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Author’s Note

Although Emily Evans is totally fictional, the story she tells may well have happened. The Missionary Church was not the only denomination that sent young women out to pioneer new works in the Canadian West. It was not an easy task. There were times when they did not even have horses to help with their traveling. Many lonely and difficult hours were spent walking the dirt roads and paths in order to make calls on all the homes in an area.

But even when a mission worker was blessed with a team and buggy, her lot was not always that much easier, for often the roads were little more than winding trails through the countryside. And sometimes heavy rains or drifting snow made them nearly impassable.

Her accommodations were not that fancy either. Wooden crates stacked one on top of the other could comprise a good share of a room’s furniture. Sometimes the girls boarded with an area family, but most often they were on their own.

The Sunday offerings were the workers’ source of income. Many area farmers were good to share their farm produce, but in those early days on the prairies there was little extra to pass on to another household. The young women suffered the pioneering hardships right along with the families in the community.

In researching material for Emily’s story, I scanned Conference Journals dating back to 1917, which for the Missionary Church was the twelfth annual conference. That would date the first conference as 1905, the year Alberta became a Canadian province. The efforts of the “Sister Workers” were reported along with those of the male ministers’. These reports included evangelistic meetings, tabernacle work, conducting the church services in local mission churches, working in a home established for unwed mothers, and “taking meetings over the needy prairies”—all done by “Approved Ministering Sisters,” as they later were called.

In reports by women in the Journal of 1919, I saw references to the flu epidemic and concern for the returning soldiers of World War I.

The 1920 Journal tells of the committee appointed to decide the “uniform” of the Sister Workers: “ … and that they dress in plain attire becoming to their work and the dignity of their calling, the wearing of low-necked waists [known to us as blouses or shirts] not being allowed, and the skirt must be ample in length and width.” A simple dark bonnet was also a part of their dress.

Incidentally, the committee consisted of three women.

In the 1928 Conference of the Mennonite Brethren in Christ, held in Allentown, Pennsylvania, the presiding elder (later known as district superintendent) from the Canadian West field, Alvin Traub, reported to the conference: “Our preachers and workers are wholehearted and self-sacrificing and are devoted to their work.”

I found twenty-eight names of Sister Workers listed in the early Conference Journals. Perhaps that does not seem like many, but, remember, in the beginning years of their ministry the Missionary Church had only three or four established parishes on these “needy prairies.”

I recognized many of the names as those I had known as a child—missionaries, lady evangelists, college teachers, and wives of pastors.

I personally owe much to those dedicated young women, for one of them, Miss Pearl Reist, began the work in the community where I grew up. My home church, Lemont Memorial, is named in her honor. She married an area farmer, Nels Lemont, and continued as a supporter and ardent worker in the little church long after a minister was found for the congregation.

Another woman, Mrs. Beatrice Hedegaard, was the children’s camp evangelist when I at age ten made my personal decision to commit my life to the Lord Jesus Christ.

Mrs. Alma Hallman, though in her mid-nineties, is still able to care for her own apartment, attend our local church, and chat with good humor and a great deal of insight about the happenings of the church over the many years of her involvement. She showed me her “papers” and her “button” and shared tales about the hardships and dedication of the women who served the Lord and the church in the early years of this century.

Only God knows the full extent of the cost to those who gave totally of themselves. And He alone knows the number of lives their ministry affected through the chain reaction resulting from that service. We do know that from many of these small mission works have come pastors, missionaries, and lay workers.

Most of the Approved Ministering Sisters have now passed on to their heavenly reward, but the product of their selfless ministry remains.


Chapter One

Training

Emily Evans lifted a slender hand and pushed back a wisp of wayward brown hair. She arched her back slightly to try to remove a kink in her tired muscles, then reached up to gently rub the back of her neck. Her whole body was protesting the position she had held for what seemed to be hours. She slid the opened book back and pushed away from the small wooden table, which was her desk. She was tired.

Tired of studying. Tired of bending over the printed pages. Tired of trying to fit all the historical facts into her weary brain.

She lifted herself from the straight-backed wooden chair and walked to the window. Her left hand reached out to the lace curtain and lifted it back, allowing her to see the silent scene before her. Had it not been for the moon smiling down from overhead, she would have seen nothing but blackness. As it was, all she could make out was the outline of another building, looming dark and plain in the silvery light.

Emily knew the scene by heart. She had looked out upon it many times since her arrival at Gethsemene Bible School nestled in the western Canadian town of Regis. Not a large school, it was not known for its greatness. Only those interested in its teachings seemed to be aware that it even existed. Except for the town folk, of course. To them it was another way of adding to their coffers in the sale of produce toiletries and winter boots.

There were only four buildings on the small campus. The main structure housed the two classrooms, the library, and the offices. The ladies’ residence was to the right and the men’s to the left. Behind the main building and centrally located between the dormitories was the small chapel. Emily wished she could see it from her window. It was the chapel that was dearest to her heart.

She turned silently from the dark window so she would not disturb the sleeping form in the bed across the small room.

“I’ve studied quite enough,” she murmured quietly.“What I don’t know will just have to be left unknown. I can’t think one moment longer.”

She looked at the sleeping form. How can she breeze through the exams so easily? was Emily’s exasperated thought. She never needs to study.

