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GOOD GRIEF.

AN INTRODUCTION AND AUTHOR’S NOTE

I WAS SITTING AT A HEAVY WOODEN TABLE SIFTING THROUGH BOXES OF OLD photos and letters at the Charles M. Schulz Museum and Research Center several years ago when the archive door’s latch clicked open, signaling that someone was going to interrupt the silence of shuffled papers. While I was engrossed in reading notes that Charles Schulz had received over decades of work (the letter writers who knew him well called him “Sparky”; the ones who didn’t misspelled his name as “Schultz”), I was always happy to have a new face come in, as it gave me another chance to learn about Sparky and his Peanuts properties. I must admit, though, that I was a little taken aback to see that Jeannie Schulz, Sparky’s widow, was walking through the door. I was even more shocked when she said that she had come down to introduce herself to me!

It would not be long before I would know Jeannie and the five Schulz children to be wonderfully gracious supporters of my research, for which I am so deeply thankful. Soon after we first shared introductions and as I was still working to get my sea legs back, Jeannie started casually telling a story about one of the franchise operations. At one of the high points in her story, I involuntarily interjected “Good grief!” Now, it’s entirely normal to audibly respond when someone is telling you a story, but my mind immediately started spinning. While I use the phrase quite often, I couldn’t help but wonder, “Can I say ‘Good grief!’ to Charles Schulz’s widow?! Is this allowed?!” I don’t believe she noticed. If she did, it thankfully wasn’t a deal breaker. After all, I am far from the first person to be influenced by the remarkable work of the late Charles Schulz.

Etching “Good grief!” and “security blanket” and the off-screen teacher’s “wah wah wah wah” into the cultural vocabulary are merely the tips of the iceberg that is Schulzian success. Over his life, Schulz received the highest of awards, including Emmy, Peabody, and Congressional Gold Medal honors, along with two honorary doctorates and a Pulitzer Prize nomination. America’s Apollo 10 lunar module was even named Snoopy. The command module was named Charlie Brown. With 17,897 Peanuts strips in newspapers, seventy-five (and counting) animated titles, and multi-million-dollar consumer product licensing (not including the countless unlicensed knockoffs and parodies), Charles Schulz clearly found a voice that engaged the American and global publics as he drew Peanuts for half of a century. Routinely ranking in the top five of Forbes magazine’s “Top Earning Dead Celebrities” list (number three in 2013, only behind Elvis Presley and Michael Jackson), Charles Schulz and his massive Peanuts brand continue to make an impact in contemporary culture.

Many often wonder why Schulz’s work has resonated so strongly and for so long. While there is no algorithm for such an impact, there are a few important elements that he mastered along the way. First, his work is simply funny. Sometimes it’s complexly funny. Schulz sought to draw funny pictures for the newspapers to make readers chuckle, and he succeeded. His artwork is deftly crafted in such a way that with the smallest jot of India ink he could give Snoopy’s face the most ridiculous of expressions, bringing a wide grin to the reader’s face. Second, his work is authentic. Charles Schulz spoke from an original, often introspective voice, primarily addressing an adult readership in his comics (though the animated specials would turn slightly more toward family and child audiences). He took clever, even heavy and provocative thoughts from his own mind and put them on paper in a deceptively simple way that the cliffhanger strips of his childhood would never imagine. His was never the voice of factory output but rather one of sincerity. Readers could trust his voice. They could believe it.

Third, his work is open-ended. Not only did he have a lot of white space in his comics and often very little action (sometimes an entire strip would be comprised of a single leaf falling to the ground, something you would never find in a Tarzan comic), but he often asked readers to ponder deeper ideas, connecting their own understandings with those of Charlie Brown, Lucy, Peppermint Patty, and the rest. The individual is invited to view Peanuts through his or her own experience. Japanese culture, for instance, has gravitated toward Snoopy so strongly that Masuhiko Hirobuchi has written several Japanese texts trying to wrestle preconceived notions of Peanuts cuteness out of the grips of Japanese habits in order for the Japanese reader to see even more of Schulz’s ideas.1 Those ideas often rested on the universal human experiences of grief, joy, loss, and hope. Sometimes, he tapped into the social commentary of the day; Charlie Brown once even obliquely asking Lucy to consider what many 1960s readers may have seen as the threat of nuclear annihilation.2 At other times, as will be the primary focus of this book, he invited readers not only to chuckle but also to think for a moment about diverse spiritual issues, including prayer, Scriptures, end-times theology, and church denominationalism.

