint was partly what needled the bachelor to his baiting” (PDM, 
100; emphasis added). 
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routine prescribed by Mennonite patriarchy (PDM, 139). The same type of 
gap seems to materialize in the metamorphosis of work-movement in 
Deacon Block when he learns of his daughter’s pregnancy. He too 
momentarily shovels as no “worker ever would.” 

No towel-wrapped bundle on a chair was going to wreck this separated 
community. 

His mind frothed. He strode into the granary, swung wildly over the bin-
door and, seizing the grain-scoop that leaned against the wall, began 
shovelling. The small heap and the slow run of the grain from the spout made 
shovelling quite unnecessary, yet he laboured fiendishly, slamming each 
scoopful against the far walls and corners of the bin. . . . 

He did not know how long he worked. Once Thom looked in and he 
bellowed, “Get to work! You got nothing to do but look around?” (PDM, 
145) 

Yet this interval that has opened between work as drudgery and seemingly 
more spontaneous body-affects is a polarization that breaks down upon 
closer inspection. We draw to mind the way in which the Blocks had driven 
themselves “mercilessly” even on the coldest of Canadian winter days 
(PDM, 200). The seemingly unnatural shovelling that Block performs in the 
granary is not unnatural to him, for he is habitually in a frenzy of work, 
driving himself and his family to the limits of human movement. My point 
has been that the simplistic possibility of reading such intensity in terms of 
the ethical dialectics into which it is thematically inserted does injustice to 
the complexity of the text, and especially to the complexity of the Mennonite 
world as a domain that comes to view as a motility of somatic foundations. 

 

2.5 Elision 
 
In summarizing the phenomenological findings in Peace Shall Destroy 
Many, it may be useful to briefly put them in perspective against the text’s 
geopoetic forces. As a kinetics of Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction, the present 
inquiry has been outlined against the background of a structural tension at 
the heart of the Mennonite predicament: the contradictory circumstance that, 
as a people chased from one corner of the world to another, Mennonites live 
on the hither side of the stir of that world, in a stillness that needs to be more 
kinetic than the world itself in order to remain peacefully detached and 
removed from it. The Mennonite work-mode and the migrations over 
continents are forms of motor-excess in which the kinetic becomes 
hyperkinetic, and in which the pacific Mennonite telos materializes only in 
and through a complex set of motor activities.  
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In the process of uncovering the way in which non-mundaneity is 
problematized on the work/violence interface, we have seen that this 
interface becomes elastic under the internal and external pressures of the 
Mennonite mode of living. Work kinetically extends itself into violence—
and we have seen the growth of this stretching by means of judgements 
negotiated between reader and narrator, but also through an actual feel in the 
kineses of the discursive affect-system. This sensation occurs in a hyletic 
stratum of givenness that is not cognitive, intellectual, or thematic, but 
kinetic-kinaesthetic. 

The hyletic-dynamic dimension of the text relies on rhetoric rather than 
on thematization.57 It appears to grow in importance with the progressive 
unfolding of Wiebe’s writing, moving to new levels of complexity and 
interior richness. Although the hyletic affect-system is crucial in Peace Shall 
Destroy Many, it accomplishes less than it does in the later, more developed 
writings. The text sometimes seems a bit contrived, presentational, and 
overregulated.58 The rhetorical-poetic workings of the affect-system are not 
given a free hyletic rein, but are often produced reflectively at the service of 
neatly arranged moral truths and discernments, foregrounded as pertinent 
‘illuminations’ of the text. There is a certain level of preaching that threatens 
to cancel the potency of the affect-system by reducing discursive 
possibilities to didacticism.  

Nevertheless numerous details of rhetoric and insight manage to break 
loose from didactic constraints, taking us into a milieu of unstable affects 
that are too volatile for moral structure. As I now bring the examination of 
Peace Shall Destroy Many to a conclusion, I focus on a feature of the affect-
system that sums up the basic nature of the text as a fabric stamped by the 
idiosyncrasy of a certain kinetic feel. This is the feel of the fait accompli. 
 
 

                                 
57 The hyletic-dynamic dimension is not a reflective ‘knowing’ or a self-grasping ‘I’-
experience, but belongs to the primal structure of immanent experience (Husserl, Logical 
Investigations II/1, 81–82). 
58 There is a didacticism in the novel which sometimes seems too overtly expressed, as if in 
fear of the readers’ possible inability to make a point out for themselves. After the publication 
of Peace Shall Destroy Many in 1962, it was widely reviewed and often praised, but it was 
highly controversial in Mennonite groups and got heavily criticised also in some non-
Mennonite reviews: “this novel is so badly written that one has difficulty in attending to its 
theme” (Carlyle King, Saskatchewan History, Winter 1962–1963, quoted. in VL, 50). Critics 
have also commented on the novel as being a Bildungsroman (EF, 16), and “recognizably 
apprentice work” (EF, 24). Hildegard Froese Tiessen remarks that, in their apparent 
embarrassment over Wiebe’s explicit religious themes, reviewers often fail to receive the 
novel open-mindedly and see the sincere attempt to ”deal aesthetically with a way of life 
dogmatically sustained by the Mennonite Prairie settlers” (“A Mighty Inner River,” 171). W. 
J. Keith feels that although there is a sure and “conscious stylistic aim” already in this novel, 
there is a “murkiness” in the writing: “ungainly sentences, grammatical oddities, obscurities” 
and words sometimes even being “misused” (EF, 24). 
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———————— 
 
 
The fait accompli phenomenon calls attention to an intriguing problematic: 
Is kinetic experience extensional or non-extensional? This issue may be 
discussed in the light of schemes that grasp movement as a form of 
affectivity, while allowing for the possibility that not all kinetic hyle is 
extensional materiality.59  

Movement appears to occur ‘in space’ and would therefore seem to be 
‘spatial,’ i.e. extensional. But is experience ‘spatial’? And is the kinaesthesia 
of movement ‘located’ within ‘spatial experience’? I propose that in Peace 
Shall Destroy Many, kinetic reality is no subcategory of space-experience. 
The fait accompli of movement highlights this circumstance. 

We have seen that movements have run their course prior to the instant 
when they are fully recognized as motion, or before they are recognized at 
all. This quirk is not thematized but merges beforehand with the rush and 
jerk of the text’s discursive affect-system. We have already broached some 
of these lines, and now we need to deepen the problematic.  

“‘Drive!’ His son was gone at the blast of his voice” (PDM, 144). We 
have seen that the violence indicated here by “blast” is noticeable in many 
other comparable lines. What is to be discussed now, however, is not 
violence but the collateral cutting out of extension, the removal of space. We 
never get to see Peter Block Jr. in a motion taking him from point A (the 
Block farm where the dialogue is held) to point B (the road to Calder where 
he will fetch the doctor). Movement is already compressed into point B, so 
that we lose the A-to-B extension—in other words space as such—“His son 
was gone at the blast of his voice.” 

Such a phenomenon is commonly discernible in the phrase “I’m on my 
way” spoken by individuals in emergency-situations, not to indicate that they 
have already left but that their bodies are already intentionally internal to the 
movement that is to take them to their goal. Emergency triggers a kinetic 
intending that permits no thought, hesitation, deferral, or reflective self-
consciousness whatever. 

If we split up the process of responding to emergency into a three-step 
model of intent-movement-accomplishment, we see that in Peace Shall 
Destroy Many there is not just a materialization of movement (step 2) in 

                                 
59 Michel Henry argues that, as a thing occurring spatially within kinetic extensionality, the 
body has a material kinetic experience that simultaneously is experienced as non-extensional. 
The affective body is not a ‘part’ of the body-object but is an “organic space” that is never 
represented. It “has nothing in common with exterior space.” Philosophy and Phenomenology 
of the Body (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1975), 122. The affective body exists as the 
“terminus of movement” and “presents itself to us as a coherent totality of parts each of which 
is the terminus of a movement and the ensemble of which refers to the virtual totality of all 
the possible movements of our body” (126). 
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intent (step 1, “I’m on my way”) but a materialization of accomplished 
movement (step 3) already in the materialization of movement (step 2). This 
means that the fait accompli, the accomplishment (cessation) of movement, 
is present in the originary momentum of movement already. An affect-
defining and text-specific dematerialization of movement comes to given-
ness. In the line “His son was gone at the blast of his voice,” there at once is 
and is not movement in the son. On the one hand, “was gone” points towards 
an immense rapidity of movement; but on the other hand this movement is 
already erased. In that which is completely “gone” we do not have 
movement on view as a material reality. We do not see Pete actually leave. 
We never get (here or anywhere else) a linealized view of the different 
phases of motor-acts in Pete’s leaving. What we get is nothing. 

This nothing is an abyss pointing to the nucleus of the Mennonite enigma. 
Given as the dematerializing erasure of movement’s materiality, the abyss is 
related to the text’s inner source-point: religious life as centred on acts of 
directed faith possessing neither movement in themselves (in the experience 
of directedness to God) nor movement in their object (God as non-
extensional terminus of an intentional ray). Faith is not a unit of world-
movement but of directedness.60 The text’s rendition of Mennonite kineses 
accentuates this state of affairs into a sense that directedness cannot be 
assumed to be extensional. 

By means of the novel’s material-rhetorical affect-system this circum-
stance pierces the text as one of its main affects. Recognition of this factor 
has tangible impact on our understanding of the layout of the Mennonite 
domain as manifested by the text. The force of the extensionlessness of 
directedness reverberates through the existential condition of Mennonites 
caught between a quietistic metaphysics of rest and a life-struggle of 
forcefully kinetic nomadism. Both of these sketched factors, isolation and 
nomadism, are extensionally operative. Like transcontinental and intracon-
tinental migrations, Mennonite withdrawal into a territorially defined 
seclusion is a retreat that comes to view extensionally. But these external and 
visible phenomena are prerelated to a religious directedness that is not 
extensional. It has its counterpart in certain kinetic acts deployed by the 
textual-rhetorical affect system at crucial points in the narrated drama—e.g., 
Pete being “gone” in the most dramatic instant of the story. Realities that 
seem spatial-extensional in character, such as nomadism and sequestration, 
come to affective givenness not as fields of extension but as expressions of 
something that falls short of extension. Within the sphere of the novel, we do 
not find ourselves in a simple contradiction between rest (Mennonite 
abiding) and world (Mennonite struggle). 

 
                                 
60 In phenomenological terminology, this means that world-movement and extension are not 
conditions of possibility for intentionality, but that directedness, or intentionality, is a priori. 
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• His son was gone at the blast of his voice (PDM, 144; emphasis 
added). 

• She was past him in the second (PDM, 173; emphasis added). 
• He was through the opening in a shower of wheat (PDM, 146; 

emphasis added). 
• The Deacon swung about. “What—Elizabeth!” he was beside the 

motionless heap . . . (PDM, 141; emphasis added). 
• Then he was up and they were treading the narrow trail (PDM, 199; 

emphasis added). 

The words “was gone,” “was past,” “was through,” “was beside,” and “was 
up” do not point to facts or to states of affairs. They point to a movement 
whose motor-trajectory has not been given, and which does not linger in 
presentness as a trace or reminder of itself. Kinetic elision here is eviction of 
the kinetic element, so that in the omission of extensional materiality it is the 
materiality of omission itself that appears.  

The materiality of omission is not extensional, and in this respect is 
material extensionlessness. We feel that Pete has gone to Calder to fetch the 
doctor, but we perceive no trace of the movement that made this fetching 
real, that presumably brought Pete’s vanishing into an extensional reality. 
We get to know that Razia has managed to crash past Herb into her 
bedroom, but the motion seems to be too quick for it to settle into a material-
kinetic outline. We comprehend that Deacon Block has leapt through the 
granary-opening upon hearing about his daughter’s death, but the graphic arc 
describing this leap has been omitted by the textual-rhetorical affect-system 
in order to let something else be manifested. The elision of extensional, 
three-dimensional space is the abyss in which death and affectivity lie in 
wait, but perhaps faith too—the stratum of life which, while being tangible, 
is no ‘experience.’ It is through this gulf that Elizabeth’s life falls when she 
crumbles “soundlessly” to the ground in a swoon that heralds her death. We 
notice that Block is already there at her side, but the text’s affect-system has 
arranged a withholding of the view of his getting there. In this omission 
Block’s affective interiority momentarily comes to view as the elision of the 
patriarchal space that tradition has erected between himself and those that he 
loves. 

Such elision is contrasted by a thickening of extensional reality into 
something grotesque in figure and form: the “motionless heap” that was his 
daughter “rolled over, straightened rigid in spasm, shameless in pain” (PDM, 
141). At least temporarily the Deacon seems excommunicated from further 
access to his religious affect-sphere, and to be condemned to live in a purely 
outward, purely extensional world of things: machinery, goods, corpses, 
still-born infants. Significantly, perhaps, it is not through the Deacon’s eyes 
that we witness this elision of extensional space, but through Thom’s. His 
gaze is uncanny in that it gives to temporality a feature of stretchedness 
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which should have been reserved solely for space: “Seeing her in the fall, it 
was as if she had been falling always and the last instant of it had been 
revealed to him” (PDM, 141). I propose that this drawing-out of kinetic 
reality, of the falling, is the structural result of the mechanism of kinetic 
elision just identified as a phenomenologically evident feature of the text. 

In the phenomenon of kinetic elision, the terminus of the kinetic act is 
already this act itself. As soon as the act-terminus is given, so also is the 
entire act—though only by implication. Strangely, this fait accompli 
structure does not have to be accompli. It suffices that the affect of the 
accomplishment is given. The accomplishment as such is somewhat 
superfluous: “He could already sense the smash of the bat as he swung” 
(PDM, 35; emphasis added), meaning that he, Thom, kinetically experiences 
the hitting-act in terms of the object (Herb’s head) towards which it is 
directed. The accomplishment, the connecting hit, is condensed into its target 
so that, regardless of whether the bat hits its goal or not, the act is already 
accomplished. “He could already sense the smash of the bat as he swung 
when Joseph’s great hands clamped his wrists. ‘Thom! Drop it!’ It was gone 
as quickly . . . . He stiffened, aghast at what he had already committed in his 
mind and the flashing joy of that committal. He could have sunk with 
gladness beyond earth into oblivion” (PDM, 35–36). 
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Chapter 3. The Blue Mountains of China 

3.1 Pain 
 
During the course of reviewing kinetic directedness in Peace Shall Destroy 
Many, we saw that textual violence is discernible on three different strata of 
kinesis: on the act-stratum, on the halo-stratum, and on the discursive affect-
stratum. We were able to see that the work’s tendency to use words denoting 
violence did not necessarily stem from vehemence in the dramatized action 
of a scene, but that it belonged to the narrated motility of the text’s 
discursive affect-system. As we shift our focus to The Blue Mountains of 
China, we see that Mennonite kinetic experience is more complexly 
deployed. Here events are no longer confined to a single geographical 
habitat or to a specific moment in time. In terms of historical movement, we 
are once more introduced to the world of Mennonite diaspora. The work 
moves across three continents over a period of a hundred years. Out of 
worldly or ethnical necessity, Mennonites are headed somewhere else 
throughout the text. Edna Froese’s description of the novel as “master 
narrative of the Mennonite Exodus”61 highlights the historical reality of 
25,000 Mennonites fleeing from the terror of Stalin to Paraguay, Canada, 
and China. Thousands of other Mennonites are shown escaping from the 
threat of impaired tradition in Canada to Paraguay,62 or from an excessively 
hard life in the Chaco Boreal back to “the middle-class paradise” (VL, 29) of 
Canada.  

On an empirical level, movement in The Blue Mountains of China is 
segmented into a system of discontinuities governed by a heterogeneity of 
narrators, events, generations, fates, affective fields, discursive clusters, and 

                                 
61 “Voices of Faith in The Blue Mountains of China and A Community of Memory,” in 
Migrant Muses: Mennonite/s Writing in the U.S., ed. John D. Roth and Ervin Beck (Goshen: 
Mennonite Historical Society, 1998), 127. 
62 Between 1922 and 1930, thousands of Mennonites moved from Manitoba and Saskatche-
wan to Mexico and Paraguay. Desiring to create a national unity in the multicultural Canadian 
prairie-provinces, the Manitoba legislature in 1915 passed a new law regarding standardiza-
tion of education and the use of English in all schools. Many Mennonites saw this both as a 
violation of the earlier promises of religious freedom, and as the prospect of an undesirable 
assimilation into Canadian society. The loss of German in school would immediately decrease 
the possibility of retaining German as the traditional church-language, thus endangering 
Mennonite faith and culture as a whole (IMH, 322). 
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imaginative zones.63 With the post-revolutionary fate of Russian Mennonites 
as backdrop, the text throws us mercilessly into the private sufferings of 
certain individuals whose misfortunes become paradigmatic of a disaster 
afflicting an entire people. At the same time, however, the phenomenon of 
collective movement does not simply point to the unwelcome nomadism 
imposed upon this people of farmers. We are also given glimpses of the 
movement of other peoples: we see pagan hunters who kill their own infants 
in order to stay moving (BMC, 185), and communists who, in moving their 
prisoners from one labour camp to another, must themselves co-move or be 
co-trapped in pockets of collective paralysis imposed by freeze-ups that 
immobilize everything living and movable (BMC, 126–39). 

In The Blue Mountains of China, there is a contradiction between the non-
nomadic and the nomadic, between excess of immobile inwardness and 
excess of movement. This tension is necessitated by every renewed effort to 
collectively accomplish a geo-theological stasis, a pure Mennonite space. 
The novel pays homage to lives that have become contorted within the 
bizarre strains that this mixing of irreconcilable opposites imposes. It seems 
to look with compassion but also with cool detachment at human existence 
grotesquely distorted by random mishaps of circumstance. While there is 
nothing pragmatic in the eschatological Mennonite telos per se, the obstinacy 
with which this goal is pursued is highly functional. The telos is rest. The 
path leading to it is unrest. The novel’s title suggests directedness towards a 
faraway horizon looming as a hazy promise rather than as a tangible point. 
Blue mountains are something seen from afar, a phenomenon to which 
farawayness is intrinsic. (If one’s directedness towards the Blue Mountains 
were to factually and physically bridge the distance, they would no longer 
appear quite as blue.) The image of the Blue Mountains is taken from a 
chapter in the work: “Drink Ye All of It.” In it, David Epp Jr. successfully 
brings his whole village from the Amur region in the Soviet Union over the 
Chinese border to a presumed freedom,64 only to himself turn back in a futile 

                                 
63 The rather complicated arrangement of the chapters in The Blue Mountains of China has 
been described by Andrew Gurr as belonging to the structure of the “whole-book.” “Short 
Fictions and Whole-Books,” in Narrative Strategies in Canadian Literature, ed. Coral Ann 
Howalls and Lynette Hunter (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1991), 13. The concept 
refers to modernist short fictions that, in contrast to a linear narrative such as the novel, are 
characteristically non-linear, associative, and refrain from making necessary connections 
explicit. As stories in a collection “accumulate, and cross-linkages of people and place can be 
made,” the whole-book also displays a linear structure (14). Gurr maintains that, despite the 
indeterminate endings of chapters, The Blue Mountains of China is by the last chapter 
impossible to read as anything but a linearly structured novel (14).  
64 The Blue Mountains of China tells us nothing about the Mennonites in China, but 
Mennonite history tells us that hardship did not much decrease for the approximately 600 
Mennonites who escaped across the Amur River into China (IMH, 188). In An Introduction to 
Mennonite History, Cornelius Dyck writes that the Mennonite fellowship that settled in the 
Shantung province in 1905 experienced an almost immediate expansion through their 
missionary work. The Chinese Mennonite churches barely managed to survive during 
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attempt to prevent the neighbouring villages from being unjustly punished 
for the escape. Waiting in their old home, David “thought he could see the 
blue line . . . of the mountains far away” through the window, knowing that 
the blueness “was only his imagination” (BMC, 168; emphasis added). The 
path separating man from his telos is coloured by a sense of eschatological 
remoteness.65 However, the poeticizing blueness of the faraway Blue 
Mountains does not maroon Mennonite existence in a paradisaic longing 
overshadowing everything else. In fact, as we shall now see, the novel is 
excruciatingly realistic and unromantic in its dealings with the practicalities 
of refugee life. The text is divided into chapters outlining various Mennonite 
destinies in different times and places, with Frieda Friesen’s story repeatedly 
intersecting the others. In the first chapter after her inaugurating speech, 
“Sons and Heirs,” we get a glimpse of the conditions for Mennonites and 
others in 1920s and 1930s Russia. Young Jakob Friesen V returns to the 
family Hof in Gnadenfeld, the Ukraine, after six weeks of GPU 
imprisonment. This is a many-faceted return, essentially different from the 
one made over the Chinese border by David Epp. Expecting to find the usual 
Mennonite landscape of people-at-work, Jakob instead encounters a void. As 
he enters the farm house only to realize that almost his entire family has fled, 
the trauma of the recent captivity is deepened rather than healed. The 
anticipated sense of intimate family reunion is replaced by a “black hole” 
(BMC, 16): 

He was shuddering before the black hall but clamped to the doorjamb to 
avoid collapse, the picture of the closed yard doors and the untracked 
driveway, the silent shrubbery where no chicken sings as it scrabbles 
gathering ponderously, stroke by stroke, in his mind. No one on the road, not 
a figure the length of the village street, not a dog barking, no team moving in 
the fields. Not one movement in the sunlight. (BMC, 16–17; emphasis added) 

Jakob’s personal fate as a prisoner seems to have jeopardized an entire 
community. It was as “if in six weeks everything alive had been swallowed 
with him” (BMC, 17). Jakob’s is the only body that “by some freak spasm” 
has “been heaved back” into the incomprehensible void (BMC, 17). When 
Jakob snaps out of his initial shock, it is by means of an unexpected “thud” 
in the next room. His heart having “leaped,” his mouth automatically 
“jawing” out sound, Jakob is confronted by a bizarre amalgam of human 
movements:  

                                                                                                                                  
communism’s arrival in the late 1920s, followed by the undeclared Chinese-Japanese war in 
1931, by the Japanese war of conquest in 1937, and then by World War II (IMH, 352–53). 
65 Through the frequent allusions to the Lord’s Supper, in the chapter title (“Drink Ye All of 
It”) and David’s stream of consciousness-like reciting of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, 
eschatology is a central theme of the section. I will deal extensively with eschatology in my 
chapter on Sweeter Than all the World. For a reading of “Drink Ye All of It” dealing 
especially with the biblical allusions of the chapter, see van Toorn, HW, 92–96. 
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from the black wall bulged a forehead, nose, shoulders. Escha, the Russian 
worker; his mouth hole sagged and then his whole body hunched out into the 
sunlight split through the front door. Wearing nothing but pants, grinning 
violently. . . . “Uhhhhgg,” Escha grunted, tossing his head, fists to his eyes, 
“Jascha? They let you out really? Yeah?” (BMC, 17–18; emphasis added) 

Jakob is merely standing and Escha just enters. Yet what is shown is not 
primarily a man coming out of a room. What is accentuated instead is an 
irreal experience of motion. In potent movement, a black mass surreally 
assumes the shape of a body. The slowness of the scene renders motion more 
powerful. The hypnosis no doubt results from impaired vision caused by the 
shock of homecoming as a strain added to the physical and mental suffering 
that Jakob has endured in prison for the past six weeks; but what is indirectly 
depicted is also communism’s totalitarian influx into awareness: the 
worker’s individuality is not automatically visible as an entity separable 
from the obscure mass of workers. Communism too appears as a “freak 
spasm,” as something brutally “heaved” into the settled life (BMC, 17). One 
brutal reign replaces another, equally inhuman one: when Escha impossibly 
comes out of Jakob’s own private bedroom, the sommastov,66 the Mennonite-
kulak tradition that “Russians belonged in the barn” (BMC, 17) is 
terminated. 

Jakob’s and Escha’s stand-off personalizes the tension between the 
Mennonite and the Russian populations in the area, but more importantly it 
rehearses the tension between landowning wealthy Mennonites (kulaks)67 

                                 
66 The sommastov bedroom was by tradition the room assigned to the heir of the farm, 
whereas the ackstov was the parental bedroom. Young Jakob’s birth in the ackstov is further 
demonstration of Jakob Friesen IV’s reluctance to abide by old traditions: Muttachi’s “eyes 
poked at him an instant. ‘Yes. You were born in the ackstov. Your papa did that. No one in 
Karatow Colony had ever heard of such a thing with the parents living” (BMC, 33). 
67  In nineteenth century Russia, the epithet kulak was given to especially prosperous peasant 
farmers, with large farms and plenty of cattle and horses. They were able to lease land and 
employ hired labour. Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s.v. “kulak,” http://search.eb.com/eb 
/article-9046382 (accessed July 11, 2006). Such an estate owner was in Low German called a 
Gutsbesitzer, belonging to a small social elite among the Russian Mennonites in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century. Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopaedia Online, 
s.v. “Estate Owners,” http://www.gameo.org/encyclopedia/contents/e773me.html (accessed 
July 11, 2006). Among the Russian Mennonites, land-owning was quite an issue. Govern-
ment regulations outlined in 1765, at the time of the arrival of the first invited immigrants 
from Germany, stipulated a system where each colony and each colonist received fixed 
allotments. The allotment was theirs to use in all perpetuity, but was never to be subdivided. 
When the first hundred years of Mennonite Russian history saw a huge increase in population, 
land-shortage was soon a major problem, since only one son could inherit the farm. Global 
Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopaedia Online, s.v. “Land distribution (Russia),” 
http://www.gameo.org/encyclopedia/contents/1224me/html (accessed July 11, 2006). Harvey 
L. Dyck points out that in the 1850s more than “60 per cent of all Old Colony households” 
were “without landed property.” A Mennonite in Russia: The Diaries of Jacob D. Epp, 1851–
1880, ed. Harvey L. Dyck (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991), 34. The historical 
background of Jakob Friesen’s kulak epithet is thus manifold. The chapter “Sons and Heirs” is 
a severe critique of a family or a community where economic priority has replaced a 
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and landless workers—“every Mennonite squatting on the commonland 
south of Gnadenfeld had worked for Friesen at some time” (BMC, 18). The 
implied brotherhood between Jakob and Escha68 energizes the heat of their 
verbal skirmishes and is typically interrupted by sudden fits of violence. 
Speech is as easily answered by physical violence as by words: “‘No straw 
for me, Jascha.’ His arm was in Jakob’s fist and the jerk shifted his grin a 
little” (BMC, 19). On another such occasion, Jakob barely manages to get 
out of the way: “‘Shut!’ If the fist had landed he would have been standing 
before the judgment, but he got under it and a butt-end of wood into Escha’s 
gut to double him, almost banging his head down on the brick stove” (BMC, 
26).  

Despite being a Mennonite and therefore a pacifist, Jakob is prepared for 
this moment of violence. Yet he is about to encounter a form of assault that 
he is not ready for. During the Friesens’ absence, Escha has contracted a 
Russian girl to stay in the barn-loft for a month. Her mere presence, being 
the extravagant erotic datum that it is, works an affective violation upon 
Jakob. His carnal knowledge has so far not exceeded the forbidden but trivial 
event of momentarily seeing his sister in the nude (BMC, 17). The 
consenting sex-acts he now witnesses, standing on the ladder to the barn-loft, 
drag Jakob into an internal tumult: his mind “exploded,” his entire body 
“jerked” (BMC, 30). Away from the barn-loft he “hoisted water, the rope 
whistling unnoticed through his broken hands . . . ; he stripped off his shirt 
and thrust himself in to the waist. Ice. Held breath roared red to violet under 
his clenched eyelids. He shook himself to shivering and by then the pain also 
in his feet recalled the ladder rungs” (BMC, 31). The young woman’s 
eloquent movements impinge on Jakob’s consciousness as pure violations. 
In the excitations of a maddeningly provocative dance, her finger-snap is 
“sharp as bone breaking” (BMC, 44). 

Escha leaned against the manger, arms beating steadily, chanting. . . . 
She was moving slowly, languidly, her arms hanging down and her heavy 

skirts brushing her kneeboots—where did she steal those?—fluid on Escha’s’ 
effortless bass, so deep her boot-tips skated on it with scarcely a touch to the 
floor. She moved wider gently, her hands rising gently, till the beat moved to 
fingers lightly glanced over palm and she was in the sunlight’s cross at the 
aisles and wheeled, skirts a-wheel above her thighs, her black eyes lifted and 
she saw Jakob. She began coming, to him. . . . Her hands came up again, her 

                                                                                                                                  
communal life consistent with Christian discipleship. Jakob Friesen IV’s escape to Moscow, 
with young Jakob still imprisoned, is emblematic of betrayal. 
68 Van Toorn points out that the plural in the chapter’s title, “Sons and Heirs,” together with 
several allusions to Jakob’s and Escha’s similar red-blond hair, indicate that they are indeed 
half brothers. However, like “his Biblical namesake, Escha harbours no rancour towards 
Jakob, although he clearly remembers being tricked and exploited by the Friesens” (HW, 88). 
Van Toorn discerns a “mildness” in Escha, who offers Jakob ”the only gift he has to give—
the Russian girl” (HW, 88). Ironically, Mennonite Jakob comes out as the more violent of the 
two. 
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arms, and steadily the rhythm soaked down through his shoulders, chest, 
waist, hips, thighs, feet as her hands moved up her arms alternately, again 
and again, pushing the white sleeves higher on the round warm arms. Abrupt 
behind him on the beat came the finger snap, sharp as bone breaking, and his 
feet were in syncopation, circling her slowly but faster, body buoyed 
inevitably by the beat, by the fantastic lifting bass springing under his boot-
soles and through each muscle like light, by the swinging gyre of her eyes 
and arms and hips. Her foot motion sank into her body as she circled quicker 
and quicker . . . .  That moment she was totally moving him (BMC, 44–45). 

The “thrusting” of her “violent breasts” triggers a “burst” in which the 
“thud” of Jakob’s desire is recognized as something “totally moving him” 
(BMC, 45). Movement is penetrative—piercing and loosening at once: “he 
jarred. Burst” (BMC, 45). Soon madness seeps in from Escha’s unrestrained 
laughter. The preposterous possibility of participation and mutual enjoyment 
cunningly signalled by the other two collides with Jakob’s guilt. They have 
spotted his voyeuristic fascination, and the unbearable tension prompts 
Jakob to “smash” into Escha’s radiant face, “the drive of glancing knuckles” 
animalistically “slamming, crashing, tearing” (BMC, 46). After a temporary 
waning of violence, the unthinkability of Mennonite killing materializes in 
Jakob’s stream of consciousness: “blessed savior make blessed savior 
make me hiieyah there hiieyahhh” (BMC, 48; emphasis and space in 
original). When the murder is discovered shortly afterwards and he is 
physically punished, his own violence, the brutality of Escha’s teasing 
gamesmanship and of his mistress’s savage body-kinesis have given way to 
the violence of hard-handed communist soldiers. Resisting his arrest, Jakob 
affords himself the luxury of kicking the ex-Mennonite commissar “with 
every spurt of violence in his long legs” where “he’d never forget it,” after 
which, almost with joy, he anticipates the counter-violence, as “down into 
his face the first gun barrel smashed” (BMC, 51). 

The savage rhetoric of The Blue Mountains of China is unsentimentally 
muscular, ‘masculine.’ Even when it surrenders, subjectivity is wiry and 
fierce. In this novel, surrender too is force. Returning to the beginning of the 
scene, we see that resistance to seduction is an event in which the act of 
bracing oneself is to use willpower as a counter-wedge (BMC, 43). Jakob 
needs to hurt himself in order to be able to resist the affective challenge of 
the Russian girl’s sensuous movements (BMC, 30). Ever so violently, ever 
so slightly, that external allure moves. The aimed movement of Jakob’s own 
erotic directedness is by implication intentionally soaked into her, making 
her a saturated kinetic horizon. Frighteningly, the female body as kinetic 
arché is source-point as well as end-point; at once the point where all 
movement needs to end and the point where every directedness towards an 
end has its birth. The unfurling of the girl’s body brings to view the 
perplexing materiality of the coinciding of the body as movement’s birth-
place and the body as distant death-point in which movement exhausts itself, 



 74 

fulfilled but also extinguished. The ease with which the girl makes the two 
young men erotically intent on her contrasts with the mass of kinetic 
materiality buried in the body’s capacities for unrestrained pleasure and 
violence. As soon as the girl moves ever so slightly within the supplely 
configurated ease/violence that she already is, the dangerous instability of 
the situation accentuates itself materially. While the spectator is locked in a 
transfixion that temporarily cancels all movement, the girl’s motionlessness 
comes to givenness not as a cessation of motility but as its zero-degree. Even 
in near motionlessness, the girl is motion. Inertia in her is an alluring form of 
movement, a kinetic preview of upcoming kinaesthesias. In Jakob’s 
transfixed body, movement is checked: “his feet refused to move” (BMC, 
30). Her (im)mobility in contrast is that of a battery letting itself be charged. 
When the girl’s still flesh becomes slightly mobile, there is not a spell being 
broken but a heightening of its effect. This accentuation goes hand in hand 
with a deepening of violence: that which is seen is itself that which is 
violent. No transition is made between a pre-transcendent realm of non-
motion and a transcendent realm of motion. As in the case of any 
perceivable sunrise, the deployment of the moving body does not signal a 
decision on its part to enter a dynamic mode of action. Instead a 
supercharged entity that has provisionally been out of view materializes. 
There is not a becoming-mobile of something. That which softly presences 
itself unstoppably uncovers its inhering motility. 