Emily’s dour assessment was not quite accurate. Ruth Raemore did study. But of course it was unnecessary for her to spend the time over her textbooks that Emily did. Though Emily was not brilliant, neither was she a poor student. Her high grades throughout her school days had resulted from disciplined hours of study. In Bible school, anxious to make the most of her years in training, she quickly found that diligent studying was the only way to make good grades.

The silence was broken by the unmistakable squeak of the second step of the stairs. Emily’s head lifted, her breath catching in a little gasp. She did not hesitate to wonder who was making the silent ascent up those stairs and, then, down the hall. Each night the rooms were checked after “light’s out,” and Emily was tardy again.

As quietly as she could, she hurried across the distance between the window and the desk and quickly turned out her light. She could hear the quiet opening and closing of doors as the woman made her way down the line of bedrooms. With one swift movement Emily was out of her shoes and under the covers beside the sleeping Ruth.

Ruth stirred, turned over on her other side, and resumed deep breathing. Emily held her breath and made sure the covers were tucked snugly under her chin. Then turning her back to the door, praying inwardly that all of her long skirt had followed her under the quilt, she closed her eyes and waited.

Her door soon opened softly and with the light that filtered in from the hall, Emily could imagine herself being counted. Two forms in the bed. Two young ladies properly retired for the night. The door closed just as softly and Emily could sense, more than hear, the silent figure move on down the hall to the last room on the left.

Emily breathed again. She was saved from a scolding or more kitchen duty—at least for this time.

She dared not stir until she heard the footsteps descend the stairs. At last all was silent, and Emily folded back the covers and rose from the bed.

Now in the dark, Emily felt her way across the floor and removed the combs from her hair. She shook out the long strands, her fingers running idly through its silkiness. Tonight she didn’t even stop to mourn the fact that her hair was plain—plain brown. Quite dark brown. How often she had looked at Ruth’s raven black tresses, or Olive Tyndale’s glowing blond crown, and longed for her hair to be such a color. But tonight she was too tired to care.

She stumbled over her kicked-off shoes as she felt her way to the clothes cupboard where her nightgown hung. She could not even see to properly hang up the clothes she had lifted over her head. She reached out and released them, hoping they were placed on the chair where she had been sitting. She wasn’t sure if she heard them slide to the floor or not, but she did not feel for them in the darkness. She slipped into the printed flannel gown and carefully made her way back across the floor. The cold boards gave way to the braided rug, and she knew she had headed in the right direction.

Carefully she eased herself again into bed beside Ruth and snuggled into the warm blankets. She hadn’t realized how chilly the room had become until she felt the warmth of the bed. Her sore muscles seemed to soak up the heat, and her head, now nestled on the pillow, began to ache in protest.

She chided herself. I must start getting to bed earlier or I’ll be sick again—just like Father warned.

But even before Emily closed her tired eyes, she argued back.

But how can I? If I don’t study, I’ll never make it. They might not even let me stay. But if I don’t go to bed on time …

Emily let that thought go unfinished. She knew there were good reasons for getting sleep. Her health depended upon it. She had never been physically strong. She was also breaking school rules, and at this small Bible school, rules were made to be kept. Emily chafed under the guilt that hung over her. What would they do with her if they ever found out that she was pushing “lights out” all too often? That she had bounded into bed on more than one occasion as she heard the preceptress’s footfall on the stairway?

Emily shivered even in the warmth of the blankets. She did not welcome the thought of being sent home in humiliation. She wanted to be here. She had so much to learn. In a way that she couldn’t explain, she felt compelled to study God’s Word.

So why did she continue in her disobedience? Emily could only shake her head.“It’s their rules,” she mumbled, half asleep.“Nobody could live with such silly rules.”

Ruth stirred again and Emily realized she had been pressing a bit closer than she intended in order to draw from the warmth. She shifted her body away and allowed herself to drift off to sleep. The rising bell would sound all too early, and everyone was expected to be at the breakfast table, properly combed, washed and dressed for another day in the classroom.

When the bell rang the next morning, Emily stirred restlessly and would have rolled over and gone back to sleep had not Ruth called, “Emily. Emily! It’s time to get up.You’ll be late for breakfast again.”

Emily moaned and pulled the blankets a little higher.

“Emily! You told me not to let you sleep—remember?” Ruth scolded softly from in front of the room’s only mirror.“Come on.

You’ve got to get up.”

When Emily still failed to respond, Ruth leaned over the bed and tugged the blankets from Emily’s possessive hands.

“Emily!” Ruth said sharply.

Emily’s eyes immediately flew wide open. Panic filled them as she looked up into the dark-brown eyes of her roommate.

“What is it?” she asked, raising from her bed.

The sternness left Ruth’s face and a smile turned up the corners of her lips.

“Nothing,” she answered with a chuckle.

Emily flopped back to her pillow.

“Then what are you—?”

But Ruth did not allow her to finish.“It’s past time to get up. You’ll be late again.You asked me to be sure to get you up. Remember?”

Emily sighed.“Oh, yes,” she admitted in a half whisper.

“Then get,” urged Ruth, sternness back in her voice.

Reluctantly Emily sat up on the edge of the bed, and slowly rose to her feet to begin her morning preparations. The bathroom down the hall was shared by all the young ladies in the dorm, and Emily slipped into her robe and began to gather her toilet articles. Her eyes swung to the clock on the desk and she gasped.

