PLANTING SEEDS OF FAITH

My First 24 Hours at M.V.A.

By Dan Roberts

Class of 1965

I entered Mount Vernon Academy as a junior.  But I was definitely a freshman when it came to anything associated with the Seventh-day Adventist church, including academy life.  That’s because only a few months earlier I had been baptized, along with my family, at the Central Seventh-day Adventist church in Orlando, Florida.  Then, just a few weeks after that event, we moved to Ohio, which meant the loss of all that was familiar in my life - my home, my school, my friends.  So when I arrived at the academy I was in a state of emotional limbo. Maybe even shock. I remember feeling rather numb, as though I was going through the motions of living.  It was as if I had experienced some kind of death.  But, like the butterfly that emerges from the chrysalis, it was more like a new beginning. The day I entered MVA was the beginning of the next phase of my life – my faith life.  It was a change that would affect me for years to come.

And what a change it was! Adventism and all that went with it was a completely new world to my parents and me. An example of this was in the way our diet changed.  Coming from a meat-and-potatoes family, my mother’s understanding of “health food” was rather limited.  However, early on she began our family’s adoption of a vegetarian diet.  But it wasn’t an easy thing for her. I will never forget my mother announcing that we would no longer eat pork but instead she would use SPAM, thinking that this ground up pork product was some kind of meat substitute!  After all, the advertisement did say, “USE SPAM INSTEAD OF HAM.”  (These were the days before ingredients were printed on the label.)

I will never forget my first day at MVA. My parents drove me to the academy from our home in Canton.  We had arrived in the early afternoon on a Sunday, the day before classes started. After settling me into the dorm my parents took me to a local restaurant to eat. To me it felt like a “last supper.” After returning to the campus we said our goodbyes - a solid handshake from my father, an engulfing embrace and kiss from my mother.  Then they got into the car – a 1960 Dodge with huge fins – and drove off.  I waved for as long as I could.  After watching those fins disappear into the dusk I turned around and faced the imposing steps of the boy’s dorm.  Feeling really lost and lonely, I fought back the tears.  Never had I spent any time away from home alone. Never had I really been by myself. Not like this! Even summer camp was experienced with buddies I had known from my former church or my Boy Scout troop.  So, not knowing one person in that dorm, I stood there in the cool autumn air, feeling like I had just been pitched into a deep, dark hole. Abandoned.

Since I had never been there before the campus was completely new to me.  In fact, the whole idea of a boarding school was new to me.  Here I was, the kid who had his own motorbike at age 14, the young teen who attended local dances on Friday nights by himself, now having to live under the ultra restrictive rules and regulations of this conservative school.  I had told my parents that I was willing to try it, but just for a year.

I had always had my own room, never sharing space with anyone.  Now, because of a high student enrollment, I was sharing a tiny dorm room with two other guys.  Two complete strangers.  Unlike summer camp this was not just for a few days but for a whole year! 

I remember very well that first night.  I tried to relate in some meaningful way to my new roommates but it was difficult.  They talked.  I was mostly silent.  After the lights went out in the room I felt an uncomfortable emptiness in my stomach.  I couldn’t sleep.  I remember listening to the unfamiliar noises of the building.  To a creaky door being shut. To someone walking down the hall. To a toilet being flushed.  To the sounds of my roommates breathing.  It was all so strange.  And I was so sad.  I remember asking God to help me get through that night.  “And please, God, don’t let my roommates know I’m crying.”  After several restless hours I finally fell asleep.

The next morning, after an early shower, I was introduced to the cafeteria. Ah, yes, the cafeteria where Wava White ruled with an iron spoon. Here was a place where, no matter how I felt, I thought I would find a bit of comfort.  Comfort as in “food!”  But the appreciation for academy cuisine did not come easily. Nor quickly. After all, I had never heard of fruit toast.  Never had I tasted Nuteena.  Never before eaten “Special K” in a loaf.  And I most definitely had never had a Wham sandwich, which, I was told, came from the Worthington Whog Farm. 