A rustle, a shape rose in the hollow, into the dusty sunlight. Dark head, long 
hair spiked with straw, Russian face round and full as a ball with a flash of 
eyes emerged, held, and with an incredible languor the girl sat up. She sat 
motionless and they stared at each other. Then, deliberate as sunrise, one 
round arm moved down and her tipped breasts stood separate in the suddenly 
bluish light with a great shadow cleft between them, one half-shadowed on 
the other. (BMC, 30; emphasis added) 

The standing-separate of the individually outlined breast is a presentation of 
movement as well as of non-movement. It traces a motion in which two 
breasts assume a separateness of position—“stood separate”—but the 
standing-separate also marks a standing-in-relief as sculpturesque stasis: 
foreground firmly outlined against background. The tension between these 
kinetic possibilities is not something unimportant in the text. Narration 
builds on such discrepancies in order to become textual materiality of a 
special kind, the movement through which the world-specific milieu comes 
alive. The graphic details of the reviewed visual-kinetic presentation 
continue to reverberate in the kinetic shifts made on the following page by 
the onlooker Jakob: “The next rung was under him and he lowered, step by 
step. . . . He hoisted water . . . . Held breath . . . . He shook himself to 
shivering . . . . He limped . . . heaved . . . . dropped” (BMC, 31).  
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By now the hurt done to Jakob’s limbs in the communist prison is also the 
hurt done by the girl’s movements to these limbs—a double suffering in 
which he can no longer know what hurts most, the inhibiting “Thou shalt 
not” or the pleasureable loss of redemptive hope. Either way, release from 
pain itself causes pain. “He screamed at his tormentor, at himself” (BMC, 
38). In his recollection, the graphically recalled separation of one breast from 
the other visually twists pain and its erasure into each other. The forked 
image highlights a forked affect comprising a sense of an opening-apart and 
of a bringing-together. The movement-held components of the visual field 
are distinguished from each other at the same time as their separateness, 
melted into a unified block of apprehension, comes to givenness as “the 
unavoidable picture of her emerging into the misty sun-light, pronged in full 
and overpowering completeness, touchable for the reaching” (BMC, 38; 
emphasis added). In the pronging of consciousness, the affective totalization 
of the visual field indicates the piercing of an affective zone on the hither 
side of it, a stabbing of the gaze. In its being-forked, the subject is rent from 
itself in a pleasure/pain dichotomy. This split tears at the heart of desire by 
presenting a hallucination in which the kinetic overcoming of this rupture 
almost seems realistic—“touchable for the reaching” (BMC, 38). 

To a certain extent the text comes close to legitimising violent occur-
rences, almost normalizing them as facts of life. It seems to acknowledge 
savagery as a condition of possibility for authentic life. Jakob is “alive” only 
in the vehemence of the dance and in resisting the arrest, just as the “savage 
dances” of the Lengua women—narratologically placed next to the showing 
of a Mennonite girl afraid of moving her body at all—supposedly manifest 
basic health (BMC, 119).69  

To see a Lengua mother slide her sleepy child from breast to hip “with 
one casual shift” seems to be to witness natural existence in its primally 
choreographed authenticity as life-in-motion (BMC, 119). Without embar-
rassment the squatting Ayerooa woman reaches down to carefully wash her 
body with ashes and sand from an open-air fire. She belongs to a primordial 
life-regime in which all healthily agile people “can move fast” (BMC, 186). 
To travel rapidly in the Chaco is to be able to swiftly “move between 
waterholes” (BMC, 186) but also to be able to slide across one’s own body, 
to be rapidly auto-kinetic in an animalistic self-feeling of life by life.70 In its 
seemingly unnatural cruelty, the Ayerooa method of family planning is tied 
to the irreducible circumstance that a “hunter moves” (BMC, 185). That 
hurried way of life presupposes a radical limitation of a family’s number of 

                                 
69 In the chapter entitled “The Well,” it is particularly the movements of the Chaco’s native 
women, their erectness and their “powerfully free” stride, that affect the restrained Anna 
Friesen to the degree of nausea (BMC, 119).  
70 Sheets-Johnstone calls attention to Husserl’s “non-species-specific sense of animation.” A 
phenomenological inquiry into the constitution of movement therefore concerns itself with 
“something broader and more fundamental” than the motile life of human beings (PM, 132). 
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small children: only one small child at a time can be cared for. 
Anthropologically, “that made fine sense,” but obviously not to the 
Mennonite “scraping” clean his plough (BMC, 185). Here the text’s 
discursive-rhetorical affect-system almost aligns itself with a dubious 
vitalism. In a lurid reversal, bone-breakers and child-killers are somehow 
vigorous and alive, capable of life itself, while kulak-Mennonites are 
vaguely incapable of life. In his petty quarrels with Escha and in his 
awkwardly short-lived sexual negotiations with the erotically savage village-
girl, Jakob still somehow falls short of the fullness of life. He briefly enjoys 
something from whose core he is intrinsically divorced.  

In the Ukrainian granaries of The Blue Mountains of China, servility of a 
savage kind has progressively come to replace the Christian spirit originally 
energizing the Mennonite movement. The unmoving firmness of conviction 
that used to be a source of inspiration for Mennonites has been eroded, 
making adaptation a merit for the kulak. The rich Ukrainian soil has brought 
the Friesens to a lucrative standstill in which the momentum of faith has 
slowed down into the complacency of wealth. There is therefore some truth 
in Escha’s contention that it is he, and not Jakob, who is the truly authentic 
labourer: “‘I worked as hard as you.’ ‘Always the light end of the log’” 
(BMC, 26). “‘We did the same work.’ ‘Weekdays maybe yeah, but late 
Sundays I had to load bundles and sleep in the field to start threshing when 
the sun come up’” (BMC, 37). Old grandmother Muttachi has lapsed so far 
from the Mennonite tradition of pooling resources in times of need that the 
obnoxious communist ideals somehow seem more ‘Mennonite’ than the 
enfeebled procedures of Mennonites. Her unwillingness to share the 
accumulated Friesen-wealth gets camouflaged as protest: “‘Why spin tight?’ 
…‘When it’s spun, unravel. Everything goes to the soviet, haven’t you seen 
the barn? There’s some big communist word for it but in German it’s 
“stealing”’” (BMC, 31; emphasis added). Jakob Friesen IV has settled into a 
condition in which he is “not moving” (BMC, 34). He remembers his 
father’s rage when some villagers moved from the USSR: 

let them run              can’t fit in when a little changes or some stupid 
communist says don’t preach so much let them run             won’t take this 
from me (BMC, 34).  

 
What is cultivated uprightness for Friesen, what is distinct from the 
capitulating depravity of moving from a rich Hof to a mud house in Canada, 
is for those “who wouldn’t change,” like the Furstenlander and Friesen’s 
uncle Isaak, nothing but the immobilized, degenerated life of the Mennonite 
kulak. 

While wealth produces life as a decadent blur, pain brings reality into 
focus. It is reality. As soon as pain is given, so is reality. This intertwined 
co-givenness of reality and pain seems to be necessary for the ontological 
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order of manifestation promoted by the text. In The Blue Mountains of China 
suffering and violence give edge to lived experiences. Conversely, comfort 
and painlessness effectuate a blurring of contours, causing subjectivity to 
slide into a dangerous zone of padding where reality can no longer recognize 
itself. Hence, in order to strengthen its sense of reality, subjectivity seeks out 
pain. We have already seen Jakob Friesen affirmatively looking for a gun-
barrel or a fist, for the “freak spasm” that returns him to a state of acute 
feeling (BMC, 17). In contrast, the motionless Mennonite village housing 
these events afterwards remains wadded, embedded among hills “folded up 
like blankets” around it (BMC, 50). Two different realities appear 
simultaneously, one out of focus, the other etching the firm contours of a 
crisp reality conveyed by a hardness of life lived in the severest of 
conditions. 

When asserting that experienced pain is tied to a sense of life-focus in The 
Blue Mountains of China, I am not forwarding the phenomenon of focus as 
an explanatory ground. A ‘causal’ line of exegesis would take away 
something important from the textually given phenomena of pain. I 
nevertheless highlight the circumstance that the absence of focus is 
affectively related to the phenomenon of painlessness. The text typically 
forwards pain as involving a heightening of life-forces: growth of 
attentiveness, enlargement of affective field, expansion of sensory horizon 
etc—just as we find that the text’s softening of focus by the same token is its 
holding back of pain. 

The violent “heave” that Jakob experiences when released from prison 
returns him to the same spot of land. But in Gnadenfeld, there is no longer 
any Mennonite movement. The place is the same as when he left it: it “was 
there; completely always,” but Mennonite purpose is not (BMC, 20). The 
people still remaining there hold back on movement, as if purpose as such is 
out of focus. Despite excellent autumn weather, no visible work is being 
done anywhere. As Jakob stumbles into the house that first morning, 
Muttachi offers her grandson neither welcome nor any other reaction: “her 
head remained down” (BMC, 20). Ultimately the rift affecting Gnadenfeld 
has not displaced the community: it is still there but in abstention. All 
Mennonite movement in the village is constrained. The kinetic pulse of the 
locus is extinct, and with it the signifying dynamism of the Mennonite 
comportment. While the fleeing Friesens have made it safe to Moscow,71 
those forced to return “just sat . . . not saying anything, not unpacking” 

                                 
71 In the late 1920s, 13,000 Mennonites fled to Moscow seeking a way out of the Soviet 
Union. The immediate reason was the forced collectivization of farms brought about by the 
implementation of the Soviet’s first five-year-plan in October 1928. However, the nations 
willing to grant visas, Germany and Canada, had their own internal difficulties due to the 
depression, and could not grant visas quickly enough. Dyck identifies the total number of 
Mennonites managing to get to Germany (and to Canada via Germany) in 1929 as 5,677. In 
1930, all emigration was terminated (IMH, 188). 
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(BMC, 35). As the villagers gather in order to collect the items assigned to 
them in the communist division of Friesen property (BMC, 41), their 
movements come to givenness as phenomena that have nothing to do with 
the directness of Mennonite life. Timidly, they “sidled into” the groutestov, 
“almost bolting” when the old Friesen woman becomes visible among the 
opened chests (BMC, 41; emphasis added). Only “after a time” do they move 
forward with their requisition orders (BMC, 41). Their restrained behaviour 
stands in contrast with everything that we have so far witnessed. 

Jakob’s releasement from prison does not sharpen his life-experience. 
Quite the contrary. In this quietened community, the tranquil sanctuary of his 
parents’ bedroom deprives him of the world-solidity furnished by the 
hardness and pressure of the prison-hole—a space three half steps long and 
two wide, so tiny that he could not stand erect (BMC, 15). As he wakes up 
on clean dry sheets and on a pillow hollowed to his head, he experiences a 
substantial sense of alarm. Jakob “erupts” from a terrifying dream. 
Unexpectedly lacking confinement, his fists and feet “strike nothing” (BMC, 
27). With no pain to stretch against, no believable world comes to givenness: 
the “clean light came through a fringe of painlessness that refused to focus in 
believability” (BMC, 28). Still indolently in bed, Jakob experiences his feet 
as unreal. Perceiving them from afar, he discovers them at a distancing 
interval from himself, “flexing a meridian away” (BMC, 27). As soon as he 
had “swung” them out of bed, however, fire had “shot up” through their 
prison-wounded materiality (BMC, 27). As he floats in general painlessness, 
only a fraction of his body points back to the remote intimacy of a believable 
world: “only his feet were convincing” (BMC, 28). 

 

3.2 Focal Magnification 
 
We have been reviewing the issue of focus in The Blue Mountains of China. 
In Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction, materializations and dematerializations of 
focus are not confined to the order of representations. Focus does not merely 
work on the level of representivity, as a cinematographic effect, but is 
immediately drawn into the textual-rhetorical affect-system. Words, word-
clusters, moods, voices, and tonal variations move into and away from each 
other in a dynamic configuration of solidifications, loosenings, gatherings, 
and dispersals. The text does not just focus on people whose sufferings can 
be fictionally represented. The capacity to focus, defocus, and refocus is a 
movement of the text back into or onto itself. Performing such turns, writing 
exhibits a repertoire of focal acts that materialize kinaesthetically. In acts of 
focalization and defocalization the text’s own changes of light are promoted. 
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The phenomenon of focalization involves an auto-materialization conveying 
the sense that the constitution of the text is also the genesis of focus.72  

From the start, the twinning of text and focus in a hyletic process 
maximizes the resources of writing’s rhetorical-reflexive potentials. At 
certain moments, the artist’s medium strains into tightness, and at others it 
flattens out into detachment or provisional relaxation.73 The phenomenon of 
focus is in other words non-anthropological. That which widens and 
contracts—alternatively yielding more or less light, more or less pathos, 
more or less tension—is larger than life, greater than the human being, wider 
than consciousness. Focus in The Blue Mountains of China involves wide-
angle impressions of latitude that I call geo-focal. They are not transcendent 
manipulations of a narrator, not simply features added on by an implied 
author. Geo-focal shifts are immanent to the text as auto-affective 
movements inseparable from the discursive-rhetorical affect-system. As we 
shall see, every time that focus magnifies something, that expansion is also 
affective. That which is focusable or defocusable draws new kinetic-
territorial horizons into view, and thus also supplementary affects. 
Expanding with the opening up of new vistas by Mennonite migration, the 
total affective-imaginative impact of the work becomes dazzlingly 
panoramic in a large-format conception of life. Each new twist of focus adds 
affective energy on additional levels of possible meaning.  

The discursive affect-system’s expansive potential is counterpointed by a 
close-up technique that gives priority to sensations in which perspective is 
compressed and miniaturized into focusable and defocusable affect-units. In 
eliciting pain, these focal points intensify the self-enclosed nature of 
suffering by stressing its essential incommunicability. In the various 
accounts of pain, most of suffering is left unaccounted for: it is too painful to 
comprehend. Pain appears by means of a technique that leaves out the proper 
width of the affective event. Each given view of materialized pain cuts out 
most of the affective field occurring on either side of its narrowly-focused 
mid-point. The left out enframings widen the total affective impression by 
adding ‘dark matter,’ a negative aureole of non-communicated or 
incommunicable suffering. While bringing the world into focus, pain itself is 
typically out of focus in The Blue Mountains of China. In addition to that 
which is given we sense that which is not. Not-given pain is painful in not 
                                 
72 Jutta Zimmermann discusses “multiple focalization” and “multiple points of view” in The 
Temptations of Big Bear as a “metafictional device” in Wiebe’s writing. (“The Recreation of 
History on the Prairies,” 390–91). In a work comprising the diversified viewpoints of British 
officials, white settlers, fur traders, the Métis, and native populations, multiple focalization 
serves to accentuate “the importance of perspective in historical writing and to evoke a 
multitude of voices” (390). Smyth and Bootsma both argue for the importance of focusing on 
context rather than text, highlighting the “indirection” of Wiebe’s art and method. For both 
critics, such focalization implies reading Wiebe through biblical typology. 
73 Redekop describes this as a “narrative shock technique designed to move the reader to a 
new level of perception.” The reader is “jolted” between conflicting focal points (TIP, 103).  
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being given. The text seems to struggle with this state of affairs, assiduously 
editing suffering in order to make it credible but also more unfathomable. 

The Listov house in Moscow is crammed with fugitives: the Epp family 
in one room, Franz’ cousin Balzer with wife and three children in a room 
opposite, and Jakob Friesen’s family down the hall. In this existential 
waiting-room, suffering comes less from physical hurt than from recollection 
and waiting. Typically out-of-focus, suffering is nebulously alluded to rather 
than visible. The mental torture produced by existential uncertainty in a 
political limbo surfaces in a telling that has no given pain-details, that is 
incapable of narrating pain. Pain materializes in the telling but not as an 
evident component of discourse. Suffering is the focal-point of the chapter 
precisely by being absent from the telling. The threat of Franz being drafted 
into the Soviet army has been the decisive factor prompting the Epp family 
to leave Russia via Moscow. For the thought of the possibility of emigration 
to have materialized in the first place, the pressure from unfavourable 
conditions had to be “unbearable,” yet the left-out accounts of pain 
adumbrate escalations of suffering during the accentuated difficulties of 
getting away (BMC, 74). When kinetic reality comes to a standstill in rented 
waiting-rooms, a kinaesthetic predicament follows, a situation where inner 
sensation is that of lost focus.  

Flight brings so many things with it you have no way of knowing or thinking 
about, before. It starts when the pressure is unbearable: “We can’t live like 
this, we have to get away,” and you think that will be what’s hard. And it is, 
but while you are getting “away” and when you are finally there, if you make 
it, you start to see that just the getting there itself is, in a way, probably the 
least of what happened to you. Just the “getting away” itself. You are still 
human while that is going on, and “away” is not so simple; even when 
everything clicks getting there is never so smooth and simple. (BMC, 74)  

In Mennonite waiting, suffering materializes as the kinetic-kinaesthetic 
predicament of being-still.74 In Moscow all Mennonite movement is brought 
to a halt due to a lack of correct papers or fear of military service and 
communism. A child dies, but to avoid having the rest of the family 
deported, one remains “just sitting,” forcing semi-suppressed sorrow to 
linger just outside of focus (BMC, 70). During a GPU raid, a mother bends 
over her sleeping children, standing still but holding a precautionary pillow 
ready in her hands (BMC, 75). Here kinetic intentionality materializes as 
kinaesthetic suspension. You might want to press a pillow over your child’s 

                                 
74 The body does not need to move to be kinetic-kinaesthetically operative. As Sheets-
Johnstone points out, our “whole body is . . . sometimes engaged simply by being still, as in 
the preparation to swing at an incoming ball, or to begin moving a pen upon a blank page” 
(PM, 145). 
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face in order to help your family survive, or you might deliberately want to 
get caught, for it all to be “just over” (BMC, 70).75  

Paradoxically, pain is implicitly accentuated by failing to fully materialize 
as a textual or experiential datum. Its provisional or protracted deferral may 
itself give rise to suffering. Every time that the Mennonite is not “drafted” 
(BMC, 75), is not “found” (BMC, 78), or is not captured in the street (BMC, 
82), anxiety is intensified in apprehension of the next critical moment of 
“what must happen” (BMC, 84). Such affects are difficult to deal with. Pain 
appears on the fringe of vision—it is present but impossible to focus on. It is 
there in a mother’s holding a pillow. It is there in Franz’ father’s reading to 
the Makhno bandits76 while they threaten to chop down his wife and 
youngest daughter if he does not stop preaching.  

There is a subtle relation between suffering’s protentional and retentional 
aspects. While Russlander Mennonites in Paraguay remain in fear of 
glimpsing the next black shadow “slide” behind a corner they have just 
passed (BMC, 86), the Russlander Mennonites that emigrated to Canada 
have not even told their children about such trepidations. The persecutions 
and deportations have been deemed too insignificant for collective retention. 
In contrast, the Chaco-Mennonites vividly recollect the “Black Vulture,” the 
GPU limousine taking people away forever. The vehicle is still there on the 
fringe of vision, slightly out of focus: “Just a thing; not even, the shadow of 
a thing. Soaking it up, following us. Ever since” (BMC, 86).  

In the collective memory of these migrating subpopulations, individual 
retentions of human suffering eventually mesh with the landscapes through 
which the persecuted groups travel. Suffering is soaked into territory. By 
being diffused into wastelands, affects are partly neutralized. This deflection 
of suffering from the human silhouette into the land possesses a vaguely 
religious quality in The Blue Mountains of China. In the extreme aridity of 
inner Paraguay, in the extreme cold of inner Siberia, or during the extreme 
fluidity of prolonged Atlantic sea-faring, the elements themselves take on the 
aspect of persecution’s affects. When the Lena, the Amur, the Tunguska, and 
the Molotschna freeze up during the Siberian winter, what comes to view for 
the reader is more than the spectacle of so and so many unfortunate 
                                 
75 In May 1927, the Mennonite immigrants newly arrived in Paraguay experience a similar 
kinetic-kinaesthetic freeze-up. Although May in Puerto Casado is “almost winter,” cold has 
no part in the paralysis that has struck the Mennonites (BMC, 105). Food and water are 
lacking, as is work. The continued journey to the land bought at five dollars an acre from 
“The Corporacion Paraguaya” is postponed. In the heat, nearly two thousand Mennonites find 
themselves “not making a move,” “just sitting” (BMC, 105). The lack of work materializes as 
life-apathy, as inaction followed by death. Within the space of eight months Elder Wiebe the 
Older had to preach “140 funeral sermons” (BMC, 105). 
76 In some areas of the Ukraine, danger came from the White and the Red Russian armies, but 
also from bands of robbers. One of the leaders, Nestor Makhno, had previously worked for 
the Mennonites. After being released from Siberian exile in the revolution, he spent some 
years pillaging the land (IMH, 185–86). With the help of thousands of peasants he collected 
“his wages” from the Mennonites who he thought had underpaid him (IMH, 186). 
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Mennonites driven to the end of the world. Not only men and women 
stagger, fall, and sink (BMC, 123), but also animals and elements. The 
freeze-up of river-motion to a complete standstill almost itself comes to 
givenness as suffering. That condition is nearly as epic and graspable as the 
despair of a solitary soul about to die of hunger or thirst because a boat 
cannot be floated further, or because an animal, though beaten, cannot be 
persuaded to move another inch (BMC, 107). Suffering is not confined to 
humanity and does not move only among humans. Paraguayan cows refuse 
to give up their milk if not “started” by their calves. Shortly after their 
arrival, the imported Holsteins display the same curious behaviour (BMC, 
111). Humanity and its affects disappear in the sand and in the bitter-grass, 
being sucked into the earth during well-digging, or being assimilated into a 
battleground during a South American war (BMC, 117, 169).  

The numbness of insentient things like sand and ice absorbs 
compassion—diluting it, but also broadening its range into an overspreading 
film of feeling. There is everywhere a suffering too big for empathy, just as 
there are sorrows too deep for tears. As attributes of the literary work of art, 
ice and sand assimilate and nurse a generalized drying-up of sentiment, a 
pervasive freezing-down of human warmth. Their inability to comment is on 
a par with the narrator’s partial reluctance to emotively participate in the 
physical predicaments of characters. In the farthest interiors of Siberia, we 
come to an affective dead-end where writing seems to witness in itself, in its 
own cool registration-procedure, the desolation it hoped to represent. The 
one who reads or writes is numb because of excessive suffering. Feeling 
nothing, feeling has stretched itself into the ultimate empathy of feeling 
nothing. Sometimes, all that is left is the graphic deployment of historic 
‘facts.’ 

Jakob Friesen IV’s Siberian exile oscillates between a sense of the 
meaninglessness of prison camps and a sense of the remote possibility of 
freedom, between corporeal numbness and perduring despair, between 
hopelessness and anaemic detachment. In Siberia, movement is what 
separates life from death, whether by too much or too little work, or simply 
by cold. During a winter-time transfer between two camps, the extreme 
conditions have put prisoners and guards on a par. Like Friesen’s hands, they 
are almost beyond hope: “Once frozen almost any cold froze them again” 
(BMC, 127). Despite the inhumanity, pain, and irreality of their situation, a 
calculating thought of tomorrow is invariably at hand. Will there be a storm, 
or will the sleighs from camp come to pick them up? If there is a storm, there 
will be desperately needed rest but no food. If there is no food, the extra rest 
will not benefit them at all.  

In the ruin where two guards and three prisoners have been temporarily 
left behind, two events involving abstention interfere with calculation. First a 
row of resplendently white flowers drawn on a wall breaks through the 
numbness of prisoners and guards. Everybody, “even Palazov,” the most 
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abusive of the guards, “moved to see” (BMC, 127). The men’s attraction to 
the floral glory is instantaneous, but so is the pain that its loveliness gives 
rise to in a world of unloveliness. The epiphany’s holiness is outrageous in 
the context of the surrounding profanity. Movements and sounds, up to this 
point characterized by the pliableness of prisoners and the malevolence of 
guards, suddenly disrupt expectations, and they all find themselves talking 
and moving at the same time. The shared experience leaves no one 
unyielding. Palazov blurts out his bewilderment. The prisoner Dimitri’s 
desolate face is animated at the realization that the ruin was once a convent. 
Yet neither guards nor prisoners are able to move themselves into voicing 
the name of “God” (BMC, 128). The guard Ur roars out a mock “Hail 
Mary,” but neither his holding back from God, nor the others’ withholding 
of the deity’s name, suffice to fend off the sudden sense of the sacred. In a 
state of awe the crudest of the guards touches the image on the wall as if the 
kinetic event of reaching could somehow pierce through to reality (BMC, 
128). To the loyal Soviet citizen nothing is sacred except the telos of 
removed class distinctions, yet here is something they can approach only 
with their “breath caught” (BMC, 128). The floral wall-designs invoke the 
scriptural passage from the gospel of St. Matthew emphasising the 
importance of residing in the now instead of worrying about tomorrow. 
Friesen’s rote-rendering of the biblical text serves as a foundation for the 
ensuing events: “Think of the lilies . . . . of the field. They toil not, neither do 
they spin, yet your heavenly Father car…” (BMC, 130).  

A nocturnal capture of two runaway prisoners, a couple seeking shelter in 
the ruin, leaves the husband thrown down just beside Jakob Friesen’s 
sleeping-place. Against the backdrop of the guards repeatedly violating the 
woman, a peculiar dialogue takes place. Noticing that the fugitive’s initial 
shivering has stopped, Friesen is roused from sleepiness to compassion—yet 
there is strictly speaking no one there to have compassion for. There is no 
physical evidence of a body, the husband’s voice being just a “sound that 
began and ceased in the rigid darkness,” originating “in no body to give it 
feeling or texture” (BMC, 134). In the ensuing caricature of a master-disciple 
colloquy, there are Christian overtones. Out of the flickering darkness (BMC, 
134), the voice talks of life and suffering, while its body lies “totally devoid 
of human motion. As if stretched out and nailed down on its back” (BMC, 
136). Friesen and the fugitive lie so close to each other that they would touch 
“if either moved a hand,” but no such gesture occurs (BMC, 133). All sense 
of corporeality has vanished: even the “shivering” of the fugitive is “gone” 
(BMC, 133). A passing image of warmth in Paraguay conveys “almost a 
wisp of motion, a hint, but only for an instant” (BMC, 134). Reduced to pure 
feeling, all motion has provisionally taken the form of compassion. In a state 
of final exasperation over the man’s apparent indifference to the fate of his 
raped wife, Friesen hisses “How can you stand it, lying here, only lying!” 
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(BMC, 135). The answer discloses a troubling juxtaposition of feeling, 
violence, and immobilization: 

“If your wife was here,” the thin voice drove on, “in four or five years you 
could think all I have thought, in the camps. There is only this: if you want 
anything, survive. There is nothing else. If you have nothing left you want, 
jump up and be done, quickly. 

“You think you could not stand it. Your wife, it would be, it is worse for 
you than for her, you in your manliness. After three years, and alone, you still 
can think like a great man: ‘I could never let them do that to my wife.’ But 
she and I, we are no longer like that. We are nothing at all now except there is 
one thing she wants, I want for her. To them she is a hole. She cannot care 
about that; there is only one thing she wants. So I, the great man, I can think, 
‘I cannot endure it. To see her tortured down to her very life, I cannot endure 
it?’ She has to take it, and I take it. For her I take it, I lie still. There is only 
one thing we both want and the rest is nothing, as God is good.” (BMC, 136; 
emphasis added) 

A puzzling time-shift brackets the spatio-temporal reality of the cloister. In a 
confused order, bits and pieces of the reality of the guards and prisoners seep 
through into the dialogue. At one point, Ur’s “snoring” indicates that he has 
finished his assaults on the woman and fallen asleep (BMC, 133). The silent 
tranquillity of the cloister, with Palazov propped up against the wall by the 
fire, calmly “stroking” his rifle, indicates that the violence of the guards is 
over (BMC, 133). Yet some pages later Ur’s rape is recapitulated in a partial 
showing of his movements: first bending down and then getting up from 
behind the wall of boxes. Then Palazov takes Ur’s place by the woman 
(BMC, 135). Outside, a blizzard has already produced a reduction of the 
world, dwindling visibility to near zero (BMC, 128). On the following 
morning, everything is different. Out of character, Ur swears (BMC, 139). 
Out of character, Palazov speaks not a curse but the word holy (BMC, 139). 
Unexpectedly, the guards let Dimitri and Friesen ride in the sleigh when they 
collapse out of exhaustion (BMC, 139). Yet prisoners are still prisoners, 
Siberia is still Siberia, guards are still guards.  

Afterwards, Jakob Friesen is never sure what was really communicated in 
his conversation with the strangely immobilized husband. Sometimes he 
rationalizes the man’s behaviour as the “immovable” folly of a half-dead 
prisoner. At other times, “just as thought touched it,” that same madness 
comes to givenness as holy wisdom (BMC, 138; emphasis added). The last 
sentence uttered by the man before Friesen mysteriously falls asleep “as if 
falling through an opened door” is poignant: “To live, it is the most 
necessary possibility” (BMC, 138). Reduced to an animalistic residuum, life 
moves aimlessly about in a crippled form of existence without directedness. 
“In the gray immobility of years there was only your muscles, your gut 
throbbing now, never so much as a smile or a scrap of paper to shore 
remembrance of the day past” (BMC, 138). Four and a half years later, when 
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Friesen is marched out of the Lower Tunguska Camp, life’s “different road” 
still lacks destination (BMC, 139).  
 

3.3 Diminished Being 
 
I have been discussing the intricacies of Mennonite movement in terms of 
compassion and pain-intimacy. Yet Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction is not really 
to be seen as a particularly ‘compassionate’ form of fiction. The Blue 
Mountains of China is not about Weltschmerz, or touched feelings. The text 
does not primarily concern itself with human sensibility and sensitiveness. 
We have seen that feeling can be completely withheld here, yet there may be 
feeling in this withholding. In desisting from affective possibilities, narrators 
explore affectivity as something that is not constantly ‘feeling’ itself. As 
Michel Henry has pointed out by putting aside the sense of affectivity as 
some sort of “inner sphere,” we glimpse suffering most clearly when people 
are stricken more or less unconscious by life’s hardships, when ‘feelings’ 
seem to be out of circulation so that numbness prevails (EM, 387, 393). 

The first lines of chapter seven inform us that, in Paraguay, Anna Friesen 
one day leaned over the well’s rim only to discover that the impression of 
“looking into” it was indistinguishable from the impression of looking “out 
of it” (BMC, 116). “The Well” reveals little more about Anna. The enigma 
of her whole affective life is compressed into the phenomenon of the well. 
Taught as a Kanadier-girl to suppress the natural passions of the body and to 
keep her head bowed and her “eyes fixed upon the dust from which all come 
and to which all must again return” (BMC, 118), Anna discovers that the 
social expunging of her sexuality is slightly incomplete. The fleeting insight 
occurs on a day she will remember for the rest of her life. During a 
sandstorm, she comes to share a wind-shield with Joseph Hiebert.77 
Struggling to reach the shelter, Anna and Joseph bend “forward against the 

                                 
77 The Paraguayan Mennonites arrived in several waves of immigration, and at different 
points in time. Anna and Joseph belong to two different groups of Mennonites in the Chaco. 
Frieda Friesen and her family are “Kanadier,” and came to South America from Canada in the 
1920s. The Hieberts belong to a group of “Russlander” Mennonites from the Soviet Union, 
who settled in Fernland colony in the mid 1930s. These Mennonites were among the ones 
signing petitions in Moscow to get out, whereas the Kanadier left Russia for Canada towards 
the end of the nineteenth century. Thus the Russlander had “emigrated only once for their 
faith” (BMC, 120). The Russlanders’ more modern approach to life, together with the fact that 
they found their faith “adjustable enough to stay on until 1929,” makes the Kanadier feel 
superior (BMC, 120–21). This feeling of superiority colours Anna’s comments on the 
Russlander’s modernity and university education: “No wonder communists had to take their 
land away before they would leave” (BMC, 121). This disparity between Russlander and 
Kanadier Mennonites in the Chaco makes a match between the two impossible for Anna. 
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weight of the wind” before almost colliding into each other (BMC, 123). 
What is of primary interest here is not so much the conventional notion of a 
chance encounter between a man and a woman apparently made for each 
other, but the various details of their body-movement: he tightly clamping 
his firm hand on hers while lightly removing cactus-thorns from her skin, 
she twitching involuntary as he pricks her skin, her hand hardening on his 
knee (BMC, 124). Most significant, however, is the affective recession of the 
event and the day as they slide out of the initial close-up. 

There came a time when Anna Funk no longer remembered, from one year to 
the next, how once at the end of the village with Joseph Hiebert she bent 
down and looked into (or was if out of) the Schoenbach well as if to see to 
the end of the blue sky. Then she would think, “I last remembered, oh, it 
must be almost three years. I have almost forgotten.” And she would smile a 
little at her baby of that year, a quietness she knew as joy moving within her. 
(BMC, 125; emphasis added)  

Recession first appears in the shift from “into” to “out of.” Perceptually, to 
look into a well is to move closer to the water. Conversely, to look “out” of a 
well—or to have the impression of doing so—is to recede from its walls into 
open exteriority where the gaze looses itself in the sky.  