“It’s already ten to,” she moaned.“Why didn’t you get me up sooner?”

“I tried,” said an exasperated Ruth.“How I tried! You are impossible to awaken in the morning. You ought to try it!”

Emily said nothing, grabbed everything she thought she would need and left on the run for the bathroom.

She was soon back, scrambling into her long gray skirt and fresh white blouse with the lace collar. Then she set to work on her unruly hair, running the brush through it as quickly as she could and fastening it up at the back of her neck. She hoped it would hold. Emily was often embarrassed by the hairpins coming out halfway through class. She poked in another pin as an extra measure of insurance, but even that did not make the roll feel any too secure.

Ruth was already moving out into the hall when Emily turned to follow.

The last breakfast bell sounded. At least she would not enter the dining room alone, in breathless fashion, while the rest of her classmates were ready to seat themselves. She cast one last look around her room.

She had tidied nothing after her return from her morning toilet. Her brush and comb lay on the desk where they had fallen. Her nightgown dangled haphazardly from the bed. Her dress from the day before reclined half on, half off the desk chair. Emily sighed deeply and resolutely hastened her step. She would have to do all her tidying after her morning kitchen detail and sometime before having her devotions. She would be expected to be on time for her first class—the one with the Bible History exam, and she had hoped to be able to spend a few moments in review.

Well, there most certainly won’t be time for review this morning, she concluded reluctantly. She might even have to skimp on her devotions in order to get everything done. Emily hurried into the dining hall and was able to reach her assigned table in time for Carl Tyndale, Olive’s blond brother, to hold her chair while she was seated.

“Good morning, Miss Evans,” he whispered in a teasing voice.“I see we made it this morning.”

Emily gave him a withering look. She wasn’t quite ready for jokes.

“Shall we stand for the blessing?” came the voice of the preceptress.

“Mr. Russell, would you lead us in the Grace?”

Emily stood and bowed her head. Subconsciously her spirit began to quiet, her soul to respond. Fred Russell always seemed so close to God when he prayed. Emily wanted that more than anything in the world. She wished with all her heart that she knew his secret. She strained to hear every word of the prayer above the quiet rustle of the dining room. A new calmness descended upon her as she began to sense the presence of God.

When she sat down again at the table, a new attitude possessed her. Her tiredness and anxiety seemed to disappear. She knew—she knew without a doubt what she was doing here in school. She knew what she wanted with her own life. She knew that no matter how difficult it might be for her to keep up with the studies and the multitude of scheduling bells, she was where she belonged. Where she needed to be. She longed with every fibre of her being to know God better, to understand His way, to find His will for her scattery life.

She sighed again—this time not in impatience and frustration but in longing. She lifted her eyes to face her fellow classmates around the table and gave them one of her lovely smiles. She was ready for the day now. She’d get her chore of dreaded pots and pans over in quick order so that she might properly tidy her room for morning check. Then she’d take the time to have a meaningful morning devotional time. What she didn’t know for the exam would just have to be endured. She knew she needed God’s presence more than high test scores, as important as she knew her studies to be.

And just as it seemed Emily’s thoughts and day were well under control, she felt the hairpins give way at the base of her neck and knew that one side of her loosely held roll was spilling down her back. With a red face she excused herself from the table and went to re-pin her hair, firmly and properly.


Chapter Two

School Days

When Emily’s Bible History test was returned, she was relieved to see that she had received a good grade. Excitedly she hurried off to her dorm room to share her wonderful news with Ruth. But Ruth was not alone when Emily bounced into the room. Olive Tyndale’s blond hair was flowing freely down her back while Ruth snipped at the ends of the golden tresses with her blunt fabric scissors.

Emily slid to a stop. She could hardly just burst in, waving her test paper and boasting about the grade she’d received.

“—and do you know what he said to me?” Olive was saying.“He said, ‘Your hair looks like spun gold.’ That’s what he said. I couldn’t believe it.” She gave a little giggle.

Ruth’s scissors continued to snip. Her expression did not change. Olive was always spilling some secret comment of one young man or another. Ruth listened but paid little notice. She simply was not given to swooning over beaus, but if Olive wished to do so, that was her privilege. Besides, the compliment was certainly not very original.

“And then he said—”

“Emily,” Ruth cut in, “Mary Friesen was looking for you. She said she had to go to the store for some shampoo and wondered if you would like to walk along.”

“I would,” Emily admitted, “but I just don’t have the time. I have my report for tomorrow’s Pentateuch class to prepare—and I have resolved to get to bed on time tonight.”

“Then maybe you should let Mary know. She’s been waiting for you.”

Emily went down the hall and rapped lightly on Mary’s door, but it was Mary’s roommate who called, “Come in.”

“Ruth said Mary was waiting for me,” Emily explained.

“She was,” answered Pearl, “but she finally left. She has to be back for detail so she asked Liz to go with her.”

Emily nodded.

“Is that your Bible History test?” asked Pearl, noticing the paper in Emily’s hand.

Emily glanced at the paper she was still absent-mindedly holding and excitement filled her again. She nodded, trying to keep the pleased gleam from her eyes.

“What’d you get?” inquired Pearl candidly.

“Eighty-seven,” answered Emily.

