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of this earth and Peace 

Shall Destroy Many

AB S T R A C T

of this earth: 

-
-

ing, touching, and, not least, hearing the world. The young Wiebe lives 
with his parents and siblings and neighbours in an emotionally warm 

-
-

invites readers to look beyond its textual boundaries to his earlier work. 
In particular, it has the effect of carrying alert readers back to the set-

Peace Shall Destroy Many

invites readers to see the virtually sinless and prelapsarian world of the 

Peace Shall Destroy Many goes unnoticed because it is so very much in 
the shadow of the doubts and tensions that inform the much larger world 
of his spiritually troubled older brother, nineteen-year old Thom Wiens. 
The memoir pushes readers into re-thinking the reception of that novel, 

-
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two works in light of each other and of conventions that govern the two 
respective genres. It attempts, also, to account for the reading strategies 

AB S T R A C T

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

(T.S. Eliot, “Little Gidding”)

“That was so long ago, it is almost no longer so,” is the English version of 

of this earth: 
A Mennonite Boyhood in the Boreal Forest. The epigraph is rooted in the Low 

-

The Snowbird Poems:
remember, she replied.”

Peace Shall Destroy Many
description of the historic origins of the Mennonites in the novel, who stem from early 
Anabaptists: “The Anabaptists of the sixteenth century were the extreme evangelical wing 

driven from Switzerland to America, from Holland and northern Germany to Prussia, 

of this earth.

of this earth. During his career Wiebe, who has received many honours, has twice won the 
The Temptations of 
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With these epigraphs drawing attention to remembering and narra-

interiority of his memoir, where he recounts his growing-up years, from 
-

icate softness, with the adult “rememberer” (re-)constructing the sensate 

spiritually and socially stimulating, emotionally warm and accepting.
Surprisingly, however, and without overt warning of any kind, with 

these epigraphs Wiebe, in taking us forward, simultaneously invites us 
to look back. Through gestures of intertextuality within the memoir, he 
nudges us into considering one of his literary worlds that has largely by-

Big Bear A Discovery of Strangers

Literature organized by the Christianity and Literary Study Group and held at the annual 
meetings of the Association of Canadian College and University Teachers of English 

Journal
of Mennonite Studies Short Fiction in the 

essay to my recently-published “‘[T]here are certain things Mennonite children are kept 
of this earth and Peace Shall 

Destroy Many,” Journal of Mennonite Studies

sex in Peace Shall Destroy Many
and starts, sometimes furtively and slyly, sometimes obscenely and vulgarly. Any tender 
words about sex, about sexual attraction, are sought in vain by the protagonist, Thom 
Wiens, for the language of tender expression remains an inexpressible fantasy. When Thom 

world do not admit the structuring or expression of that kind of talk: ‘If people would 

the spirit or the senses.”

“heteroglossic” discourses, see Penny van Toorn, 



204

Paul Tiessen

novel, Peace Shall Destroy Many

world, in that novel, of young Hal Wiens. The virtually sinless and pre-

were, only in the memoir.
The memoir provides us with ingredients and signposts that implicitly 

essence urges us to understand anew. In its entering into conversation with 

corner of Saskatchewan. There, most of our attention is taken up by bit-
ter and confrontational moments along its spiritually stark vistas where 

the rhythms and cadences of an idyllic world that tugs at our own yearn-

belong only to the child, and then, to be sure, only to the child recalled by 

wonders of language, and shaped by the sounds of the voice.

-
mersion of words” (of this earth
texture and aura that his family and community and church produced 

The blurb on the back cover summarizes the concerns of Peace Shall Destroy Many:

the rich farming lands of Saskatchewan during the years of the Depression. The community 
has thrived, while still adhering to its ancient traditions and beliefs. / Then comes the year 

intensely religious people are described in passages of power and great vibrancy.”
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with the lavish soundscape of their words and songs. He uses limpid lay-
ers of language to let words from the past sift through and mingle with 

für und für,” he writes in his prologue, “Lord, God, you have been our 

read aloud and recited, at home and in church, “before [he] could speak 

In Peace Shall Destroy Many

hearing and feeling his own world, so bereft is he of any language that he 
might require for such understanding. Tragically, the dynamics of the com-

subtly analytical and humanely critical language that he only fumblingly 
seeks. Hal, younger and not yet any kind of threat to the power structures 
in the community of the novel, can get away with expressing an excess of 

range of his emotional life.
What makes an examination of the novel in light of the memoir par-

ticularly compelling and urgent (and, to be sure, ironic) is the essentially 

place in Saskatchewan, its time, its demographic, and, implicitly, many of 

years later. Hence, if we come to the exuberant memoir after having read 

the very long text of the memoir.