Recession is also implied in Anna’s surname (Funk), indicating that the 
well-romance came to nothing. In an act which reverses the telescopic 
affects of sensual promise, Anna looks back through time, turning hope back 
into its smothering. Yet the motion of the “joy moving within her” is not 
nostalgic—after all, there is nothing to be nostalgic about, nothing happened. 
Strangely, however, the not-happening is on a par with the act of recollecting 
it. Anna and Joseph are just as far—but also just as near—to each other in 
the moment of recollection as in the moment recollected.78 The distance 
between Anna and Joseph, phenomenologically indistinguishable from the 
distance between the upward and the downward well-gazes, is also an 
intimacy. The Blue Mountains of China spaces-out intimacy into an 
apartness of one being from another, or of one thing from itself. This state of 
                                 
78 We see the same mechanism in Jakob Friesen V’s moment of stumbling into the yard after 
his GPU releasement. That event is blended with a memory of once returning home from 
Zentralschul unannounced. Jakob is in this particular moment of recollection as near to the 
experience of coming home from school as he is to the unbelievable situation of the 
recollection-moment. “They had kept his boots and his feet were broken from the wet . . . but 
he laughed and stumbled down the slope and into the yard, the high gable facing the street and 
the immense sheer granary roof run green in strips of moss all there, as ever all there. Forget 
rags and feet and he is coming home again, completely unexpected” (BMC, 16). Similarly, 
David Epp is in despair over the responsibility he has assumed in staging the dramatic flight 
over the mountains. For David, both the temporal distance to the death of Greta Suderman’s 
baby during the flight, and the spatial distance to the left-behind Mennonite villages are 
painfully intimate. This pain-intimacy is so overpowering that David feels compelled to leave 
his wife and their infant boy and go back into the USSR. In a sense, this is the intimacy 
manifested in the work. 
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affairs is poignantly captured in the lines that show us Anna and Joseph at 
the height of their world-oblivion. She has listened to all of his outrageous 
stories, and has looked at the ripples made by his pail at the bottom of the 
well. They drift softly “across, away, and after a time the wind lulled an 
instant and the fierce sunlight showed them strangely side by side, looking 
together at themselves; and through the endless blue sky” (BMC, 125). This 
moment is peculiarly appealing for its capacity to obliterate the usual flow of 
time. Here, the instant (“lulled an instant”) is a time-pocket illuminating 
nothing but itself: the two of them sitting there, the strange joy which in 
“moving within her” still moves within itself, in that instant only (BMC, 
125). My point is that in the intimacy of that closure, there is an affective 
recession: a detachment of affectivity from affectivity, a withdrawal even of 
these feelings from themselves. All sense of (emotive) interiority gives way 
to something else. The wind had “lulled,” and a certain special “quietness” is 
at hand (BMC, 125). The stillness is strangely wedged into the presentation 
of the feelings. The affective life is not substantially self-replete, but lets go 
of itself, so that there is a wistfulness in the togetherness and a fragility in 
the emotive flow. Almost from afar, the man and the woman do not look into 
each other’s beings but find themselves “looking together at themselves; and 
through the endless blue sky.” The point from which the compound gaze of 
their affective sharing is given is a tertium quid transcendent to Anna and 
Joseph. This suspension of perceptual dialectic enables them to look at each 
other by means of a go-between that is neither the well, nor the blue sky of 
the fiercely-blowing wind, but the neutrally surrealistic ensemble of all these 
contingent elements together. Anna and Joseph look at themselves “through 
the endless blue sky” (BMC, 125; emphasis added). 

Feelings are normally not perceived but felt,79 yet here there is a 
perceptualization of feeling. It is slimmed into a sensation of affective 
distance. This phenomenon, which is neither ironic nor stoic, may be 
reviewed in terms of what the Scholastics called diminished being (esse 
deminutum).80 In the near-inappropriate moment of fleeting amorousness 
between Anna and Joseph, an ontological lessening is at work. The affective 
life too makes its appearance in terms of esse deminutum. In The Blue 
Mountains of China, it is possible for feelings to possess diminished being. 
This does not mean that feeling itself is diminished. Anna “never knew how 
her body walked,” yet her lack of modern body-consciousness does not 
maroon her in an affective space that is diminutive because it is disembodied 
(BMC, 119). The lightweight, seemingly negligible “joy moving within her” 
in each remembrance of the chance-encounter with the man at the well does 

                                 
79 To sense something, or to perceive, presupposes what Michel Henry calls “mediation of a 
sensible horizon.” Feeling’s hallmark is that it cannot “be perceived ” (EM, 463).  
80 See Dominik Perler, Theorien der Intentionalität im Mittelalter (Frankfurt am Main: 
Klostermann, 2002), 185. 
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not just move in remembrance but also in an affective corpuscularization that 
was actually there in the sandstorm, actually leaning into the wind and over 
the rim of the well. 

It is this intriguing attenuation that guides the lines informing us that the 
man and the woman found themselves suddenly “looking together at 
themselves.” They are trapped in the “instant” of the lull which made the 
“fierce sunlight” all the more able to pick them out in their esse deminutum. 
They appear “strangely side by side” in a corporeal-affective mode that is 
diminutive on account of a dwindling of the world. Anna and Joseph are 
momentarily unpreoccupied with the water in the well, with the sand in the 
storm, with the wavering strength of the blustering wind, with the fierceness 
of the sunlight, and with the blueness of the “endless” sky. Remote and 
unreal, the material building-blocks of the exterior world have dwindled the 
two of them into littleness, into two points “side by side” in an affective 
reality that has contracted “strangely” into almost nothing at all (BMC, 125). 

In their esse deminutum, Anna and Joseph are too small for the “endless 
blue sky.” In its apparent endlessness the sky makes them, their feelings, 
distinct from it. But they themselves too are distinct. As units of 
diminishment they are even distinct from their own presences, from their 
status of ‘man and woman sitting at a well.’ Even the feeling of them sitting 
there is diminished. There is on the one hand this feeling as it would have 
appeared in the unreduced world, and on the other hand this feeling in its 
diminished being, reduced to what is felt—which is precious because it is 
actually not much at all. 

Here, as in many other places in Wiebe’s Mennonite texts, hardly any 
normalized sense of feeling materializes in the various affective loci. Affects 
are undercut by an affective diminution. Feelings are perceivable from a 
point resembling the one accomplished by stoic distancing, but the 
perspective is one of diminution rather than of stoicism. Anna is not really 
quite sure if she has felt anything at all, only sensing “something she might 
have recognized as a stray whiff of possible, of faintest potential perhaps, if 
she could have worked out her sensations so articulately” (BMC, 120). 
Paradoxically, the act of feeling almost-nothing may itself be overpower-
ing—as when, just prior to passing out under anaesthesia, one feels the 
sweeping and irresistible power of the withdrawal of all feeling. Afterwards, 
Anna is “terrified” during church meetings, unable to read a verse or say a 
prayer (BMC, 120). This withdrawal of feeling’s possibility is 
indistinguishable from the novel’s sense of affective truth. In Wiebe’s 
Mennonite writing, the esse deminutum of affectivity is beforehand the 
condition of possibility for every making-affective that writing is capable 
of.81 

                                 
81 This state of affairs may also be operative on the level of belief (faith). 
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I now proceed to a later scene that displays the reviewed affective 
mechanism with additional clarity, establishing it as an indubitable trait of 
the text. 
 
 

———————— 
 
 
Chapter twelve, “The Vietnam Call of Samuel U. Reimer,” shows us what 
happens to Sam in the days, weeks, and months following his supposed 
hearing of a divine call urging him to go and proclaim peace in Vietnam 
(BMC, 189). After his baffling nocturnal experience, this Southern Manitoba 
Mennonite walks the streets only to find their perceptual and affective 
content to have diminished being. 

He seemed suspended, looking from somewhere through a reversed tele-
scope; there, he saw, the small town world wagged on, but he was 
somewhere not touching it. . . . He was walking residential streets staring at 
squat ugly houses he had never noticed, at familiar faces that had no names 
and seemed to return his look an instant and duck away. On the narrow 
sidewalk a mother pulling her baby in a boxed sled approached; he stood 
aside; she brushed by and his arm rose to her shoulder and stopped her. Her 
glance came up; a face he knew taunt in the cold suddenly pulsing red; he 
comprehended himself and stumbled backward, almost sprawling in the piled 
snow. (BMC, 194; emphasis added) 

As in the previously reviewed well-scene, the affective life is altered. 
Experiential objects are subjected to diminished being. The “town world” is 
smaller—not in the sense that it is undersized but in that it seems to be out of 
reach, everything coming to givenness countertelescopically (“through a 
reversed telescope”). A new mode of reaching is present between creatures: 
Sam’s arm rises to the shoulder of the woman passing by and the visual 
forms of hitherto unnoticed architecture come forth out of previous 
unnoticeability. Sam’s arm is itself countertelescopic: just as young Jakob 
Friesen’s toes seemed to be “flexing a meridian away” in the unfamiliar 
softness of his parent’s bed after prison-release (BMC, 27), the arm has an 
irreal life of its own. It is at an affective distance from the real, from the 
reality that feeling is. Thus it is not altogether Sam who reaches out his arm, 
but the arm that itself performs this act. Affective intentionality is no 
property of an affective agent but is alive in the intimate remoteness that has 
opened up at a certain remove from the subject.82 The agent is baffled: for 

                                 
82 “Samuel U. Reimer,” the irreal man with the middle initial ironically added to his name, 
seems almost endlessly removed from his regular identity. The real Sam lacks formal 
education and hardly ever reads a paper. The individual identified by the initial seems 
expanded rather than diminished. 
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“several blocks he did not trust himself” (BMC, 194). Directedness here 
itself takes on diminished being. “He crunched back towards Main Street but 
his intention waned somewhere and he was staring at a car license” (BMC, 
194). 

Neither in the well-scene nor in the current street-scene is feeling properly 
within its own reach. This circumstance makes it at once less and more 
‘affective.’ Constantly washed over by affects, the Wiebe-world intermit-
tently has the knack of remaining strangely unaffected by emotion. 
Typically, there is no sure presence of affects to themselves. There is instead 
a fullness of diminished affective being, or an affective diminution that itself 
attains plenitude. The shift that gives fullness to the diminished and 
diminishment to fullness does not really decrease the affective life, but 
pushes it into a state where regular affective self-comprehension is 
obstructed. After having become a silent witness to the oddness of his own 
incomprehensible acts—or rather to those of his arm—Sam “comprehended 
himself and stumbled backward” (BMC, 194; emphasis added). (We shall 
presently review the idea of ‘comprehension’ in more detail.) If we 
rationalized the currently reviewed phenomena, they could be psychologisti-
cally reduced to a shift of emphasis. Sam is totally preoccupied with God’s 
command to go and proclaim peace in Vietnam. Everything else in Samuel’s 
world is de-emphasized. From this viewpoint, he simply fails to focus on the 
world around him. He is entirely absorbed in his calling (BMC, 207). His 
monomania causes him to utterly neglect his family. This simplification is 
subject to irony in the text.83 Psychiatry, church, and family seek to 
rationalize Sam’s sea-change. While the psychiatrist declares Sam to be 
healthier than most men he has “run through the mixer” (BMC, 203), the 
pastor asks him to put his supernatural experience to the test: “you can’t 
believe it if it only happens once” (BMC, 197). Sam’s wife Emily, chiefly 
concerned about what other people will say, promises to have him consigned 
to a psychiatric clinic if he does not stop talking about Vietnam (BMC, 201). 
For Sam, however, their world “was slowly retreating to insignificance” 
(BMC, 201). Those around him have diminished being. “He considered them 
in their little world, silently” (BMC, 202). We see here that more than 
emphasis is at stake. “He felt flayed: skinned to the agony of the world . . . 
above all before the humanness of children, women, men who must endure 
living” (BMC, 202). A tape-recording is required by the pastor to show that 
there is no “scientific evidence” for the reality of the call (BMC, 199). As the 
tape runs, we again discern the difference between intimate remoteness (the 
call) and distancing interval (its complete absence). 
                                 
83 Penny van Toorn calls attention to what she aptly identifies as a “wrapping” of voices “in 
layers of ‘other’ voices,” creating a castle of Mennonite suffering unable for any one, reader 
or character to parody or appropriate. “[A]nyone attempting . . . to appropriate Wiebe’s 
discourse of pathos and to re-voice it parodically finds their own voice already objectified and 
evaluated ” (HW, 77).  
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“Listen, there!” he twisted the volume and heard the voice thundering in the 
room, “Listen. Hear that,” and he whispered words already, forever, seared 
into him, “I am the God of your fathers, the Lord your God. Go and proclaim 
peace…” He stabbed at the switch. “There,” he said, dashing the sweat from 
his forehead with a flung arm, “There.” 

The pastor faced him like stone. “There is no voice but yours. Emily?” 
“No,” she whispered. “Just his.” 
He looked at the pastor, then his wife. It was as if something sealed, 

something once flickering and then lost beyond consciousness in a lived-over 
infancy had been pried open, and he was becoming aware at last of 
something that in his somnolent life he had never known he had: an 
unbelievable comprehension for pain, for despair. “Please,” he said, “please. 
How can you deny it, how can you? Look, I’ve got the evidence. All the time 
it was recording I watched the needle, like you said. Look.” He switched the 
tape on  . . . and the needle never rested. 

The pastor started back . . . . “There has to be some—electrical mistake—
some—” 

To Sam the world where the two hunched together, bowed before the 
recorder, was slowly retreating to insignificance. . . .  

 . . . In the long distance from them that became absurdly plain also. 
“Yeah, sure. It’s for me, so why should you hear it. So, now I can go.” (BMC, 
200–201; emphasis added) 

When the God-voice on the tape-recording of the transcendent call fails to 
become immanent to those eager to hear it, Sam attains “an unbelievable 
comprehension for pain, for despair” (BMC, 200). It becomes impossible to 
draw a line between agony as “comprehension for pain” felt in the blissful 
sphere of hearing the call, and this pain itself as the world’s agony at having 
to be world. Sam’s sudden “comprehension” for “despair” both includes and 
excludes his own agony at being someone in the world who cannot make the 
heard call audible there (BMC, 200). Where the ultimate agony is situated 
remains unknown. Is it to remain the only person able to hear the voice 
“thundering” from the tape, or is it to be stone deaf to this thundering in a 
godless world that is unable to perceive any sound whatsoever despite the 
“flickering needle” of the recorder (BMC, 200; emphasis added)?  

Recognizing other people as being at a distancing interval from himself 
(and from the call), Sam simultaneously recognizes himself as being at that 
same infinite distance from them. Diminished being is double. At a “long 
distance from them,” he is also at that distance from the Sam who used to be 
mundane rather than called (BMC, 201). While the failure of others to hear 
the voice continues to be alarming, it is also reassuring as a trait singling him 
out as the only one among them possessing the diminished being necessary 
for the call-reception. It becomes “absurdly” clear to him that they have 
heard nothing, but there is sense in this absurdity too. “Yeah, sure. It’s for 
me, so why would you hear it” (BMC, 201).  

Samuel Reimer’s new sensitivity to “the agony of the world” is made 
possible through the reduction of the subject (“flayed,” “skinned,” BMC, 
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202). His new conception of agony is centred on pain rather than on 
personhood. Before the call, “in his somnolent life” (BMC, 200), he—the 
intimate remoteness of pain—had not really “been living” (BMC, 202). 
Agony had been an affair between the human being and “reality.” Then the 
call “came to him sleeping,” as something he “couldn’t doubt” (BMC, 188). 
“Abrupt as a cell bursting,” it precedes the ‘real’ world (BMC, 189).  
 

3.4 The Light of Incomprehension 
 
Samuel Reimer’s call highlights a significant motif in The Blue Mountains of 
China: the elusive relation between the phenomenon of comprehension and 
the phenomenon of incomprehension. Comprehension occurs in the sobering 
moment when Sam realizes that the pastor and his wife cannot hear the voice 
on the tape. However, the comprehension-instant is at the same time an 
incomprehension-instant—not only in the sense that he fathoms his fellow 
beings’ complete and utter incomprehension of him but more significantly in 
the sense that this instant introduces the rest of his life as lived in a light of 
incomprehension. In incomprehension there is light. Incomprehension’s light 
too, and not only comprehending light, can light our way in the world.84 

Samuel Reimer comes to a juncture in his life where he surrenders to this 
truth. “So, now I can go” (BMC, 201).85 As I have been suggesting by 
pointing to the esse deminutum of affects in Anna’s and Joseph’s well-scene, 
to have insight into the illuminatory nature of incomprehension is to fathom 
the strange intensity of affects that fall short of affective fullness. Strangely, 
diminished feeling feels the full extent of the pain in the world; diminished 
comprehension knows the most obscure ways taken by life. 

The failure to hear the call is and is not comprehension’s failure. Emily 
and the pastor do not hear the taped call, for they do not comprehend it. Sam 
no longer hears his wife’s voice, because he has lost his comprehension of 
her world of mundane trivialities. “Far away he heard her: ‘…Sam…Sam’” 
(BMC, 214). This is not to say that he is completely insensitive to his wife’s 
suffering as she kneels at his bedside, shaking all over. Sam hears and does 
not hear. Small pieces of hearing alternate with pieces of non-hearing, pieces 
of comprehending with pieces of non-comprehending, pieces of sensitivity 
with pieces of insensitivity. Fragments lie inconsecutively alongside each 
other in a parquetry of consciousness-phases that have diminished being. At 
                                 
84 It is not comprehension that moves Jakob Friesen to survive Siberia’s labour-camps.  
85 As it turns out, Sam cannot go to Vietnam. In consideration for his family, members of the 
local Mennonite community prevent his departure economically by not buying his farm, and 
by obstructing his application for a passport. After some months, he withers away and dies 
(BMC, 214). 
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once present to and absent from the conversations that go on in his family, 
Sam is exposed to a disrupting striation of life. After being called, he is on 
the following morning surprised to discover 

that gaps of sound were blocked out almost as if, sitting in the mod breakfast 
nook, doors were opening and closing in his ears. When he did not 
concentrate he heard nothing; when he did, only loud inconsecutive clusters 
of small words came through, mostly prepositions and adjectives. Yet 
Emily’s mouth continued moving. (BMC, 191; emphasis added) 

Inconsecutiveness makes its appearance as a stop-go-stop mechanism that is 
paradigmatic for the text: a bi-kinetic mode in which the dynamic and the 
static are reticulated into a tartan of overlaid counteraffects. “Emily’s mouth 
continued moving”—but in that “continued moving” a different kinesis stops 
(BMC, 191). As they are noticed, gaps give rise to a sense of loss and fright, 
but also to a feeling of wonder and quiet elation. It is true that Samuel 
Reimer hears “nothing” when he is not “concentrating.” But is he really all 
that interested in concentrating? Is there not a certain fascination in hearing 
“prepositions and adjectives” rather than coherent, but meaningless 
discourse?86  

While The Blue Mountains of China works with this type of dichromatic 
effect in which movement is crossed over by its negation, and in which this 
negation in turn is set in motion, movement and its cessation are 
embroidered into each other. Yet there is too much cruelty in Sam’s deafness 
to the life-sounds of his milieu for it to be touching. In Canada, he asserts, 
welfare is “everywhere” (BMC, 201): “I’m not deserting my family! What 
are all you here for? Fat Christians” (BMC, 212). He makes no serious effort 
to truly discuss problems with Emily. He hurls a TV-set through the window 
for no reason. The “misshapen humans” that are “coiled tight” in fear could 
be his kids laughing at the screen or simply the animated forms on it (BMC, 
207). Sam is no less “plain crazy” (BMC, 201) than his brother John who 
carries a huge wooden cross over the Canadian plains twenty-five miles a 
day, a “dummheit” by Mennonite standards (BMC, 244). The motive for the 
act is nothing more than its affective directedness. 

 
“. . . It was around two, maybe a little after, and then…the voice came, 

right away like you heard, like the night before: ‘Go and proclaim peace in 
Vietnam.’ . . . [I]t even explained that ‘proclaim’ doesn’t just mean announce, 
it means ‘show them, tell them it’s necessary’?” 

“Well. What did the voice say when you asked what you’d do there?” 
“Just like you heard, when you get there you’ll know. If I can hear it here 

I can over there, that’s for sure.” (BMC, 199) 

                                 
86 Sam and Emily are obviously fed up with their repetitious matrimonial nagging-sessions. 
Sam’s “everybody’s said everything before” betokens his lack of interest in their conversation 
(BMC, 192). 
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Movement’s directedness—the point of the Vietnam journey—is both given 
and not given. The point is withheld in being given. Movement is an arrow 
of intent pointing from Canada to Vietnam, yet the arrowhead turns out to be 
intentless. Motion is gathered into a kinetic ambiguity indicating the extreme 
degree of its own cancellation. Movement seems wholly kinaesthetic. 
Moving to is replaced by mere-moving: the sensation of movement.87 This 
state of affairs is also what characterizes John’s cross-carrying. 
 

When interviewed Reimer was resting a day outside Calgary at the junction 
of the Trans-Canada Highway and Alberta Highway 2 which goes to 
Edmonton. He said he had not decided yet whether he will continue west into 
the mountains, or go north. 

“I’m happy. I live like the grass,” he says. “No institution to maintain. I 
don’t decide anything till I do it. I feel the land.” (BMC, 232–33; emphasis 
added) 

 
In a sense, John Reimer’s “walk of repentance” repents nothing and walks 

nowhere (BMC, 232). It moves only in itself. Walking takes place within 
walking. Repentance—as a movement of the affective life—is what is 
important: the sense of repenting, not what is repented. In The Blue 
Mountains of China little is repented. But there is repentance. Although no 
place is walked to, there is a constant walking-towards. What matters is the 
sense of walking, the hearing of the call, the sensation that one is repenting. 
Kinaesthetic rather than kinetic, movement moves into itself as auto-
affection, so that motion perseveres even at a point of complete standstill. 

 

3.5 Reeling 
 
In the controversial last chapter of the work, “On the Way,”88 John Reimer is 
joined in his walk of repentance by a stranger who has been in Canada for 

                                 
87 The relation between movement and extension is intriguing. The sensation of movement—
kinaesthesia—belongs to a field that does not necessarily deploy itself as extensive 
presentation: its life is not an extension in objective space (TS, 135). The givenness of 
kinaesthetic movement does “not belong to the ‘projection’ of the thing” (TS, 136).  
88 The last chapter brings many of the voices of The Blue Mountains of China into the 
roadside ditch of an Alberta highway. W. J. Keith reads the “impossibility of closure” (EF, 
60), as “a microcosm of Canadian society, and even of the contemporary world as a whole” 
(EF, 58). Other critics have spotted an inconsistency between an existential mode of the novel 
as a whole and a final chapter written in a transcendental vein. Discussing “the problem of 
belief” (VL, 88), Ina Ferris feels that Wiebe fails to “affirm his existential mode with its 
potentially subversive, experimental technique” in the last chapter (VL, 94). Closure is 
reduced to a didactic finger pointing “to the way” (VL, 94) for secular readers to finally 
understand the seriousness of the “relationship” of the self “to the divine” (VL, 88). 
Commenting on articles by Ina Ferris, Magdalene Redekop and David L. Jeffrey, Andrew 
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only a few hours. This is old Jakob Friesen IV, a man now confessedly 
without faith in anything whatsoever. Yet his perplexing decision to join 
John Reimer on his walk instead of proceeding to meet his long-lost 
daughter, last seen in Moscow in 1929, is expressive of a faith of sorts. He 
becomes a disciple. 

 
“I will stay with him, a little,” said Friesen. 
“What?” Elizabeth said; they all looked up at the old man. 
“I would…” but no words came; the face crumpled in the yellow light like 

a paper bag. He said, in Russian, “I want to walk with him. You go.” (BMC, 
258–59) 

Here the disciple’s belief-commitment has its source in a quiet abnegation of 
belief in any telos whatsoever. The eschatos has been lost through a life of 
immense suffering in a secularized world, but the auto-affective kinaesthesia 
of abnegation is not itself entirely devoid of the intentionality of faith. In the 
communion of this belief-remainder something finely incomprehensible is 
prehended. The slipping of movement into its elided pointlessness is by the 
same token a ground-zeroing of faith, the event of bringing to givenness an 
onwardness which, despite its nullity, nevertheless has somewhere to go.  

Samuel Reimer’s answer to the call of God was given “before he 
comprehended” (BMC, 189). His “Yeah?” denotes that incomprehension is a 
default state of comprehension. His “unbelievable comprehension for pain” 
has grown out of the seed of this incomprehending. As we have seen, Sam is 
in fact now so deeply immersed in incomprehension that he needed to 
‘comprehend himself’ in order not to embarrass people too much (BMC, 
194). His incomprehending is the “ferocious clarity” of something which is 
progressively “opening” in him (BMC, 204). We recall that the luminosity of 
this incomprehending is not a light reserved exclusively for Sam. Among the 
savage nomads of South America, John Reimer is struck into “dumbfounded 
incomprehension about life and people” (BMC, 185). In the Chaco, where so 
“much seemed to move in so many directions,” the unexpected encounter 
with the lethally wounded war chief Orawané produces a “strangeness” that 
“fingered through him like fear” (BMC, 185). Seeing the Ayerooa with his 
leg bloated beyond imagination by cactus-poison, John is unable to 
comprehend: “‘That’s—that’s—’ he thought, loving god I have no German 
vocabulary for this; or English” (BMC, 182). Existence is a perplexing event 
in which one really “understood nothing” (BMC, 186). 

                                                                                                                                  
Gurr discovers a tendency for critics to “assume” that since the novel “addresses itself to the 
metaphysics of human vision,” the conclusion must in itself be the winding up of “some kind 
of vision” (“Blue Mountains and Strange Forms,” 154). Gurr argues that the text’s “unity” is 
created through typical features of the modernist short story, such as “associations and 
thematic parallels and contrasts” (158). The central development of The Blue Mountains of 
China is not a dedication to a focal “call” of any kind. I second Gurr’s view that the chapter 
“is properly entitled ‘On the Way,’ not ‘On “the Way”’” (159). 
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The comprehensible movement of the world goes on alongside the stream 
of incomprehension that falls short of it—but the world is at the same time 
sucked into the incomprehension, becoming surrealistically exaggerated 
there. When Jakob Friesen starts to “walk with” John Reimer (BMC, 259), 
nothing of the ‘reality’ of the world is softened into a harmonizing backdrop. 
The pounding flow of automobiles is in-comprehended, becoming a 
fierceness no less “ferocious” than a nocturnal awakening into “clarity” 
monitored by God (BMC, 204). 

Wide to their left yellow blobs drilled silently toward them, dividing in twos 
and sometimes fours as they came out of the fading light; the sounds rose like 
whistles behind them, rising to a shriek as the blot lunged by under their 
elbows, sounds fading before the red dots. They walked just below the loose 
gravel where the grass began. (BMC, 260; emphasis added) 

The sphere of movement contains innumerable movement-acts, the ones 
performed in a repentance-walk occurring in the same world as those that 
have nothing to do with it. Yet this seamlessness may be seen in reversed 
perspective: the comprehensibility of world-movement comes to givenness 
in the same world as the repentance walk. From this viewpoint—the one that 
cannot be comprehended—the motions of the automobiles, of their lights 
and sound patterns, do not make sense, and are even more ‘absurd’ than the 
dummheit (BMC, 244), even more drillingly piercing and “ferocious” than 
the “clarity” that had given Samuel Reimer access to the actual pain of the 
world (BMC, 204). A processional surrealism similar to this highway inferno 
is to be found in a much earlier part of the text, showing Franz Epp terrified 
out of his wits at the walls of the Kremlin as troops of prisoners and soldiers 
pass by dangerously close to his barely-hidden body. This scene too is one of 
carefully patterned movements. 
 

In the heart of Moscow not a sound or motion. Every communist rigid; 
silent. Waiting. 

I don’t know how long I stood stiffening in the cold; finally understanding 
what I had done, what must happen, in despair. Then suddenly a sound up the 
street. They were coming. There was no place; only a doorway here, a narrow 
shadow; I pulled back and peered out. The muffled noise slowly, heavily 
broke into the rhythm of feet and round the corner came a black mass. A 
whole army for me? Soldiers, yes, because it was marching, speared guns 
erect at shoulders, marching to me but then past me along the Kremlin wall. I 
don’t know how many soldiers there were—maybe twenty, or hundreds upon 
hundreds—for when they were opposite me I forgot myself. (BMC, 84) 

A black mass of marching people, a shrieking colonnade of lunging 
automobile-lights: the world is tangential to those who are in retreat from it. 
This is felt by Franz Epp, by Jakob Friesen, by John Reimer, and indeed by 
Sam Reimer. We recall how, after hearing God’s call, and just before he 
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“comprehended himself,” he had suddenly come to notice the world as a 
passing-by of itself, had noticed the woman who “brushed by” him, pulling a 
sled (BMC, 194). Yet in Siberia, in Moscow, on a passenger ship, and on a 
Canadian highway or street, this sense of a tangentially living motion that is 
there to be touched cannot be kinetically captured or held.  
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Chapter 4. Sweeter Than All the World 

4.1 Primary Movement 
 
With the publication of Sweeter Than All the World in 2001, a significant 
addition was made to the Mennonite component of Wiebe’s oeuvre. It 
encompasses Mennonite history from the movement’s beginning during the 
Reformation, while tracing the contemporary protagonist Adam Wiebe’s 
Flemish-Frisian roots back to the early sixteenth century. In almost every 
second chapter we are given glimpses and stories from the Mennonite past. 
As we shall see, the text’s preoccupation with Mennonite origins demands 
an accentuated theoretical concern with the phenomenon of theological 
directedness and regeneration seen as movement.  

In her penetrating investigations of the nature of movement and self-
movement, Sheets-Johnstone extends the Husserlian project of understand-
ing movement as a constituting source of time and space (PM, 146). “The 
crucial role of kinesthetic experience to the experience or sense of a spatio-
temporal dynamic strongly suggests how the constitution of space and time 
have their genesis in self-movement, and why the consciousness of animate 
forms . . . is in the most fundamental sense just such a spatio-temporal 
dynamic” (PM, 146). Broadly speaking, movement is the primal kinetic-
kinaesthetic core of life, “the very source of our being in the world” (PM, 
148). “Everything cognitive,” Sheets-Johnstone argues, “leads back” to 
movement: ”Insofar as our primal animatedness is the bedrock of . . . 
kinetically- and kinesthetically-rooted conceptual understandings, our primal 
animatedness is, to borrow (and singularize) a phrase from Husserl, ‘the 
mother of all cognition’” (PM, 137).89 Species-specific acts of movement 
that we “simply ‘do’ in coming into the world . . . . happen to us before we 
make them happen,” that is, before any cognitive comprehension has made a 
self-conscious movement-decision (PM, 137). In a more determinate sense, 
however, movement is an activity that comprehends itself as aiming, that 
closes an interval. This difference is highlighted in the eighteenth century 
philosophic writings of James Beattie:  
                                 
89 The Husserlian reference-point for this metaphor is to be found in Ideas III: “Phenomenol-
ogy in our sense is the science of ‘origins,’ of the ‘mothers’ of all cognition; and it is the 
maternal-ground of all philosophical method: to this ground and to the work in it, everything 
leads back” (Id:III, 69). 
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Action implies motion; but there may be motion, as in a clock, where, 
properly speaking, there is no agent. Many motions necessary to life are 
continually going on in the human body; as those of the heart, lungs, and 
arteries: but there [sic] are not human actions, because man is not the cause of 
them. . . . In like manner, the casual train of thought, which passes through 
the mind in a reverie is not action; but when we interrupt it, in order to fix our 
view upon a particular object, that interruption, and the attention consequent 
upon it, are mental actions. Recollection is another, and investigation a third; 
but a remembrance occurring to us, without any exertion on our part, is not 
action, and our minds in receiving it, or becoming conscious of it, are as 
really passive, as the eye is in receiving the images of those visible things 
that pass before it when it is open. Nor is the mere perception of truth or 
falsehood a mental action, any more than the mere perception of hardness: 
the stone, which we feel, we must feel while it presses upon us; and the 
proposition, which our judgement declares to be true, we must, while we 
attend to it and its evidence, perceive to be true. (Elements of Moral Science, 
Part One, 194–96) 

For Wiebean Mennonites, movement, understood theologically, constitutes 
consciousness and regeneration. Sheets-Johnstone points out that primal 
movement “forms the I that moves before the I that moves forms movement” 
(PM, 138). In Mennonite religious life, analogously, something that is not a 
human agent is at the root of existence as a force already moving it. Trijntjen 
Pieters, the sixteenth-century narrator of the third chapter of Sweeter Than 
All the World, “Flour and Yeast,” tells us of how her mother Weynken90 
remembered 

when a priest named Ulrich Zwingli began teaching in Zurich far away. He 
taught that, according to the Scriptures, the Pope himself had no more power 
to forgive sins than any true Christian believer. She heard that Melchior 
Hoffman was travelling across Europe saying the Holy Spirit was poured out 
on every living person, you must listen to God’s Word in the Bible and you 
would feel the Spirit move in your heart, all men and women too, it made no 
difference! She heard the New Testament read aloud, first in Martin Luther’s 
German translation, and then the reader translated it on the spot into Dutch.91  

The decisive word here is move. When Mennonites move between 
continents, deserts, prairies, steppes, and grasslands the ultimate underlying 
factor is not the politico-theological intolerance driving them from land to 
land but the sense of God as prime mover and source of regeneration. The 
basic Mennonite movement-affect is not theirs, in that it is not felt to be 
instigated by any activity originating in them. That movement chiefly lies in 
the Word means, theologically speaking, that it is not primarily viewed as a 

                                 
90 Weynken Claes’s history and fate are commemorated in Martyrs Mirror. It recapitulates 
her story and the court protocols together with the letters she wrote from the Hague prison. 
91 Rudy Wiebe, Sweeter Than All the World (Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf, 2001), 34; emphasis 
added (hereafter cited in text as SAW). 
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property of human life. Protestant fundamentalists are by definition open to 
the movement that is in the Word itself (AO, 24–25). Its momentum comes to 
expression as already given as such, as already “poured out” on women and 
men alike (SAW, 34).  

Because movement as life-directedness is felt to be centred in the Word 
rather than in the self, the Mennonite refugee is largely passive vis-à-vis the 
movement s/he is drawn into. When harassed Mennonites move, the 
intrinsically different versions of submission—the submission to the 
movement of the Word’s call and the submission to authority—cannot be 
visually-externally distinguished from each other. Through flight, 
submission to the regenerating movement of the Spirit, furnished in free 
access to the written and printed Word, has taken on the appearance of 
subjection to ecclesiastical and secular authority. In the Mennonite 
predicament, these two quite different forms of movement have 
phenomenally (though not phenomenologically) become indistinguishable, 
and movement is thus made intriguingly ambiguous. Through hardships, 
regenerative movement has come to assume the external form of expulsion 
from Europe instigated by Catholic, Lutheran, or Calvinistic rulers. In the 
last analysis, the movement into exile does not have its source in theo-
political force (‘recant from heresy, or die’) or in submission to worldly 
authority (‘let us move on: this governor does not want Mennonites to live 
here’), but in Mennonite ideology—in the refutation of secular society as 
ultimate authority over human life. Since this refutation goes hand in hand 
with quietism, the tension between movement in the most theologically 
radical sense (being moved by the Spirit) and geographic world-movement is 
obscured. 