“Eighty-seven percent?”

Emily nodded.

“That’s good,” Pearl replied admiringly.“I got sixty-eight and I thought I did well. Even Fred got only eighty-two. That was a hard test.”

For a moment Emily was swept with a feeling of pride. I even beat Fred Russell! she exulted. Then her instant glory faded away. Fred had not been able to study for the test. He had been called home because his mother was ill, and he had only arrived back on campus the night before the exam. Her pride quickly changed to sympathy for Fred.

“He didn’t get to study—remember?” Emily reminded Pearl.

“I know,” agreed Pearl.“Still, you did beat him—and rather handily, too.”

“Well, it hardly—”

But already Pearl was changing the subject.“What are you wearing to the Missions dinner on Friday?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t even given it a thought.”

“Are you being escorted?”

Emily shook her head. She still wasn’t sure if she wanted to be escorted. The only fellow on campus that she really liked had invited Olive. Olive with her blond spun-gold hair. Emily had long since given up her secret dream that Ross Norris would ever notice her.

“No-o,” she answered hesitantly.

Pearl sighed.“Max asked me, but I said no. So I guess I’m stuck with going alone.” She sighed again.“I was really hoping Carl would ask me first. Now I won’t be able to accept when he does ask.”

Emily wondered why Pearl thought Carl would be asking her, but she didn’t voice the question. Instead, she responded good-naturedly,“You can sit with me if you want some company.”

Pearl nodded.“Thanks,” she said.“I might.”

Emily left to return to her own room. She had to get busy with her assignment. It would soon be time for the dinner bell.

Olive was still there. Ruth had completed the task of trimming her hair, but Olive had not bothered to re-pin it. Instead, she sat on the edge of the bed, running long slender fingers through the silken strands.

“—and Rob said that I shouldn’t worry my pretty head about it,” she commented coyly.

“Rob?” questioned Ruth without too much interest.

“Rob. Robert Lee. I call him Rob,” answered Olive with a toss of the golden hair.

“You are supposed to call him ‘Mr. Lee,’ I believe,” commented Ruth dryly.

Olive chuckled. It was school rules that the young men and women address one another with proper respect—not on a first-name basis.

“Oh, I do—whenever we’re within earshot of one of the faculty,” she assured Ruth, then cast a look toward Emily.“Are you going to study?” she asked incredulously as Emily cleared a spot on the crowded desk and arranged her books.

“I must,” Emily answered.“I have an assignment to get done for tomorrow.”

Olive sighed. Due assignments were such a bore.

“I need to get busy, too,” Ruth informed Olive in a courteous but firm dismissal. Reluctantly the girl eased herself from the bed, still running her fingers through her hair, then tossed it back over her shoulders and picked up her hairpins and combs.

“Okay, Bookworms,” she chided pertly.“Stick your noses back in your books.” She left the room humming a popular song often played on the radio.

Emily settled herself at the small desk.“Do you need some room?” she asked Ruth, trying to figure out what she could move to give Ruth space on the one small surface.

“No, I think I’ll go to the library. I need some reference books for my report.”

Then Ruth noticed Emily’s Bible History paper.

“How did you do?” she asked with interest.

Emily could not keep her eyes from lighting up.“Better than I thought I would,” she enthused.“I got eighty-seven.”

“Good,” Ruth rejoiced with Emily.“From what I’ve heard, that’s one of the higher marks of the class.”

“Is it?” Emily could hardly believe that she was topping her classmates. She who always had to work so hard for her grades.

“Even Fred—” began Ruth.

“I know. Pearl told me. But Fred wasn’t here to study,” Emily said once more.

Ruth just nodded her head and gathered up her books with a “See you later.”

From down the hall came Olive’s giggle followed by a little shriek from Pearl. Olive had not returned to her room to prepare for the next day’s classes. She and Pearl were likely exchanging stories about the cute things that the young men on campus had said to them recently.

Emily bent over her book and set her mind to studying—but the words seemed to blur before her eyes. Through her mind ran the catchy little tune Olive had been humming. No matter how hard she tried, the tune insisted on going round and round in her head.

Oh, bother!fumed Emily. I might as well have gone up town with Mary. I can never study with all the commotion. She concluded that she would never get in step with dorm living. Waiting for late-night quiet seemed to be her only recourse.

But Emily did eventually get into her report. She even became so engrossed that she missed the warning dinner bell and might have missed dinner had not Ruth arrived back from the library to inform her that they must rush or they would be late. Emily pushed back her books and rose to follow Ruth. In her hurry she bumped some papers from the desk and stopped to retrieve them. Ruth’s Bible History test had big red markings giving her score. She had made ninety-two percent! Emily’s eyes widened.

“And without any effort,” she muttered to herself. Suddenly she felt that life was not fair.

Then she hastened from the room and ran the few steps down the hall to catch up with the other girls. Nobody had ever said that life was fair, she told herself, and besides, if anyone deserved it, Ruth did. Emily pushed her agitated feelings from her with determination. She refused to be jealous over her roommate’s ability. God expected Emily Evans to do only what she was capable of doing. No more—and no less.