It was a rather brisk fall morning.  Mike Sullen, one of my roommates, and I were near the head of a long line of boys, all of us waiting in the cool air for the cafeteria door to open. Now I was used to standing in the cafeteria lunch line at public school.  However, in the “worldly” schools the commingling of the genders was quite common.  Never were we separated into a line for boys and a line for girls as I suddenly experienced at MVA.  Another weird rule, I thought.

So there I was, standing outside, getting colder by the second.  Not having slept much the night before, I was also tired. But more than that I was hungry. Actually, I was famished!  As Mike and I waited I heard the other boys greeting each other with familiarity, sharing stories of their summer activities.  I stood silently with Mike. When the door finally opened the boys behind me pressed forward, moving me into a rather sterile dining room.  But I felt better.  The warmth of the room and smells of the food began to lift my spirit, giving me hope, hope that something good – as in “good food” – was coming.  Mike hurriedly instructed me regarding cafeteria protocol.  After getting a tray and utensils I entered the food line behind Mike.  I looked at the offerings. My eyes searched for something familiar. I didn’t find it. I thought, “This is breakfast?”  YUCK!   The hope of a tasty breakfast vanished as quickly as it came.

I followed Mike’s lead, selecting whatever he picked out.  Continuing to follow him, I came to a big wooden desk where each student’s name was checked off.  That’s when I met the food monitor: Ann Hammond. There she was, greeting everyone with a big smile that only Ann can produce.  As I approached her she said (in her “Ann Hammond” kind of way), “Well, now, just look at this cutie. (Yes, she really did use the word “cutie.”) You’re a new one. What’s your name?” I remember feeling the blood suddenly rushing to my head.  I felt warm all over. I must have turned as red as a beet.  Somehow I managed to stammer out my name and move on to the table where Mike was now seated.  I sat down and looked at my breakfast. I was no longer hungry.  I puttered with my food and then excused myself, assuring Mike that I could find my way back to the dorm.  I returned to my room alone. Once there, the tears began to flow.  I wasn’t crying because of Ann.  It was because the whole thing – the school, the dorm, the people, the food – all of it was so new, so foreign, so overwhelming. I just wanted to go home. I wanted what I was used to, something familiar. I wanted my mother’s scrambled eggs and BACON!

As burned into my brain as those early hours at MVA are I honestly can’t remember much more about that day.  It was as if my brain was switched to autopilot.  With help from my roommates and some new friends I made it through the next hours.  I signed papers.  I bought my books. I met my teachers. I showed up at my work assignment. I went where I was directed.  I did as I was told.  I do remember that throughout the day, whenever doubt or fear or sadness entered in, I tried to remind myself of what my mother had told me - “Trust in God. He will be there for you.”  And so I did.  And He was.

I eventually settled into the routine of school. I became comfortable with the schedules. The dorm, as crowded as it was, became my new home. I made wonderful friendships. The classrooms were places of learning that stimulated my mind and, at times, inspired my soul.  The teachers were challenging, yet kind.  Even the cafeteria became a place I liked – especially on Friday evenings when they handed out the Sabbath sack with those tasty breakfast rolls.  Over that year I learned to love my school.  In fact, when the summer break came I was reluctant to leave since all that was now familiar was going to change again.  

As it did for all of my classmates, graduation finally came.  Along with some of my best friends I would be leaving Mt. Vernon, headed for a new adventure called college.  It was during those last days at MVA that I began to reminisce about the special experiences of my academy years.  Though I didn’t really want to relive those years – I was eager to get on with my life – I knew that I would be leaving behind some of the best years of my life.  

I came to Mt. Vernon Academy that first day with many doubts and much fear.  Alone and scared at first, I emerged after two years with many things learned and experienced that helped me prepare for yet another step into my future.  But, overall, the one major outcome was that I had a deeper inner strength.  That strength was not of my own making.  It came from the support of caring friends, from the guidance of dedicated teachers, and certainly from the trust that was built as I learned about God and how to rely on him.  It was at Mt. Vernon Academy that some of the first seeds of my faith life were sown, seeds that have continued to grow to this day.  So, even as I write about those first challenging twenty-four hours on the MVA campus, I find myself smiling, even laughing.  And in my heart I silently say, “Thank you, Lord.”

If you wish to email Dan you may do so at danropa@aol.com.  For information about what Dan is up to these days you may go to his website: www.drhealingarts.com.