Over the years, readers would pick up on these cues in simple and robust ways. While Clark Gesner would pen the most-ever performed Broadway musical You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown (taken up by almost every school and college troupe across the country at one time or another), in which Schroeder sings from Matthew 4:4 that “man does not live by bread alone,” Bert V. Royal would write his own unauthorized and dark off-Broadway play entitled Dog Sees God, in which angsty teenage versions of the Peanuts cast movingly struggle to deal with issues of life and death.

Readers and viewers from diverse stations in life have been powerfully impacted by the franchise. When battling through a traumatic brain aneurysm as a small child, for instance, a Snoopy-hugging-Woodstock piggy bank the hospital staff gave young Scott Alan Blanchard became so meaningful that it inspired him later in life to donate to his local children’s hospital and other research centers.3 For Ann Elizabeth Downard, Snoopy was a respite from a traumatic childhood of foster care. “Having a Snoopy plush of my own meant everything to me,” Downard described. “He hugged me, listened to me, and was my best friend. I could always count on him to be there for me.”4 As this book will demonstrate, such connections are not only the privilege of children, but countless adults as well, especially when related to the meaningful issues of religious faith that Schulz dared include in his work.

Peanuts is not just about a silly dog that can be discarded as mere pop culture. There is no such thing as “mere pop culture,” and Peanuts is much more than silly . . . and about more than just a dog. Media research has routinely demonstrated that such properties can carve deep, lasting grooves in our society. In television research, for example, Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, and Signorielli have described television as a “centralized system of storytelling”5 that is characterized by a comparatively restricted set of depictions. There simply does not tend to be a lot of diversity or complexity on television (which other researchers have demonstrated is quite true of religion). The more we watch these stereotypes of what it means to be poor or middle-class or white or Asian or a woman—or what it means to be religious—the more we get drawn in by the “gravitational process”6 of cultivation and start to see these ideas as “mainstream”—as “normal.” With the average American watching more than five hours of television a day,7 it is worth noting when a franchise, even one featuring a funny little dog, bucks tradition and gives voice to ideas that studio executives think should not be broached. At one important moment on television, this included a child reciting from Scriptures the “real meaning of Christmas.” These spiritual ideas are important to us. Giving voice to them impacts us.

Comics research has also demonstrated the otherwise obvious (but often overlooked) truth that the more you read a certain set of ideas, the more you are likely to think about them. A study by Berkowitz, Parker, and West demonstrates this, finding that school children who had read a comparatively aggressive comic book (Adventures of the Green Berets) were more likely to choose aggressive words in a posttest than their peers who read a neutral comic book (Gidget).8 The exposure to an idea does not necessarily lead to direct imitation, of course, but we are primed to see it more and to consider it further. In a culture where we are often told not to talk about politics or religion in public, it matters that millions of readers pick up a beloved comic strip during their morning routine and find quotes from Scripture and questions about God. It is an important corrective to our culture of spirituality anxiety.

While I may be one of the few who chooses to adopt Schulz’s double-period punctuation to give a slightly extended pause to a sentence,9 I know I am not alone when I say that Peanuts has and likely always will be a personal favorite of mine. I also had the privilege of growing up in a loving Christian home, and my faith remains important to me today. For the writer of a biographic history, such connections should not supplant open-minded, well-studied approaches to complex subject matter, nor should they be wrongly eschewed as incongruous liability, but they should instead be leveraged for the insights and energies they can provide. Over the years of research, I had the pleasure of being able to chuckle out loud as I sifted through the archives, and I also had the opportunity to quietly reflect on deep questions of faith. One often led to the other. There is little more gift that a researcher could receive from his subject matter.

Biographic histories are stories as much as they are chronicles of fact, with all the benefits and challenges that come with each. This requires that the author exhibit proper care over the material that so many friends, family members, and dusty-but-lively archival boxes have entrusted him or her with. I trust that this examination of Sparky’s life is a thought-provoking and enjoyable addition to the Schulzian literature, one that reflects the lived experiences of those who worked, laughed, sighed, and pondered alongside the cartoonist. That class, however, extends well beyond Charles Schulz’s immediate family and coworkers, thanks to the massive global circulation of his Peanuts empire. In this book, I have endeavored to give historical space to the role of the millions of readers and viewers who made their own recursive impact on Peanuts. As you will see, their responses to Sparky’s funny little pictures are a powerful force in the history of the franchise and will undoubtedly continue to be. In particular, readers from religious communities played a significant role in Schulz’s work gaining momentum and in it eventually including sacred spiritual content.