Chapter Three

Classmates

Emily found that it was all she could do to accomplish her assignments in time for the next day’s classes. On more than one occasion she broke the lights-out rule, though she didn’t intend to do so. And she was occasionally still late for breakfast—in spite of Ruth’s insistence that she must get up. But Emily tried. She honestly tried to keep up with the demands of the school. It seemed to her that she was always rushing, always pressing, always scurrying to keep up with the rest. Yet in all of the hurry, she was conscious of a strange serenity that she was in the right place, doing the right thing. Her knowledge of the Bible continued to grow daily.

To Emily the most special time of the day was the chapel hour. She loved to hear the hymns as the students joined in singing, the men on one side and the women on the other. She thrilled with the testimonies of fellow students. She drank in the preaching hungrily. There was so much she longed to know. She felt unworthy to be at such a place of learning—yet deeply thankful that God had allowed her to come.

Not all of Emily’s activities were serious and studious. She enjoyed the parties held in the dining hall. Skating was allowed at the local pond. Interaction was encouraged, though formal dating was limited. But during the school year the young men and women became acquainted in a proper and chaperoned environment. Emily soon learned to identify each of her classmates, not by name or appearance, but by personality traits.

As far as Emily was concerned, Ruth was the perfect example of what a young Christian woman should be. Though rather plain in appearance, perhaps, she was alert, capable, intelligent and devout. Her no-nonsense approach to life fit well with her deep desire to serve the Lord. Emily thanked God many times for giving her a roommate like Ruth.

Olive, the one with the pretty hair, was flighty, flirty, and seemingly out-of-place at a Bible school. But perhaps God has His own reasons for bringing her here, Emily concluded.

Mary, quiet and studious, asked little of others and gave much in return. Emily found Mary easy to love. She was of the stuff that close friends were made from.

Though not as enamored with the opposite sex as Olive was, Pearl was certainly more attractive, and she didn’t pretend not to know that young men occupied the same campus. She was quick to laugh and witty in her responses. In a way, Emily could have easily envied Pearl.

One by one Emily mentally reviewed her dorm sisters. They came from many backgrounds, looked quite different, had varying personalities, but they shared many things—besides the large common bathroom with its curtained showers and stalls. They shared dreams and hopes and aspirations. They shared a desire to study the Word and to share that Word in some way with others. At least, most of them were on campus to study and grow.

Emily was also aware of the young men on campus, though not nearly as much so as Olive and Pearl. Carl Tyndale, blond like his sister, was the campus tease, the one who was usually thinking of some silly prank to pull on an unsuspecting fellow student. Occasionally there were whispers of Carl being sent home if he didn’t conform to the school standards of conduct, but the days passed by and Carl remained. Emily thought the dean was patience personified when it came to his dealings with Carl.

To Emily, Fred Russell was as much the example for the men as Ruth was for the young women. A spiritual leader, he was studious, sensitive, committed and deeply respected. The faculty counted on Fred to set the tone of the school. One could not dislike Fred. It would have seemed near to blasphemy.

Robert Lee, known to Olive as “Rob,” was the campus flirt, or so Emily thought. He may have told Olive not to worry her pretty little head, but he told every girl on campus some such silly rubbish. Emily paid little attention to the cute sayings of Mr. Lee.

Morris Soderquist, his heavy glasses framing deep blue eyes, was a slight, wiry young man with a deep sense of commitment to his goal. He intended to go overseas to the mission field, and he pored over his Bible with intensity as he prepared himself for service. Conversations with Morris were few and far between, for he was always in the library or in his own room studying.

Lacey Beckett, a big farm boy, was tall and heavyset. His voice matched his appearance and his laugh rumbled through a room. Emily felt that fate—or whatever or whoever was responsible for naming Lacey—had somehow played a cruel trick. The name simply did not fit the man. Lacey was anything but fragile or feminine. Emily had to keep herself from giggling every time she heard or read his name. She was glad she had to call him “Mr. Beckett”—she was sure she could not hide her amusement if she were to call him “Lacey.”

Thirteen young men in all filled the men’s residence. Each one added a personal dimension to the student body and, together with the fifteen young ladies, formed a unit of learning and growing, each contributing in some sense to the other.

Emily went home for Christmas to share some special times with her father and two sisters. Emily had been twelve when her mother was taken from them. Being the middle girl in the family, Emily had nearly been overlooked in the changing household. She had not had to take on the home duties that fell on Ina, nor was she petted and pitied like younger Annabelle. Only her father, who had always seen Emily as the most like her mother, had carried a special spot for her in his heart. Her rather frail body was his constant concern. Slight of stature and subject to flus and colds, Emily often carried out her responsibilities by sheer determination.

But Christmas had been a good time for all. They went to Grandma Evan’s on Christmas Eve and to Grandma Clark’s for Christmas Day. Ina was spared the burden of preparing a Christmas dinner, and Annabelle, now thirteen, was fussed over sufficiently to carry her through the months ahead.

Though Emily enjoyed Christmas, she secretly longed to get back to school. But she tried not to let her restlessness show, for she could feel her father’s thoughtful gaze upon her. There was little chance for the two of them to talk privately, so Emily answered all the general questions about the school, her work, and her health. She thought she had given a satisfactory report until one night when she sat reading her Bible after Ina and Annabelle had retired.

A rustling of paper preceded her father’s question.“How’s school?”

“Fine,” Emily answered simply, her eyes not leaving the page.

There was a moment of silence.

“How’s school?” her father asked again.

