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A SIMPLE SPIRITUALITY
We all have our own version of what it means to be spiritual.

Mine comes from 40 plus years of living a life within the context of Canadian culture; from communities where I have lived;
and from the family I was born into, as well as the one I have
crafted.
I was born into a conservative low-income family in the midsixties. Second of four children, but first-born girl, I had all the
problems of being the second, the middle and the oldest child.
From my families’ perspective, I was screwed up perhaps, especially in my early adult life, but I always had a saving grace: my
spiritual life. No matter what I went through, I knew that God
was there.
Forty years after waking up to the consciousness of God in
my life, I retain child-like qualities in my faith. Some have called
me crazy, while others say they admire my ability to persevere
and overcome mountainous obstacles. I credit very little of it to
my own abilities, and most of it to a Heavenly Father who knew
my name long before I was born, and Who knows my heart.
These vignettes of my life are woven in a circular fashion in
my memory. Some may be out of sync in a linear timeline but
that does not have any bearing on their truths.
This snippet of my spiritual life
will hopefully give other sojourners
the courage to live a simple faith.

EARLY CHALLENGES
Growing up on the outskirts of a medium sized city in Alberta,

I loved the freedoms and magic of life. From an early age, I would
skitter away from my mother and hide amongst the lilac bushes.
Later in life I learned that this trait was passed down through
my maternal grandmother’s line. My second cousin still heads to
what she calls ‘middle bush’ when life gets crazy.
I remember at a very early age, probably less than eighteen
months old (as I remember being in diapers still and was potty
trained by a babysitter while my baby sister was being born that
fall), and hiding in the middle of these particular lilac bushes
directly behind our house. I could hear my mother calling frantically, as she feared I had fallen over the riverbank that was close
to our house. I would just crouch there, listening to the breeze in
the leaves, smelling the fragrant lilacs, and feeling at peace.
Until I related this incident to my mother many years later,
she said she never knew where I hid, only that I would disappear
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and later reappear, without the slightest remorse for worrying
her.
From my perspective this was an early encounter with the
God who comforts, who gives peace to those who seek after Him.
There were traumas in my young life that probably precipitated
these incidents, but they are always in the process of healing, being forgiven and only the heady scent of lilacs remains to remind
me of those days.
It was to these trees I also fled on a day when I was three.
My uncle Danny*, albeit ten years older, was a close playmate,
due to the proximity of my Grandma’s lot (only a hop, skip and
jump through someone else’s garden). My brother related that although he was a favorite uncle, he could also be a bit of a menace
in our young lives. Still we thought of him as a beloved part of
our small circle of friends.
On this particular day, he had come to the screen door to
ask if we could come out to play. My mother relayed that it was
our naptime and perhaps later would be a more appropriate time.
Later never came. Danny and a same age friend decided to go
bird hunting. Tragically, his friend accidentally shot him and he
bled to death before medical help could arrive.
There was trauma galore I suppose. Being young, no one had
the time to attend to the fallout of this incident for me. There
was much crying, things were shouted, accusations perhaps.
Memories are slippery and scattered. But I do remember moments over the next while, during which I would slip away more
often to those lilac bushes, the blooms now gone, as it was the
heat of late July 1968. I was afraid and lonely, but would always
come out of my spot feeling a little more together. The trees
seemed to lull me and it was as if in concert with the wind they
would whisper messages of comfort.
The day of Danny’s funeral I was in three-year-old agony, my

4

A  simple spirituality

parents would not take me to the funeral. From this day forward,
I got the notion in my head that if I was not important enough
to go to the funeral, I was not an integral part of the family. I
sobbed in the lilacs while other people looked for me, my brother
was five at the time but was old enough to go to the funeral and
say good-bye to our uncle and friend.
It was not until I took a grief and crisis counseling class in
my thirties that the reality of the situation sunk into me. My
parents probably could not handle the heavy emotions of the funeral, as well as keep track of a three year old who liked to hide at
inopportune moments. My brother also helped out around this
time – in one of our few conversations about the event I mentioned that perhaps if I had asked they would have taken me. My
brother looked at me kinda funny for a moment and said, “You
did ask. More than once, but they just could not take you.” In a
couple of moments, that thirty year battle of not feeling important or heard left me, I credit it with simple acceptance of some
long forgotten truths. As a three-year-old I had done everything
within my power to be there, for my parents it wasn’t an option.
It was at the time of Danny’s accident, that I believe I became
even more attached to God, like the old song by Helen Reddy,
“You and Me Against the World,” I felt like that many times in
my young life. If I could just be alone with God, we would get
through anything together. Perhaps because I was so young at
the time Danny died, I never went through the anger at God
that some people do when they lose a loved one. It was more of a
simple acceptance that bad things happen in the world, but that
it isn’t God’s fault. I am not sure what my belief is about God’s
will for it to happen in that way, but I came to believe that when
it is our time, there will be something that will end our life on
earth.
As a young child I loved the verse in the Bible about God
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seeing each sparrow that falls. In our yard, sparrows were in
abundance, and I imagined that multiplied many times over
there were more sparrows in the world than people. If God was
big enough to see each of them, then of course He cared about
the death of His loved ones. Another verse that meant a lot to
me but I could not find in the Bible until I was in my thirties was
this:
You keep track of all my sorrows.
You have collected all my tears in your bottle.
You have recorded each one in your book.
Ps 56:8 NLT