As movement, regeneration cannot be equated with extensional 
movement in the world. Without moving an inch, anyone touched by 
regeneration could be moved by the Word, “feel the Spirit move” (SAW, 34). 
The Mennonite fate of having to move around between the inhospitably arid 
places of the world has quite contingently become a kinetic-kinaesthetic 
substantiation of a movement that in itself is not kinetic-kinaesthetic in any 
extensional manner at all. A being-moved that for the believer is 
theologically necessary—regeneration—turns into a being-moved that is 
theologically unnecessary: namely travel. Travel-movement could of course 
also be viewed theologically, as exodus within a covenant,92 but even then it 
contains an extensional element that is distinguishable from the movement 
involved in regeneration, faith, and grace.  

                                 
92 Movement of course defines radical discipleship; ‘spreading the Word.’ In his book The 
Politics of Jesus, Mennonite theologian J. H. Yoder sees Jesus as having called his disciples 
to radical social reform rather than to an apolitical life. According to Smyth, Yoder argued for 
movement rather than stagnation: “The community of disciples must be constantly ‘on the 
road’ in search of ‘restitutions’” that will come in forms that are simultaneously unexpected 
and familiar (WC, 20).  
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The longer the temporal-spatial journeys of Wiebean Mennonite refugees 
become, the greater is the likelihood that being-on-the-road becomes a 
simulacrum of regeneration, faith, and devotion. The event of extensional 
movement gains the upper hand. Displacement becomes a cult. Being-moved 
turns into a sacred phenomenon in itself. In the hands of the implied 
Mennonite writer, movement gradually emerges as an object of worship and 
veneration. In a strange substantiation, the event of being-moved by 
regeneration has become the prolonged event of moving about on earth as 
refugee. In Sweeter Than All the World, there is a slight but significant sense 
that fugitive motion has turned into a theological rationale or telos. A 
refugee-romanticism, an idealization of pain and of position-loss, almost 
presents itself as a means to salvation. By such slippage, the Mennonite way 
turns into a tourism-spirituality: we are not regenerated in order to be 
moved; we move, and that per se is regeneration. 

If this line of suspicion is pursued to the extreme, one might even argue 
that Adam Wiebe, the nomadically postmodern male narrator of Sweeter 
Than All the World, has fallen victim to a theological slip. In the polyphony 
of the text’s voices, those that seem to have lost religion altogether—e.g., 
Adam Wiebe, Wybe Adams, Bud Lyons—have nurtured a pseudo-
theological sense of noble exodus while simultaneously being utterly 
divorced from any sense of regeneration.  

The tension between the regenerated and the displaced Mennonite results 
in a self-foreignness: somehow, the individual is external to his or her own 
motions, individually as well as collectively. As we have seen, the 
Mennonites are in spirit not nomads in the first place. The typical Mennonite 
does not roam the world searching for variation as territorial novelty. 
Historically, Mennonites have felt comfortable as landowners with large, 
well-run, prosperous farms. They have preferred the stillness of 
regeneration—expressed as hard work in permanent settlements. 

 Sweeter Than All the World simultaneously exhibits and conceals the 
structural discrepancy between religious and geographical movement. The 
text encourages us to understand—but also to forget—the difference 
between conversion and displacement, between being regenerated and 
feeling persecuted. For Protestants giving priority to faith over merit, the 
hardships of wandering in themselves can obviously never themselves 
furnish justification. Nevertheless, Wiebe’s highly motile fiction tends to 
automatically translate itineration’s soteriological insufficiency into a 
meritorious sufficiency. 

The above-mentioned problematic surfaces in an encounter between 
Abraham Loewen and his eponymous grandson in 1941. Confined to his bed 
in an Idaho hospital after a stroke, the old man’s “mind wanders” far beyond 
the parametres of his confinement (SAW, 180). During the talk and silences 
of their brief meeting, the status of the phenomenon of being-on-the-road 
comes to the fore. 
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Being-on-the-road implies a certain aimlessness, an absence of predeter-
mined goal. Yet the aimlessness does not lack directedness. Although there 
is no particular aim, there is a generalised sense of moving-towards. 
Restricted to a hospital bed, immovable but for his face, right arm, and leg, 
Abraham Loewen “wanders” in a wandering without wandering-aim (SAW, 
180). His eyes “sink” into a “distant bemusement” as he recalls the event of 
somehow surviving a dangerous Mennonite migration into Turkistan (SAW, 
181).93 The “wilderness” into which old Abraham Loewen had “moved” as a 
boy is still with him as the permanentized sense of being stranded in an 
idealization of suffering (SAW, 181). The movement of feet treading alien 
deserts has become a dubious token of justification.94 

Young Abraham also drifts but his roving is born out of a firm decision 
not to wander with the Mennonites. “‘Mennonites move all the time.’ I have 
heard this . . . forever; it is what I got away from by removing myself ” 
(SAW, 181; emphasis added).95 Feeling alienated from his grandfather’s 

                                 
93In the 1880s, a group of some six hundred Mennonites followed the millenialist Claus Epp 
on a journey east. They experienced severe hardships. Many died, especially children; others 
returned to the Ukraine, or, aided by Mennonites in America, went to the USA (IMH, 181). 
For a detailed account of Claus Epp and the trek, see Walter Unger, “Mennonite Millennial 
Madness: A Case Study” (Direction 28, no 2 [1999]), or Franz Bartsch, Our Trek to Central 
Asia, trans. Elizabeth Peters and Gerhard Ens (Winnipeg: CMBC and Manitoba Mennonite 
Historical Society, 1993). 
94 This slippage from the accentuation of regeneration as a feature of Mennonite life to an 
unsought form of Christian asceticism somehow coincides with the material slippage of 
Mennonites from a state of well-to-do landowners into landless, displaced emigrants. In “To 
Write or to Belong: The Dilemma of Canadian Mennonite Story-Tellers,” Edna Froese has 
described a similar slip or fall within some Canadian Mennonite groups from a traditional 
anabaptism based exclusively on belief to a ‘Mennonitism’ that is increasingly based on a 
sense of ethnic belonging. (Ph.D. diss., University of Saskatoon, 1996), 17n (hereafter cited in 
text as WB). In Sweeter Than All the World, there is a repeated plunge from prosperity to 
poverty, as prosperous urban craftsmen are forced into agriculture. In the novel this occurs 
when European cities disallow Anabaptist residents, when well-to-do farmers in Prussia move 
to unclear circumstances in Russia, once promises of exemptions from military service are 
revoked. Later, when the same promises are revoked in Russia, these ex-Prussian Mennonites 
have to move again. When Stalin’s rule disallows everything from faith to practical 
agriculture, a large number of the remaining Russian Mennonites are forced to leave. For 
some groups, these abrupt changes in circumstance involve a decline into asceticism that itself 
eventually transforms into a source of religious sentiment, into a celebration of Mennonite 
travel-suffering. 
95 As we have been able to see in the expositions of Peace Shall Destroy Many and The Blue 
Mountains of China, the statement “Mennonites move all the time” is not an issue that is up 
for debate (SAW, 181). However, the analogous statement “All good Mennonites wander” is a 
different matter (SAW, 183). That assertion comes out of a conscious willing ‘to go with 
God’: “‘All good Mennonites wander,’ [Abraham the elder] says. ‘Not hunters following 
animals, no, we’re like God told Abraham, ‘Go to a land I will show you’ and we go” (SAW, 
183; emphasis added). Bud wants to get away from aimless moving, but in that flight, he is 
not willing to recognize his own vagabondage. “I didn’t go far,” he confesses when Paupe 
asks where he has been. But when asked if he went “[w]andering,” the answer is evasive. “I 
worked there,” he states, omitting the experiences of the hobo villages and the grape and 
cotton picking—the premier modern idea of the occupation of idle, mundane itinerants (SAW, 
182). 



 103 

unabated belief, he attempts to eliminate himself from his Mennonite 
background by eradicating “Abraham Loewen” and becoming “Bud Lyons” 
(SAW, 183). However, no matter how fiercely decisive the removal is 
experienced to be, it is evident that the intended partition failed. Bud’s 
reaction to well-known sayings is instinctive and violent: “Abruptly it 
sounds so much like what I once hated, and still hate, that I jerk away from 
him rigid as half a log, I’m outta here!” (SAW, 183). The final move of 
conscious willing not to be Abraham Loewen is affectively and 
kinaesthetically impossible to effectuate, and the intention to leave the 
Mennonites forever cements the bond he wishes to dissolve. Unwilling to 
throw himself into a mode of motility extreme enough to leave an old man 
“rigid as iron” (SAW, 186)—even more paralyzed than his physical 
paralysis—Bud remains at the bedside, accepting his “gesturing” hand 
(SAW, 183). 

The intertwining of paralysis and motility is perhaps most dramatically 
rendered in old Abraham Loewen’s account of his encounter in Samarqand 
with the old Chinese custom of foot-binding, an aberration that turned 
women into cripples. Understandably, he had been shocked to see a Chinese 
girl whose feet were more or less missing. Here, the obvious suppression of 
women is implicitly critiqued. Yet for the itinerant Mennonite, something 
more alarming lies hidden in the phenomenon of being deprived of one’s 
feet. If the means of salvation for certain self-consciously persecuted 
Mennonites is suffering through wandering, the Chinese girl who lacks feet 
to walk with is seemingly beyond salvation. For Mennonites constantly 
finding themselves to be wandering, the sight of a footless human being is 
unnerving.  

Susannah’s hand was holding the Chinese girl’s foot. But there was no foot. 
Below her folded knee, at her ankle, her leg ended in layers of wound cloth 
coiled and tied tight around a square stub. I couldn’t understand: where was 
her foot? I looked at her face: her eyes were stretched shut now in a tight line 
clenched across her face, a slit where pain shrieked, where it would never be 
let out. (SAW, 192) 

Unlike suffering-on-the-road, the Chinese girl’s painful predicament seems 
unlikely to reap any divine reward. Because it is missing, that foot leads 
nowhere, walks nowhere, lacks the perambulatory meaning of the Mennonite 
condition. Interestingly, however, the foot-binding is not presented as a static 
fact but rendered in terms of movement. In China many women were so 
mutilated that they could “hardly walk a step,” yet here the rendition of that 
immobilization is presented in terms of kinetic phases in a handicraft seen 
graphically as a sequence of work-gestures. 

 
“So they tie up her feet, to keep them small?” 
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“No, they can’t tie it small, the foot has to grow, if the girl lives growing 
feet can’t be stopped, so at five or six years the toes are doubled under, the 
foot bones bent back, bent under towards the heel with tighter and tighter 
binding until the foot bones break and the toes and heel are forced to meet, 
folded back together into what they call the ‘lotus hook.’ It doesn’t look like 
a foot at all. . . . some can hardly walk a step.” (SAW, 193) 

 

4.2 Corporeal Memory 
 
The feeling of being a weary wanderer subjecting oneself to Christian 
asceticism, the feeling of seeing a Chinese girl’s feelings for her own 
missing foot (SAW, 192), and the feeling of the Word moving in one’s heart 
(SAW, 34) are all part of “the infinite corpuscularization of feelings” (SAW, 
50). By affective corpuscularization I mean a felt sense of material presence 
given even when no palpable substance or empirical body is necessarily 
foregrounded—as in faith or hope. Husserl calls the kinaesthetic sensations 
making up corpuscularization “parasitic” on touch, in that they “do not 
spread out in a stratified way over the appearing extension” (Id: II, 158). In 
the case of being touched by the Word so as to fully “feel the Spirit move in 
your heart” (SAW, 34), no sense of substance or substantiation is necessarily 
included, and yet there is “corpuscularization.” Affective corpuscularization 
has the freedom to be either substantial or pre-substantial.  

Corpuscularization is to be viewed in relation to the presence or absence 
of movement. As we have seen, the affect of movement in Wiebe’s 
Mennonite fiction materializes as belonging to a tension between something 
that comes to givenness as being immovable and something that comes to 
givenness as being movable. In the Mennonite world, movement’s affective 
source-point is not migration but the Word. Yet while the Word moves the 
believer, it remains (theologically speaking) immovable in doing so. 
Although historical pressures have forced the Mennonites to change their 
location all the time, each site is sheltered by the selfsameness of the Word. 

This static, non-moving sense of existence as imperturbable faith is knit 
into a static, non-moving apperception of affective corpuscularization. The 
historical Mennonite narrators and elders can wander freely in the past 
thanks to its affective solidity. It is because the past is frozen in Sweeter 
Than All the World, because the endless amounts of recollective footprints 
fail to change the slightest part of the past, that the narrators can exploit it so 
freely.  

Specific executions were recorded in Martyrs Mirror or commemorated 
in a book of martyr’s songs (SAW, 30). But there are no records of feelings 
taken in their affective contingency—as when Trijntjen in Sweeter Than All 
the World sees her heresy-accused mother dragged away to her death. The 
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soldiers “looked like one huge, thick monster that bristled spears and heads, 
[and that] seemed to be coming low, flat, on a burnished sea of shining 
blood” (SAW, 30–31). Normally such impressions are not recorded in 
history. Nor does compassion felt by an official hangman usually find its 
way into historical documents. Yet in exploring her mother’s story Trijntjen 
seems to touch historical reality at its quick. After her last words, “the 
executioner laid a rope around her neck and in his kindness began to strangle 
her. When he had finished that at last, and she moved no more, he set the 
wood on fire” (SAW, 40). Here, as in the case of Jan Adam Wens’ attempts 
to remember his mother Maeyken via prison-letters, recollection and the feel 
of movement are one and the same event. Although he knows them “by 
heart,” it is not the letters themselves that move Jan Adam, but the 
impression of shared movement, the “feel of the ship” that brought him and 
his brother away from Antwerp (SAW, 69). He is touched by the intriguing 
workings of genetic corpuscularization, by the mason’s hands “bequeathed” 
by his father (SAW, 71). Although abandoned too young to have really 
known her mother, Janneken Wens kinaesthetically “remembers everything” 
(SAW, 64). Her lost face needs no representation; it is “living . . . with no 
chisel needed” (SAW, 66).  

The movability of documents is juxtaposed to “our immovable past,” to 
the immovability of bygone experience (SAW, 65). As we have seen, old 
Abraham Loewen is an immobilized man deprived of movement. The 
rigidity of old age is by the same token the paralysis of the past, impeding 
the narrating Mennonite from changing anything. Although explorable by 
the narrators, nothing in the past can be changed: neither the hand-movement 
that picks up one’s burned mother’s still scorching tongue-screw, nor the 
scars that are left (SAW, 75).96 In the episode narrated by his grandson, old 
Abraham’s hands are highlighted. The hand is indeed one of the main 
movement-oriented phenomena in Sweeter Than All the World.97 Hands 
                                 
96 In Martyrs Mirror, there is a print from an etching showing Maeyken’s two sons searching 
through the ashes of the stake that killed their mother. In reviewing the considerations that led 
Maeyken Wens to the choice of giving up her children rather than disavowing her faith, Julia 
Kasdorf notes that the blades that were screwed together “to secure her tongue,” are still in 
Dutch Mennonite possession in Amsterdam. The Body and the Book (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2001), 185 (hereafter cited in text as BB). Martyrs Mirror includes, 
alongside Maeyken’s letters, her son Adriaen’s narrative about the finding of the tongue 
screw, which prompted the etching. Quoting the poet Dana Gioia (“To Witness the Truth 
Uncompromised: Reflections on the Modern Martyrs,” Image 13: 71–73), Kasdorf writes: 
“Historically, the word martyr carries no trace of suffering or death. Its root means only 
‘witness’—witness to a truth. ‘The martyr’s task is not armed resistance; nor is it even passive 
suffering,’ Gioia writes. ‘Persecution and death are only the by-products of the martyr’s true 
role—to witness the truth uncompromised’” (BB, 186). The martyrs allowed to roam in their 
pasts in Sweeter Than All the World are, for the purpose of the narrative, precisely 
witnesses—not of suffering but of Mennonite movement as Christian life. 
97 Jan Wens mentions a curious fact about Antwerp, the city at the centre of the area that gave 
birth to Anabaptism, but also the site of numerous executions of ‘heretics.’ In his retelling of 
the events surrounding his mother’s burning, Wens makes the following remark concerning 
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work, press, bend, and find (SAW, 3); hands tighten and clutch (SAW, 7); 
hands knit unstoppably (SAW, 13); hands crush (SAW, 20), tug (SAW, 22), 
rub (SAW, 25), pull, nudge, wriggle (SAW, 33), point, push (SAW, 40), and 
slide (SAW, 46). Hands lift (SAW, 64, 70), grapple (SAW, 70), haul (SAW, 
185), clench, and pour (SAW, 186). Hands throw, drill (SAW, 186), gesture, 
tilt, hold (SAW, 188), cradle (SAW, 189), and pass over (SAW, 190). Hands 
raise, move along, and trace (SAW, 192). Above all, hands give themselves. 
His grandfather’s “hand gesturing for [him],” Bud moves his own hand into 
his grandfather’s as a token of affective surrender (SAW, 183). At the point 
of an additional request for a hand, the response is more generous: 

 
“Give me your hand,” he says. I give him both, and he moves them close 

to his eyes. Perhaps the stroke affected his sight as well, I may be a blessed 
blur to him. My hands lie in his pale bluish one; ingrained with endless 
grease. 

“You always had good worker hands, to hold and fix things,” he says. He 
turns his head away, but he does not let my hands go. He cradles them tight 
in his wide one, so thick and scarred by farm work, but the back soft, mottled 
as any old man’s must be. His touch seems thin and, I feel it, sad. (SAW, 189) 

As his narrated recollections intensify, old Abraham’s hand “tightens a little” 
(SAW, 184), eventually “becoming a vise” (SAW, 185). As always in 
Wiebe’s Mennonite novels, the poetic or epic aspects of movement are 
seamlessly fused with the everyday movements of ordinary existence and 
labour. “His right hand gestures towards the waterglass. I put it between his 
fingers and he takes it, lifts it towards his mouth. He doesn’t need me to 
drink: he tilts it into his mouth, holding a little before he swallows, and gives 
it back” (SAW, 188). 

This low-intensity movement points to the everyday mechanical labour 
suggested by the “endless grease” deeply stained into young Abraham’s 
hands (SAW, 189), but also to what seems to be the reverse: the apparently 
magical, ethereal movements of Samarqand silk. It was a moment of passing 
hands that made possible the discovery of the Chinese girl’s crippled feet 
reviewed earlier. As she “passed her hands over the silks on her shoulders 
and her folded legs, and under her hands the silk changed colour, like flames 
in a leaping fire,” the Mennonite and the Chinese girls suddenly got close to 
each other (SAW, 190). One of them is long and dusty, the other small and 
clad in expensive silk. They cannot understand each other’s speech, yet they 
meet in a briefly illuminating flare of unexpected friendship. When 
Susannah had merrily urged her new Chinese friend to dance, she “reached 

                                                                                                                                  
the city square: “The fountain was not built yet, nor the statue over it representing the Roman 
soldier holding the chopped-off giant’s hand high over the Scheldt and, in his defiance of 
tyranny, about to act out the city’s name, hand werpan, that is, ‘throw the hand away’” (SAW, 
68). 
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down for the girl’s hand,” inadvertently uncovering the girl’s unusable feet 
(SAW, 192).  

As old Abraham finishes his story, he “releases” the friendly hand he has 
been curling much in the same way that the girl of Samarqand had cradled 
Susannah’s foot  (SAW, 193). More or less lame, the two individuals have in 
different ways been exposed to incomprehensible forces of torture. As Bud 
is about to leave, he touches his grandfather a last time. “His right hand 
gestures, I give him mine to hold. His face half-hunches into what I know is 
a smile . . . . I lean close to him” (SAW, 195).  

There is a flow or circulation of hands in Sweeter Than All the World, 
much in the way that there is an “endless circuit of moving buckets” in the 
cable car invention made in Danzig by Wybe Adams for the purpose of 
fortifying the hitherto unprotectable city (SAW, 24). The circuit of 
Mennonite hands, like that of the buckets, is auto-constitutive: “no power 
beyond themselves was needed to make them move” (SAW, 24). Just as the 
weight of a filled bucket at the top of the Danzig hill will pull it down the 
valley over the flood plains while returning the empty buckets back up to the 
top of the hill, the hands of Mennonites gain and clutch power by releasing it 
in the presence of a fellow being. 

 

4.3 Passing-on Work: Regenerative Knitting 
 
In Peace Shall Destroy Many and The Blue Mountains of China, Mennonite 
work nearly always takes the form of agricultural labour. Indeed, 
Mennonites in the Ukraine and in Canada were known as model farmers. 
Agriculture has been the primary means of survival and business for the 
Mennonite since shortly after the Reformation.98 Like other forms of labour, 
farm work is not accentuated in Sweeter Than All the World as it is in the 
earlier novels. Whereas Mennonites in Peace Shall Destroy Many and The 
Blue Mountains of China were engaged in hard, physical work, here people 
talk. In evocations of bygone times and people, work is present as 
‘profession’ rather than as a means of survival. The Mennonite itinerants are 
masons (SAW, 71), painters (SAW, 111), engineers (SAW, 81, 144), 
fishermen (SAW, 31), architects, bankers, ship designers (SAW, 116), or 
Flemish jewellers (SAW, 17). Adam and Susannah Wiebe have devoted their 
professional lives to medicine and literature respectively. Bud Lyons is a 
mechanic (SAW, 183). What is significant, especially from the viewpoint of 

                                 
98 Among Mennonites, even former craftsmen and city-inhabitants had to turn to “the 
relatively unregulated freedom of farm-village agriculture” (SAW, 116). All over Europe, 
Anabaptists were commonly banned from citizenship. 
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an inquiry into the phenomenon of work, is the differentiation that is 
suddenly made between actual and nominal labour. A former physician, 
Adam Wiebe does not ‘practice’ medicine anymore (SAW, 102), yet he is 
known as a ‘doctor.’ There is a distancing interval between the work-act and 
the act of referring to people as ‘doctors,’ ‘stonecutters,’ or ‘labourers.’ In 
The Blue Mountains of China things were quite different. For Frieda Friesen, 
life was simply work—or waiting to work. “‘What do you do, one year end 
to the next, living there in that wilderness?’ Well, what do you do. . . . 
mostly you wait for the rain,” says Frieda. “When it rains you harness every 
horse and work the land till it’s too dry; then you wait again” (BMC, 170).  

In Sweeter Than All the World a decisive change appears in Mennonite 
work-directedness. With this shift, work is no longer the kinetic force 
intrinsically constituting the Mennonite, but something coming to givenness 
as distancing interval. The shift, I submit, is similar to the previously 
reviewed sliding between being-moved by regeneration and being-displaced 
as refugee. Having resigned after almost twenty-five years of practising 
medicine, Adam Wiebe does not perform any work at all. He has so many 
stocks and bonds working for him, that work has become unnecessary (SAW, 
140). For him and his family, “IBM and Xerox produce more than enough” 
(SAW, 241). His life is defined by leisure to such a degree that any manual 
labour that he carries out—on weekend trips to a borrowed cabin together 
with a new mistress, or on hunting trips to the Arctic—in the final analysis 
cannot be described as work. Hard labour and heavy tasks necessary for 
Dene survival, such as hunting, skin-work, and food-preparation, are for 
prosperous Canadian tourists little more than exotic features of adventure-
travelling. For Adam Wiebe, Dene-work is recreation. Momentarily involved 
in such ancient but crucial food gathering, Adam suddenly feels that the 
situation is so far from everyday reality that he is unable to feel any 
movement at all. Caught in a Dene caribou hunt, where men are “moving,” 
“hoisting” rifles, “hauling,” and butchering caribou bulls, this postmodern 
Mennonite is immobilized as someone quite inconsequential. He is “vertical 
in flat landscape . . . standing in a museum diorama of Canada with tundra, 
September shining on the circle of horizon, two clusters of Dene far away 
skinning caribou; all painted” (SAW, 43). Adam and the shot caribou bull are 
equally alien to the ongoing work processes. Affectively, Adam is so “dead 
he couldn’t fall over” (SAW, 43). 

The Canada awaiting Mennonites after the First World War is a modern 
nation. The Canadian Pacific Railway brings urbanizing tendencies even to 
distant rural districts and prairie areas. Work that traditionally was an 
important communal effort for Mennonites, such as building a barn or a 
church, is not necessarily protracted and hard any more. In modern times of 
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free enterprise, barns come ready made (SAW, 336).99 Although a space “as 
long and straight as three two-by-four granaries nailed together end to end” 
is needed for the new Coaldale Readymade District Mennonite Church in 
1926, no more than a single day of communal work is required to assemble 
it. That day seems to come as an interruption in the life of the villagers rather 
than as a significant, shared work-experience, such as the Wapiti church-
building in Peace Shall Destroy Many (SAW, 338, PDM, 50–51). In the 
same spirit of free enterprise one can readily “convert a church—even a 
Mennonite church built memorably and completely by community labour in 
two summer months”—into a dog kennel, or into anything else that is in 
greater demand than the building’s original purpose (SAW, 363; emphasis 
added). Increasingly, the physical work that used to constitute Mennonite 
movement is referred to specific moments occurring in the interval between 
pursuits and endeavours that have replaced the previous work-directedness. 
When Adam once “walked field angles for weeks . . . counting each three-
step swing of his measuring rod to triangulate the contract area of sugarbeet 
acres for the Canadian Sugar Factories Limited,” that job was performed 
during a spring school break (SAW, 337). This circumstance that physical 
work is referred to a time when ordinary activity is on hold is Mennonite 
intentionality reversed. 

This changing state of affairs is already discernible in a Russian 
community prior to emigration to Canada. All talk that the villagers wish to 
engage in concerning their possible future in faraway Canada, and 
concerning whether Mennonites are at all “Destined for Sugarbeet 
Cultivation,” must wait until a winter evening when little other work can be 
done (SAW, 337). Here the mere event of venturing into such cultivation-
considerations indicates a work-estranging rupture. When ‘work’ is suddenly 
referred to as ‘practice’ (SAW, 102), and when farm-work in particular is 
seen as ‘cultivation’ (SAW, 337), something has happened to the original 
Mennonite intuition of life-directedness as “Work and Hope.”100 The new 
cost-effective beet-cultivation displaces God-directedness into a self-
direction. Movement no longer occurs as kinetic-kinaesthetic work-
sacredness, or even as a survival-necessity, but materializes as economic 
opportunity. We are told that with respect to the sugarbeet issue discussed 

                                 
99 The ‘Ready-Made’ building project was launched by the Canadian Pacific Railway Land 
Settlement and Development Funds in 1913. To implement a speedier settlement of the Cana-
dian Prairie, the Canadian Pacific Railway designed standard plans for immigrants’ houses, 
barns, and outhouses on “Ready-Made Farms,” and provided assembling material. See the 
internet site for the Canadian Pacific Railway Land Settlement and Development funds. 
http://asalive.archivesalberta.org:8080/access/asa/documents/display/GLEN-8 (accessed July 
11, 2006).  
100 A woodcut bearing the inscription “Arbeite und Hoffe” was used as a motto in all German 
editions of Martyrs Mirror printed in America between 1748 and 1990. For a comprehensive 
overview of the image and the motto and its relation to Mennonite history and culture, see 
Kasdorf, “Work and Hope” (BB, 99–120).  
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during that winter evening, these Russian Mennonites “came to no further 
conclusion than that their Russian village past of wheat fields and cows and 
sheep gave them little, if any, guidance” (SAW, 337; emphasis added). In 
obtaining the sense of being moved by narrowly Mennonite concerns rather 
than by God, Mennonites lose the community’s founding directedness (SAW, 
337). The straightforward directedness towards God and work foregrounded 
in The Blue Mountains of China and Peace Shall Destroy Many has given 
way in Sweeter Than All the World to an intentionality that is intrinsically 
alien. Yet while alienation hits these new Canadian citizens, the progressive 
ramification of the Mennonite movement into less developed parts of the 
world separates other believers from the effects of such alienation. Whereas 
Adam’s family is granted passage into a modern place and age, other 
families are disallowed such grants by the Canadian authorities due to poor 
health. The modern nation-state’s stipulation of conditions for Canadian 
immigrants generates a “lopsided” effect in Mennonite movement (SAW, 
310). Mennonite migration is reinvented as part of a politics of displacement, 
in which subjects “stamped healthy” by Canadian doctors in German refugee 
camps are given Canadian passports, while refugees with eye trachoma, 
tuberculosis, and other illnesses are not (SAW, 317).101 As Adam travels to 
the Chaco in Paraguay to meet his “lopsided double cousin” David Loewen, 
the consequences of the nation-state’s selection process, based on degrees of 
health, are in full swing (SAW, 310). The cost is physically evident in 
hands—in a baby’s fist moving on the empty fold of its mother’s breast 
(SAW, 313), in a woman’s hand “twisted by arthritis and endless work” 
(SAW, 314), and in a doctor’s hand (SAW, 325) “so pale and soft it could be 
he [had] never, in his whole life, so much as touched a shovel” (SAW, 321).  

The Kanadier’s radical God-intentionality, evident in Anna Funk’s 
meditations in The Blue Mountains of China, becomes a reality for Russian 
Mennonites only after their arrival in Paraguay. The intensity of sixteenth 
century anabaptist God-directedness seems to be reawakened in the 
Paraguay Russlander, as if the Chaco suffering makes God more prominent 
on the temporal horizon. David Loewen recapitulates his mother’s 
immigrant narrative:  

                                 
101 In Outlandish: Writing between Exile and Diaspora (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2000), Nico Israel shows that displacement in the twentieth century is closely related to this 
time period’s “political, economic, technological and cultural history,” and that “the 
codification (indeed, reification) of national identity” is affected by the new requirement of 
passports (10). Although Edna Froese has shown that this reification in the case of the 
Canadian Mennonite affects a sense of ethnicity rather than national identity, it is interesting 
to note the differentiation between first and third world immigration made by Sweeter Than 
All the World in this matter. While Canadian Mennonite Adam Wiebe is allowed both 
ethnicity and a national identity, his third world cousin David Loewen seems to displace 
himself from notions of Paraguayan nationality. Mennonites in Paraguay are ‘Paraguayans’ 
from a geographic perspective only. 
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In a few months of waiting in grass huts to move here into the Chaco from 
the Paraguay river, over a hundred [of the Kanadier] died, fifty of them 
children under two—even more than with us. It all comes from the hand of 
God, the Canadian Mennonites in the Chaco always say, health or sickness. 
At our funerals in 1930 our ministers preached that too, though often they 
broke down crying when they said it. My mother remembered the one verse 
they always read: ‘And King David built an altar to the Lord on the threshing 
floor, and sacrificed burnt offerings and peace offerings. Then the Lord 
answered the prayer for the land, and the plague was stopped.’ Russian or 
Canadian Mennonites, we certainly aren’t kings, my mother said, but after 
our long, hard journeys to reach the Gran Chaco, we did sacrifice, all of us, 
until the plagues finally stopped, they truly did. (SAW, 322) 

 
The distancing interval that we saw separating movement from faith in 

the prosperous, cultivation-planning farmers in Russia is closed, remaining 
so in ensuing Chaco Mennonite generations. In an agitated burst of atypical 
wordiness, David Loewen elaborates on the difference between movement in 
Paraguay and in wealthy Canada.  

 
“What?” Adam asks me, “what happened, what?” 
For fifty years I have said nothing to anyone, nor asked, nor has anyone in 

Fernheim spoken to me of it. Mennonites know, they understand silence. 
Now this “lopsided double cousin” from Canada, a doctor with soft hands, so 
rich he can fly around the earth and probably talk to all those big men, too, 
who control the way the world is and have never heard of us or the miserable 
Paraguayan Chaco and how you work like an ox to just exist here, decade 
after decade even after the million-dollar credit from Mennonites in North 
America bought us machinery for growing cotton, and built a highway to 
Asunción so we no longer need the wagons and the narrow railroad and the 
filthy riverboats to take our cotton and peanuts to market, now there’s a 
paved highway straight to the bridge over the Paraguay River and the 
capital—why don’t you leave, they ask, go to Canada, there’s no police or 
Communists to stop you here, leave this Stroessner dictatorship . . . . Take a 
bus and plane and in two days you’ll be in God-blessed Canada, or even less 
than a day in tropical Brazil, or Argentina, or Uruguay, why stay here? 

Adam Wiebe comes out of the sky alone. . . .  
In a few days he’ll be gone. . . . But I don’t think even Canada is the 

heavenly Canaan yet. It comes when it comes. (SAW, 325–27)  

The Canadian emphasis on the more lucrative financial possibilities of 
world-movement in relation to the quiet movement of the Chaco highlights a 
fundamental change of attitude.  
 

———————— 
 
The loss of original communal directedness has other consequences—for 
instance in the sphere of private life. After twenty-five years, Adam and 
Susannah’s marriage is coming to an end. In the chapter “Birch and Lilac,” 
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an act of beaver-skinning juxtaposed to an edgy conjugal conversation 
exposes the couple’s reciprocal dissatisfaction in marriage: “Under Adam’s 
quick knife the inner body . . . slowly revealed itself. It was a knifepoint 
unzippering, the gradual removal of a rich fur coat to expose a glistening, 
pale yellow nakedness” (SAW, 103). With a verbal swiftness paralleling 
Adam’s quick dexterousness, Susannah strips their marriage of its coat of 
deceit and of a faithlessness feeding on the everyday boredom that has 
replaced the daily exhaustion of physical or cerebral work. A liaison 
between a woman who is discontented with her untenured teaching of 
undergraduates and a man who is unsatisfied with the task of treating well-
to-do hypochondriacs is acted out against a façade of constant mutual 
“protecting” (SAW, 103). Yet the shielding does not concern the other as 
other but merely as relational other. They protect themselves against almost 
imperceptible shifts in tones and body postures that, “quick and deep as a 
kitchen knife turning,” push their conversation into undesired but all too 
familiar and revealing tracks (SAW, 100). Adam “feels her leading him along 
the high sharp ridge of what their life together is no longer; if either of them 
slips, they may fall, and split” (SAW, 99). 