This book concerns the thematic thread of religion in Sparky’s life and work. It does not have much to say about his love for hockey, golf, or chocolate chip cookies (all of which were important in various ways to him), but the book has plenty to say about the importance of Charles Schulz’s faith. The reader of this book should not see such a focus to be an indication that Schulz’s life was entirely consumed and driven by religious thought. It wasn’t. Yet such thought was deeply interesting and personally important to him, with a breadth and depth of context and performance that more than justifies a complete volume devoted to its history.

One might see this book as weaving together answers to two primary questions—“Was Charles Schulz a religious man?” and “Is there really much religion in Peanuts?” The simple answer to both of those questions is “Yes.” But the simple answer is rarely the truest answer in history, and you may find that the questions themselves need challenging as we search for thicker answers. Schulz himself worried that simple explanations would not suffice in matters of spirituality, for there are too many “howevers” needed for such issues. This book will explore and explain much of Schulz’s beliefs in the mysteries of faith, and those “howevers” will play an integral role (perhaps they should play more of a role in all of our contemporary discourse on religion).

Charles Schulz has been labeled a fundamentalist Christian and an atheist. Some have argued that both labels are correct and that Schulz simply suffered a crisis of faith somewhere along the way. Maybe he was just too depressed to have faith. Or perhaps he found secular enlightenment. Such explanations are not only incorrect, they are too simple. Charles Schulz’s life was rich, and his faith in the mysteries of God was personal. He, like any artist (like any human), was a multifaceted, complex person. His spiritual beliefs were no different.

Charles Schulz and Charlie Brown both had a surprising amount to say on the topic of religion. Their voices were studied, open, and personal. They were often humorous, not seeking to grind any axes . . . but then again, maybe the difference in those options is a little too simple as well. Maybe what Charles Schulz and Charlie Brown have to say on religion is a little more interesting than that. As was the case with some of Sparky’s most daring strips, you, the reader, will get to decide.
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Sparky’s mother, Dena, and his father, Carl, stand with him. Mid-/late 1920s. Courtesy Pat Swanson.


1

CHURCH PILLARS

“I accepted Jesus Christ by gratitude.”
—CHARLES M. SCHULZ

CHARLIE BROWN LEANED AGAINST THE TOP OF THE BRICK WALL. BY HIS SIDE, Lucy folded her arms on the steady surface as the two stared off, thoughts weighing heavy on their minds. “You know what I wonder?” Charlie Brown asked, resting his head in his hands. “Sometimes I wonder if God is pleased with me.” Lucy listened, her expression unchanged, lost in the magnitude of Charlie Brown’s concern. “Do you ever wonder if God is pleased with you?” he asked, turning to look at her with eyes that somehow knew such grief, failure, innocence, and hopefulness. Lucy paused to consider his question. It was no small matter. Was God pleased with her? Her eyes closed resolutely as she turned to Charlie Brown. With a wide grin she answered, “He just has to be!”1

Such questions were not commonplace for Charles Schulz growing up. As a small child, the boy known as “Sparky” to friends and family spent very little time interacting with any such weighty spiritual matters. He attended a few Sunday school classes with the neighborhood kids one summer, and a few of his mother’s Norwegian kin had brought certain beliefs over from the old country, but Sparky’s was not a theologically pondersome childhood. His mother enjoyed the hymns of the church, but his parents were not active in a local congregation. Carl, his father, was a civically popular barber in St. Paul, Minnesota, friendly with any local minister who happened to find himself in for a haircut. On Sundays, though, Carl did not make his way to a pew in a local church. Instead, when time allowed, the hardworking man would find himself trolling for walleye in Mille Lacs. At other times, he would take his wife, Dena, and their son, Sparky, to visit the boy’s extended maternal family at the Borgen farm over in Wisconsin. Almost always, Carl would study the Sunday comics with his son.

[image: image]

Dena stands with her young son, smiling and bundled for winter. Mid-/late 1920s. Courtesy Pat Swanson.

