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Letter From the Editor 
This is hard. My first attempt 

at writing this introduction went on for 
pages and linked this year's theme 
(2001: An English Odyssey: 
Exploring the Space Between Words) 
to the "multiverse" many-worlds 
theory of quantum physics, linked 
what we're doing in our classrooms 
(teaching multicultural literature, 
critical thinking, and tolerance through 
the perspectives of others) to the 
efforts of all good gods, and linked the 
terrorist attacks of September 11th to 
everything. 

My second attempt wasn't 
much better. This, my third, promises 
more of the same. Hard to get much 
clear thinking done these days. Maybe 
it'll help to just get it out. 

Great thanks go to all who 
submitted their good works to this 
issue. These pages are a reminder of 
how blessed we are to live in 
Minnesota: our diversity is reflected 
here, yes, but our spirits as well, 
diverse spirits which joyfully unite in 
appreciation of our differences and 
come together to get good work done. 

We've all heard how we'll 
never forget where we were when the 
terrorists attacked. I was fifteen 
minutes into my 8 a.m. analytical 
writing class and a couple pages into 
Martin Luther King's "Letter From a 
Birmingham Jail" when a student came 
in babbling a long strange explanation 
for his tardiness, that his radio was 
playing, and he was listening to a song, 
and then some guy came on right in 
the middle, and ... 

And by the time he got to the 
important part I was nodding and 
saying something like, "Yeah, yeah, 
whatever, we're kind of in the middle 
of something here" and waving him to 
his seat so everybody laughed and 
nobody really heard what he said about 
planes hitting buildings and ... 

And then he just took his seat 
with a weird look on his face, like he 
expected me to do something, so I just 
went right back to the "Letter" and 
what King was saying about justice, 
and what he was saying about 
nonviolence, and what he was saying 
about loving, understanding, 
respecting, and getting along with 
others. And then ... 

And then class ended and we 
opened the door to hallways filled with 
students watching hatred blossom on 
televisions suspended from ceilings 
along the way. And we realized ... 

I realized I'd been a bad 
teacher, disregarding obvious conster
nation on the face of a student, missing 
what might have been the most 
important teaching moment of my 
career. Or did I? I like to believe in 
the possibility of creatures like 
windigo, uniped, ogopogo, menehune 
and muse. The possibility of such 
creatures is good to imagine, fictional 
spirit figures of all sorts that make our 
stories more interesting and more 
meaningful. Like angels. Like the 
possibility of angels existing, spirits of 
our good ancestors and present 
prayers, all really busy that morning 
holding up towers as long as they were 
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able, fortifying the courage of heroes 
as they contemplated sacrificing them
selves for others, spirit angels flying 
here, there, everywhere at once so 
many to save, some flying heavenward 
with souls, some flying downward 
with bodies, one helping the guy riding 
steel beams down, one with the leaping 
lovers keeping their hands firmly 
clasped, thousands with the terrorized 
in stairwells and burning floors, one 
with each and every struck life, one 
with each and every stricken friend and 
family member, one with each and 
every broken heart, all at once in dizzy 
rush, too many, too many, too much-

Yet one for me, too, on the 
shoulders of a tardy student, making 
me disregard his concern, making him 
shut up and sit down, making me return 
to what we were doing. This is the 
kind of story made up to explain what 
can't be explained, but it works for me, 
for now. When I remembered where I 
was when I first learned of the attack, 
I remembered being a bad teacher. I 
asked myself why, over and over, until 
this answer came to me: an angel made 
me do it. Nice, eh? 

An angel ( or something 
equally cosmic, equally good) made 
me disregard a student's pain, made 
me act how I was taught not to act, 
teach how I was taught not to teach. 
And there can only be one reason: our 
discussion was too important to 
interrupt. What King was telling us 
about peace and love and justice and 
goodness was too important to stop. 
An angel kept us in heaven- free 
people discussing freedom, 
discovering differences, seeing 
solutions, recognizing the infinite 

power of love over hatred-an angel 
kept us in heaven a half hour before 
devil time told us part of us had died 
and pieces of our souls were suddenly 
up for grabs. Our discussion was 
important enough for an angel's 
involvement, despite that angel being 
needed so much by so many elsewhere 
that morning, or maybe because of that 
very thing, our discussion was 
important enough to finish. 