Adjacent to this draining movement in which men and women live in a 
nearness affectively defined by a distancing interval—so “close he smells 
her, but indecipherably far away” (SAW, 103)—another wearing movement 
is evident in the novel. In the background of other events and conversations, 
there is the unceasing sound and motion of knitting needles. The 
manufacture of clothes and mittens is a protective act sustained through the 
centuries. Making up a genealogy of work, it does not stop even for death.  

My grandmother and mother and later also my wife knitted sweaters, mittens, 
scarves, hats; they sewed cloth and leather clothing to protect me from cold 
and water while I worked. Without that protection I would have suffered and 
died, at sea or on land, as surely as the thousands of people I protected by 
building walls against the annihilation of armies. I have been praised across 
Europe for what I built of earth and stone, princes have called it 
extraordinary, but my mother and my wife built the “walls” that fitted my 
single body so perfectly that I forgot to notice how well I was protected, and 
they were never praised. They were merely doing the woman’s work 
expected of them. Protecting. (SAW, 81) 

For the famous Mennonite engineer Wybe Adam of Harlingen, knitting is a 
protective movement much like the event of designing the Machinae 
Artificiosae which for 300 years saved Danzig from ruin. But for Wybe’s 
mother, “endless knitting” is not primarily designed to produce protective 
garments amply thick for “any of God’s storms on His endless ocean” (SAW, 
80). Instead knitting materializes within the framework of a larger 
protectiveness—as a kinetic-kinaesthetic accentuation of providing 
providence. In Sweeter Than All the World, knitting is an ever-recommenced 
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work-movement, both continuous and revived. It is passed on to Janneken 
Wens at the moment of her mother’s death in Antwerp. In a letter smuggled 
out of from the prison cell, Janneken Munstdorp leaves her needles to her 
month-old, prison-born daughter.102 Sixty-five years later, in the hands of 
Janneken Wens, the needles are still “clicking steadily” in a genealogy of 
work, passed on from mother to daughter through the generations (SAW, 69, 
81).  

In Adam Wiebe’s childhood home, in Waskahikan, Northern Alberta, 
knitting is a “ritual movement” (SAW, 14). His mother’s “unstoppable 
hands” are the constituting motion embracing all other movement. 
Everything taking place in the room is affected by the “steady tug and 
rhythm” of knitting (SAW, 22). It appears to prevent the materialization of an 
upcoming argument between Adam’s parents. The ease with which his 
mother ignores her husband’s squabbles is non-verbal (SAW, 13). Knitting 
materializes as a non-linguistic, kinetic-kinaesthetical affirmation of life that, 
unlike oral evasions or verbal knife-turnings, “tugs” at Abraham Wiebe, 
“wrapping itself around him” irresistibly (SAW, 22). Contrasting with 
Adam’s and Susannah’s troubled and distanced relationship to each other, 
his parents’ matrimonial tranquillity may seem too idyllic, especially in the 
light of their personal history of refugee suffering. Yet the poignancy of 
knitting lies neither in any conjugal bliss, nor in any romantic notion of the 
virtues embedded in a deteriorating handicraft. Instead, its life is part of the 
“infinite corpuscularization” of feeling manifested in the working of hands 
(SAW, 50). In Sweeter Than All the World, knitting is part of affectivity 
understood as movement. In opposition to the professional work of urban 
people, or to various other types of incessant protective work, knitting is 
continuous as a kinetic-kinaesthetic intentionality enduringly sustained 
through generations of Mennonite women. While women manufacture 
garments designed for protective use, that work is at the same time a 
movement that goes on without cessation and without being disturbed by the 

                                 
102 The letters of Janneken Munstdorp to her daughter, to her parents, and to her sister were 
preserved and included in Martyrs Mirror. In the letter to her sister, Janneken writes: 
“Herewith adieu. I have sent knit-needles for my daughter; keep them, and do the best with 
her” (MM, 990). Taking artistic liberties, Wiebe has translated both the content and the feeling 
of the Mirror-letters into fiction. Needless to say though, Sweeter Than All the World is not 
reducible to Martyrs Mirror. W. J. Keith and Jutta Zimmermann point out that historical 
accuracy is a concern of Wiebe’s. Engaging with his writing from the viewpoint of historical 
metafiction and alternative history, Zimmermann is interested in Wiebe’s “different modes of 
presenting history” (“The Recreation of History on the Prairies,” 396). Keith also emphasizes 
how Wiebe “confronts the challenges of historical fact and imaginative interpretation” (EF, 
115). The Mad Trapper (1980) draws on events taking place in 1932, north of the Arctic 
Circle, acts that led to the largest manhunt in RCMP history. Keith argues that Wiebe seems 
to be “creating through the medium of his art a historical pattern that the actual events seemed 
to lack” (EF, 115). In Sweeter Than All the World, narrators are exploring their “immovable 
past” (SAW, 65). That history contains certain “facts” from Martyrs Mirror but is not identical 
with the events reiterated by the narrators of the Mirror-letters.  
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movability of the world around it. For these grandmothers, mothers, and 
daughters, knitting is the incomprehending kinetic-kinaesthetic ‘passivity’ of 
being regeneratively alive. Such work is no profession. These women are not 
“designers,” “textile-workers,” or “crafts-women.” There is never a moment 
when the knitting-activity is regarded as being at a distancing interval from 
themselves. Instead, to reiterate a phrase by Sheets-Johnstone, knitting is the 
movement that Mennonite women “‘do’ in coming into the world,” the 
movement that happens before they make it happen (PM, 137). Janneken 
Munstdorp knits with her newborn daughter “in her lap” (SAW, 69). The 
work-movement does not need eyes or attention to go on but continues on 
the hither side of the world in a separate stream of life, active female 
attention being elsewhere: “Without raising her head from her endless 
knitting, she stared up at me” (SAW, 80). Hands move without the 
involvement of real human attention. “Her hands continued the rhythms of 
tugging, knitting the line of wool” (SAW, 80; emphasis added). When 
Grossma Tiena’s aged right hand is swollen into an approximation of 
immovability, her knitting-hands nevertheless continue the movement: it is 
not Grossma who is strong and wills production, but the hands, distinguished 
from her by a remoteness that yet is near. “She laughed at her hands, the 
right so thick and painful and the left so amazingly strong” (SAW, 134). Like 
the sea, unceasing knitting is passively (e)motional, “forever what God made 
it” (SAW, 79). Resembling the autonomous and self-supporting system of 
Wybe Adams’ cable car, hands knit “without a hesitation” (SAW, 12), 
needing “no power beyond themselves . . . to make them move” (SAW, 24).  
 
 

———————— 
 
 
Willed or not, the outcome of the endless knitting is thick, woollen sweaters, 
hats, and mittens that serve as protection for bodies at work. Protection is a 
highlighted phenomenon in Sweeter Than All the World. Questions of a 
religious or an existential nature arise with respect to ways of making 
Mennonite pacifism work in a world of violence, religious intolerance, 
ravaging wars, and mental exhaustion. Is protection compatible with 
pacifism, or is the martyr’s way the only ‘right’ one? The chapter “A Tour of 
Siberia” touches the whole problematic by foregrounding the unbearable 
choice of women in war. In 1945, Elizabeth Wiebe is a nurse at the 
Marienburg Mennonite Home for the Elderly. Having advanced to a position 
just outside Marienburg, the Red Army causes the German soldiers there to 
flee, forsaking all who cannot run from the enemy. Elizabeth is middle-aged 
and unmarried, but having served as a nurse since the Russian Revolution, 
she admits that every semblance of remaining innocence is mere appearance 
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(SAW, 263).103 She feels an urge to prepare young Sister Erica for what they 
may expect as the enemy arrives: 

There are two things we can do: try to resist, or accept. It will happen so fast, 
like they broke in and he yells and fires into the ceiling, your mind goes 
white, gone, so you must think now, before it happens . . . . First try to 
talk…when he grabs you, talk, talk if you can as long as you can, even if he 
can’t understand you, a human voice and words, with one soldier alone it can 
be possible, but soldiers in a gang are not men, they’re a trained kill machine, 
they have no head, no conscience, no reason except fear and you can’t scare 
them. . . . When they knock you down and one is on top of you, and you’re 
still conscious, resist only if you can grab something you can kill him with, 
grab a gun or a knife or club and use it instantly, don’t hesitate, don’t think, 
grab it and hit the body, the head’s too small and hard, always the body, the 
best is the throat or under his arm or in the belly as deep as you can when 
he’s over you, but don’t hesitate, stab his eyes if you have a chance, that’s 
good…as hard as…” 

I’m gagging, I have to stop.  (SAW, 269–70) 

When the violations have proceeded for some nights, sister Erica is beaten to 
death after managing to attack her assaulter. Elizabeth does not resist, and 
survives until old age. As we shall see, however, the issue of resistance is not 
reducible to a matter of ethics and ‘choice.’ No such choice-subjectivity is at 
hand in the first place. 

 “When violence threatens you, there are two things a defenceless 
Mennonite can do: run away if you can find a place to run to, or try to build 
a shelter to protect yourself” (SAW, 80). In words analogous to Elizabeth 
Wiebe’s ‘resist or accept,’ Wybe Adams moves away from God. Inevitably, 
his decision to build a defence for Mennonite culture also implies militancy 
rather than pacifism. A few hundred years later, Adam’s son Joel resents his 
father’s glorification of their ancestor. He remarks that a “bastion,” even if it 
ensures the survival of Mennonites for centuries, “is no wheat field” (SAW, 
203). By erecting strongholds powerful enough to resist the “war-engineers 
of the world” and their newly invented, long-range cannons, the 

                                 
103 Towards the end of the Second World War, Polish Marienburg, which in the nineteenth 
century was part of Prussia, has again come under new masters and is a part of Hitler’s 
Germany. Elizabeth was born in Russia, but because of their German mother tongue, she and 
most other Mennonites had the nationality “German” stamped into their passports after the 
German invasion (SAW, 263–64). Between these two, the Marienburg castle that keeps 
reappearing in the narratives of Sweeter Than All the World and the Mennonite woman, a 
strange and horrible parallel is drawn. The history of the castles of Poland tells us that the 
castle of Mary “has withstood seven hundred years of siege”: Marienburg has passed in and 
out of the hands of e.g. the warlords of the Teutonic Knights, the Polish king Casimir, the 
Swedish Gustavus Adolphus II, Napoleon, the Prussian Frederick William III, and Adolf 
Hitler. Marek Januszewski, “Castles of Poland,”  http://www.castlesofpoland.com/prusy/malb 
_hist_en.htm (accessed July 11, 2006). Like a castle in a war-zone, Elizabeth has similarly 
passed in and out of the hands of soldiers. 
 



 116 

“defenceless” Christian has shifted from patient perseverance to submission 
before the authority of state and war (SAW, 80). This move is a self-
mutilating shift of attunement. Adversaries are “hit . . . with the Scriptures” 
(SAW, 85). Christian teachings become “small, sharp knives to slice 
ourselves apart” (SAW, 85).104  

For a choice to be made between ‘resisting’ and ‘accepting,’ a 
protectively constituted self is required for whom the kinetic-kinaesthetic 
outcome of existential decisions can have a meaning in the first place. Yet as 
Christian fundamentalists, Mennonites like Weynken Claes do not fall back 
on any such egoity. Their lives unfold on the hither side of the protection-
rationale that is ‘natural’ to biological life. Being in prior releasement from 
the self-preserving world of ego-decisions, Weynken and other martyrs are 
neither brave nor fearless (SAW, 33). They move in the firm assurance that 
protection is already at hand: “If any die by faith, they shall indeed never die 
but live in the Lord” (SAW, 38). Being permeated by the Word, the 
regenerated Mennonite in Sweeter Than All the World has no remaining 
movement-space in which political pressure may provoke withdrawal. 
Theologically speaking, the Anabaptist has already forsaken a naturalistic 
world where biological affects and decisions are primary. Having erased 
selfhood to the benefit of community (IMH, 144), the Anabaptist knows “the 
cross as the daily experience” in which suffering always already is 
martyrdom (AO, 85).  

Understanding this state of affairs is a condition of possibility for 
appreciating the contrastive structures at work in Sweeter Than All the 
World. In Mennonites who have slipped from faith, sustained I-accentuation 
is a sign of a theological backsliding in which purely empirical mobility 
progressively replaces regeneration in the name of divine movement. The 
lapsed Mennonite perceives the need for protection not because the believer 
is part of the divine Word but simply because s/he is Mennonite and the 
others are not. In the Chaco, Adam appropriates the suffering of the Chaco 
Mennonites by transforming their hardships into something pan-Mennonite. 
In a tone David Loewen does not “understand,” Adam comments on the 
Loewens’ arrival in Paraguay: 

 
“But then you were already here, . . . safe in Paraguay.”  
“Safe from those Communists, yes, but there is still everything else on 

earth.” 
He says, strangely, “Always enough ‘everything else’ for Mennonites to 

keep on suffering.” 
I don’t understand his tone. “It was typhus,” I tell him. (SAW, 321) 

                                 
104 Theological slippage is not a twentieth century, ‘modern,’ phenomenon but is a reality 
from the start. A backsliding into mundaneity threatened the Mennonites right from sixteenth 
and seventeenth century beginnings. 
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What for David is a straightforward acknowledgement of the illnesses and 
hardships that awaited them on arrival in the Chaco—which were substantial 
but expected—is something that Adam translates into afflictions aimed not 
only at Mennonites in general, but also at him personally. The appropriation 
of suffering enables a claim to victim status.105  

Staying in a Canadian log-cabin with one of his extramarital liaisons, 
Adam Wiebe explains the evolutionary adaptation of beavers. The animal’s 
main source of food is something it cannot digest, namely bark. Only 
bacteria living in the lower bowels of the beaver can help it break down the 
wood fibre. Because of this biological modification, the beaver survives by 
ensuring that the bacteria in question enter into its digestive system. 
“Canada’s national beast, it’s survived forty million years because it learned 
to build wood and mud and stone dams to protect its houses. And to eat its 
own shit, every day. . . . I mean, you do what you have to, to survive” (SAW, 
108). Here there is of course an allusion to the early Mennonite history of the 
dam-builders and to the dike-diggers. Yet the wider implication is that the 
whole issue of survival for religious dissenters in a hostile world has shrunk 
to a Darwinian conception of environment-adaptation. Everlasting life 
belongs to those most fit for the world rather than to a community defying its 
natural laws. 
 

                                 
105 In Sweeter Than All the World, Mennonite hardship is sometimes contrasted with Jewish 
suffering, and often the analogy is dubious. A sense of unfairness is implied in the fact that 
while Jewish suffering is acknowledged by the world-community, only Mennonites ever talk 
about the suffering of Mennonites. Discussing the fate of Kafka, Adam displays a juvenile 
simplification of matters that is visible also in his religious struggles. Faced with the 
incomprehensibility of human suffering, he all but accuses his double cousin of not having 
abandoned God. Concerning sin and suffering, David asks: who “can argue with God”? and 
Adam answers: “If we were Jews we would” (SAW, 323). However, at other times, the 
relationship between Jews and Mennonites is allowed to be more complicated. In the 1860s, 
the Tsar initiated a plan to settle landless Jews on government land. Mennonites were deemed 
very good farmers, and were thus consigned to live in the new “Judenplan” colonies to teach 
agriculture to the Jewish population. Not a very successful venture, the colonies nevertheless 
subsisted for some years, and Sweeter Than All the World describes the internal difficulties of 
the enterprise. The Mennonites were brought in to be model farmers, but the narrative 
suggests that their sense of farming-superiority might have broadened into being a more 
generally held notion. Mennonite sermons delivered in the shared colony emphasize such 
distinctions by means of biblical doctrine: “You are a chosen race, a holy nation, God’s own 
people” (SAW, 233). In 1941, late in the lives of two inhabitants of this particular Judenplan 
colony, an old Jewish man and an old Mennonite woman experience a close relationship. In 
the narrative, their affection for each other appears in the horrifying shadow of Babi Yar, 
where Jews— “more maybe than there are Mennonites on earth”—were shot on the ridge of a 
Dnepr ravine (SAW, 238). Neither the issue of being a “chosen people,” nor the one 
concerning whose suffering is the worst, seems to be of great significance anymore. As 
suggested by Wiebe’s fiction, suffering itself does not discriminate between Jewish and 
Mennonite pain.  
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4.4 Falling Home 
 
Urbanized and educated Mennonites tend to waver between the isolated 
community’s focus on being moved by God and an individual urge to move 
with the pace of contemporary society. In “Listening All the Way Home: 
Theme and Structure in Rudy Wiebe’s Sweeter Than All the World,” Jane 
Hostetler Robinett sees language as the factor triggering the individual’s 
breakaway from the “wholeness” constituted by the Mennonite community. 
Adam’s intimate childhood fusion with the world of his Manitoba homestead 
is broken “by the prospect of a new language (English) and a new 
environment (school) which disrupt the young boy’s world.”106 Roaming all 
over the place before beginning school, Adam found that “everything spoke 
to him,” and everything—people, animals or the land itself—“spoke 
Lowgerman” (SAW, 1). In her study of the artistic individual’s role in 
Mennonite communities, Edna Froese notes that “linguistic isolation” is a 
factor in making Mennonite writers move out of their partial segregation 
from Canadian society (WB, 28). Yet the breakaway from that which is 
culturally inherited is itself a Mennonite turn. For this originally voluntary 
Gemeinschaft of believers, based on adult baptism and confession of faith, 
the mere idea of being born Mennonite is a “direct contradiction of what 
Anabaptists believed about the church” (WB, 17n). There is a paradox 
“embedded in Mennonite thought and experience from the very beginning of 
Mennonite history” (WB, 12).107  

Adam Wiebe is torn apart by this irreducible tension. Born in a 
Mennonite community, he has been baptised as an adult, yet his Mennonite 
identity is precisely ‘bred’ and not chosen. The mundane extroversion begun 
in his English-speaking Waskahikan school is consolidated when Adam 
becomes the first and only person in his family to get a higher education. As 
an adult, he constantly accentuates his secular self and its displacedness from 
Mennonite religion and community.  

Thunder again, echoing itself. Fear. Can Thunderbird speak to an aufjefollna 
Mennist? He may have fallen off, but he can balance his paddle and look 

                                 
106 The Conrad Grebel Review 22, no. 2 (Spring 2004): 40 (hereafter cited in text as LAW). 
107 As Froese points out, the Anabaptists took a radical step towards a modern interpretation 
of individualism in proclaiming the rights of every person to choose their belief, but their 
purpose was not to boost “the rights and freedoms of a unique person” (WB, 13). The 
Reformation did not promote individualism in the modern sense. anabaptist voluntarism was 
directed towards brotherhood within a congregation of believers (WB, 15–16), and towards 
“the responsibility of God-created human beings” to go with God (WB, 13). Quoting Robert 
Friedman’s “On Mennonite Historiography and On Individualism and Brotherhood,” Froese 
highlights the importance of communality for that which in a modern interpretation most 
often is considered to be an individual concern. The “central idea of Anabaptism . . . was this, 
that one cannot find salvation without caring for his brother, that this ‘brother’ actually 
matters in the personal life” (WB, 15; Friedman, 121). 
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back. Joel raises his wind-darkened face, grins, his nose wrinkles like 
Susannah’s. Behind them Christina and Eric come on in that silent, timeless 
motion of human beings together in the intimate partnership of a canoe. 
(SAW, 215–16) 

It is not altogether certain exactly what Adam is referring to when he 
identifies himself as a lapsed Mennonite. Yet, it is clear from this passage 
that the condition of having “fallen off” fills him with a sense of fright as 
well as with a sense of nostalgia for the voice of God. The event highlights a 
distancing interval as fallenness. Adam is cut off from the “intimate 
partnership” revealed in the canoe moving in his wake. Even God can be 
named only from the safe distance of an allusion to native theology (SAW, 
215). In itself, nostalgia carries a distancing affect, and by using a Low 
German term to name his slippage, the distance from his Mennonite heritage 
is accentuated.108 Joel’s nose-wrinkling, visible as Adam turns to “look 
back,” is a kinetic-kinaesthetic embedding of intimate remoteness with 
distancing interval—at once closing and widening the genetic-affective 
hiatus between Adam and his ex-wife Susannah (SAW, 215).  

For four people on a tough canoe trek in the Canadian Arctic, a sense of 
nearness would seem unavoidable. But in being “aufjefollna,” Adam is 
merely present from afar, recollecting a nearness that is out of reach (SAW, 
216). Rather than remembering, he recollects—‘looking back’ is a mental 
process. As Paul Ricoeur points out, retrospection shows the mnemonic 
image as present in but not to the mind (Time and Narrative, 10–12). What 
separates retrospection from recollective retention of the past is rational 
contemplation. True memory is a passive experience of the past as living 
world. 

In Adam’s broodings, the prehistoric Asiatic peoples traversing Beringia, 
the Israelites wandering in the desert, and Mennonites moving from 
continent to continent are figures caught in a generalized exodus. From this 
birds-eye perspective, movement is “hunger and fear bound together by 
travel/travail” (SAW, 215). But when the viewpoint of a distancing interval 
has given way to the living flux of motion taken as motion, travel boils down 
to travelling “together” (SAW, 214). As soon as it falls short of 
intellectualization, movement materializes as a communal motor-activity 
performed in partnership. Adam’s and Joel’s bodies “grind on in the 
implacable rhythm of driving their canoe” (SAW, 214). Their communal toil 
(SAW, 214)—Christina and Eric’s quiet intimacy in canoeing (SAW, 216), 
the Heimatleeda singing, and children’s games on the Epp trek (SAW, 
                                 
108 In “‘Believing is seeing,’ ‘Re-storying’ the Self in Rudy Wiebe’s Sweeter Than All the 
World,” Maryann Jantzen points out that the use of Low German discourse is a means for 
Adam to increase “his self-distancing from his culture of origin” (60). She discusses Adam’s 
way of distancing himself from his past and from his ancestry as a “compartmentalizing” of 
his life (60). Implied in such a system is the kind of experiential hiatus that I have pointed to, 
and such compartmentalizing is what separates Adam from his family. 
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188)—does not primarily convey a sense of fear, of hunger, or of isolation, 
but of propinquity. Travel is a people’s home. 

We have seen that wandering in Sweeter Than All the World is 
paradigmatically a home-bound movement. Jane Hostetler Robinett points 
out that in Sweeter Than All the World “home” denotes family closeness. 
Home is “a voice calling/singing, a physical and spiritual community, a set 
of beliefs that threaten as well as shelter, and the spiritual destination spoken 
of in Adam’s mother’s ‘songs of home’” (LAW, 41). The “Heimatleed,” the 
song of home, has a double significance for the itinerant Mennonite. It is a 
“homeland” reminder for emigrants who after a longer period of time are 
giving up a specific abode for another, and it is certainly a reminder of the 
spiritual home. After Prussian land-shortage in the 1850s, a condition 
coinciding with Bismarck’s drafting of all landless men into the Prussian 
army, many Mennonites left for a new homeland. In the chapter “Crossing 
the Volga,” Sweeter Than All the World imagines one such transit for which 
the Heimatleed is of narrative significance. During the event of travel/travail, 
the song of home is an expression of a geographical and emotional sense of 
home containing nationalistic tendencies. Sung at the precise moment of 
crossing the Prussian border, the song “All that is good, all that is beautiful, 
is in our Fatherland” epitomizes a nostalgic longing for a lost home (SAW, 
147). That homesickness is reinforced by Anna Wiebe’s discomfort over 
everyday matters during the trek. Having nurtured certain romantic hopes 
concerning their neighbour’s son, she disapproved of the decision to leave 
the Prussian home (SAW, 142). When the children play and run around “as if 
they were at home,” Anna’s primary feeling is not relief over these signs of 
health in otherwise unhealthy conditions (SAW, 148; emphasis added). The 
children’s capacity for adaptation even in migration is for Anna coloured by 
a slight sense of betrayal.  

However, the “Heimatleed” also expresses the believer’s eschatological 
longing for the “true and only home, which is always ‘over there’” (SAW, 
22). In that theological sense, even the kinetics of moving away has the 
kinaesthetic quality of home. The singing of the “endless Heimatleeda” 
filters through every part of the text (SAW, 160). “In the slow, steady tug and 
rhythm of the needles [Adam’s] mother will sing every verse of her favourite 
Heimatleed,” a song which is the “broadening colour that does not hesitate at 
sadness or pain, never breaks because of anger, unforgivenness, or even 
hatred” (SAW, 22).  

“‘Mennonites move all the time.’ I have heard this from him [old 
Abraham Loewen] forever; it is what I got away from by removing myself—
but with him lying in a hospital bed, so flat, ‘moving’ now sounds strangely 
warm, almost homey” (SAW, 181; emphasis added). In these remarks made 
by Bud Lyons, outward movement and being-at-home coincide. Although 
the phenomenon of a distancing interval is intrinsic to the basic structure of a 
geographical “moving,” movement’s transcendency is overshadowed by its 
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kinetic-kinaesthetic immanence. The backdrop of Bud’s reflection is the 
horrendous Turkistan exodus. That journey has shaped not only his 
grandfather’s but also Bud’s entire life. In one of Adam Wiebe’s meditations 
on Mennonite suffering, their history is placed in alignment with the biblical 
story of God punishing His people: “What Yahweh, what God of Wandering 
and the Journey, of Unending Travel/Travail, His habitation a movable tent, 
His altar a rock in any barren valley, always promising meat, water, quiet 
and safety for their children, and yet always leading deeper into some holy 
desert” (SAW, 215). Neither in Canaan nor in Turkistan is there is something 
“homey” about movement towards the heavenly home. Of the ten first 
families to set out on Epp’s eschatological trek, eleven children died in the 
Kara Kum desert right at the beginning of the journey. Yet in the old 
preacher’s story, wandering is not a purely negative phenomenon. The 
atrocities are alarming (SAW, 194), yet the narrative highlights something 
else. What is emphasized is not terror but a sense of home subjected to 
directedness. In a radical way, home presents itself not primarily as 
eschatology or as the location to which the protagonists are striving to return, 
but precisely as movement.109 Wandering is home as movement and 
movement as home. The constitution of movement is per se a dwelling. 
Abraham reminisces: 

three years trying to find the exact place, travelling on the way. And always 
we had our love feasts around the fire and Bible reading and sermons 
explaining what was happening to us, and sang Heimatleeda. We shared all 
our food, and when we stopped in a circle and the chores were done, David 
Toews and I played.110 Such wild land, mountains sometimes and rivers and a 
sea too, we had never seen anything but a fenced Mennonite street, he said 
my name was Loewen, which is German for ‘Lion,’ this desert was the place 
for me, and I said, Good, I’m Lion, you’re Toews, what is that? He said 
Toews means nothing, so he could be ‘Tiger’ and we played that in the sand 
or under the crooked, black trees beside the rivers. Tiger and Lion. (SAW, 
188; emphasis added) 

                                 
109 Robinett argues that the characters find “home” in seconds of intense feelings of “belief, 
love, faith, family, and work” (LAW, 47), as well as in “enduring love” (LAW, 52). She 
identifies these instances as moments of Lacanian jouissance, defined as “a brief moment of 
joy that reflects an experience of complete wholeness” (LAW, 39). I find such psychologising 
interesting but also limiting, since it reduces ‘home’ to little more than a sense of bliss within 
the individual. The Wiebean notion of ‘home’ is not reducible to human pleasure. 
110 If one inspects the historical accounts, one finds that there really was a child named David 
Toews on the trek. Together with his family he was rescued to Canada and later served first as 
teacher and then as elder in the General Conference Mennonite Church. The hardships 
experienced during the “ill-fated trek” are said to have been “so severe that he later hesitated 
to talk about them.” Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online, s.v. “David Toews 
(1840-1947)”, http://www.gameo.org/encyclopedia/contents/t6486me.html (accessed July 11, 
2006). 
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As we have seen in The Blue Mountains of China and in Peace Shall 
Destroy Many, Mennonite wandering is not travel as an attempt to bridge a 
distance, but patience within the primal, pre-extensional hoping of 
eschatological God-directedness. The Heimatleed expresses a sweetness 
sweeter than all the world but also sweeter than a purely lineal restlessness in 
which eschatological hunger remains pressingly acute. Since, for 
Mennonites, Christ has already permitted partial enjoyment of things to 
come by means of his very appearing, there is a provisional home-feeling 
even in homelessness. In the passing from home to home, there is the 
bitterness of constantly renewed loss but also the sweetness of a condition 
that, in the words of Geerhardus Vos, is no longer eschatological but semi-
eschatological (PE, 38).111 The forward-stretching eagerness of the 
eschatological impetus has in the semi-eschatological mode of directedness 
given way “to a more quiet and serene attitude of contemplation”; there is a 
“passing away of the acute, to some degree painful, sense of hunger as a 
result of the ample provisional satisfaction obtained” (PE, 40). As 
hypomone,112 home is expressive of a constituting God-directedness in which 
the homeless traveller partially enjoys the sense of already being at home. As 
an eschatologically motivated migration, the Epp-trek is a deferral of home: 
“three years trying to find the exact place” (SAW, 188). As home-deferment, 
the Epp-enterprise is evidently a restless searching for rest. From the 
viewpoint of Mennonite wandering, however, it is impossible to reduce 
movement either to a ‘wandering away from,’ or to a ‘wandering to.’ The 
trek as Mennonite itineration is a wandering presenting itself on the hither 
side of spatio-temporal extensionality (CM, §15). As primary abiding, the 
excruciating process of perpetual home-leaving actually never leaves home. 
The semi-eschatological sweetness of a home already given abides in the 
journeying, in the sharing of food, in working the chores, in children’s 
games (SAW, 188). Even when travelling past “strange things beside the 
road,” even when the traversed worlds were so unbelievably and eye-
rubbingly exotic, motion was still a movement of home: “Every wagon was 
still Mennonite” (SAW, 188). As we have seen, this sense of homelessness as 
home is not to be confused with the therapeutic vagabondage seen elsewhere 
in Sweeter Than All the World. As domestic affect, hypomone is not the 

                                 
111 As we have seen, Vos points to a break-up of eschatological linearity (PE, 36–37). The 
resurrection of Christ’s is the onset of the eschatological process: after that event, celestial 
reality has already begun. The horizontal movement on a time-line has partly given way to a 
sense of vertical movement constituted by the concept of resurrection. As the believer 
identifies with a Messianic force whose centre has returned to the celestial sphere, that other 
world presences itself vertically-immanently as parousia: “the other world, hitherto future, has 
become present” (PE, 38).  
112 Hypomone denotes Christian patience as “an inward submission inspired by other positive 
gains and satisfactions in view. Hence ‘hope’ and ‘patience’ in the Christian sequence of 
thought naturally go together” (PE, 31n).  
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nebulous pleasure of being on the road, a particular fondness for nomadic 
life. Hypomone is being-at-home in faithful hoping. 

However, all Mennonites are not at home faithfully. As a Mennonite 
Prufrock, Adam Wiebe struggles to fill his life with meaning.113 He lives at a 
distancing interval from his heritage, yet he keeps idealizing Mennonite 
victimization in order to rationalize his sense of loss. Kafka’s sufferings as a 
Jew in “the massively German, oppressively Christian society of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire” are comparable to “being a semi-demi-secular 
Lowgerman Mennonite in a massively Nothing society” (SAW, 170).114 
Adam’s words call attention to a sense of lost communal participation. His is 
the position of someone who, in the words of Ihab Hassan, has chosen “to 
see the universe, year in and year out, through the slit of a particular wound” 
(“Queries for Postcolonial Studies,” 338). Adam’s wound is his “fallen” 
Mennonite fidelity (SAW, 215), the hurting rift between a modern, educated, 
secular self and a heritage characterized by the incomprehensible quietude of 
his mother’s “singing the longing of her endless Heimatleeda” (SAW, 160). 
Adam can identify his “problem” only from the limited horizon of I-
accentuated self-directedness, i.e. from the horizon of the wound itself. Such 
a wound, Hassan continues, “is a deep malady and sinister disease, mixing 
anger with self-contempt—no, not real self-criticism—leaving us in a state 
of perpetual prickliness, exquisitely on the qui vive, ready to take umbrage if 
a shadow but cross our path” (“Queries for Postcolonial Studies,” 338–39). 
Within the text’s sequence of distancing intervals, such wounds mirror 
themselves in endless reversals, freezing also the subject in endless 
reflectivity. The hope-directed beam of Christian intentionality has 
completed a full turn into sustained retrospection. Adam concedes this in a 
conversation with Susannah: “‘In a mirror you see the world in reverse.’ 
‘Yes,’ Adam said. ‘there’s that. And also it’s always behind you’” (SAW, 57; 
emphasis added). 