This time Emily lifted her eyes and looked directly into his warm brown ones, now crinkled with interest and concern.

“Fine,” she answered evenly.“I like it.”

He nodded and his work-worn hands laid the newspaper in his lap.“You’ve been keeping well?”

Emily was about to nod in agreement when she remembered a bout with the flu that had kept her in bed for three days, and the last cold that bothered her for a week.

“Mostly,” she said honestly.

“Are you takin’ your cod-liver oil?”

The very mention of it caused Emily’s pert little nose to wrinkle up, but she nodded vigorously.

“Good! You look a little peaked.”

“Peaked” was one of her father’s favorite words. He referred to any one of his children as being “a little peaked” whenever illness struck.

“I’m fine,” Emily insisted.

“Got a good roommate?” was the next question.

“Ruth. She’s great. I really like her. I just wish I could be more like her,” Emily said sincerely.

“Nothin’ wrong with you,” her father was quick to assure her, and Emily flushed with the simplicity of his appraisal.

“Any special fellas?” asked Mr. Evans, and Emily’s head lifted in time to catch the twinkle in his eyes.

She smiled slowly, then shook her head. She knew that Ross really didn’t count. He still seemed to be carrying a torch for Olive, even though Olive responded positively and then ignored him, by turn.

She shook her head.“No one special to me—in that way,” she admitted.

“Will Pearson still asks about you,” Mr. Evans said, causing Emily to blush. Will Pearson had been asking about Emily for too many years. He was much older than she—nine years, in fact, and he had been living with false hope for a long time. Emily had no interest in Will Pearson, even if he did own his own farm.

“He thinks it a bit foolish that I favored you gettin’ Bible learning.

Seeing as how girls aren’t preachers and all.”

Emily lifted a stubborn chin.“Some girls are,” she argued, as though Will Pearson were right in the room.“We’ve had women in chapel who are. They came with their preacher husbands. Both of them. Mrs. Witt, the district superintendent’s wife, she can preach, too.”

Mr. Evans looked surprised.“Women preachers? Never heard of it.”

“Well, you can just tell Will Pearson the next time he asks that there are women preachers—aplenty.”

Emily’s chin lifted higher. What right had Will Pearson to dictate the role of women anyway?

Mr. Evans was quite intrigued by the news.“Ordained?” he asked, and Emily had to quickly think about what he was asking.

“No,” she answered slowly.“Not ordained. But they preach—and they help in the church. And they lead people to the Lord, too.”

“If they aren’t ordained, how can they run a church?”

“They have a special—a special position. The denomination even gives them papers. It says right there that they are approved to minister.”

“Do they do everything? Everything that a man preacher does?” queried her father.

“No-o,” Emily had to admit.“They can’t do things like marry or bury. Or baptize. Things like that.”

“But they preach?” queried her father, scarcely believing that a woman could be placed in such a role.

“They preach,” Emily assured him.“Mostly when their husbands have to be away. But Rev. and Mrs. Jackson—they take turns, Sunday by Sunday.”

It seemed preposterous to Emily’s father.“Well, I don’t guess I’d care much to have a daughter of mine bein’ a preacher—even if her husband was,” went on Mr. Evans.“Seems to me that one preacher in a household is quite enough.” He thought for a moment and then spoke again, quietly.“Not sure I’d want to be listenin’ to a woman either, come to think of it.” Emily wasn’t sure if the words were meant for her or were just a quiet expression of the way her father felt.

“I think—I think—” and then Emily hesitated. Was she breaking a confidence? Her father looked at her, waiting for her to go on.

“I think Ruth might like to be one,” she said at last, speaking barely above a whisper.“She hasn’t said so yet, but she loves to study and says that she would love to preach. She just wants to teach and preach. She can hardly wait for her turn to share in chapel or at prayer meetings.”

But Emily’s father was shaking his head.

“Must be a strange one,” he observed and then rose from his chair, signaling that it was time for them to put out the light and retire for the night.


Chapter Four

A Call

Emily arrived back at school with new resolve. She had no intention of going home to Jamestown and marrying Will Pearson—whether he was still waiting for her or not!

Several times she recalled the conversation with her father and realized that she did not share some of her parent’s views. She believed a woman could join with her husband to serve in the role of church leadership. Emily began to secretly think that she would be honored if the Lord would favor her with a preacher-husband so that they could serve Him together. She began to look at her male classmates in a different way. Which ones would make good preachers? Which ones might answer a call from God to serve? Emily had never evaluated fellows in such a fashion before. But as she observed, she soon became convinced that Ross, for all his good looks and magic charm, would not be the man for her, even if he hadn’t been smitten by the elusive Olive. Ross just was not preacher material, in Emily’s estimation.

Carl was a bit too unsettled, a bit too frivolous to make a preacher. Fred, of course, would make a first-rate preacher—but Fred already had a lady friend by the name of Agatha. And comparing Fred with herself, Emily felt inadequate and lacking in spiritual depth. She would never be able to measure up as Fred’s wife. She wondered silently if Agatha could.

Robert was not even considered a possibility. He was just too silly—too insincere. Emily was sure that even God would be hard put to make much out of Robert.

Morris was headed for the mission field—and by all appearances he planned to go alone. Morris did not even seem to realize that girls were a part of the world.