Sparky was a rather shy boy, an only child with an acute sense of aloneness, growing up in an era of strident church denominationalism. Carl and some of their extended family were from nominally Lutheran backgrounds. A few of his mother’s Halverson kin maintained bits of their Scandinavian superstitious worries about visiting spirits and the dangers of good fortune. His great-uncle, Hallie Halverson (his mother’s paternal uncle who would also occasionally host the family on Sundays at his farm in Wisconsin), was christened as a baby at the Rush River Lutheran Church and confirmed as a teenager. Hallie donated much of his estate to the church; his name was commemorated on the back of church pews, and many Halversons were buried in the adjoining cemetery.

Sparky’s Grandma Halverson had even given Sparky his own small copy of the Bible for Christmas. The book, printed by the Midwestern Whitman Publishers, a company specializing in children’s books and greeting cards, was inscribed to “Charles Schulz.” Though he enjoyed the company of his grandma, the sacredness of the book meant little to the young Sparky. Hockey, baseball, and the funny pages were more meaningful to him.

Born on November 26, 1922, as a child Sparky quickly became skilled with a pencil and paper, able to draw a respectable Popeye while still only a youngster at Richard Gordon Elementary School. “Someday, Charles, you’re going to be an artist,” his kindergarten teacher told him after seeing him deftly draw a creative Midwestern winter scene, complete with an unexpected palm tree (his mother had just read a letter from a relative in Needles, California, describing the tall trees).2 With a father who studied the comics section as his primary literary endeavor, talking about his favorites with his young son as they walked home from the barbershop in the evenings, perhaps Charles Schulz just might fulfill the teacher’s prophecy. The boy had, after all, been nicknamed “Sparky” at birth when an uncle said he looked like Barney Google comic strip character Spark Plug.

In high school, Sparky grew increasingly shy as he failed algebra, Latin, English, and junior-year physics. His parents were supportive, but found themselves to be of little help when it came to his studies. When he completed high school, his mother suggested he take a correspondence art course—the one with the “Draw Me” ads in the magazines. He took her up on the idea and enrolled. Sitting at the table, he began to learn what it meant to hone a craft, and he took the first steps toward his own career in drawing.

In 1943, he was drafted into a more dangerous calling—World War II. He would serve until 1945, and was deployed to the European theater to help defeat the Nazi terror. “I worry about almost all there is in life to worry about,” he once said. “I place the source of many of my problems on those three years in the army. The lack of any timetable or any idea as to when any of us would get out was almost unbearable.”3 The most devastating part of the war, though, happened to Sparky before he could even leave Minnesota. His mother had been struggling for several years with a sometimes debilitating illness, later revealed to be terminal cervical cancer. “I used to wake up at night and hear her down the hall crying in pain,” he remembered.4 As Sparky reported for duty, Dena had little strength left in her.

While she was sick, Carl called upon a preacher friend who frequented his barbershop, the Reverend George Edes. Edes visited Dena, praying and sharing Scriptures. He was the pastor at the local Merriam Park Church of God, a small church only a mile from the Schulzes’ home. Carl did not have a close relationship with any local Lutheran ministers, and had quickly come to trust Edes during Dena’s last days. He tried to attend the pastor’s services when possible. Knowing that Dena enjoyed hymns, Reverend Edes continued to visit and minister to her, once asking Bernetta Nelson from his congregation to join him, singing the music of the church in the apartment the Schulzes rented above Carl’s barbershop.

On February 28, 1943, Sparky said goodbye to his mother, knowing it may be the last time he would do so. “Well, goodbye, Sparky,” his mother said to him. “We’ll probably never see each other again.”5 He had to report to the nearby Fort Snelling that evening. She died the next day. Reverend Edes conducted the funeral. Bernetta sang hymns.

While Sparky was away at war, Carl continued to occasionally attend the church. As a Church of God congregation, it was easy for Carl to visit, despite being new. The church was earnest and down to earth, not pompous or detached, and it was not interested in recreating the denominational borders that kept many other religious bodies from interacting with one another. “It’s a non-denominational movement, and I think the message that it had,” Sparky later explained, “. . . is that you did not have to join a denomination. By your belief you were already a follower of the Way. You were already a member of what the New Testament called the Church of God.”6 The Church of God characterized itself as a “movement,” not a “denomination,” seeking to unify believers in the most basic beliefs of Protestantism—the wisdom of Christ’s teachings, the sacrifice of His death, and the miracle of His divine resurrection. The Holy Spirit would help guide one’s study of the Bible, not denominational bylaws.