                                 
113 Allusions to Eliot’s poem keep surfacing in the work. In “’Adam, who are you?’: The 
Genealogy of Rudy Wiebe’s Mennonite Protagonists,” Edna Froese observes that Adam 
seems like ”a Mennonite Prufrock, indecisive, cowardly, yet smart-alecky and too literate by 
half. He’s too small, somehow, for this epic novel . . . . his existential angst is dwarfed by the 
sufferings of his ancestors. Besides, his initial impetus is flight, not quest. He is no Beowulf 
or Galahad. . . . Even after Adam announces his intention of re-rooting himself on his father’s 
homestead, it is hard not to visualize him as one who could still, with a shrug of his shoulders, 
mutter evasively, ‘That’s not what I meant. That is not what I meant at all.’” The Conrad 
Grebel Review 22, no. 2 (Spring 2004), 14. 
114 Hildegard Froese Tiessen suggests an analogy between Adam Wiebe’s search for identity 
and “any secular Mennonite’s questions about what it means to make sense of or lay claim to 
a heritage from which one has become several steps removed.” Cultural and religious 
“discourses” adequate for earlier generations and in other contexts are satisfactory neither for 
Adam nor for the generation of Mennonites to whom Tiessen refers. “Between Memory and 
Longing: Rudy Wiebe’s Sweeter Than All the World” (Ahornblätter, 17: 2004), 16.  
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Patricia Wiebe is caught in a similar predicament, distancing herself from 
a form of bonding that she is quite reluctant to let go of.115 Spending 
Christmas alone in the swarming streets of Santiago de Chile, Trish decides 
to “slip by, shove, manoeuvre [her]self away” (SAW, 390). But Anne Patricia 
Wiebe’s slippage into Anglophonic ‘Ann Patricia Wilson’  

shifted [her] into a world of colourless English where unavoidable questions 
are never asked at border crossings, especially airports, and certainly none in 
snoopy conversations about ethnic Mennonite possibilities. Or, worse yet, 
questions about the blood spoor of relations fled and scattered in unexpected 
places anywhere on earth. (SAW, 388) 

Like ‘Wilson,’ the shift is largely nominal, reinforcing rather than eradicat-
ing the importance of family. Knowing “only walking, [and] always 
walking, away,” Trish is unable to detach herself from her name, and is in a 
peculiar experience refamiliarized with it. For more than two years she has 
allowed her family to think that she has vanished or that she is dead. Left 
behind by a tourist-bus in the Atacama Desert, Trish comes to a small church 
at the foot of the Andes, and pulls the bell-rope. When the clang comes back 
through the valley, it brings with it the sound of her Mennonite name: “Trish 
Wiebe” (SAW, 399). Desperate to escape from her former life, she runs past 
the ruined walls of an Inca fortress reminiscent of the demolished walls of 
Danzig (SAW, 286). At the end of her tether, Trish steps into a volcanic 
ravine below the ruin. 

A narrowing barranca opens down, I clamber into it, feet and hands. The 
volcanic walls glisten with veins of minerals, feathered slabs of feldspar, and 
a gash split by rock-shift and water opens beside me. Deep, deep inside, 
where the black layers tilt together, from some narrow split sunlight gleams 
on odd, unrockishly knobbed, splintered, curved tan and white protrusions. 

Bones. It must be. I drop my pack, I face the gash and lay myself face 
down along it, stretch myself thin and wriggle in. I feel my shirt hook, rip 
along my back . . . I squeeze lower, squirming forward, reaching until the 
rock lowers to clamp itself onto my head. My fingertips can almost touch 
them, long ends knotted, leg bones perhaps, they are set immovably in a 
runnel of sand washed hard as concrete. Through split rock the sun’s finger 
of light is pointing, look here, look for me here— 

. . . My left shoulder and breast are crushed, a volcanic tip is hooked down 
into my left ear, but my reaching left hand can still move and if I stare 
straight ahead to where the rock closes on darkness, at the peripheral edge of 
vision I can see the shadow, even as I feel the edge, the slender fluted comma 
of a human rib. (SAW, 400) 

                                 
115 Trish’s name is decidedly non-Mennonite, but its inherent pun ties the bearer to her 
Mennonite roots. “Patricia,” from the Latin pater, specifies her heritage while designating 
flight as a continuation of a paternal tradition in the third generation. In Trish’s case, running 
is a trait rather than free choice. 
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For someone who in Santiago searched for silent and solitary spaces, 
disliking even to “feel fingertips touch” her (SAW, 389), the life-endangering 
act of allowing her own fingertips to touch the withering bones of another 
person is peculiarly poignant. In this far place of the earth, the bonding-
affect at the heart of genealogical closeness becomes evident in the sheer, 
non-genealogical simplicity of one human being seeing and touching 
another. Trish’s “reaching” inadvertently discloses a desire for companion-
ship. The “slender fluted comma of a human rib” is a punctuation mark—i.e. 
something that in a sentence keeps the past together with that which is to 
come, or that for instance separates a previous entry in a ledger of family 
history from the subsequent one (SAW, 400). Itself atemporal, a “comma” 
nevertheless indicates a temporal movement. For Trish, the bones delineate 
family as something that is spaced-out over time as a writing in it.  

On another geological scale, some forty years before, her father’s cousin 
Dorothy endorsed such an intuition when the Coaldale Mennonite High 
School had unexpectedly unearthed dinosaur bones along the Oldman River. 
“There’s a gap of geologic age in Genesis between verse one and verse two, 
and these bones are there, deep in the ground above the river, we can hold 
them in our hands. We have to, because they’re there” (SAW, 335). While 
Trish’s experience is a private, cognitive shift, the feeling of reaching and 
touching the bones recalls the movement of other hands reaching, gripping, 
clutching, or releasing each other in Sweeter Than All the World. The 
various modes of manual kinetics and kinaesthetics constitute a manual 
continuity of Mennonite communality as affective consciousness, manifest-
ing a community’s capacity to defy the erosions of time.  
 

4.5 Communal Participation 
 
In Sweeter Than All the World, narration erodes time. Narrators, though 
historical, turn up at any point of time they wish to choose. The title of 
Trijntjen Pieters’ story seemingly fixes its narration to the year of Weynken 
Pieters’ death: “Flour and Yeast, Makkum, Friesland, 1527” (SAW, 29). Yet 
her narrative does not let itself be limited to her lifetime or to previous times, 
but shows temporal access also to current times. “Menne was born nine 
kilometres from Makkum some twenty-five years before me, and at the end 
of this millennium many Mennonites still say, ‘Ejk sie een (I am a) 
Mennist’” (SAW, 30). In a chapter dated 1744, Enoch Seeman expresses 
dissatisfaction with a 1996 art-encyclopaedia for its incorrect data 
concerning his birth year, as well as for its reference to him as an English 
rather than Dutch painter (SAW, 111). Jan Adam Wens is familiar with 
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events unfolding 370 years after his construction of the stone base of the 
Augsburg fountain. It is as if time and space were important less for their 
quality of temporal-spatial reality than for their forcefully mnemonic 
contour: “Antwerp, Flanders, 1573. Danzig, 1638” (SAW, 63). The narrative 
as such is not tied to its temporal phases. It speaks from an indeterminable 
‘now’ encompassing the current presents of Jan Adams and his wife in 
seventeenth century Danzig as well as a ‘later’ present in which he is able to 
recognize the fact that the Augsburg fountain “still stands” after almost 400 
years (SAW, 72). Narratively, no distinction is made between the now-point 
in which Jan Adams describes his wife in the present tense and the now-
point in which he in the same tense affirms the fountain’s survival of 
centuries of conflicts and restorations. In a sense, the novel’s historical time-
frame is a single atemporal now, pierced and stabilized by the lineality of the 
story of Adam Wiebe and his family. In its atemporality, the narrative is an 
ongoing remembrance of Mennonite history and suffering that includes the 
present. 

As we have seen, there are different mnemonic modes in Sweeter Than 
All the World. Sometimes, memory is just retrieval—as when, after browsing 
through an archive, one can lay hands on the file one knew was there. But 
memory can also present itself as the very act or process of remembering 
something. In Sweeter Than All the World, memory is existence itself as a 
meshing of narratives forming an atemporal now-composite rather than a 
historical frame. The (re)collective movement that mnemonically resurrects 
long-dead Mennonites is atemporal. The line of demarcation between 
personally remembering a lived experience and recalling a collectively 
preserved story dissolves by means of the intensity of the mnemonic source-
point. 

“One of those martyrs,” Adam told her, “was barely a teenager, they tortured 
her by ‘tearing her tender limbs with cutting hooks,’ I remember that, they 
cut her open to the ribs and she cried out, ‘Behold, Lord Jesus Christ! Thy 
name is being written on my body!’” 

Susannah’s large, brilliant eyes held him unblinkingly. 
Adam murmured, “I remember that…story….” (SAW, 56; emphasis added) 

The temporal-atemporal directedness of the ‘historical’ narratives contrib-
utes to what Anthony C. Thiselton calls a “making contemporary” of 
collective experience (FEC, 879). The event of the young martyr’s torture is 
not a personal memory for Adam. Nevertheless, as in the case of the World 
War II holocaust, collective afflictions and sufferings transcend time in the 
shared consciousness of collective recollection. The ‘historical narrators’ of 
Sweeter Than All the World do not recall and pass on narratives, yet 
experience “the stories they and their children after them will carry in their 
blood into coming generations” (SAW, 72–73). Some such stories may be 



 127 

accessed through Martyrs Mirror. Yet the event of reading/recalling the 
story is something more intense than text-prompted recollection. Adam’s “I 
remember that” is no mere recollection. In fact, it is no recollection in the 
first place. As mnemonic consciousness, communal Mennonite reality is 
here not given as mere accumulation of personal memories. What binds one 
suffering to another is not suffering qua suffering, but suffering understood 
as a phenomenon occurring within a specific sense of directedness. It is not 
simply a feeling or misfortune that is shared. Suffering leaves its kinetic-
kinaesthetic imprint within the overall sense of the kinetic-kinaesthetic 
suffering of God—the atonement from which Mennonite movement in the 
last analysis is indistinguishable. 

As we have seen, the escalating sense of alienation from Mennonite 
communality in modernity increases with growing prosperity and safety—
for first world Mennonite immigrants and their offspring in the twentieth 
century, but also for groups in other places and periods enjoying similar 
wealth and security. Within such sheltered affluence, however, there is at all 
times a sense of being drawn back into the Mennonite life from which 
estrangement is felt. This was noticeable in Adam and Trish Wiebe, in Bud 
Lyons, and to a certain extent in Wybe Adams. These individuals all 
perceive existence as being firmly rooted in history and in remembrance. 
What I have called intimate remoteness is the defining liaison between 
Adam Wiebe and the girl-martyr, between Janneken Munstdorp and her 
executed parents. Oddly, she “remembers” and can recapitulate the events 
surrounding the burning of her father in September 1573 and of her mother a 
month later (SAW, 64). In Sweeter Than All the World, one can remember 
without having anything to recollect. Memory does not have the world for its 
condition of possibility. 

 

4.6 Earth 
 

In Sweeter Than All the World, the life of the community is “a DNA story” 
(SAW, 401). Trish is the locus where all characters in the story are brought 
together on the same family chart. The meaning of genealogy widens so as 
to involve also the sense of Gemeinshaft and of blood relations extending 
over historical-geographic time. The bonding strangely materializing for 
Trish in the Andes is ultimately akin to the collective affectivity that refuels 
itself in the Lord’s Supper (FEC, 879).116 Its forerunner, Passover, is itself a 

                                 
116 See also Thistleton, FEC, 871–79, and Keith A. Mathison, Given For You: Reclaiming 
Calvin’s Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2002), 180n (hereafter 
cited in text as GY). “All strands of Anabaptism” Klassen submits, give the same double 
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communal affair with family emphasis (GY, 188).117 Exodus 12 declares that 
the lamb shall be killed by the entire congregation—not by each man for 
himself.  

The blood of the Passover lamb is a sign distinguishing the people of God 
from those outside the covenant. . . . The slaying of the lamb is the sacrifice 
proper. The eating of the lamb is the sacrificial meal in which those who eat 
are made partakers of that sacrifice. Fourth, the observance of the Passover 
is to be a memorial, a feast in which God’s mighty act of redemption is 
remembered. . . . Fifth, the future generations that will observe the Passover 
will not merely remember a past act of God. Their dramatic reenactment of it 
illustrates their ongoing participation in this decisive act of redemption. (GY, 
188; emphasis added)  

Anthony C. Thistleton also accentuates the Gospels’ use of Passover 
tradition to emphasise the sense of ongoing contemporariness (FEC, 873). 
The past evoked by sacramental remembrance does not belong to the subject 
that remembers. In every generation celebrating Passover, “a man must so 
regard himself as if he came forth himself out of Egypt” (FEC, 873). The 
Passover liturgy “point[s], by means of a figure of speech, to a real 
participation by the Jews in the act of redemption that their ancestors 
experienced firsthand” (GY, 211; emphasis added). The event does not 
concern “this bread” or “that bread,” but participation and contemporariness 
(GY, 211). 118  

 In 1937, during the weekly but illegal Wednesday evening Bible reading, 
Peter Wiebe is arrested by the NKVD. He is interrupted in the middle of 
reciting John 15: “I am the vine, you are the branches. They that abide in 
me…” (SAW, 377). Seven years later, after Stalin’s death, he is released 
from his Siberian exile. Returning to the village, it is 

                                                                                                                                  
interpretation of the communion. The Supper is on the one hand “a remembrance of the love 
of Christ” and on the other hand “a celebration of the oneness and unity of the church brought 
about by Christ’s death. The body of Christ, understood by Anabaptists . . . as the visible 
community of believers, was the presence of God in the world” (AO, 190; emphasis added). 
In The Lord’s Supper in Anabaptism (Waterloo, Ontario: Herald Press, 1993), John Rempel 
shows that Luther’s argument against a merely spiritual interpretation was that “the Lord was 
present in both his natures” (30). Contra Luther, the first non-Lutheran reformers Andreas 
Karlstadt and Ulrich Zwingli stressed “faith as the means of sacramental efficacy, a real but 
mystical presence, the ethically binding nature of the Supper, and the role of remembrance” 
(30; emphasis added). Karlstadt and Zwingli centered on the “inward, nonsacramental feeding 
on Christ” in their interpretation of John 6 (31). 
117 Discussing The Blue Mountains of China, Ted S. Bootsma points to the “the image of 
Passover” and communion also in that work (“Rudy Wiebe: Biblical Pattern and Christian 
Theme,” 47). For a more detailed account of the Jewish concept of Passover, see GY, 179–
202; or FEC, 871–91. 
118 Menno Simons: “Question: What is the Church of Christ? Answer: A community of 
saints” (AO, 115). Ulrich Stadler: “There is one communion (gmain) of all the faithful in 
Christ and one community (gmainschaft) of the holy children called of God” (AO, 107). See 
also WB, 12–44; or AO, 101–16.  
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Wednesday again and Liese Peters, who is reading, stops. She gives me back 
my father’s Bible and I open it and read as if I had never left, aloud in that 
room crowded with the same silent faces, though I see that some are gone, 
read the words of Jesus, “They that abide in me and I in them, the same bring 
forth much fruit, for without me you can do nothing.” (SAW, 380) 

Seeming to embody the radical abidance called for in the Gospel, Peter 
walks into a room and into a community outwardly unaffected by time, 
where the “same” silent faces are listening, reading on as if he had never left. 
The episode highlights a sense of ongoingness and of communality.119 

In his meticulous exegesis of Paul’s first epistle to the Corinthians, 
Thiselton comments that koinonia in 1:9—commonly translated “communal-
ity” or “fellowship”—is meant to imply not only ‘being together’ as a group 
but a radically “communal participation” in God (FEC, 104, 760).120 It 
implies something beyond a “sharing community” (FEC, 104). “Normally in 
Paul,” fellowship “means communal participation in that of which all 
participants are shareholders, or are accorded a common share. It is not 
simply or primarily the experience of being together as Christians which is 
shared, but the status of being-in-Christ” (FEC, 104). Communal 
“christological participation” includes sharing the moment of the cross and 
of the resurrection (FEC, 105). For Weynken Claus it is the communal 
knowledge that “the just shall live by faith” that makes possible the martyr’s 
individual resistance to the dukes and theologians in The Hague (SAW, 38). 
Weynken’s words defy Catholic transubstantiation and Lutheran consubstan-
tiation: “I verily believe, and hold, that God is not baked” (SAW, 33). The 
teachings of Dirk Philips and Menno Simons refute magic in order to 
accentuate the communion’s functions of “remembering Jesus’ death; 
expressing communal love, unity and peace; and communing spiritually with 
Christ’s flesh and blood.”121  
                                 
119 See Maryann Jantzen’s commentary on this episode. In applying “theoretical understand-
ings of narrative self-construction” to Adam’s “shifting subjectivities,” Jantzen is mainly 
interested in relational accountability and self-identity. This leads to the claim that “Adam’s 
redevelopment of a relational re-connection with his family and culture of origin is crucial for 
a healthy sense of self-identity” (“Believing is seeing,” 57). Although I share Jantzen’s 
contention that Adam’s self-absorption is affected by a sense of a “Western” self-narrative 
that is “overly individuated,” I believe that her conclusions regarding Adam’s conversion into 
a believer are a bit hasty (“Believing is seeing,” 55). I do not see Adam’s psychological or 
spiritual development as the novel’s main narrative. 
120 1 Cor 1:9: “God, who has called you into fellowship with his Son Jesus Christ our Lord, is 
faithful” (New International Version). For a full account of the theological importance of not 
understanding “fellowship” as “being together,” see FEC, 103–105. 
121 Thomas N. Finger, A Contemporary Anabaptist Theology: Biblical, Historical, 
Constructive (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 195. Many Anabaptists 
regarded the bread symbolically as the “congregational unity possible only when individual 
‘grains’ renounced their separateness to be kneaded and baked into one loaf” (186–87). Finger 
argues that for the early Anabaptist theologian Balthasar Hubmaier, the bread “was simply 
bread. Yet as it was ‘offered, broken, taken, and eaten’ it was ‘the body of Christ in 
remembrance.’ That is, as church members shared the bread, and thereby their lives, with 
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The communal sacredness of meal-sharing materializes in the last page of 
the work, when Weynken’s great-grandson Wybe and his granddaughter 
Trientje participate in an improvised ‘vegetable Eucharist.’122 An everyday 
act unexpectedly turns into a celebration of love, unity, and communality 
incorporating all Mennonite generations and expressing communality in 
Christ. The holding and touching of the pieces produce a sense of blessing. 
The breaking is done with a knife. The giving out of the sacramentally thin 
potato wafer is a mundane giving as well as a radical remembrance.123 

“Here,” I say, and our hands grub in the earth together. We each nudge out 
one piece and hold it, touch them together like a toast. Our spring and autumn 
jubilee. I give her my pocket knife and she laughs; with her left hand she cuts 
a thin slice from hers and one from mine. Then we place them on each 
other’s tongue. Potato fresh from the earth, sweet and sharp as coming winter 
snow, moist together in our laughing mouths. (SAW, 434). 

 
The event is fathomed in the reveries of an old man sitting in a vegetable 

garden. He thinks about another morning, when he was considering the 
possibility of building walls to protect the people of Danzig from Swedish 
artillery. Suddenly, on that bygone morning, a solution to the problematic of 
“a relationship of motion” arose (SAW, 428), a problem that had to do with 
the project of reducing a hill in height and simultaneously using that earth to 
build defence walls.  

Connect hill and wall with a string. Like the flight of the bird, like wool that 
sags and unwinds between the round ball of it and the continuous pull of 
knitting needles making mittens, here use a strong rope, unbreakably strong 
like the ship ropes Holland now twists out of the incredible sisal fibres it 
brings from the New World. (SAW, 431) 

The strong wool or rope that was to be used in the process is like a string of 
DNA connecting generations in a line that cannot be broken. “From the 
moment of our birth,” says Wybe Adams, “dying carries us towards the 
moment of our death” (SAW, 421). Like the movement driving Wybe’s cable 
car, life-movement (birth-to-death) is carried out “without pause,” regardless 
of any input of “human energy” (SAW, 431). The sisal fibres are 
instrumental in constituting the rope that carries the load between hill and 
wall, as God is constitutive of every work-act carried out by Mennonites. 

                                                                                                                                  
each other, it became the vehicle through which Jesus’ broken historical body was 
remembered and the world affected by the salvation it brought. But this meant that the 
congregation itself, as Zwingli also affirmed, became Christ’s body on earth” (187).  
122 Robinett too recognizes the moment as a communion event. The sharing of a potato, the 
fruit of the New World, in Danzig joins “the past and the future . . . together in a feast” (LAW, 
53). 
123 The event has been anticipated by one of Trientjen’s remarks: “Do you think, Grousspau, 
did Jesus dig up potatoes sometimes too?” (SAW, 432). 
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The sun’s rays at dawn revealed the difference in height between hill and 
wall to the inventor, making discovery a true gift. Suddenly, the “machine 
was already there, a machine like a line of light in air. I had been merely 
blind” (SAW, 431).  
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Concluding Remarks 

 
 

One of the strengths of Wiebe’s Mennonite novels is the way in which 
memory is not simply a medium through which a bygone reality is 
resuscitated, but is itself a momentum partaking of directedness as 
constituting movement. In memory, the past goes on constituting. The past is 
itself a shaping, regenerating, breaking force. 

Yet as we have seen, Wiebe’s Mennonite novels do not primarily serve to 
commemorate or to question a culture. Nor do they chiefly stage complex 
responses to any ongoing conflict between theological and post-theological 
lifestyles. The discontinuities foregrounded in the texts are in a sense 
extrapolations of a consternation that has already begun in a people’s 
constant dealings with their own constitution-factors.  

From a bird’s eye perspective, Mennonite seclusion in these texts is 
insular; but from a viewpoint internal to the seclusion, it is everything else 
that is cut-off. It is the world that is stranded, bracketed, and isolated. 
Wiebe’s writing exploits this paradox by destroying the tension between 
immanence and transcendence, so that no clear-cut choice is normally given 
between introversion and extroversion. The question always surfacing is: 
extroverted to what? If the event of Mennonite world-withdrawal has from 
the moment of its inception gone hand in hand with a demolition of spatial-
extensional thinking, the idea of retreat no longer makes sense as something 
occurring in space—but has rather to do with something that is done to space 
by those participating in its reduction. We saw that the phenomenological 
distinction between Abstand and Entfernung was helpful in elucidating the 
parameters of this problematic. In a domain that does not prioritize space, 
the concept of a distancing interval is crude compared to a living sense of 
remote intimacy or intimate remoteness.  

As we have seen, the use of a ‘spatial’ language for the sake of 
destructing the rule of space as extension has roots in Scripture. Consider 
these lines from St. Paul used by John Bunyan as the basis for his treatise All 
Loves Excelling: 
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‘That ye . . . may be able to comprehend with all saints, what is the breadth, 
and length, and depth, and height; and to know the love of Christ, which 
passeth knowledge.’ (Eph 3:18–19)124 

 
The references to spatial reality here is clearly devoid of spatial meaning. It 
is evident that when Bunyan later refers to God as having “a long arm” (13), 
he is not contemplating the possibility of a divine being with exceptionally 
elongated extremities. It is evident that “if the length of the reach of mercy” 
(14) is no less extensive than “the overspreading nature” of sin (12), this is 
not so because one unit of space is compared with another to the advantage 
of the one and to the disadvantage of the other. The imagery is certainly 
extensional:  

I mean, do you not conclude, that because thou canst not reach God by thy 
short stump, therefore he cannot reach thee with his long arm. Look again, 
‘Hast thou an arm like God’ (Job 40:9), an arm like his for length and 
strength? (14) 

 
It would seem that extension is all that, quite literally, matters: “I say, here is 
in this word LENGTH matter of encouragement” (14). It is clear, however, 
that when Bunyan talks about “what a reach” there is in divine mercy, and 
about “how far it can extend itself” (13), this word “extend” does not belong 
to the objective world of extensional space, any more than does the word 
‘distance’ in the image suggesting that “sin has driven God’s elect to the 
farthest distance from him” (15). What is at stake throughout this type of 
writing is the possibility of nearness (or of its absence) in an affective-
ontological sense. 

From this perspective, world-withdrawal does not happen in the world. 
The whole nexus of migration, metaphor, and translation is drawn into an a 
priori questioning of space. In The Blue Mountains of China, accordingly, 
the phenomenon of anxiety is perhaps not chiefly staged against the 
background of territorial displacements but against a pulsation that in a sense 
is indifferent or numb to these. In my exposition of that novel, I tried to 
show that the phenomenon of recession has the upper hand over 
displacement—implying that it was essential to highlight the shifting of 
affective lenses. 

We saw that alternations between close-up and wide-angle possibilities 
are more than techniques. They too are primal movement. Focusing and 
defocusing are forms of hyletic kinaesthesia that do not simply narrow or 
broaden this or that focus, but participate in the widening and contraction of 
primal movement as it shapes and eliminates different forms of specific 

                                 
124 All Loves Excelling: The Saints’ Knowledge of Christ’s Love. Edinburgh: Puritan 
Paperbacks, 1998 (1692), vii. 
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motility. Here negation was no less important than affirmation; for when an 
operative lens precludes a specific reality, this very preclusion may tacitly 
move centre-stage. On an affective level, this meant that suffering never seen 
or felt might have been what was most painful. 

We saw that this state of affairs was related to the issue of what I have 
called the diminished being of feelings in Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction. 
Feelings are brought into an affective remoteness that is not really a spatial 
distance. In The Blue Mountains of China, the lack of affective plenitude in 
the diminished being of feeling is disclosed to the reader witnessing Samuel 
Reimer’s life as an existence unfolding in the affirmative light of 
incomprehension. Sam is not a being who is simply jolted by this or that 
existential shock, but someone caught in an intriguing patchwork of affects 
where moments of comprehension presuppose adjacent moments of radical 
incomprehension. As a stream of showing, this too was movement, a type of 
flow that can only materialize on the condition that understanding’s 
streaming is consistently interrupted. Here there is no Heideggerian 
concealing/unconcealing, for that which is concealed remains in principle 
concealed. 

The black and white squares of Sam’s ‘chessboard’ existence cannot be 
translated into each other. There is not passing from the one to the other. 
This means that the concept of translation is only partially helpful in 
attempting to understand the jolts that Mennonites undergo in the texts. 
Discussing language in The Blue Mountains of China, Magdalene Redekop 
appropriately defines Mennonite translation as the event of “moving 
constantly between separate worlds” (TIP, 100). Liesel Driediger’s 
involuntary fall into the sea during the journey to South America, or Jakob 
V’s confinement in a prison cell, can be seen as an “immersion in a foreign 
element” amounting to a “shock” that for the reader can only be reduced “in 
the act of translating” (TIP, 105). Indeed, in so far as the text is a system that 
keeps producing a “narrative shock” with the capacity “to move the reader to 
a new level of perception” (TIP, 103), and in so far as the “frontier” 
experience of Mennonites in foreign lands is a repeated “culture shock” 
(TIP, 103), the very event of being “jolted” is the event of being “moved” 
(TIP, 103)—albeit in quite different ways. Within the texts, Mennonites 
typically retreat from the world in order to resist being translated into it. 
From this viewpoint, a text’s multiplicity of languages accentuates “an 
insular Mennonite background” that the narrator can obliquely critique by 
means of linguistic versatility (TIP, 103). Yet from a perspective that is 
internal to a demolition of what we normally tend to think of as natural 
space, borders make emancipation possible in the first place. Seclusion is 
usually a form of deprivation, but if it implies transformation, the 
phenomenon of sequestration is not a priori negative: “Do not conform any 
longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of 
your mind” (Rom. 12:2; NIV; emphasis added). As a people “paradoxically 
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gathered together for us by the realistic portrayal of their dispersion” (TIP, 
103), Wiebe’s Mennonites are for this reason also a people immanent to 
translation by refutation of it. What externalistically is a “pattern of recurrent 
flight and separation” (TIP, 101), may internalistically be persevering 
adherence to something from which there is neither flight nor separation. 

Redekop observes that the “puritan austerity” of Mennonite life may be 
seen in opposition to figurative levels of meaning (TIP, 110). She notes a 
tension between “language as sheer play” and a Mennonite tendency to 
regard rhetoric “as ornamental rather than organic.” Wiebe responds with 
“techniques that depend on indirection” (TIP, 110). Yet the rejection of 
“language as sheer play” and the method of indirection may not be 
altogether incompatible. Firstly, there is a difference between language as 
figurative and language as “sheer play.” Surely Wiebe’s language is nowhere 
sheer play—for even the most playful lines have a directedness. (Indirection 
is a form of directedness.) Secondly, although Mennonite believers 
traditionally may have nursed a suspicion of ritual, figurative levels of 
meaning were never rejected by any Protestant sect. The Bible is full of 
indirection and does not make sense without a grasp of metaphor. 125 What is 
rejected is not metaphor, or even metaphorical levels, but institutionalized 
modes of metaphorical understanding that twist writing into readymade 
frameworks of symbolic exegesis. It can therefore not be said that the so-
called literal approach to language is blind to what Paul Ricoeur calls the 
“tension between two terms” in metaphorical language (Interpretation of 
Theory, cited in Redekop, 111). Redekop is right in calling attention to 
Wiebe’s ironic treatment of the literalism of certain speech-acts, but that 
specific phenomenon does not take care of the issue of literal-versus-
metaphorical in all its complexity. 

On the level of metaphor, we saw that Peace Shall Destroy Many deploys 
an astonishingly intense and widespread brutality. Projected figuratively 
rather than literally, violence materializes in the text’s linguistic body as a 
kinaesthetic directedness of discourse coming to givenness as a kinaesthetic 
directedness of human consciousness. The playful virility of Mennonites 
momentarily engaged in athletic contests points to undercurrents of affective 
reality violent enough to surface at short notice. The text’s overall affect-
system could not be ascertained with any degree of precision by simply 
looking at its sphere of narrated presentations. Instead it was necessary to 
consider the temperature of writing as something captured in the heat of its 

                                 
125 The Reformed understanding of the Eucharist depends precisely on an ability to 
foreground metaphor and to avoid naïve literalism. William Perkins: “Christ himself ate the 
bread, but he did not eat himself!” The Art of Prophesying (Edinburgh: Puritan Paperbacks, 
1996, first published in English in 1606), 32. Perkins, the leading Puritan of his age, points 
out that Scripture cannot be expounded without an understanding of figurative language in all 
the artistry and craft of its rhetorical complexity (30–47). See also AO, 190–210. 
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hemorrhaging momentum. At its peak, athletic, erotic, and ideological 
violence in Peace Shall Destroy Many is an elision of the interval between 
intention and terminus. This elision, rather than the objective body, is the 
kinetic-kinaesthetic reality of embodiment.  

In acts of completely unrestrained force, it was possible to feel the 
omission of space. All that existed was feeling, and that was in itself enough 
to give a sense of embodiment. The apperception of embodiment typically 
materializes this side of the objective body as a radical forgetting of it. The 
stream of violent acts produces embodiment by the simple event of being 
‘somatically’ known to itself in its affective reality. Embodiment is 
conditioned not by the verifiable existence of an extensional objective body, 
but on the basis of given somatic sensations.  

Michel Henry has made evident that the sense of personal embodiment is 
indistinguishable from “the feeling of not being able to escape oneself.” 126 
As somatic sensation, personal inescapability is paradigmatic in Wiebe’s 
Mennonite fiction, notably in The Blue Mountains of China. We saw there 
that when human beings are taken to the extreme limits of feeling, the body 
cannot be firmly distinguished from personhood as such, any more than joy 
can be distinguished from suffering as our primal attunement to the sheer 
rawness of existence. Jakob’s limbs were dropped to the ‘ground zero’ of 
suffering not only during torturing moments of imprisonment, but also 
during instants of tantalizing erotic seduction. The sense of being a victim of 
one’s own embodiment is ultimately indifferent to the issue of whether one’s 
body is brought into ‘real’ action or not. As I have suggested, however, this 
state of affairs becomes somewhat dubious when narrators get close to 
producing the impression that suffering and victimization are being 
idealized, when pain is taken as an essential element for heightening the 
(aesthetic) life-forces.127 
 

 
———————— 

 
 
In the expositions of Sweeter Than All the World, the phenomenon of 
movement was discussed at some length with respect to its evident 
theological pertinence for Wiebe’s Mennonite fiction. In reviewing the 
Mennonite novels, and especially their foregrounding of language, one 
cannot conveniently overlook the circumstance that, for Christian funda-

                                 
126 The Genealogy of Psychoanalysis (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), 312. 
127 It cannot be cynically said that the suffering of persecuted Mennonites pays dividend in 
fiction ‘celebrating’ their misfortunes—except in moments when the exploitation of historical 
suffering goes hand in hand with a condescendingly postmodern historical irony. 
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mentalists, movement dwells in the Word itself. Sweeter Than All the World 
throws some further light on the phenomenon of directedness as a 
movement-constituting factor that does not need to be viewed extensionally. 
We saw that while religious and geographical movements tend to overlap for 
Mennonites, this overlapping is only real on the level where extension 
rules—i.e., in the ‘world.’ In so far as the ipseity of religion and of primal 
feeling precisely does not unfold in the objective world,128 the reality of 
regeneration cannot undergo displacement however much the individual is 
displaced geographically from world-space to world-space. In an important 
sense, religious and affective phenomena are therefore not subject to 
translation—at least not in the ordinary sense of being involved in the span 
or tension between two terms that are held simultaneously in view while 
being alien to each other. 

 Since Sweeter Than All the World was heavily involved with issues of 
religious backsliding and theological disenchantment, it was possible to 
delineate a sense of conflict between religious and geographic movement, 
and indeed between religious and geographic dispersion. The altered status 
given to the phenomenon of work by this text was particularly telling, since 
labour typically materializes as something conditioned by a distancing 
interval (Abstand) here. The loss or weakening of a dynamic, immanent 
sense of work goes hand in hand with the vanishing of labour as something 
belonging kinetic-kinaesthetically to the flow of lived moments. The ‘time-
lessly’ moving hands of women knitting garments brought this state of 
affairs contrastively into view. We saw, indeed, that the complex phenome-
non of human hands in itself exhibits the sophistication of the text’s 
aesthetic-ontological stratifications. 