Lacey, with his huge frame and boisterousness, was easily scratched from Emily’s list as well. God would have to do a lot of polishing before Lacey could be ready to serve Him.

One by one each of Emily’s fellow students was assessed and found wanting in one area or another. There just didn’t seem to be anyone in her class who was right for Emily. Oh, she certainly knew young men with sterling qualities, but those whom Emily might have selected were already attached to someone else, or had stated their intentions of going back to the family farm or on for secular training. Emily couldn’t see much future for her in the current prospects.

Yet the insistent desire to serve the Lord continued to fill her thoughts.“What can I do, Lord?” she kept asking in her daily prayers.“I have no place of service, no particular skills, and no one with whom to share a call.”

In her devotional reading, scripture passages such as “Calling the twelve to him, he sent them out two by two” seemed to leap off the page and burn themselves into her heart. What did it all mean?

Emily did not wait patiently for the answer. She chafed inwardly, posed hard questions in class, sought counsel from fellow students, and listened intently in the worship services.

It wasn’t until her first Bible school year had almost ended that Emily received her answer. Rev. and Mrs. Paul Witt, the district superintendent and his wife, were visiting chapel. Emily sat on the edge of her seat, her hands clasped into nervous knots in her lap, her hazel eyes opened wide with intensity.

“We have countless areas open to us,” Rev. Witt was saying.“Places where they are begging us to come and start a church, and we have no one to send. God does not call us to sit idly by while the people perish. He has called us to go—to give—to preach the Gospel.”

Emily could not help stealing a glance at the men’s side of the chapel. Surely many of them would be profoundly moved and anxious to answer the call to serve.

“We need to be willing to obey His voice as He speaks to us. Where are the men who are willing to bridge the gap—to answer, ‘Here am I. Send me’? For how can they hear without a preacher? How can they preach except they be sent? We, as a denomination, are here to send you forth. We are here to back and support you. We are here to help you to obey God’s call—to take up your cross and follow Him.”

Is he speaking only to the men here? The question suddenly flashed through Emily’s mind. She looked around her and caught Ruth’s eye, then turned her attention back to the speaker.

“I urge you, if He is speaking to your heart, obey His voice—follow His leading today. Come. Come acknowledge His call on your life. Come forward and kneel here at the altar of prayer. Offer up your life as a sacrifice of love and obedience to the Lord who loves you. Who died for your salvation. Come. That others too might know the joy of knowing God.”

Fred Russell was the first to move forward. Morris Soderquist was close behind him. And then, to Emily’s surprise, Lacey Beckett was moving quickly toward the altar, tears on his round cheeks.

And then Emily could bear the intensity of the feeling in her heart no longer. With a sob in her throat, she hastily rose and practically ran to the altar railing where she knelt down and unashamedly buried a tear-streaked face in her clasped hands.

The answer had come. If God had no helpmate with whom she could share His call, she would go alone. It was as simple as that. Will Pearson might think it impossible for a woman to preach, but Emily knew otherwise. Hadn’t she heard God’s call? Hadn’t He promised all of His children that He would be with them? Of course! Of course God could call a woman to serve. Emily had no idea just where and how—but she did know that her heart yearned to be of service to God.

“Yes, Lord. Yes,” she prayed silently.“I’ll go. Wherever you want me—I’ll go.”

A strange peace settled over her heart. She had been obedient.

She was committed to Christ and to the goal of serving Him. She was only a girl, but God would be with her. He would lead her. Emily was sure of that.
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Emily later learned that she had not been the only young woman at the altar. Ruth had, as Emily would have expected, joined those at the altar as well. Ruth, too, had answered God’s call to serve Him—maybe even to preach.

After the altar service was over, the good Rev. Witt spoke softly to those who had stepped forward. As Emily lifted her swollen, red eyes and looked shyly about her, she was surprised to see seven of her classmates on the front benches.

Rev. Witt went slowly down the row, speaking to each person by name.

“Why are you here, Mr. Russell?”

Fred answered without hesitation.“I feel called to serve.”

“And where would God have you serve?”

Fred shook his head.“It matters not,” he answered just as firmly.

“I will serve wherever my church places me.”

The district superintendent smiled and nodded in agreement.

“And you, Mr. Soderquist?” he went on.

“God called me to the mission field when I was a boy,” answered Morris with a trembling voice.“I came forward today to publicly testify to that calling.”

Again the superintendent nodded.

“And you, Mr. Beckett?”

But Lacey Beckett could not readily answer. He was still weeping with the enormity of his conviction that he was called to serve.

Rev. Witt passed on. Emily felt a quiver go all through her body. She was next.

“What about you, Miss Evans?”

“God has called me to—to serve Him—somewhere—in some—some new church. I—I don’t know where,” Emily responded.

“God will show us where,” the good man said with confidence, and the tears streamed down Emily’s face again. She had been accepted. As simply as that, she had been accepted to minister for the Lord, to preach.

The superintendent heard testimony from each of the other students. Occasionally he stopped to praise God or to wipe his eyes with his handkerchief before continuing on.

Emily was filled with emotion at the intensity of this time. Surely great things would happen as a result of the day’s chapel service. Eight more servants! Eight more to serve her God!