Many Midwestern ministers often spent only a small number of years with any given congregation, though, and Edes was soon succeeded by Frederick G. Shackleton, a young man the same age as Sparky. Visiting home briefly on furlough, Sparky met the new pastor and found someone with whom he could chat and play golf. “We became friends at once,” Shackleton described.7 Redeployed, Sparky kept in touch by letter, including drawings of his military life for his new pastor friend. His European tour escaped the worst horrors of World War II, though, so Ping-Pong games were the most exciting sketches Shackleton would receive. When he returned home in late 1945, after being spared an Asian Pacific tour by Japan’s surrender, a grateful Sparky once again enjoyed spending time with Fred and his wife, Doris. “He was a regular at church,” remembered the pastor, “although he had not yet received Christ as his Savior. We talked a lot about being a Christian.”8

Like so many who returned from war, Sparky was striving to find a new normal. He had never had much attraction to formal theology, something largely absent in his childhood home, but he began to feel comfortable with the Merriam Park group, nestled in their small building at 330 North Prior, across from the community park. They were a friendly and modest group who enjoyed their Bible study and their fellowship. As a “holiness” group of Protestant believers, they did not smoke, drink, curse, or tell crude jokes—all things that Sparky had always naturally avoided. As he saw it, they were simply antithetical to his personality. “I like the niceties of language,” he would say,9 adding on another occasion, “We are creatures of habit. I never wanted to be in the habit of having to have a drink.”10 Though Sparky was not yet convinced by their spiritual beliefs, he grew increasingly comfortable with each service he made it to.

It was not long before Shackleton accepted a new post away from the Merriam Park group; in 1946, he took a teaching position at Anderson College,11 a school founded by the Church of God in their headquarter city of Anderson, Indiana. He was soon replaced by Brother Marvin Forbes, an earnest, grounded, and middle-aged preacher in whom Sparky would soon find a trusted mentor and friend. When he first arrived, though, Sparky was busy trying to break into the cartooning business and was not yet ready to invest himself in the work of the church.

Sparky had recently landed a job teaching at Art Instruction, Inc.,12 the correspondence school that taught Sparky himself how to draw through postal mail lessons and instructor feedback. While giving feedback to others, Sparky also worked twice a week to improve his own skills by taking night classes in life sketching at the Minneapolis School of Art. He was very skilled with a pen, able to create lines and letters quickly and fluidly, skills Art Instruction had imparted on him during his lessons years before.

With these skills, Sparky was able to taste a sample of the comic industry. In 1945, as his courtship to a Roman Catholic nurse named Virginia Howley13 came to an end, Sparky was hired as a freelance letterer by Roman Baltes, the art director for the Roman Catholic comic book Timeless Topix, published by the Catechetical Guild Educational Society in St. Paul. “Catholics! They dog me. I can’t get away from ’em,” he joked with his army buddy Frank Dieffenwierth.14 For over a year, he drew the narration and speech bubble letters for adventure stories of benevolent cardinals and fearless martyrs. That sort of religious story “doesn’t really suit me,” he told Dieffenwierth,15 but he was happy to have the work. He not only lettered the balloons for the magazine’s forty-eight-page English edition, but also its French and Spanish translations, despite not knowing the foreign words he was inking into the balloons. He often worked late into the night, taking an early street car to Baltes’s office in the morning to drop off his work before heading back over to Minneapolis to work at Art Instruction. It could be exhausting, but he at least had his foot in the door.

Emotionally and socially, it was still a struggle being back from the war. “I know what it is to have to spend days, evenings, and weekends by myself,” he admitted.16 He shared a living space with his father, waited on job application responses from Disney and from Hearst without success, and got frustrated as local would-be employers could not tell a pen line from a brush stroke when he showed them his samples. Nightmares of the war plagued him some nights, causing him to wake up in a cold sweat.