In a world where home-leaving is itself a form of home rather than a unit 
of displacement, the movement of hands and feet contribute to an 
overarching bonding-affect that, like the movement of the Word, is at the 
heart of the collective-affective consciousness constituting the life of the 
community. As a montage of different mnemonic modes, Sweeter Than All 
the World dissolves the line of demarcation between personal recollection 
and communal memory. For the believers, the images of bygone suffering 
neither weaken nor strengthen God-directedness. For those lapsing from 
faith, and especially for narrators seeking to come to terms with that lapsing, 
the sufferings of a people tend to want to become substitutes for its religious 
momentum—as if hardship were itself the religion, and as if pain were itself 
the faith. From this viewpoint, a fine line needs to be drawn between the 
moments when Wiebe’s Mennonite writing does and does not succumb to 
the act of idealizing victimization. Sweeter Than All the World is in a sense 
an effort to thematize the hiatus between these options. Here, there is a valid 

                                 
128 See Michel Henry, I Am the Truth: Toward a Philosophy of Christianity (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2003), 165. 
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pitifulness as well as an objectification of it that is abstracted from the primal 
directedness that made suffering worthwhile in the first place. 



 139 

Acknowledgements 

 
During my time as a doctoral student I have had the support of many 
different people. I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my advisor 
Professor Harald Fawkner. His consistent support, constructive criticism, 
and meticulous readings have kept me on the paths of literary scholarship. 
For helping me uncover the phenomenology/theology interface I also want 
to thank Professor Hans Hof.  

I am indebted to many scholars at the English Department. I wish to thank 
Dr Paul Schreiber for inspiring me to go on to graduate studies, and for 
always providing perceptive criticism during the different stages of this 
work; Docent Ishrat Lindblad, Docent Catherine Dahlström, Dr Claudia 
Egerer, Dr Marion Helfer Wajngot, and Dr Anna Uddén for careful readings 
and valuable responses to my work; Professor Eleanor Wikborg for graduate 
courses and early encouragement; Dr. Piia Posti, Dr. Joakim Wrethed, 
Adnan Mahmutovic, Ulrika Skagert, Marina Ludwigs, Mikael Engström and 
other fellow students for their supportive comradeship; Professor Nils-
Lennart Johannesson, Professor Gunnel Melchers for all the books about 
Canada; and the administrative Staff at the English Department including 
Mymsan Gallen, partner in the annual Vårruset, and Ingrid Westin for her 
warm generosity and for always being there.  

 I am especially grateful to Dr Margareta Östman at the Department for 
French and Italian studies for enduring support and perceptive readings of 
the text during its different stages. Françoise Sule of The Institute for 
Canadian Studies has always been encouraging, promoting rewarding 
meetings with various Canadian intellectuals, writers, and artists.  

Dr. Claire Omhovére has read sections of the thesis at a late stage and 
provided valuable commentary and treasured support. Julia Kasdorf kindly 
supplied articles on Mennonite work, and I am particularly glad for our 
intriguing exchange of Wiebean vocabulary. Terry Reilly was most helpful 
during my visit to the Special Collections of The University of Calgary 
Library. Sofia Holmgren has given many hours of moral support and 
agitated disputation. A very special thanks is due to Kevin Ansell for long 
and treasured friendship and for reading the entire manuscript at very short 
notice. 



 140 

My research work would not have been possible without the financial 
support of Knut of Alice Wallenbergs stiftelse, Helge Ax:son Johnsons 
stiftelse, John Söderbergs stipendiestiftelse, and Eckhart stiftelsen. 

My deepest gratitude goes to my family—to my mother, for unfailing 
loving support, and for being mormor; to Inez and Hugo for disallowing 
spiritual as well as physical motionlessness, and to my husband Joakim for 
presence.  
 



 141 

Bibliography 

 
I. Works by Rudy Wiebe  
 
 
 
Novels 

 
Peace Shall Destroy Many. 1962, Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1972.  
First and Vital Candle. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1966. 
The Blue Mountains of China. 1970, Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1995. 
The Temptations of Big Bear. 1973, Toronto: Vintage Canada, 1999. 
Where is the Voice Coming From? Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1974. 
The Scorched Wood-People. 1977, Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1989. 
The Mad Trapper. 1980, Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1992. 
The Angel of the Tar Sands. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1982. 
My Lovely Enemy. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1983. 
A Discovery of Strangers. Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994. 
River of Stone: Fictions and Memories. 1995, Toronto: Vintage Books, 

1995. 
Sweeter Than All the World. Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf, 2001. 
Of This Earth: A Mennonite Boyhood in the Boreal Forest. Toronto: Alfred 

A. Knopf, 2006. 
 
 
 
Non-Fiction (select) 

 
 “A Novelist’s Personal Notes on Frederick Philip Grove.” In A Voice in the 

Land: Essays By and About Rudy Wiebe, edited by W. J. Keith, 212–225. 
Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981. First published in University of Toronto 
Quarterly 47 (Spring 1978).  

“For the Mennonite Churches: A Last Chance.” In A Voice in the Land: 
Essays By and About Rudy Wiebe, edited by W. J. Keith, 25–31. 
Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981. First published in Christian Living, 11 
(June 1964). 



 142 

“Rudy Wiebe: The Moving Stream is Perfectly at Rest.” Interview by 
Donald Cameron. In Conversations With Canadian Novelists, Part 2, 
edited by Donald Cameron, 146–160. Toronto: Macmillan: 1973. 

“Passage by Land.” In River of Stone, 1–4. Toronto: Vintage, 1995. First 
published in Canadian Literature 48 (Spring 1971). 

Place: Lethbridge, A City on the Prairie (with Geoffrey James). Vancouver: 
Douglas & McIntyre, 2002. 

Playing Dead: A Contemplation Concerning the Arctic. 1989, Edmonton: 
NeWest Press, 1992. 

Stolen Life: The Journey of a Cree Woman (with Yvonne Johnson). Toronto: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1998. 

“The Skull in the Swamp.” In River of Stone, 249–73. Toronto: Vintage, 
1995. First published in Journal of Mennonite Studies no. 5 (1978). 

“Where The Voice Comes From.” Interview by Eli Mandel. In A Voice in 
the Land: Essays By and About Rudy Wiebe, edited by W. J. Keith, 150–
155. Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981. First published in Quill and Quire 
40 (December 1974). 

 
 
 
Drama 

 
Far As the Eye Can See (with Theatre Passe Muraille). Edmonton: NeWest 

Press, 1977. 
 
 
 

II. Other Works 

Ashcroft, Bill, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. The Empire Writes Back: 
Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures. London: Routledge, 
1989. 

Augustine. Confessions. Translated by R. S. Pine-Coffin. London: Penguin 
Classics, 1961. 

Bakhtin, M. M. The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. Edited by Michael 
Holquist. Translated by Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist. Austin: 
The University of Texas Press, 2004. First English edition 1981. 

Barker, Francis, Peter Hulme and Margaret Iversen, eds. Colonial Discourse/ 
Postcolonial Theory. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994. 

Bartsch, Franz. Our Trek to Central Asia. Translated by Elizabeth Peters and 
Gerhard Ens. Winnipeg: CMBC and Manitoba Mennonite Historical 
Society, 1993. 

Beattie, James. Elements of Moral Science. Delmar, New York: Scholars’ 
Facsimiles & Reprints, 1976. First published 1790. 

Beck, Ervin. “Postcolonial Complexity in the Writings of Rudy Wiebe.” 
Modern Fiction Studies 47, no. 4 (2001): 855–86. 



 143 

———. “Rudy Wiebe and W. B. Yeats: Sailing to Danzig and Byzantin-
ium.” ARIEL: A Review of International English Literature 32, no. 4 
(2001): 7–19. 

Bilan, R. P. “Wiebe and Religious Struggle.” Canadian Literature 77 
(1978): 50–63.  

Blodgett, E. D. and Harold G. Coward, eds. Silence, The Word and the 
Sacred. Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1989. 

Bootsma, Ted S. “Rudy Wiebe: Biblical Pattern and Christian Theme.” MA 
diss., York University, Toronto, 1983. 

Braght, Thieleman J. van. The Bloody Theater or Martyrs Mirror of the 
Defenceless Christians Who Baptized Only Upon Confession of Faith, 
and Who Suffered and Died for the Testimony of Jesus, Their Saviour, 
From the Time of Christ to the Year A.D. 1660. Translated by Joseph F. 
Sohm. Scottdale: Herald Press, 2001. First Dutch edition 1660; first 
English edition 1837. 

Brydon, Diana. “Troppo Agitato: Writing and Reading Cultures.” ARIEL: A 
Review of International English Literature 19, no. 1 (1988): 13–31. 

Brydon, Diana and Helen Tiffin. Decolonising Fictions. Sydney: Dangaroo 
Press, 2001. First edition 1993. 

“Buildings Erected on Ready Made Farms.” Canadian Pacific Railway Land 
Settlement and Development fonds. http://asalive.archivesalberta.org:80 

 80/ access/asa/documents/display/GLEN-8. 
Bunyan, John. All Loves Excelling: The Saints’ Knowledge of Christ’s Love. 

Edinburgh: Puritan Paperbacks, 1998. First edition 1692. 
Calder, Alison. “Reassessing Prairie Realism.” In A Sense of Place: Re-

evaluating Regionalism in Canadian and American Writing, edited by 
Christian Riegel and Herb Wyile. Edmonton: The University of Alberta 
Press, 1998. 

Clifford, James. Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth 
Century. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1997. 

Cronk Sandra. “Gelassenheit: The Rites of the Redemptive Process in Old 
Order Amish and Old Order Mennonite Communities.” The Mennonite 
Quarterly Review 55 (1981): 5–44. 

Deleuze, Gilles. Cinema 1: The Movement-Image. Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2001. First French edition 1983. 

Deleuze, Gilles and Félix Guattari. Nomadology: The War Machine. 
Translated by Brian Massumi. New York: Semiotext(e), 1986. First 
published in French as “Traité de nomadologie: La machine de guerre,” 
in Mille Plateaux, 1980. 

Duffy, Dennis. Sounding the Iceberg: An Essay on Canadian Historical 
Novels. Toronto: ECW Press, 1986. 

Dyck, Cornelius J. An Introduction to Mennonite History. Scottdale: Herald 
Press, 1993. First edition 1967.  

Dyck, Harvey L., ed. A Mennonite in Russia: The Diaries of Jacob Epp, 
1851–1880. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991. 

Egan, Susanna. “Telling Trauma: Generic Dissonance in the Production of 
Stolen Life.” Canadian Literature 167 (Winter 2000): 10–29. 

Epp, Frank H. Mennonites in Canada, 1920–1940: A People’s Struggle for 
Survival. Scottdale: Herald Press, 1982. 

Fee, Margery. “Reading Aboriginal Lives.” Canadian Literature 167 
(Winter 2000): 5–7. 



 144 

Ferris, Ina. “Religious Vision and Fictional Form: Rudy Wiebe’s The Blue 
Mountains of China.” In A Voice in the Land: Essays By and About Rudy 
Wiebe, edited by W. J. Keith, 88–96. Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981. 

Finger, Thomas N. A Contemporary Anabaptist Theology: Biblical, 
Historical, Constructive. Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 
2004. 

Florby, Gunilla. The Margin Speaks: A Study of Margaret Laurence and 
Robert Kroetsch from a Post-Colonial Point of View. Lund: Lund 
University Press, 1997. 

Friedman, Robert. “On Mennonite Historiography and On Individualism and 
Brotherhood.” Mennonite Quarterly Review 18 (1944): 117-122. 

———. The Theology of Anabaptism: An Interpretation. Scottdale: Herald 
Press, 1973. 

Froese, Edna. “‘Adam, who are you?’ The Genealogy of Rudy Wiebe’s 
Mennonite Protagonists.” The Conrad Grebel Review 22, no. 2 (Spring 
2004): 14–24. 

———· “To Write or To Belong: The Dilemma of Canadian Mennonite 
Story-Tellers.” Ph.D. diss., University of Saskatoon, 1996. 

———. “Voices of Faith in The Blue Mountains of China and A Community 
of Memory.” In Migrant Muses: Mennonite/s Writing in the U.S., edited 
by John D. Roth and Ervin Beck. Goshen: Mennonite Historical Society, 
1998. 

Frye, Northrop. Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1971. First edition 1957. 

———. The Great Code: The Bible and Literature. New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovitch, 1982.  

———· The Bush Garden: Essays on the Canadian Imagination. Toronto: 
Anansi Press, 1971.  

Gandhi, Leela. Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction. Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 1998. 

Giesbrecht, Herbert. “O Life, How Naked and How Hard When Known!” In 
A Voice in the Land: Essays By and About Rudy Wiebe, edited by W. J. 
Keith, 50–63. Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981. 

Gioia, Dana. “To Witness the Truth Uncompromised: Reflections on the 
Modern Martyrs.” Image 13 (Spring 1996): 67–73. 

Gurr, Andrew. “Blue Mountains and Strange Forms.” Journal of Common-
wealth Literature 17, no. 1 (1982): 153–160. 

———. “Short Fictions and Whole-Books.” In Narrative Strategies in 
Canadian Literature: Feminism and Postcolonialism, edited by Coral 
Ann Howells and Lynette Hunter, 11–18. Milton Keynes: Open 
University Press, 1991. 

Harrison, Dick. Unnamed Country. The Struggle for a Canadian Prairie 
Fiction. Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press, 1977.  

Hassan, Ihab. “Queries for Postcolonial Studies.” Philosophy and Literature 
22, no. 2 (1998): 328–42. 

Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time. Translated by Joan Stambaugh. Albany: 
SUNY, 1996. First German edition 1927. 

———. Discourse on Thinking. Trans. John M. Anderson and E. Hans 
Freund. New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1966. First German edition 
1959. 

———. On the Way to Language. Translated by Peter D. Hertz. New York: 
Harper & Row, 1982. First German edition 1959. 



 145 

———. Pathmarks. Edited by William McNeill. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998. First German edition 1967. 

Henry, Michel. The Essence of Manifestation. Translated by Girard Etzkorn. 
The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973. First French edition 1963. 

———. The Genealogy of Psychoanalysis. Translated by Douglas Brick. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993. First French edition 1985. 

———. I Am the Truth: Toward a Philosophy of Christianity. Translated by 
Susan Emanuel. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003. First French 
edition 1996. 

———. Marx: A Philosophy of Human Reality. Translated by Kathleen 
McLaughlin. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1983. Abridged 
from a two-volume work originally published in French as Marx I:—Une 
Philosophie de la réalité; II—Une Philosophie de l’économie, 1976.  

———. Philosophy and Phenomenology of the Body. The Hague: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1975. First French edition 1965. 

———. “Speech and Religion: The Word of God.” In Phenomenology and 
the “Theological Turn”: The French Debate, Dominique Janicaud [et 
al], translated by Jeffrey L. Kosky, 217–41. New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2000.  

Herk, Aritha van. “Women Writers and the Prairie: Spies in an Indifferent 
Landscape.” In Canadiana: Studies in Canadian Literature. Edited by 
Jørn Carlsen and Knud Larsen. Aarhus: Canadian Studies Conference at 
the University of Aarhus, 1984. 

Hodgson, Heather. “Legacy of the Bear’s Lip: Rudy Wiebe and Yvonne 
Johnson.” Canadian Literature 167 (Winter 2000): 154–56. 

Howells, Coral Ann. “Silence in Rudy Wiebe’s The Mad Trapper.” World 
Literatures Written in English 24, no. 2 (1984): 304–312. 

Howells, Robin. “Esch-sca(r)-tology: Rudy Wiebe’s ‘An Indication of 
Burning.’” Journal of Commonwealth Literature 27, no. 1 (1992): 87–
95. 

Husserl, Edmund. Cartesian Meditations. Translated by Dorion Cairns. The 
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973. First German edition 1950 (Husserliana 
I).  

———. The Idea of Phenomenology. Translated by Lee Hardy. Dordrecht: 
Kluwer, 1999. First German edition 1950 (Husserliana II). 

———. Ideas II (Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a 
Phenomenological Philosophy: Second Book, Studies in the 
Phenomenology of Constitution). Translated by Richard Rojcewicz and 
André Schuwer. Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1989. First German edition 1952 
(Husserliana IV). 

———. Ideas III (Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a 
Phenomenological Philosophy: Third Book). Translated by Ted E. Klein 
and William E. Pohl. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1980. First German 
edition 1952 (Husserliana V). 

———. Logical Investigations. Volume I-II. Translated by J. N. Findlay 
from the second German edition 1913 (volume I) and 1921 (volume II). 
Edited by Dermot Moran. London: Routledge, 2001. First German 
edition 1900/1901. 

———. The Phenomenology of Internal Time-Consciousness. Edited by 
Martin Heidegger. Translated by James S. Churchill. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1964. First German edition 1928. 



 146 

———. Thing and Space: Lectures of 1907. Translated by Richard 
Rojcewicz. Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1997. First German edition 1973 
(Husserliana XVI). 

Hutcheon, Linda. A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction. 
New York and London: Routledge, 1988. 

———. “Canadian Historiographic Metafiction.” Essays on Canadian 
Writing 30 (1984/85): 228–238. 

———. The Canadian Postmodern: A Study of Contemporary English-
Canadian Fiction. Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1988.  

Israel, Nico. Outlandish: Writing Between Exile and Diaspora. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2000. 

James, William Closson, “‘A Land Beyond Words’: Rudy Wiebe's A 
Discovery of Strangers.” In Mapping the Sacred: Religion, Geography 
and Postcolonial Literatures, edited by Jamie S. Scott and Paul 
Simpson-Housley, 71–89. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2001. 

Janicaud, Dominique, Jean-François Courtine, Jean-Louis Chrétien, Michel 
Henry, Jean-Luc Marion and Paul Ricoeur, eds. Phenomenology and the 
“Theological Turn”: The French Debate. Translated by Bernard G. 
Prusak and Jeffrey L. Kosky, New York: Fordham University Press, 
2000. First French edition 1991. 

Jantzen, Maryann. “‘Believing is Seeing’: ‘Re-storying’ the Self in Rudy 
Wiebe’s Sweeter Than All the World.” The Conrad Grebel Review 22, 
no. 2 (Spring 2004): 55–68. 

Jeffrey, David L. “A Search for Peace: Prophecy and Parable in the Fiction 
of Rudy Wiebe.” In A Voice in the Land: Essays By and About Rudy 
Wiebe, edited by W. J. Keith, 179–201. Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981. 

———. “Biblical Hermeneutic and Family History in Contemporary 
Canadian fiction: Wiebe and Laurence.” Mosaic: A Journal for the 
Comparative Study of Literature and Ideas 11, no. 3 (1978), 87–106. 

———. “Lost Voice?” Canadian Literature 99 (Winter 1983): 111–114. 
Jones, Manina. “Stolen? Reading Through Two I’s in Postcolonial 

Collaborative Autobiography.” In Is Canada Postcolonial? Unsettling 
Canadian Literature, edited by Laura Moss, 207–22. Waterloo, Ontario: 
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2003. 

Kaplan, Caren. Questions of Travel. Postmodern Discourses of 
Displacement. Durham: Duke University Press, 1996. 

Kasdorf, Julia. The Body and the Book: Writing from a Mennonite Life. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001. 

Keith, W. J. A Sense of Style: Studies in the Art of Fiction in English-
Speaking Canada. Toronto: ECW Press, 1989. 

———. ed. A Voice in The Land: Essays by and about Rudy Wiebe. 
Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981. 

———. Epic Fiction: The Art of Rudy Wiebe. Edmonton: The University of 
Alberta Press, 1981. 

———. Canadian Literature in English. London: Longman, 1985. 
 Klaassen, Walter, ed. Anabaptism in Outline: Selected Primary Sources. 

Waterloo, Ontario: Herald Press, 1981. 
Klooss, Wolfgang. “From Colonial Madness to Post-colonial Ex-Centricity: 

A Story about Stories of Identity Construction in Canadian 
Historiographic (Meta-)Fiction.” In Historiographic Metafiction in 
Modern American and Canadian Literature, edited by Berndt Engler and 
Kurt Müller, 53–79. Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 1994. 



 147 

Kroeker, Amy D. “A ‘Place’ Through Language: Postcolonial Implications 
of Mennonite/s Writing in Western Canada.” In Is Canada Postcolonial? 
Unsettling Canadian Literature, edited by Laura Moss, 238–251. 
Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2003. 

———. “‘Separation from the World’: Postcolonial Aspects of Mennonite/s 
Writing in Western Canada.” MA diss., University of Manitoba, 2001. 

Magiola, Robert R. Phenomenology and Literature: An Introduction. West 
Lafayette, Indiana: Purdue University Press, 1977. 

Mansbridge, Francis. “Wiebe’s Sense of Community.” Canadian Literature 
77 (1978): 42–49. 

Mathison, Keith A. Given for You. Reclaiming Calvin’s Doctrine of the 
Lord’s Supper. Phillipsburg: P &R Publishing Company, 2002. 

Mohanty, Jitendra Nath. The Concept of Intentionality. St. Louis: Warren H. 
Green,1972. 

———. Phenomenology: Between Essentialism and Transcendental 
Philosophy. Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1997. 

Moran, Dermot. Introduction to Phenomenology. London: Routledge, 2000. 
Moss, John. Sex and Violence in the Canadian Novel: The Ancestral 

Present. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1977. 
———. ed. The Canadian Novel: Here and Now. Toronto: NC Press, 1978. 
Moss, Laura, ed. Is Canada Postmodern? Unsettling Canadian Literature. 

Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2003. 
Natanson, Maurice. The Erotic Bird: Phenomenology in Literature. 

Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1998. 
New, W. H. A History of Canadian Literature. Second ed. Montreal: 

McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2003. 
Omhovére, Claire. “The Authorization of Story in Rudy Wiebe and Yvonne 

Johnson’s Stolen Life: The Journey of a Cree Woman.” International 
Journal of Canadian Studies/Revue internationale d’études canadiennes 
29 (2004): 141–59. 

———. “The North in Rudy Wiebe's A Discovery of Strangers: A Land 
Beyond Words?” Commonwealth Essays and Studies 24, no. 2 (2002): 
79–91.  

Oyer, John S. Lutheran Reformers Against Anabaptists: Luther, Melanchton 
and Menius and the Anabaptists of Central Germany. The Hague: 
Martinus Nijhoff, 1964. 

Perkins, William. The Art of Prophesying. (1592), Edinburgh: Puritan 
Paperbacks, 2002. 

Perler, Dominik. Theorien der Intentionalität im Mittelalter. Frankfurt am 
Main: Klostermann, 2002. 

Redekop, Magdalene. “Rudy Wiebe.” In Profiles in Canadian Literature, 
edited by Jeffrey M. Heath, 65-72. Toronto: Durndurn Press, 1980. 

———. “The Pickling of the Mennonite Madonna.” In Acts of Concealment: 
Mennonite/s Writing in Canada, edited by Hildegard Froese Tiessen and 
Peter Hinchcliffe, 100–128. Waterloo, Ontario: University of Waterloo 
Press, 1992. 

———. “Translated into the Past: Language in The Blue Mountains of 
China.” In A Voice in the Land, edited by W. J Keith, 97–123. 
Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981. 

Regan, Stephen. “‘The Presence of the Past’: Modernism and 
Postmodernism in Canadian Short Fiction.” In Narrative Strategies in 
Canadian Literature: Feminism and Postcolonialism, edited by Coral 



 148 

Ann Howells and Lynette Hunter, 108–133. Milton Keynes: Open 
University Press, 1991. 

Reimer, Al. Review of Sweeter Than All the World. Journal of Mennonite 
Studies 20 (2002): 227-29. 

Reimer, Douglas. Surplus at the Border: Mennonite Writing in Canada. 
Winnipeg: Turnstone Press, 2002. 

Rempel, John D. The Lord’s Supper in Anabaptism: A Study in the 
Christology of Balthasar Hubmaier, Pilgram Marpeck, and Dirk Philips. 
Waterloo, Ontario: Herald Press, 1993. 

Ricoeur, Paul. Time and Narrative. Volume 1. Translated by Kathleen 
McLaughlin and David Pellauer. Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1990. First French edition 1983. 

Riegel, Christian and Herb Wyile eds. A Sense of Place. Re-Evaluating 
Regionalism in Canadian and American Writing. Edmonton: The 
University of Alberta Press, 1998. 

Robinett, Jane Hostetler. “Listening All the Way Home: Theme and 
Structure in Rudy Wiebe’s Sweeter Than All the World.” The Conrad 
Grebel Review 22, no. 2 (Spring 2004): 38–54. 

Schmidt, Kimberly D. “‘Sacred Farming’ or ‘Working Out’: The Negotiated 
Lives of Conservative Mennonite Farm Women.” Frontiers: A Journal 
of Women Studies 22, no.1 (2001): 79–102. 

Sheets-Johnstone, Maxine. The Primacy of Movement. Philadelphia: John 
Benjamins, 1999. 

———. The Roots of Power: Animated Form and Gendered Bodies. 
Chicago: Open Court, 1994. 

Sinnett, Mark. “Sweetness Buried in Facts.” The Globe and Mail, October 
27, 2001, http://globeandmail.com/.  

Smithson, Robert. Collected Writings. Edited by Jack Flam. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1996. 

Smyth, T.W. ”My Lovely Enemy Revisited.” Essays on Canadian Writing 63 
(Spring 1998): 113–33.  

———. “Rudy Wiebe as Novelist: Witness and Critic, Without Apology.” 
Ph.D. diss., University of Toronto, 1997. 

Snyder, C. Arnold. Anabaptist History and Theology: An Introduction. 
Kitchener: Pandora Press, 1995. 

Solecki, Sam. “Giant Fictions and Large Meanings: The Novels of Rudy 
Wiebe.” Canadian Forum 60 (March 1981): 5-8, 13. 

Strier, Richard. Resistant Structures. Particularity, Radicalism and 
Renaissance Texts. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995. 

Suderman, Elmer F. “Universal Values in Rudy Wiebe’s Peace Shall 
Destroy Many.” In A Voice in the Land: Essays By and About Rudy 
Wiebe, edited by W. J Keith, 69–78. Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981. 

Tefs, Wayne A. “Rudy Wiebe: Mystery and Reality.” Mosaic: A Journal for 
the Comparative Study of Literature and Ideas 11, no. 4 (1978): 155–58. 

Thieme, John. “Scheherazade as Historian: Rudy Wiebe’s ‘Where is the 
Voice Coming From?’” Journal of Commonwealth Literature 17, no. 1 
(1982): 172–81. 

Thiessen, Jack. Mennonite Low-German Dictionary. Marburg: N.G. Elwert, 
1977. 

Thiselton, Anthony C. The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary 
on the Greek Text. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2000.  



 149 

Tiessen, Hildegard Froese. “A Mighty Inner River: ‘Peace’ in the Early 
Fiction of Rudy Wiebe.” In The Canadian Novel: Here and Now, edited 
by John Moss, 169–181. Toronto: NC Press, 1978. 

———.“Between Memory and Longing: Rudy Wiebe’s Sweeter Than All 
the World.” Ahornblätter 17 (2004): 12-37. 

———. “Mother Tongue as Shibboleth in the Literature of Canadian 
Mennonites.” Studies in Canadian Literature 13, no. 2 (1998): 175–83, 
http://www.lib.unb.ca/Texts/SCL/bin/get.cgi?directory=vol13_2/&filena
me=Tiessen.htm. 

———.“‘There was nothing to be read about Mennonites’: Rudy Wiebe and 
the Impulse to Make Story.” The Conrad Grebel Review 22, no. 2 
(Spring 2004): 5–13. 

Tiessen, Hildegard Froese and Peter Hinchcliffe, eds. Acts of Concealment: 
Mennonite/s Writing in Canada. Waterloo, Ontario: University of 
Waterloo Press, 1992. 

Toorn, Penny van. “Bakhtin and the Novel as Empire: Textual Politics in 
Robert Drewe’s The Savage Crows and Rudy Wiebe’s The Temptations 
of Big Bear.” Journal of Commonwealth Literature 27, no. 1 (1992): 96–
109. 

———. “Creating the Realities We Live By: An Interview with Rudy 
Wiebe.” New Literatures Review 23 (1992): 7–15. 

———.“Dialogizing the Scriptures: A Bakhtinian Reading of the Novels of 
Rudy Wiebe.” Literature and Theology 9, no. 4 (1995): 439–48. 

———. Rudy Wiebe and the Historicity of the Word. Edmonton: The 
University of Alberta Press, 1995. 

Tremblay, Tony. “Piracy, Penance, and Other Penal Codes: A Morphology 
of Postcolonial Revision in Three Recent Texts by Rudy Wiebe, John 
Steffler and Joan Clark.” English Studies in Canada 23, no. 2 (1997): 
159–73. 

Unger, Walter “Mennonite Millennial Madness: A Case Study.” Direction 
28, no. 2 (1999): 201–17, http://www.directionjournal.org/article/?1019. 

Urry, James. None But Saints: The Transformation of Mennonite Life in 
Russia 1789–1889. Winnipeg: Hyperion Press, 1989.  

Vos, Geerhardus. The Pauline Eschatology. Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 
1994. First edition 1930. 

Weaver, Laura H. “A Mennonite ‘Hard Worker’ Moves from the Working 
Class and the Religious/Ethnic Community to the Academy: A Conflict 
between Two Definitions of ‘Work.’ In Working Class Women in the 
Academy: Laborers in the Knowledge Factory, edited by Michelle M. 
Tokarczyk and Elizabeth A. Fay, 112–125. Amherst, Ma: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1993. 

———. “Mennonites’ Minority Vision and the Outsider: Rudy Wiebe’s 
Peace Shall Destroy Many and The Blue Mountains of China.” MELUS 
13, no. 3/4 (1986): 15–26. 

Whaley, Susan. Rudy Wiebe and His Works. Toronto: ECW Press, 1982. 
Yoder, J. H. Anabaptism and Reformation in Switzerland: An Historical and 

Theological Analysis of the Dialogues Between Anabaptists and 
Reformers. Edited by C. Arnold Snyder. Translated by David Carl 
Stassen and C. Arnold Snyder. Kitchener, Ontario: Pandora Press, 2004. 

———. The Politics of Jesus. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994 (1972). 
———. The Priestly Kingdom: Social Ethics as Gospel. Notre Dame, Indi-

ana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984. 



 150 

Zimmermann, Jutta. “The Recreation of History on the Prairies: Rudy 
Wiebe.” In Historiographic Metafiction in Modern American and 
Canadian Literature, edited by Berndt Engler and Kurt Müller, 383–97. 
Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 1994.  