And then the service was dismissed and Emily was free to embrace her roommate and share in the excitement of being called.
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All that week Emily walked on air. She was actually going to serve God in a new work—somewhere. Even now she was preparing herself for that service. She would prepare herself well. She needed to thoroughly know the Word. She would be sharing that Word with hungry people Sunday after Sunday.

And then, unbidden, a new thought came to Emily. She remembered the late nights—the stolen minutes after lights out and the jumping into bed under false pretenses to fool the preceptress. Surely God could not honor such actions. She was smitten with conviction, and tears stung her eyes. She had to make things right before she could go one step farther. She had to confess her sin and ask for forgiveness. Maybe they will refuse me an assignment someplace when they know how deceitful I’ve been, she thought, her heart constricting with fear.

Reluctantly Emily placed one heavy foot before the other as she made her way to the office of Miss Herrington. She dreaded the stern look she no doubt would encounter in those sharp gray eyes. She could picture the pointed nose lifting slightly, and the lips pursed in a thin, tight line, expressing displeasure. Miss Herrington was a kind, godly woman, but Emily knew the preceptress did not have much patience with disobedience. Timidly Emily knocked at the door and was told to enter.

“Miss Herrington?” she addressed her dean hesitantly.

“Miss Evans,” the woman responded, smiling pleasantly.“Come in. Do come in.”

Emily closed the door behind her.

“You can’t imagine how pleased we all are that you have presented yourself for service,” the woman went on, beaming at Emily.

Emily’s smile was shaky in return.

“Well, yes, I—”

“Have you had the opportunity to share your good news with your family?”

“No-o,” Emily admitted and again remembered the discussion with her father. She wondered if her father would deem the “call” good news.

“You haven’t written?”

“Well, no-o. I’m to go home this weekend. I thought that I’d rather—rather tell them firsthand.”

The preceptress smiled.“Of course,” she said.“It is always nicer to share those things in person.”

The woman looked searchingly at Emily and seemed to sense that something was troubling her.

“Can I be of help in some way?” she asked solicitously.

Tears gathered in Emily’s eyes.

“I—I have a confession,” she admitted.

The smile left but the eyes still held softness.

“Go on,” the woman urged.

“I—I haven’t always been to bed on time. I—I mean I have studied after—after lights out. I—I’m rather slow—I mean in my studies. I need to spend much longer studying than Ruth, and so I—I—”

Then Emily finished lamely, “I broke the rules.”

“But your light was always out when I came around for bed check,” the woman puzzled.

Emily’s face felt hot.“I—I would put the light out when I heard the stair step squeak,” she admitted.

There was a moment of silence.

“I see,” said the preceptress slowly.

“And—and on occasion, I—I got back up and put the light on again—after all was quiet, so I could study some more,” Emily admitted.“I—I even laid my rolled-up.”

More silence. Then Miss Herrington commented, “I have watched your grades. You have been doing well.”

“But I wouldn’t have—without studying,” Emily assured her, her words tumbling over each other.“I have always found learning more—more difficult than some. Even in grade school I had to work harder than Ina or even Annabelle—my sisters. I—”

“Miss Evans,” the preceptress interrupted softly, “do you understand why we have the ‘lights out’ rule?”

“Yes.” Emily’s voice trembled.

“Why?”

“So that we get the proper rest.”

“Correct. Lights out is not some casually contrived policy. Lights out is for your benefit. But that is not all. It is for the benefit of the total student body—so that you do not pass on an illness to the rest. You are cheating yourself when you break the rules. And perhaps endangering your fellow students.”

Emily had not considered that before.

“You have been remarkably free of sickness this winter—but your faculty has been praying for you week by week.”

Emily’s eyes widened. She had no idea that her health was the subject of faculty prayers.

“Perhaps God has seen fit to answer those prayers in spite of your disobedience.” Miss Herrington’s gentle tone took some of the sting out of the words.“Because—because,” she went on, “He saw a girl who wanted to get all she could from her studies.”

Emily blinked.

“But,” continued the preceptress, “one should not press, or be presumptuous, with God.”

Emily wondered if the preceptress had been on the verge of saying “press one’s luck.” In spite of her mortification over the interview, she found it hard to suppress a smile.

“From now on, I shall expect you to be in bed at the proper hour.”

“Yes, Miss Herrington,” agreed Emily in a subdued tone.

“If you need to have more study time, we will try to find some other way for you to manage it.”

The kindness and consideration of the older woman surprised Emily. She had not expected such understanding.

Emily’s eyes brimmed again. She felt more chastised than if she had been assigned further kitchen duty or soundly scolded for her crime.

“I am sorry—truly, I am,” she sobbed. The woman offered her a clean handkerchief and Emily murmured her thanks.

“Miss Evans,” the preceptress said, “you realize that if you had not come to me about your disobedience and I had discovered it another way, I could not have avoided disciplinary action.”

Emily nodded and wiped her eyes, greatly relieved that she had been moved to seek forgiveness.

Miss Herrington reached out and patted her hand.

“Let’s hear nothing more about it,” she stated matter-of-factly, and Emily knew she had been dismissed. Dismissed and forgiven. Feeling a load had been lifted from her heart, she slipped from the room. She had not been condemned. She had not been removed from the list for future service. With great relief, Emily went back to her room to wash her face.

“Now if only Father will understand about my call …” she said under her breath and reached for her towel and washcloth.
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