On one Wednesday evening, shortly after Brother Forbes took his post at the Merriam Park church, Sparky was feeling particularly lonely. He decided to attend the midweek Bible study, walking the two-turn mile to church in the cool Minnesota air. The tiny church building had a tiny set of side rooms in which Marv, his wife, Ruth, and their three children lived. The church’s basement was built partially above ground, and the congregation would climb a short flight of stairs opposite the ground floor’s Sunday school area door in order to reach the sanctuary entrance. Turning from the sidewalk to begin up the steps, Sparky caught a glimpse of the lettering on the church’s sign out front. It was fading. He did not yet know the Scriptures like the others, but he did know how to draw letters. He took a seat inside, and when the study and prayer service ended, Sparky approached Brother Forbes and offered to repaint the sign. Marv happily obliged the young artist, and as Sparky remembered decades later, “Thus began a friendship that has lasted over forty years.”17

Sparky had begun building friendships with the several young adults near his age in the church group—Bernetta and Wally Nelson; Walt and Lois Ortman; Reverend Edes’s son, William, and his wife, DoLores; and Harold and Elaine Ramsperger. Unlike what he may have expected of formal religion, Schulz never felt like an outsider. Comparatively, the Church of God was less formal, and he appreciated that. He was also forming new friendships across town at Art Instruction, but the two groups were different, never fully mixing for Schulz. At Art Instruction, he would socialize with a group that studied pen lines, listened to classical music, and played bridge. At church, he would build a community with a group that studied the Scriptures, sang hymns, and served the community. Through Art Instruction, he would establish the essentials of his art; through the Church of God, he would establish the essentials of his faith.

Sparky began borrowing book after book from Brother Forbes. The new friendships and the unexpectedly welcoming attitudes in the church had made it easier for his curiosities in theological thinking to be piqued. He became increasingly interested in what it might mean to study the character of God and what He may have done through this man called Jesus Christ. When Fred Shackleton had been his pastor, Sparky had seriously considered what his friend believed but had not yet embraced it as his own truth. Kneeling in prayer with Shackleton in the pastor’s office, Sparky had stopped short. “I’m not ready for this,” he said.

As Sparky became increasingly involved, Brother Forbes continued the friendship and support that Shackleton had shown, and Sparky enjoyed spending time in the basement parsonage, drinking root beer with the pastor and his family. “Our whole family welcomed him and we had many happy hours talking mostly about the Bible,” Ruth remembered. “Sparky was eager to learn all he could about the Bible and the church.” Their discussions rang true for Sparky. The hope of the Bible, especially as expressed in the open community of the Church of God, was a comfort and a guide with which he wanted to identify.

In 1948, Charles Schulz embraced the faith that his new Bible studies and his new church friends had exposed him to. “The more I thought about the matter during those studying times,” Sparky later recalled, “the more I realized that I really loved God.”18 It was the Holy Spirit that would come and reveal the truth of God to a person, he once described, though he could not identify a moment of decision in his own experience, and it is likely that he was never baptized by the church.19 “These convictions did not come upon me at any particular great moment of decision. I never went forward at a Sunday evening service. I cannot point to a specific time of dedication. I was just suddenly ‘there,’ and did not know when it happened that I arrived.”20

He was grateful for what his pastors had shown him. “I’m convinced,” Ruth remembered Sparky saying in one late night call to the Forbes home. “I see it, I see it! My conclusion is: the Church of God is it! No doubt about it.”21 To the Shackletons, Sparky wrote, “You two were instrumental in leading me to Christ, and I appreciate it. This makes us permanent friends, and I know I am getting the best part of the deal.”22 On July 17, 1948, Sparky wrote to Dieffenwierth, resolutely sharing with his friend the sincerity of his belief:

Soon after we all got home, and were all busy getting reconverted I got a letter from [a mutual friend]. He told me then that among other things he was an ‘agnostic.’ That I am glad to say is not what I have turned out to be. I wasn’t a steady church goer when you knew me, but I did believe in God. My lack of formal religion was do [sic] merely to not knowing better. Now, however, I am right where I belong. I am a firm believer in Jesus Christ.23

To a reporter Sparky said in 1955, “Sooner or later every person has to give an answer to this question: Who is Jesus? You have to face up to it; you can’t avoid it and kick it around. It is how you answer that question that determines the course of your life. ‘No man cometh unto the Father but by me.’”24

Years later, Sparky would describe his faith as intimately tied up with his time in the war. It had given him the context through which the witness of Shackleton and Forbes could open his heart to the working of the Holy Spirit. “I felt that God protected me and helped me and gave me the strength to survive,” he explained.25 “I accepted Jesus Christ by gratitude. I have always been grateful for the things the Lord has provided me with: good health, education, family, and the experiences of World War II which have now passed into history.”26 For a twenty-five-year-old who had been raised as an only child, who had attended his mother’s funeral much too early in life, and who had survived a worldwide war, the grace of God through Christ was a very real comfort and source of security.