Despite our rightful separation 
of church and state, and maybe because 
it, morality is learned through our 
willingness to engage students with the 
perspective of others. We learn to 
understand and respect and love by 
learning to see through others' eyes. 
As English teachers, our role in these 
endeavors is intrinsic, and I'm proud 
of the job we've done. Students 
exiting high school these days seem to 
have a greater understanding and 
respect for others than they did in my 
day. 

And though King's words may 
seem far away and long ago, yet their 
truth has become part of our national 
consciousness, and their victory part 
of our national pride, so much so they 
no doubt seemed like common sense 
to many of my students, like they 
learned this stuff in kindergarten and 
couldn't understand why they should 
be learning it again. Like the struggle 
between good and evil, between love 
and hate, had been settled long ago and 
it made no sense to keep such vigilance 
against fear and ignorance. Everybody 
knows, every story shows, good 
always wins in the end, love always 
endures, hate always loses. Surely the 
world learned that lesson long ago. 

That's what some thought, no doubt 
wondering why my voice changed so 
when I read some passages. Because 
hate never touched them. Because hate 
was long ago and far away. Because 
we had been living happily ever after 
for so long. 

But that was "before 
September 11th" and this is "after 
September 11th" and now hate's 
touched them and now King's words 
are as important to those students as 
they were to me and my invisible 
assistant. It reminds me of the tribute 
Garrison Keillor wrote to us for the 
back cover of last year's journal, in 
which he praised his own English 
teachers and said, 

"The teaching of English is a 
humane art that is simply crucial in any 
person's life, a discipline nobody 
should be allowed to fail at, and my 
gratitude to my old teachers ... is 
without bound. Of course, they 
encouraged me toward the profession 
I'm in, but more important, they filled 
us all with the love of literature, which 
is the love of language, which is 
fundamental to civilization. Onward." 

This year's tribute comes 
handwritten from my favorite author 
of all time, Louise Erdrich. I scanned 
it onto the back cover because it shows 
a good writer at work-one word is 
judiciously edited from the final line
and because she means so much to me. 
Many years ago I bought a class set of 
Love Medicine when I was a new 
teacher at Nay Ah Shing School on the 
Mille Lacs Ojibwe Reservation, and 
owe much to her for giving my 
students something they looked 
forward to reading. Once we began it 
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I wouldn't have been able to stop them 
if I wanted to. I encourage all high 
school teachers to consider using some 
of her great stories. And visit her 
bookstore, Birch Bark Books, the next 
time you 're in Minneapolis. The 
manager there, Jeanne, was good 
enough to send us an ad, included in 
this issue. She looks forward to 
meeting you. 

Onward indeed. What we do 
is very important. We need to 
remember this when· late or sleeping 
students get us questioning our 
priorities, when horrific world events 
get us questioning our significance. 
Erdrich and Keillor believe we can 
change the world one mind at a time. 
I believe we were making good 
progress. And I believe we're almost 
there. 

And maybe an angel, a helper 
spmt of my own gitchimanitou, 
believes so, too. 

Between these covers wait the 
words and thoughts of your colleagues, 
good folks doing good work for a great 
country and a better tomorrow. May 
America remain a land for all people, 
first and last. May all your endeavors, 
like those herein, remind us of love 
worth fighting for and hate worth 
nothing but forsaking. We need to do 
what we must do, and if we pause to 
weep for love's losses, yet we must 
remain true to our task, confidant we 
can and do make a difference, 
confidant what we've taught since 
kindergarten is right, regardless of the 
times. A hero's words can be meant 
for us, too. Let's roll. 

For goodness' sake, 
-Jake Oetting 
St. Cloud Technical College 