 
 
 
 
 



 151 

Index 

 
abnegation, 95 
abruptness, 47 
Abstand, 23, 132, 137. See also 

distancing interval 
abstention, 77, 82 
absurdity, 96 
abyss, 56, 65–66 
accuracy, 113 
act-stratum, 48–49, 68 
actuality, 33 
adaptation, 76, 117, 120 
adjective, 93 
adversity, 34 
affect-stratum, 48, 68 
affluence, 127 
agent, 89, 99 
aggressiveness, 40 
agony, 90–91 
agriculture, 18, 102, 107, 117 
aim, 19, 63, 98, 102 
aimlessness, 102 
alienation, 102, 110, 127 
allotment, 71 
ambiguity, 23, 35, 94, 100 
amorousness, 87 
amphibiousness, 35 
Amur, 69, 81 
anabaptism, 17, 32, 102, 105, 118, 

127 
anabaptist, 16–17, 29, 31–33, 39, 52, 

57, 71, 102, 107, 110, 116, 118, 
121, 128–29 

anarchy, 44 
anger, 43, 61, 120, 123 
anthropology, 16, 79 
Antichrist, 32 
anticipation, 49, 70, 130 
anti-foundationalism, 28 
Antwerp, 105, 113, 126 

anxiety, 81, 133 
apartness, 86 
apathy, 34, 81 
artillery, 130 
asceticism, 27, 102, 104 
associationism, 27 
Atacama Desert, 124 
atemporality, 126 
attention, 16, 18, 25, 28–30, 46, 51, 

56, 63, 75, 90, 99, 114, 123, 135 
attunement, 20–21, 31, 60, 116, 136 
Augsburg, 126 
authenticity, 75–76 
authority, 30, 32, 57, 100, 116 
auto-affectivity, 54–55, 79, 95 
auto-materialization, 79 
autonomy, 30, 48, 114 
auto-sensing, 21 
 
Babi Yar, 117 
backsliding, 116, 137 
bacteria, 117 
Bakhtin, M. M., 30 
ball-game, 40–41 
bark, 117 
Bartsch, Franz, 102 
beaver, 117 
beaver-skinning, 112 
Beck, Ervin, 15, 28–29, 144 
behaviour, 23, 25, 36, 55, 58, 78, 82, 

84 
being-on-the-road, 101–102 
being-still, 80 
belief, 20, 33, 35, 88, 94–95, 102–

103, 118, 121 
believability, 78 
Bell, David, 18 
belonging, 31, 42, 49, 69, 71, 102, 

104, 137 
Beringia, 119 



 152 

bewilderment, 83 
Bible-class, 46 
binarism, 34–35 
Blaurock, George, 17 
blessing, 130 
blizzard, 47, 84 
blueness, 70, 88 
blur, 77, 106 
boat-race, 41 
bonding, 124–25, 127, 137 
bone, 104, 124–25 
bone-breakers, 76 
Bootsma, Ted A., 39, 79, 128 
border, 27, 69, 120, 124, 134 
boredom, 112 
bracketed, 132 
Braght, Thieleman J. van, 39 
breach, 46, 50 
break, 15, 22, 40–41, 43, 46–47, 63, 

72–73, 104, 109, 117, 130, 132 
breath, 72, 75, 83 
broadening, 82, 120 
brotherhood, 44, 72, 118 
brutality, 40, 73, 135 
Bunyan, John, 132–133 
burial, 55–56 
burst, 43, 45–46, 73, 92, 111 
 
cable car, 107, 114, 130 
calculation, 82 
call, 17, 46–47, 51, 57, 79, 89–92, 

94–95, 96, 100, 104, 120, 123, 135 
calmness, 49, 61 
Calvinism, 17, 100 
Campbell, Maria, 28 
canoe, 119 
canoe trek, 119 
certainty. See sureness 
cessation, 16, 60, 64, 74, 93, 113 
Chaco, 68, 75, 81, 85, 95, 110–11, 

116–17 
chance, 46, 86–87, 115 
child-killers, 76 
China, 68, 103 
choice, 40, 105, 114–16, 124, 132 
chores, 52, 121–22. See also work 
circulation, 85, 107 
citizenship, 107 
clarity, 89, 95–96 

cloister, 84 
close-up, 79, 86, 133 
closure, 24, 27, 30, 42, 46, 87, 93–94, 

119 
clothes, 43, 47, 112 
code, 25 
coherency, 52, 64, 93 
coldness, 40, 47, 55, 81–82, 89, 96, 

112 
collectivity, 126–27, 137 
collectivization, 77 
command, 50, 57–58, 90 
commandment, 39 
commitment, 22, 36, 41, 54–55, 95 
communality, 37, 118, 125, 127, 

129–30, 137 
communion, 95, 128–30 
communism, 70–71 
communist, 69, 73, 75–76, 78, 85, 96, 

111, 116 
community, 18, 22–23, 25–27, 39–

40, 43–46, 51–53, 55, 60–61, 70, 
72, 77–78, 92, 100, 109, 116–18, 
120, 125, 127–29, 137 

compartmentalizing, 119 
compassion, 69, 82–83, 85, 105 
complacency, 76 
completion, 42–43, 55 
complexity, 20, 35, 62–63, 135 
comprehension, 36, 54–56, 60, 90, 

91–92, 95, 98, 134 
compression, 42, 64, 79, 85 
concentration, 93 
condensation, 42, 67 
confession, 50, 57, 118 
consecutiveness, 33, 35 
constitution, 17–21, 25, 27, 34–36, 

55, 75, 79, 98–99, 108, 113, 116, 
118, 121–22, 130, 132, 137 

consubstantiation, 129 
contemplation, 51, 119, 122 
contemporariness, 128 
context, 20, 30, 34, 39, 41, 79, 83 
contingency, 104 
control, 61, 111 
conversation, 55, 59, 84, 93, 112 
conversion, 35, 101, 129 
conviction, 39, 76 
Corinthians, 35, 70, 129 



 153 

corporeality, 21, 59, 83 
corpuscularization, 88, 104–105, 113 
correlation, 25 
countertelescopic, 89 
craftsmanship, 25 
credibility, 80 
cripple, 103 
Cronk, Sandra, 52 
cross, 27, 36, 57, 69, 73, 93–94, 116, 

123, 129 
cruelness, 75, 93 
cult, 101 
cultural studies, 29 
 
dam-builder, 117 
dance, 49, 72, 75, 106 
Danzig, 107, 112, 124, 126, 130 
dark matter, 79 
Darwin, Charles, 117 
deafness, 91, 93 
death, 45–46, 48–49, 53, 56, 60, 66, 

74, 81–82, 84, 86, 104–105, 108, 
112–13, 115, 124–26, 128–30 

debate, 27, 57, 102 
decision, 94 
deconstruction, 32 
defence, 115, 130 
deflection, 52, 81 
defocalization, 78–79, 133 
degeneration, 76 
Deleuze, Gilles, 25 
dematerialization, 64 
deportation, 81 
depression, 77 
deprivation, 134 
desert, 99, 102 
desertion, 93 
desire, 20, 32, 61, 73, 75, 125 
despair, 50, 82, 86, 91, 96 
destination, 85, 120 
destiny, 56 
detachment, 24, 62, 69, 79, 82, 87 
deterritorialization, 25 
devotion, 101 
dialogism, 30 
dialogue, 30, 59, 64, 83–84 
diaspora, 16, 68 
dictatorship, 111 
didacticism, 25, 63, 94 

digging, 57, 60, 82 
dike-digger, 117 
dilution, 82 
diminished being, 87–92, 134 
diminishment. See diminished being 
diminuition, 87–88 
diminution, 36, 88, 90 
directedness, 17, 19–20, 22–24, 32–

36, 41–43, 45, 48, 52, 54, 60, 64–
65, 67–69, 73, 80, 84, 89, 93–95, 
98, 100, 102, 108–11, 113, 118, 
121–23, 126, 132, 135, 137 

disaster, 69 
disciple, 83, 95 
discipleship, 17, 72, 100 
discontinuity, 36, 68, 132 
Discovery of Strangers, 24, 28, 30 
disinterestedness, 24 
disorientation, 30 
dispersion, 135, 137 
displacement, 28, 37, 40, 77, 101, 

102, 108, 110, 118, 133, 137 
disruption, 47 
dissolution, 35, 46 
distance, 23–24, 33, 69, 74, 86–87, 

89, 91, 102, 108, 119, 122, 133–34 
distancing interval, 23–24, 31, 33, 78, 

88, 90–91, 108, 111–12, 114, 119–
20, 123–24, 132, 137 

distendedness, 46 
distinction, 34, 76, 88 
Dnepr, 117 
documents, 105, 109 
domesticity, 41, 122 
Dordrecht Confession, 39 
doubt, 53, 58–59, 71, 92 
dream, 49 
drudgery, 58, 62 
dualism, 35 
dwelling, 121 
dwindling, 84, 88 
Dyck, Cornelius J., 17, 69, 77 
Dyck, Harvey L., 71 
 
earth, 44, 56, 67, 82, 101, 111–12, 

116–17, 124–25, 130 
education, 68, 85, 89, 118 
efficiency, 55 
effort, 53, 55, 57 



 154 

ego, 18, 116 
elements, 41, 81, 87 
Eliot, T. S., 123 
elision, 66, 136 
emergency, 64 
empathy, 23, 82 
end-point, 33, 73 
endurance, 58 
energy, 18, 20, 33–34, 40, 42, 47, 60, 

79, 130 
enframings, 79 
enigma, 65, 85 
enjoyment, 73, 122 
enterprise, 21, 25, 31, 109, 117, 122 
entertainment, 22 
Entfernung, 23, 132. See also 

intimate remoteness 
environment, 15, 29, 117–18 
epiphany, 83 
epistemology, 21, 29 
epoché, 20. See also reduction 
Epp, Claus, 69–70, 72, 80, 86, 96, 

102, 119, 121–22 
equalizing, 36 
equipment, 52 
eschatology, 31, 32, 35–36, 69–70, 

95, 120–22 
esse deminutum, 87–88, 92 
estrangement, 109 
ethics, 24, 26, 58, 62 
Eucharist. See Lord's Supper 
evidence, 21, 83, 90–91, 99 
evolution, 117 
exasperation, 83 
excess, 62, 69, 82 
exclusion, 51, 57 
exhaustion, 84, 112, 114 
exile, 16, 81–82, 100, 128 
exodus, 100–101, 119, 121 
expansion, 69, 77, 79 
expectation, 83 
exploration, 25, 28 
expulsion, 30, 100 
extension, 20, 23, 64–65, 94, 104, 

132–33, 137. See also 
extensionality 

extensionality, 32, 63–66, 100–101, 
122, 132–33, 136. See also 
extension 

extensionlessness, 48, 65–66 
exteriorization, 59 
externalism, 24 
extroversion, 118, 132 
 
failure, 27, 60, 91–92 
fait accompli, 63–64, 66 
faith, 15, 17, 31–34, 36, 43, 53, 57, 

65–66, 68, 76, 85, 88, 95, 100–
102, 104–105, 111, 116, 118, 121, 
128–29, 137 

faithfulness, 52, 123, 128–29 
fall, 43, 59, 66, 82, 92, 102, 108, 112, 

116, 134 
fallenness, 119 
falling, 52, 56–57, 66, 84 
falsehood, 99 
family, 55, 62, 70, 72, 75, 80, 85, 90, 

92–93, 108, 110, 118–21, 124–27, 
129, 140 

farawayness, 24, 69–70, 78, 87, 109, 
119 

farmers, 69, 71, 102, 107, 111, 117 
fatigue, 59 
fearfulness, 49 
Fee, Margery, 29 
feet, 49, 51, 54, 56, 72–74, 78, 86, 

96, 102–104, 106, 124, 137 
Ferris, Ina, 22, 27, 94 
figurative levels of meaning, 135 
Finger, Thomas N., 129 
fingertip, 124–25 
firmness, 76 
First and Vital Candle, 16 
flame, 46, 53, 106 
fleeting, 85, 87 
flight, 32, 86, 100, 102, 123–24, 130, 

135 
flow, 19–20, 59, 87, 96, 107, 134, 

137 
flowers, 82 
fluidity, 55–56, 81 
focalization, 27, 79–80, 95 
focus, 18, 30–31, 51, 53, 63, 68, 77–

81, 90, 118, 133 
food, 45, 53, 82, 108, 117, 121–22 
foot-binding, 103 
footless, 103 



 155 

force, 20, 33, 35, 40–41, 44–45, 47–
48, 50, 52, 65, 73, 99–100, 108, 
122, 132, 136 

forcefulness, 39, 48 
forces, 20, 24, 30, 34, 49, 62, 77, 107, 

136 
foreshortening, 34, 43 
foretaste, 33, 35 
forking, 60, 75 
fortitude, 34 
fountain, 106, 126 
freedom, 26, 30, 43, 51, 63, 68–69, 

75, 82, 100, 104, 107, 109, 124 
freeze-up, 69, 81–82 
frenzy, 45, 62 
Friedman, Robert, 118 
fright, 93, 119 
fringe, 78, 81 
Froese, Edna, 15, 41, 63, 68, 102, 

110, 118, 123 
frustration, 34, 52 
fulfilment, 42 
fullness, 33, 76, 90, 92 
functionality, 55 
funeral, 56–57, 81 
future, 32–34, 109, 122, 128, 130 
 
Gandhi, Leela, 29 
garments, 112–13, 137 
gaze, 24, 66, 75, 86–87 
Gelassenheit, 52 
genealogy, 112–13, 123, 125, 127, 

136 
genre, 25 
geo-focality, 79 
Germany, 17, 71, 77, 115 
gift, 33, 72, 131 
Goia, Dana, 105 
GPU, 70, 80–81, 86 
grace, 36, 100 
grasp, 34, 56 
grave, 56–57 
Grebel, Conrad, 17 
grip, 41–42, 47, 59, 60 
grotesqueness, 66 
group, 24–25, 45, 85, 102, 129 
Guattari, Félix, 25 
guilt, 73 
Gurr, Andrew, 27, 69, 95 

 
habitat, 68 
halo, 49–50 
halo-stratum, 48–49, 68 
handicraft, 103, 113 
hands, 30, 56, 58–59, 67, 72–73, 80, 

82, 101, 105–107, 110–11, 113–
15, 124–26, 130, 137 

hangman, 105 
hard, 31, 40, 44, 53, 54, 68, 73, 76, 

80, 101, 107, 108, 111, 115, 123–
24 

hardness, 41, 43, 77–99 
Hassan, Ihab, 29, 123 
hauling, 60, 108 
health, 75, 110–11, 120 
hearing, 66, 89, 91–94, 96 
Heideggerian, 134 
Heimatleeda, 119–123 
helpfulness, 29, 30–31, 57, 132, 134, 

139 
hemorrhage, 41, 46, 48 
Henry, Michel, 63, 85, 87, 136–37 
heresy, 17, 100, 104 
hesitation, 64, 114–15, 120 
heteroglossia, 30 
Hinduism, 29 
history, 16–17, 21, 28, 31–35, 39, 

68–69, 71–72, 79, 98–99, 104–
105, 110, 113, 115, 117–18, 121, 
125–27, 130, 136 

Holland, 17, 130 
Holquist, Michael, 30 
home, 114, 118, 120 
homecoming, 27, 71 
home-feeling, 122 
homeland, 120 
homelessness, 16, 122 
homesickness, 120 
hope, 31, 33–36, 44, 75, 82, 86, 104, 

109, 122, 123 
hopelessness, 82 
horizon, 19, 29, 42, 69, 73, 77, 79, 

87, 108, 110, 123 
hospital, 101–102, 120 
Hubmaier, Balthasar, 129 
hugeness, 52 
humbleness, 57 
humiliation, 36 



 156 

humility, 57 
hunger, 82, 119, 122 
hunting, 45, 49, 60, 108 
Husserl, Edmund, 17–21, 23, 41, 54, 

63, 75, 98, 104 
Hutcheon, Linda, 28 
hybrid, 26 
hybridization, 26 
hyle, 59–60, 62–63, 79, 133 
hypnosis, 71 
hypomone, 33–35, 122–123 
 
I-accentuation, 116. See also ego 
idealization, 29, 101–102, 123, 136–

37 
identification, 35, 57, 77, 90, 121–22 
identity, 23, 26–27, 89, 110, 118, 

123, 129 
immanence, 21, 25, 58, 60, 63, 79, 

91, 121, 132, 135, 137 
immobilization, 69, 76, 84, 103, 105, 

108 
immortality, 51–52, 56 
immovability, 46, 84, 102, 104–105, 

113–14, 124 
impulsion, 58 
inability, 51, 63, 82 
Inca, 124 
inclusion, 54 
incommunicability, 79 
incomprehension, 36, 70, 90, 92, 95–

96, 107, 117, 123, 134 
inconsecutiveness, 93 
indigene, 28–29 
indirection, 30–31, 79, 135 
individualism, 118 
individuality, 37, 71 
inescapability, 136 
inner world, 59 
insensitivity, 92 
insentience, 82 
inspiration, 31, 76 
instability, 63 
instinct, 54, 56, 60, 103 
institution, 25 
intellectualization, 119 
intensification, 35 
intensity, 16, 24, 50, 61–62, 92, 106, 

110, 126 

intention, 18, 42–43, 64, 74, 90, 94, 
103, 123, 136 

intentionality. See directedness 
interiority, 35–36, 56, 59, 66, 87 
interruption, 51, 99, 109 
interval, 23–24, 31, 33–34, 42, 51, 

62, 70, 93, 98, 109, 119, 136–37 
intimacy, 21, 23–24, 33, 57, 78, 85–

86, 119, 132 
intimate remoteness, 23–24, 60, 70, 

86, 89–90, 92, 118–19, 127, 132 
irony, 39, 87, 135 
irreality, 34, 71, 78, 88–89 
Islam, 29 
isolation, 16, 22–23, 41, 44, 53, 65, 

118, 120, 132 
isolationism, 39 
Israel, 17, 32 
Israel, Nico, 110 
Israelites, 119 
 
jab, 58 
James, William Closson, 28 
Jantzen, Maryann, 119, 129 
Jeffrey, D. L., 30, 94 
jerking, 44, 47–49, 58, 60, 64, 72, 

103 
Jews, 117, 123, 128 
Johnson, Yvonne, 29 
jolting, 79, 134 
joy, 22, 41, 60, 67, 73, 86–87, 121, 

136 
Judaism, 29 
Judenplan, 117 
judgement, 72, 99 
justification, 101–102 
 
Kafka, Franz, 117, 123 
Kara Kum, 121 
Karlstadt, Andreas, 128 
Kasdorf, Julia, 105, 109, 139 
Keith, W. J., 15, 17, 22, 24–25, 27, 

63, 94, 113 
kick, 43, 49, 73 
killing, 73 
kindness, 105 
kinetosome, 58, 60 
King, Carlyle, 63, 111 
Klassen, Walter, 32, 127 



 157 

knitting, 32, 104, 106, 112–14, 130, 
137 

knitting needles, 112–13, 120, 130 
kosmos, 36 
Kroeker, Amy, 23, 26–28 
kulak, 71–72, 76 
 
labour, 18, 22, 44, 52–59, 69, 71, 92, 

106–109, 137. See also work 
ladder, 72 
Landgrebe, Ludwig, 21 
landlessness, 72, 102, 117, 120 
landowners, 101–102 
landscape, 15, 24, 54, 70, 81, 108 
land-shortage, 71, 120 
language, 16–17, 25–27, 30–31, 48–

49, 59, 68, 118, 132, 134–36 
languidity, 72 
lapsed, 76, 116, 119 
latitude, 79 
laughter, 73 
layer, 18, 90, 103, 124 
legislature, 68 
leisure, 22, 108 
length, 24, 70, 133, 136 
lethargy, 47 
liberal theology, 29 
liminal, 48 
line, 19–20, 33, 35, 47, 54, 64, 70, 

77, 91, 101, 103, 114, 122, 126, 
130, 137 

linearity, 35, 69, 122 
linguistics, 30 
literalism, 17, 135 
localization, 20–21 
location, 20, 104, 121 
Logos, 50, 55, 59–60 
loosening, 73 
loot, 45 
Lord’s Supper, 70, 127, 135 
loss, 25, 52, 68, 75, 93, 101, 111, 

122–23, 137 
love, 33, 52, 61, 121, 128–30, 133 
Low German, 16, 26, 71, 118–19 
Luther, Martin, 32, 99, 128 
Lutheran, 17, 100, 128–29 
 
Mad Trapper, 113 
madness, 50, 73, 84, 102 

Makhno, Nestor, 81 
male, 41, 101 
Manz, Felix, 17 
Marienburg, 114–15 
marriage, 111 
martyr, 104–105, 114, 116, 126–27, 

129 
martyrdom, 33, 116 
Martyrs Mirror, 39, 99, 104–105, 

109, 113, 127 
Marxism, 29 
masculinity, 40, 73 
Mathison, Keith A., 127–28 
melancholia, 55 
merit, 76, 101 
metafiction, 28, 79, 113 
metaphor, 98, 133, 135 
method, 18–19, 24, 27, 30, 75, 79, 

98, 135 
migration, 16–17, 62, 65, 79, 81, 102, 

104, 110, 120, 122, 133 
militancy, 115 
millenialist, 102 
miniaturization, 79 
missionary, 69 
modernism, 27, 69, 95 
Mohanty, J. N., 54 
momentum, 19–20, 33, 36, 47, 55, 

64, 76, 100, 132, 136–37 
monoglossia, 30 
monomania, 90 
morality, 29, 63, 139 
Moscow, 72, 77, 80, 85, 95–97 
motherhood, 41 
motionlessness, 55, 65–66, 74, 77, 

140 
motivation, 19 
multiplicity, 134 
muscularity, 40–41 
My Lovely Enemy, 16, 30 
 
naming, 26 
narrator, 23–24, 40, 62, 68, 79, 82, 

85, 99, 101, 104–105, 113, 126, 
134, 136–37 

nationalism, 110, 120 
naturalism, 18, 55 
nearness, 24, 35, 112, 119–20, 133 
necessity, 39, 54, 58–59, 68, 109 



 158 

negativity, 22–23, 27, 79, 121, 134 
Netherlands, 17 
neutralization, 81 
New Testament, 32, 35, 99 
newness, 35–36 
nomadism, 16, 65, 69, 101, 123 
nonconformism, 16 
non-hearing, 92 
non-resistance, 39, 40, 44 
nostalgia, 86, 119–20 
nothingness, 32, 56, 62, 64–65, 69, 

71, 76, 78, 82–84, 86– 88, 91, 93–
96, 105, 111, 121, 129 

nullity, 95 
numbness, 82–83, 85, 133 
 
obedience, 39, 57 
objecthood, 20 
objectification, 18, 20, 23, 138 
oblivion, 67, 87 
obstinacy, 57, 69 
Of This Earth, 25 
Old Testament, 32 
Omhovère, Claire, 24, 29 
omission, 66, 136 
ontology, 77, 87, 133, 137 
onwardness, 95 
oppressiveness, 27 
optimism, 55 
overspreading, 82 
 
pacifism, 16, 25, 39–40, 72, 114–15 
pain, 36, 39, 45, 55, 66, 72, 75, 77–

83, 85–86, 91–92, 95–96, 101, 
103, 114, 117, 120, 122, 134, 136–
37 

painlessness, 77–78 
panorama, 79 
Paraguay, 16-17, 68, 81, 83, 85, 110–

11, 116 
paralysis, 59, 69, 81, 103, 105 
parousia, 32, 35, 122 
participation, 17, 35, 73, 123, 128, 

129 
partnership, 119 
passivity, 51, 99–100, 105, 114, 119 
Passover, 127–28 
patchwork, 134 
pathos, 24, 79, 90 

patience, 33–34, 115, 122. See also 
hypomone 

patriarch, 51, 59 
patriarchy, 22, 25, 61, 66 
Paul. See St. Paul 
peace, 15, 17, 27, 39–40, 89–91, 93, 

111, 129 
peacefulness, 16–17, 39–40, 48, 62 
perambulatority, 103 
perceptualization, 87 
Perkins, William, 135 
Perler, Dominik, 87 
persecution, 81 
perseverance, 94, 115 
personhood, 36, 92, 136 
perspective, 26, 35, 62, 79, 88, 96, 

110, 119, 132–34 
pitch, 41, 53, 58 
Platonicism, 35 
play, 120, 135 
playfulness, 135 
pleasure, 74–75, 121, 123 
plenitude, 90, 134 
pointlessness, 21, 27, 33, 95 
politics, 26, 29, 110 
polyglossia, 30 
polyphony, 30, 101 
positionless, 24 
postcolonialism, 26, 28–29 
postmodernism, 28, 101, 108, 136 
practicality, 55, 70 
prairie, 16–17, 23, 44, 68, 108 
preaching, 63, 81, 117 
predestination, 32 
pregnancy, 50, 61 
preposition, 24, 93 
presence, 35, 41, 43, 47, 60–61, 72, 

74, 88, 90, 104, 107, 122, 128, 140 
presentationalism, 18, 23, 33–34, 63, 

74, 87, 94 
prison, 71, 75, 77–78, 82, 89, 99, 

105, 113, 134 
prisoner, 70, 83, 84 
production, 21, 55, 114 
productivity, 55 
profanity, 83 
profession, 107, 114. See also work 
progress, 26, 29 
property, 51, 60, 72, 78, 89, 100 



 159 

prosperity, 44, 71, 101–102, 108, 
111, 127 

protection, 57, 112, 114–17, 130 
protectiveness, 112 
protention, 41, 49, 81 
Prufrock, 123 
Prussia, 17, 102, 115 
psychology, 20, 90 
pulsation, 56, 133 
punctuation mark, 124–25 
punishment, 47, 70, 73 
purposefulness, 55 
 
quickness, 66–67, 77, 84, 105, 112 
quietism, 16, 65, 93, 100 
quietness, 16–17, 24, 86–87 
 
Radhakrishnan, Rajagopalan, 26 
rapidity, 46, 55, 64, 75 
rationalization, 90, 123 
reach, 18, 32, 35, 56, 60, 75, 83, 85, 

89–90, 111, 119, 124–25, 133 
reader, 15, 62, 79, 82, 90, 99, 134 
readiness, 20 
realism, 34, 70, 75, 135 
recession, 86–87, 133 
reclusiveness, 39–40 
recollection, 75, 80, 86, 104–105, 

119, 126, 137 
recreation, 108 
Redekop, Magdalene, 16, 22, 26, 41, 

79, 94, 134–35 
redemption, 52, 75, 128 
reduction, 20, 22, 41, 43, 57, 84, 88, 

90–91, 94, 132, 134 
reductionism, 26 
reflectivity, 24, 54, 63, 64 
reflexivity, 21, 54, 79 
Reformation, 17, 31, 98, 107, 118 
refugee, 70, 100–101, 108, 110, 113 
Regan, Stephen, 28 
regeneration, 17, 31, 33, 35–36, 98–

102, 108, 114, 116, 132, 137 
reification, 23, 110 
Reimer, Douglas, 23, 25 
relaxation, 79 
remainder, 95 
remoteness, 24 
Rempel, John, 40, 128 

renewal, 36 
repentance, 27, 94, 96 
representation, 48, 50, 78 
repression, 29–30 
res extensa, 20 
residuum, 84 
resilience, 41, 44 
resistance, 29, 44, 105, 115–16, 129 
responsibility, 86, 118 
restfulness, 52 
restitution, 100 
restraint, 61 
resurrection, 32, 35, 56, 122, 129 
retention, 41, 49, 81, 119 
re-territorialization, 25 
retreat, 21, 24, 34, 65, 90, 96, 132, 

134. See also withdrawal 
retrospection, 119, 123 
reunion, 70 
revenge, 39–40, 48, 57 
reverie, 99 
reversal, 22, 40, 50, 61, 89, 96, 106, 

109, 123 
rhetoric, 19, 40, 63, 73, 135 
rhythm, 40, 56, 73, 96, 113–14, 119–

20 
rib, 124–25 
Ricoeur, Paul, 119, 135 
rigidity, 105 
Robinett, Jane Hostetler, 118, 120–

21, 130 
robustness, 40 
rope, 56, 72, 105, 124, 130 
routine, 61 
rupture, 22, 35, 40, 43, 45–50, 52–53, 

75, 109 
Russia, 16–17, 44, 53, 70–71, 80, 85, 

102, 111, 115 
Russians, 71 
Russlander, 17, 81, 85, 110 
 
sacredness, 59, 83, 101 
sacrifice, 34, 111, 128 
safety, 121, 127 
salvation, 33, 39, 101, 103, 118, 130. 

See also soteriology 
sanctuary, 78 
sandstorm, 85, 88 
Santiago de Chile, 124 



 160 

satisfaction, 35, 52, 122 
saturation, 73 
savagery, 75 
scars, 105 
Schmidt, Kimberly D., 16 
Scholasticism, 32, 87 
Scorched-Wood People, 25, 32 
seamlessness, 96 
seclusion, 22-23, 46, 65, 132 
secularity, 24, 32, 57, 94, 100, 118, 

123 
secularization, 16, 95 
seduction, 47, 136 
self-absorption, 34, 129 
self-consciousness, 98 
self-control, 61 
self-directedness, 109 
self-enclosed, 79 
self-foreignness, 101 
self-grasping, 54, 63 
selfhood, 116 
self-identity, 129 
self-narrative, 129 
self-sacrifice, 52 
semiosis, 60 
sensation, 19, 42, 62, 80, 87, 94, 136 
sensibility, 24, 85 
sensitiveness, 85 
sensuousness, 73 
separateness, 74–75, 129 
separation, 16–17, 23, 26, 75, 135 
sequestration, 65, 134. See also 

withdrawal 
serenity, 35, 122 
serial, 19 
sexuality, 61, 85 
shame, 39, 41 
Shantung, 69 
shape, 20, 40, 71, 74 
sharing, 44–45, 83, 87, 105, 109, 117, 

121–22, 126–27, 129–30 
Sheets-Johnstone, Maxine, 18, 21, 

80, 98–99, 114 
shielding, 112 
shock, 70–71, 79, 134 
shovelling, 56, 61–62 
sign, 32, 52, 59, 60, 116, 128 
silence, 16, 111 
silk, 106 

Simons, Menno, 17, 32, 128–29 
sitting, 80–81, 87–88, 93, 130 
size, 20 
slide, 108 
slip, 101–102, 124 
slippage, 22, 101–102, 116, 119, 124 
slowness, 59, 71 
Smyth, T. W., 30–31, 35, 79, 100 
Snyder, C. Arnold, 17 
socialism, 29 
soil, 76 
soldiers, 73, 96, 105, 114–15 
Solecki, Sam, 15, 32 
solidity, 42, 53, 60, 78, 104 
soteriology, 35, 101. See also 

salvation 
South America, 17, 85, 95, 134 
Soviet Union, 17, 69, 77, 85 
span, 137 
spatiality, 15–16, 19–20, 64–65, 86, 

101, 126, 132–34 
spatialization, 20, 25 
spectatorship, 23 
speech, 16, 35, 39, 59–60, 70, 106, 

128, 135 
speed, 20, 61 
spirits, 49, 59 
St. Paul, 33, 35, 129, 132 
stabbing, 75 
Stalin, Josef, 17, 29, 68, 102, 128 
standstill, 76, 80, 82, 94 
stasis, 36, 69, 74, 93, 103–104 
steppe, 23 
stillborn, 50 
stillness, 45–46, 62, 66, 72, 74, 76–

77, 80–81, 84–85, 87, 101–103, 
105, 113, 115–16, 122–26 

Stoicism, 34, 87, 88 
Stolen Life, 29 
strangeness, 95 
stratum, 21, 48–50, 58–59, 62, 66, 68 
stream of consciousness, 73 
strength, 19, 22, 39, 53, 88, 114, 130, 

133 
stretchedness, 56, 82–83, 103 
stripping, 86, 112 
struggle, 24, 40, 53, 65, 80 
style, 40 



 161 

subject, 18, 22, 24–26, 30, 33–34, 36, 
54, 75, 89–91, 123, 128, 137 

subjection, 26, 100 
submission, 34, 100, 115, 122 
substance, 34, 104 
substantiation, 100–101, 104 
suffering, 36, 69, 71, 75, 77–83, 85, 

90, 92, 95, 102–103, 105, 110, 
113, 116–17, 121, 123, 126, 134, 
136–37 

sufficiency, 101 
sunrise, 74 
superiority, 24, 85, 117 
supplementarity, 79 
sureness, 56 
surrealism, 87, 96 
surrender, 73, 92, 106 
survival, 21, 40, 44, 53, 107–109, 

115, 117, 126 
suspension, 20, 81, 87 
sweetness, 122 
swiftness, 42, 112. See also speed 
Switzerland, 17 
 
tactuality, 21 
tape-recording, 90–91 
target, 67 
tear, 39, 43, 45–47, 49–50, 73, 118, 

126 
technique, 25, 79, 94 
telescope, 89 
telos, 27, 31–33, 62, 69, 83, 95, 101 
temporal flow, 19 
Temptations of Big Bear, 28–29, 79 
tension, 23, 62, 69, 71, 73–74, 79, 

100–101, 104, 118, 132, 135, 137 
terminus, 18, 22, 33–35, 41–42, 52, 

64–66, 136 
territory, 25, 81 
terror, 46, 68, 121 
theft, 45 
thematization, 47, 58, 63 
theme, 16–18, 26–27, 51, 58, 62, 95 
thief, 45 
Thiselton, Anthony C., 35, 126, 128, 

129 
threshing, 45, 60, 76, 111 
Tiessen, Hildegard Froese, 15, 41, 

63, 123 

tightness, 79, 106 
time-shift, 84 
tools, 56 
Toorn, Penny van, 30, 40, 70, 72, 90 
torture, 80, 107, 126 
totalitarian, 71 
totalization, 53, 75 
trace, 45, 66, 105–106 
tradition, 16, 52–53, 66, 68, 71, 76, 

124, 128 
trajectory, 40, 42, 57, 66 
tranquillity, 16, 40, 48, 78, 84, 113 
transcendence, 27, 30, 35, 60, 74, 79, 

87, 91, 120, 126, 132 
transcendentalism, 27 
transformation, 36, 134 
transition, 48–50, 120 
translation, 26, 99, 113, 129, 134 
transubstantiation, 129 
trek, 102, 119–22 
Tremblay, Tony, 28 
trust, 20, 57, 90 
truth, 30–31, 46, 50, 63, 76, 88, 92, 

99, 105, 137 
Tunguska, 81, 85 
Turkistan, 102, 121 
typology, 31, 79 
 
Ukraine, 46, 76, 81, 102, 107 
uncertainty, 80 
Unger, Walter, 102 
unnaming, 26 
unnoticeability, 89 
unrest, 69 
unwastefulness, 55 
uprightness, 76 
urbaniziation, 108 
urgency, 46 
 
vagabondage, 102, 122 
value, 33, 59 
vehemence, 68, 75 
versatility, 25, 134 
verticality, 35, 108, 122 
viciousness, 43 
victim, 44, 49–50, 58, 101, 117, 136 
victimization, 123, 136 
victimizer, 44 
Vietnam, 89, 90–94 



 162 

vigorous, 76 
violation, 60, 68, 72, 83 
violence, 17, 25, 36, 39–44, 47, 48, 

49–51, 53, 62, 64, 68, 72–75, 77, 
84, 103, 114–15, 135–36 

virility, 41, 135 
vision, 32, 71, 81, 95, 124 
vitality, 36 
vocabulary, 40, 95, 139 
voice, 22, 26–30, 43, 45, 59–60, 64–

65, 78–79, 83–84, 90–94, 101, 
115, 119–20 

volatility, 63 
volition, 43 
voluntarism, 118 
Vos, Geerhardus, 32–34, 122 
voyeurism, 73 
 
waiting, 19, 80, 108, 111 
waiting-rooms, 80 
walk, 19–20, 27, 47, 94–96, 103–104 
wandering, 101–104, 119, 120–22 
war, 17, 39–40, 44, 53, 70, 82, 95, 

114–15 
warmth, 82–83 
wasteland, 81 
wealth, 71, 76–77, 111, 127 
well, 15–17, 19, 23, 27, 35, 41–42, 

44, 53, 61, 70, 73–74, 82, 85–90, 

92, 101–103, 106, 112, 119–21, 
125, 130, 138 

Where is the Voice Coming From?, 
28 

wholeness, 118, 121 
width, 44, 79, 127 
wilderness, 46, 53, 102, 108 
wisdom, 84 
withdrawal, 17, 21–24, 46, 65, 87–

88, 116, 132–33 
withholding, 36, 66, 77, 83, 85, 94 
witness, 32, 66, 75, 82, 90, 105 
wordiness, 111 
work, 16–17, 19, 21, 24–25, 27, 31–

32, 36, 40, 42, 45-46, 48, 50–63, 
68–69, 76–79, 81–82, 86–87, 94, 
98, 101, 103, 106–109, 111–14, 
116, 121, 123, 128, 130, 137, 139–
40 

World War II, 39, 43, 70 
wrath, 43 
 
yelling, 53, 61 
yieldedness, 52, 83 
Yoder, J. H., 31, 100 
 
Zimmermann, Jutta, 28, 32, 79, 113 
Zürich, 17 
Zwingli, Ulrich, 17, 99, 128, 130 

 