In the late 1940s, Sparky was also holding to the hope that came with incremental achievements in his pursuit of a career in comics. In February 1947, Baltes printed a full-page cartoon Schulz had drawn as a filler for Timeless Topix. The page consisted of four panels of gag cartoons and was entitled Just Keep Laughing. Schulz would have one more printed in the Catholic comic, and then on May 29, 1948, the Saturday Evening Post printed artwork that would prove to be tellingly Schulzian. With a simple and sure pen line and with significant white space, as was the custom of magazine editorial cartoon panels, Sparky drew a small boy scooted to the very edge of a chaise lounge, only to have his feet propped up on a footstool. The Saturday Evening Post would run a total of seventeen of Schulz’s cartoons; one was reprinted in Czechoslovakia, one in London, and one in Milwaukee. The local St. Paul Pioneer Press newspaper had also begun running a weekly series of a strip Sparky had developed, called Li’l Folks, and the artist began to eye the possibility of syndication.

The successes came with increased financial security. The Minnesotan, however, had little interest in vain luxuries, leaving little risk that he would squander his reasonable pay on extravagancies. Instead, a portion of Sparky’s earnings went into the church offering plate as his tithe.27 Sparky also took it upon himself to use his modest income to write and pay for a weekly series of mini-articles to run in the “Church News” section of the St. Paul Dispatch, in which he explained the basic tenets of the Church of God’s doctrine. Sitting in his Merriam Park Sunday school class and borrowing books from Brother Forbes, Sparky had grown significantly in his wisdom and knowledge of the Scriptures. He read Church of God leaders H. M. Riggle, F. G. Smith, and Charles E. Brown,28 incorporating their wording liberally in his newspaper posts. He was fully committed to his spiritual beliefs, having developed what others in the church might describe as a “personal relationship” with God through his faith in Christ, but Schulz had not yet developed his own personal spiritual voice. Instead, the language of the Church of God would provide the structure for his thought.
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Written and paid for by Sparky, these short weekly articles shared Church of God doctrine and the Merriam Park group’s meeting times in the Saturday paid advertisement “Church News” section of the St. Paul Dispatch. June 4, 1949; June 11, 1949.
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Pleased with the outreach he was providing, Sparky even sent a clipping of his small articles to his former pastor, Fred Shackleton. June 25, 1949; July 5, 1949.

The voice of Fred Shackleton continued to inspire the young man of the church as well—quite literally. After Shackleton left St. Paul, he continued to lend his tenor voice to the Church of God radio program, The Christian Brotherhood Hour. “Sensational!” Sparky said when he heard one of Shackleton’s solos over the air. Sparky had begun to enjoy the hymns of the church himself, especially Shackleton’s originals. The Merriam Park group had a 1:30 p.m. Sunday time slot on Minneapolis’s KBTR-FM 98.5 station and recruited pledges of one dollar a week in order to keep their airtime and regularly broadcast a Church of God production. Some in the church group felt that it was not worth the cost to sponsor the program on the air. “We are short on pledges, and sooner or later are going to be way behind,” Sparky admitted to Shackleton in 1949. The church was actually growing in numbers and resources, but they were setting their sights on venues other than radio.

Soon, Sparky’s career would enter a new venue as well—syndication. His Li’l Folks had been running for two years in the St. Paul paper, almost netting him a syndication deal with the Newspaper Enterprise Association. When that fell through, he continued to deliver his samples to publishing syndicates in person and by mail, taking the train to Chicago and sending packages off to New York. On one ride up to Chicago, he struck up a conversation with a man who introduced himself as a Methodist minister. “Yes, I sort of figured you were a minister,” Sparky replied, immediately feeling as if he had said something possibly inappropriate, then having to explain what it was about the man’s demeanor that had seemed ministerial.29 Schulz was still learning about what it meant to overcome his own shyness and insecurities, a lesson from which he would never fully graduate.