I have always contemplated the minute things in life, and
this verse gave me a lot of strength through trials from an early
age. It simply meant to me, that if God kept the tears of everyone, then He was intimately acquainted with all of our grief and
cared.
I have met people in life that share the same simplistic faith
I adopted. These although few, have been present. A friend for a
season, Juanita, and I worked together at a gas station in a small
town in Alberta. She had grown up in a very chaotic alcoholic
home. When life got too hectic as a small child, she would crawl
out on the roof of her home and look at the stars and talk to God.
She said from a very young age Jesus was always her friend, even
though she had no recollection of being taken to church at that
age. She found Him there on her rooftop under the stars and accepted the fact at face value.
As she spoke to God and wondered at His creation, He
would bring comfort to her. She would revel in the wonder of
it all. I always admired her because although she never had it
easy, especially when she tried to connect with the people at
God’s house, she never blamed God. She never accused God
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for His people’s ignorance and hurtful stances at her situation,
or her moves towards being part of a community of faith. She
retained a childlike innocence and wonder well into adulthood.
One memory that encapsulates her faith for me is that she would
wave at deer when she drove by them, just because they were part
of God’s creation. She believed they would smile back.
As a family, Danny’s death shaped us in ways that affected
us for decades. My mother especially became overprotective of
us children, as she was very afraid something bad would happen
to us. In grade six, my brother wrote a story largely based on
Danny’s death. My aunt painted a picture of him that got tucked
away in the garage for many years, until it was ok to be talked
about but by then it needed to be restored. Our family never
really spoke of Danny much until I took my Master’s Degree in
Counselling. When I learned the power of hidden stories and
their impact on our lives, we began to heal through dialogue and
acceptance of this tragedy.
I believe our lives become circular at times, as we try to resolve the stories of our past, both individually, and collectively as
families and communities. In my own child-like ways I tried to
work out the meaning of death, as I strove to understand Danny’s
death and the losses he represented in our family. Although I was
quite spiritual, I also believe in a childlike magic. Outside our
yard was a patch of ground we called the circle. It was an oblong
patch, which had a dirt road around as its boundaries. You could
come off the highway and down the one side to our home, or you
could take the curve and be at my grandma’s and it would follow
through back to where it began.
I believed this circle was magic, partly because there was a
gravel path that went across it diagonally. The path started across
from my grandma’s backyard and cut across to the opening to
the highway. As children we would play games and collect bugs
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in this circle kingdom. At one time there were at least five different colors of dragonflies that would inhabit this space (I believed
these also were powerful forces of magic!). I read somewhere
once that an abundance of dragonflies indicates a healthy place
on earth.
Once we were allowed to take the guinea pigs home from
the school library for the summer. In our small lives this was an
extraordinary privilege. Sadly they got sick and died. We buried
them in the circle.
Still trying to work out the finality of Danny’s departure, we
decided to dig these particular animals up to see what happens
to a physical body after some time passes. We were quite traumatized by the results, and never spoke about what we did until
many years later.
There were other challenges in the early years of my life.
Financial hardships did not sink into cognizance until later in
my formative years, but they were there. My parents always tried
to instill good values into us. We went to church with them; I
am sure I was influenced by some of these values early in life, but
there are murky mixed memories about some of the churches.
My parents dedicated me to God as a small child at a
Missionary Church. We left that church for several years and
attended a couple others, finally deciding on the Salvation Army
for a decade. I believe my dedication to God in that church somehow influenced my ordination years later in the same denomination (amalgamated by that time with the Evangelical Church to
become the Evangelical Missionary Church of Canada). I simply
believe that God is a covenant God, and that my dedication was
a vow that went beyond human comprehension and time.
One of the things I have never liked about the evangelical
faith is that it tries to explain the complexities of God in a way I
do not believe we as humans are meant to understand. Closer to
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my heart and spiritual beliefs are the mysteries of God and His
ways. Brennan Manning, Henri Nouwen, Stephen Berg and the
desert fathers figure into some of the readings that come closer
to how I believe.
One of the churches we attended, before deciding to settle
at the Salvation Army, was consistent with all that is bad about
hypocrites. I remember that I never felt comfortable there because they were always trying to make my family into something
that I instinctively knew we weren’t. I distinctly remember being about five years of age and squirming on the end of a wellpolished pew. The Sunday School Teacher was scaring the hell
out of me about something, and all I wanted to do was leave. I
thought in my little mind that I would not allow them to tarnish
the God I loved by spouting lies. Even though close friends attended this church, I was never so glad to leave one in my young
life as that one.
Later I found out by accident that the real reason we left, was
largely because some busybody took it upon themselves to inform
my father that we were not giving enough to the church. Even at
a young age I knew this could not be true, as my father was very
generous to others, and to whatever church we attended. Giving
to God is not the sum total of what you put in the offering plate.
I learned from this and other instances not to judge from appearances. My parents always tried to make sure we looked respectable, and even though my father was part owner of a business, we
knew what it was to struggle financially for many years.
I remember a spell as a child we ate a lot of porridge, homemade soup and pancakes. The menu plan was not varied for a
while. At one of these meals, I remember one of us kids complaining about the fare spread before us yet again. My father
tried to cajole us into understanding how lucky we were to have
three distinct meals.
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“When I was your age we had porridge for breakfast, cold
porridge for lunch, and fried porridge for supper.” I was dumbstruck as I knew I would not survive on such a fare, I hated most
porridge. I did not like oatmeal a lot, hated sunny boy except for
the flax seeds (but I never found that picking them out and eating them was very filling), and tolerated cream of wheat. Cream
of wheat went up in my books when there was cream from some
farmer my dad did work for, and brown sugar to top it off.
Although we tried not to complain about the meals, I do remember one evening telling God I could not go on much longer
with such a scarcity. It had rained rather hard that evening as
we ate our pancakes. My mother did try to vary it with different
sauces to put on, but I was a little weary. After it stopped raining
I went outside, and there was the most brilliant double rainbow
I have ever seen in my life. Lit up against the dark clouds over
the rest of the city of Red Deer, I remembered God’s promise
to Noah that He would never flood the earth again with water.
My spirit lifted at that point, and I knew we would not eat the
familiar three meals forever.
Nature always had a way of pointing me back to the God
behind creation. It had a way of lifting my spirit without words.
Later in life a writer whom I admire very much wrote an article
on silence for a periodical I was associated with at the time. The
verse he used was not one I was familiar with in text, but had met
many times in nature.
Psalm 19