the “Hal” portions of the novel, or allusions to parallel images or events 

of the novel and, in the end, re-read and understand afresh the novel as 

Peace Shall Destroy Many
odds with those of the memoir is established by its epigraph, which stands imperturbedly 

he shall magnify himself in his heart, / and by peace shall destroy many: / But he shall be 
broken without hand.”
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-
-

explore again certain lyrical layers of the novel where plot and story and 

sky and tree, wind and water, begin.

something abrupt against his boot” (Peace
beyond the slough where he and his friend Pete Block are cutting hay. Pete, 

seemingly, to anyone in Canada: “Not one remembered word of how gen-

-

at the Indians on the neighbouring reserve who, he says, would stoop to 

-

understanding an Other. Frustratedly recognizing his incapacity to respond 
with words, “Thom hurled the skull as far as he could” (Peace
it might lie safely in the still-unmown hay on the next piece of land, which 
belongs to his own family, and await the arrival there perhaps of some new 
language. Pete, held back by his dull imagination, only snorts at Thom, tell-

anger, but is trapped in his claustrophobic feeling of inarticulate confusion.

The recently departed schoolteacher, Joseph Dueck, who is present in the novel 
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-
er to come over to help Thom. Suddenly: “Without warning, without look-

Peace

conversation about the beliefs and actions of the local church community. 
Privately, he claims that he wishes for Thom an effective English-language 
mission in teaching children from the Indian community. However, he de-

-
sively in German, he must side with the rigid structures of that community. 

tight-heartedly against his own private sensibilities.
-

munity drawn inexorably into the tight orbit of the church, are obsessive-

language and the silences in the community. Although both Pastor Lepp 
and the young Pete Block are at intervals close to the serious and sincere 
Thom Wiens, they demonstrate soon enough that they belong to the fear-

is endlessly stymied by these people who are controlled by Deacon Block, 
people who produce in him his seething crisis of spirit and conscience, and 
so alienate and isolate him inside his own tormented mind and body. Wiebe 

Peace Shall Destroy 
Many, Wiebe provided touchstones in the novel that I shall pick up in this 
essay. He alluded repeatedly to the episode of Thom standing in the hay 
slough and contemplating the buffalo skull, and seemed to intimate that 

Thom, the rudiments of story-telling, for, as Wiebe put it, “that half-rotted 
skull does suggest greater possibilities.” That moment, with the skull in his 

and visionary thought. His spirit hovers over the novel, but he is absent from the narrative 
diegetic.

It is interesting to note that already in Peace Shall Destroy Many Wiebe alluded to 
of this earth Wiebe marvels at his ignorance at travelling, 

to mind much of his work, including his The Temptations of Big Bear, “someday inhabit half 
of this earth 
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hands, lets Thom begin to sense something beyond “mere bone,” beyond 
even the once-massive body of the beast, right to an incipient sense of 

people [on the reserve] with their desires, their endless human necessities” 

-

with its sucking mud and seeping water becomes an image for what keeps 
Thom from breaking outside the so-called Christian dogma that clings 

paralyzed by “suppression and avoidance” (Peace
When Thom, in some desperation, does cast about for stories by 

“pale-blue booklets” buried on the bottom shelf of his scrawny school 
Peace -

Along with the skull, two other grim images and motifs that leap from 
the pages in Peace Shall Destroy Many include the story of Elizabeth and 

-
tionship, the combination of Christmas-nativity childlike sweetness and 

Wiebe could not prevent himself from pointing out that Thom, holding the skull, 

During that anniversary lecture in Winnipeg Wiebe confessed that, once it had 
appeared in Canada, Peace Shall Destroy Many provided even its author with lessons about 

Peace Shall Destroy Many
longer editor and by August we had left Canada. O, words have power, power beyond what 
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-
luringly:

Perhaps only those who have lived through the cold, the darkness of 

-
credible feeling that the bright morning spring air fondling your nostrils 

the spirit and tone, the rhythm and temper, of the opening Prelude of the 
novel are, so to speak, carried over into of this earth, where they are vastly 

Fern Hill
memoir:

. . . one morning the world had rolled over into bright green to the music 

ran loud as ducks gabbling under the plank culverts, and before I was 
aware of it my creased pants were crumpled from not having been rolled 
up far enough when I waded in the mossy, sinking slough, muddy and 

his awkward mix of “sincerity, uncertainty, confusion, mistakes, and re-

they now romantically link local Indians to the nomadic Bashkirs of Rus-
sia. Mildly bothersome details about chickens now become lost in the haze 

of this earth
Gone too, or rather, transformed into lightly-handled vestigial resi-

due, are those three dark elements, wrapped in dour sourness, that I have 

-
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-
cy, the result of her sexual union with the Metis hired hand, that she has kept 
hidden from her hyper-patriarchal father. There are deaths in the memoir, 

simply trusts his audience with the details of his life. Comfortable with his 

coming to rest within the folds of his gentle recollections. By contrast, in the 

with false taboos and manufactured fears of transgression.
Second: the pale-blue booklets with their terrifying images of Pro-

-
-

riences of reading and re-reading of “laughing, golden Aphrodite, the irre-
sistible goddess of love and beauty,” in love with the “bent and blackened” 

the Christmas program at the end of Peace Shall Destroy Many) is now 

in fact there had been an actual Christmas program during the fall when 

perhaps because there had been some kind of trouble. “It might be that the 

on leave and the teacher, in the barn, while Santa Claus was handing out 

-

there is now no sense of sexual tension, no pained exploration of hypoc-

Wiebe has liberated and revealed and explored fully in his memoir 
Peace Shall 

Destroy Many

remained, as Hildegard E. Tiessen points out, oblivious. His name, an 
abbreviated form of Helmut, suggests, in the German, “bright spirit” 

-
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munity and, at the end, announcing the end of its isolation, she observes 

-

Peace

speaker in the narrative proper, too, carrying himself forward in an em-

negatively by people in his community, holds no ethical or moral value for 

the Wiens family, Thom at the reins of the cutter, heads home through the 
icy, clear, anguish-riddled December night, Hal chirps up with his unself-

time she imagines, with some kind of desperate hope, that Thom, who is 
“staring skyward,” might be “driving them toward the brightest star in the 
heavens” (Peace

the novel by referring to the World War Two backdrop that informs the 
tone and the issues of the whole work: “Around the world the guns were 

its closing pages. If the idyllic images at the heart of Fern Hill offer con-
Fern Hill,

-
mations of its celebration of story and word, with him at age thirteen look-

Peace Shall Destroy Many

A seemingly endless land forever open to the visitation of wind. Brac-
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-

to the closing page, makes all the more palpable and poignant the language 
crisis that Thom experiences in the novel.

words, language, story grow into each other, intuitively, as it were, become 

insight, absorbing and conveying it in innocence and without question, 

pain of tormented questioning and questing that Thom endures in Peace 
Shall Destroy Many -

-

to the Hal of that novel, might not have expected, for the memoir is so 
much more spirited and free-wheeling at multiple levels even than the epi-

accessible to all its members.

and content, in textures and tensions, in how Wiebe negotiates the spaces 

The differences have something to do with Wiebe, without telling any-

memoir, it in fact draws also on the politics of the Mennonite church and 

Spiritually speaking, it is essentially the “Hal” portions of the novel that 
conform with the broad outlines and the delicious depths of the very place 
where the memoir is set.

-

-
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of conventions affecting literary forms, as Wiebe moves from the ur-
gently programmatic novel written in the third person and centring on 

-
oir. The memoir as genre invites the author to respond to his place as 

and urbane world of city and university, and of national and interna-
tional reputation. In reality, his “Mennonite” life has become grafted 

-

child and adult is muted.
The differences partly have something to do with the status of the 

writer, with the changed socio-cultural position of the writer within vari-
ous public (including literary and religious) spheres, with Wiebe himself 

-

now free and easy within an apparently tension-free world untouched by 
debilitating rancour and obsessive control, where he has time to follow 

-
ages awaiting attention in old family photo albums. He is demonstrably 
performing being at ease now, unfazed by bits of forgetting, happily pre-

known for work saturated in his meticulous historical research, for work 
that draws (although sometimes not without irony) on “fact,” he foregoes 
the illusion of managing an air-tight mastery of facts in the memoir. His 

-
withstanding, he avoids absolute readings of the self as child.
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child. In his memoir he explores the child to give vast scope to his reading 

-

Eventually, the young child of the memoir presumably will gather 

world) close to what Wiebe understands today, will eventually make life 
(and religion) comprehensible to him in generous and gentle linguistic 

chuckles knowingly at the touches of innocence that he/she, but not the 

of this earth -
line and submerged presence in the repressed creases of Peace Shall De-
stroy Many

at the same time, the memoir invites us to return to Peace Shall Destroy 
Many
apparently only implicit treasures and sweetnesses. It invites us to see the 
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