The heavens declare the glory of God;
the skies proclaim the work of his hands.
1

Day after day they pour forth speech;
night after night they display knowledge.
2
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There is no speech or language
where their voice is not heard.

Their voice goes out into all the earth,
their words to the ends of the world.
In the heavens He has pitched a tent for the sun,
4

For me to this day, those verses from Psalms have a powerful effect. God has written His truth and His very laws into the
creation He formed. As it says in these verses, there is nowhere
in the world that creations’ voice is not heard. During seminary I
wedded these words with those from Romans.
Romans 1:20 (NIV)

For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—
His eternal power and divine nature—
have been clearly seen, being understood from what
has been made, so that men are without excuse.
God created a vast and beautiful world that has the power
to point us to Him. In Seminary they would annoy us with the
old theological question, “If a person on a remote island who has
never heard the gospel died, – 1.Would they go to Hell. 2. If they
did how can God be a loving and just God.”
In my mind this was a moot point, for all intents and purposes God is judge, God is fair, and God would never leave someone
without a witness of Him. We limit God, I believe, as evangelicals by believing that the Four Spiritual Laws and the sinner’s
prayer are the only way to approach God. Jesus never used the
same approach on individuals in the Gospels. He treated each
one uniquely in their context and culture in His human form. If
Jesus could do this, then why would God in all His power not be
able to save those who desire to acknowledge Him?
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Worship songs like God of Wonders draw me closer to God
than the Four Spiritual Laws booklet. (No offense meant as this
is just my experience – in personal evangelism in college I did not
do so well as we were forced to use this book in some rather grievous attempts to draw people to Christ! It didn’t make sense to
me as Jesus did not use the Ten Commandments to draw people
to Him, but His stories, knowledge of the people, and relationship). I think I always got stuck on the wrong side of the chasm
in my mind, because my salvation story didn’t match up to the
booklet. Formula conversions, I believe, can be a basis for shallow
relationships that could have been vibrant and creative if they
weren’t boxed.
* Daniel Leslie Mansell, born July 26 1954 - died July 20 1968. He
was the youngest brother of my father. For those that doubt that a
forty something year old could remember anything about an incident when they were three I relate this incident. When writing this
book I phoned to ask my parents what day in July Danny died. My
parents thought he died in August. They phoned back within the
hour after finding the funeral bulletin to say I was right. I believe
children of trauma do have very specific memories of incidents at
times.
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