It was one of his packages to New York that netted Schulz his life’s big break. He had sent United Feature Syndicate two-tier combinations of his single-panel drawings, wanting to show the editors that they could get their money’s worth from him. Jim Freeman, the editorial director in New York, thought there might be some potential in this hopeful artist and invited him to visit the city to talk. Sparky took the train to New York, arriving at the syndicate’s office before anyone but the receptionist. He left a new comic he had been working on at the desk and went out for breakfast. When he returned, the editors had already looked over his work and were ready to give him a contract for a comic strip.
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Dena, holding a puppy, stands by her sister, Marion, and young son, Sparky. Mid-/late 1920s. Courtesy Pat Swanson.

They would call the strip Peanuts. Schulz himself hated the name, but he was clearly not in a position to negotiate. Li’l Folks was too close to Tack Knight’s already-registered Little Folks, so Bill Anderson, the production manager, came up with a list of names which included “Peanuts,” after the children’s seating section called the “Peanut Gallery” on the then-popular The Howdy Doody Show. The executives liked it, figuring it was a good reference to the kids in the strip. Schulz believed it lacked dignity and that readers would confuse it as one of the characters’ names. The executives assured him it was a title that would attract the interest of newspaper editors who might subscribe to the comic. “So, who was I, an unknown kid from St. Paul, to argue with them?” conceded Sparky.30
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Sparky’s trusted dog, Spike, who had a vocabulary of nearly fifty words, including potato, shakes Sparky’s hand. 1930s. Courtesy Pat Swanson.

On October 2, 1950, Sparky’s first Peanuts strip ran in seven newspapers across the country. Sitting by the sidewalk with Patty, Shermy watched as a smiling boy walked down the street. “Well! Here comes ol’ Charlie Brown!” Shermy declared. “Good ol’ Charlie Brown. . . . Yes, sir!” As the boy walked by, Shermy concluded, “Good ol’ Charlie Brown . . . How I hate him!” In the Washington Post, Sparky’s first Peanuts strip ran across the page from the “Give-Aways” classifieds ads, including one ad for a “mixed beagle, male, good with children.” Sparky’s own comic strip beagle would appear in rudimentary form in the strip two days later and would have his own zany bond with the Peanuts children. He would certainly be good for the strips’ success. By 1952, the strip had gained enough popularity to warrant Schulz writing extended Sunday strips and the syndicate printing a paperback book anthology.

As immensely exciting as it was to be a syndicated cartoonist with a company that would actually honor his contract, working for the big Eastern syndicate was not actually Sparky’s first choice for employment. Not only had he unsuccessfully applied for work as an artist with the Walt Disney company, he had also set his sights on doing work for the church. He had reached out to the president of the Gospel Trumpet Company, the publishing arm of the Church of God in Anderson. President Steele C. Smith and Harold L. Phillips, the editor, had to turn down the eager cartoonist. Like many religious groups, the Church of God was still trying to sort out how they might use the various and increasingly popular mass entertainment forms in their church publications. It would not be long before many churches embraced Schulz’s work, but for the time, they simply had no place for his talents. “I would have been very happy to have accepted some sort of job with the Gospel Trumpet Company. I think it would be the greatest thing in the world to be able to associate daily with men like yourself,” he wrote to a Church of God editor a few years later, adding, “but I guess we must labor in different fields.”31

Sparky had finally achieved success in syndication. He had also achieved success in romance. He had been turned away by Virginia Howley and by the red-haired Donna Johnson, an Art Instruction accounting coworker and a very real inspiration for the little red-haired girl of later Peanuts comics. They had dated, mused about marriage, and Sparky had given her a Bible as a present. Donna, however, was ultimately more interested in her other suitor, Alan Wold, and the two were married.32 Schulz had also fallen short in a brief courtship with a colleague in the Educational Department at Art Instruction, Judy Halverson (of her own unrelated Halverson clan), and Sparky’s church friends were simply all married. It was with Judy’s sister, Joyce, that Sparky found the promise of a family.

Joyce was a determined and keen counterpart to the often reserved but clever Schulz, and once the two began dating they progressed quickly toward marriage. Joyce had a one-year-old daughter, Meredith, whose New Mexico horse-wrangler father, Bill Lewis, had divorced Joyce after learning she was pregnant. Sparky quickly grew close to the young child, and on April 18, 1951, Joyce and Sparky married, making the three a family. They would later lie about their marriage timeline, citing 1949 as the year of their wedding in order to keep the secret of Meredith’s birth and to protect their family from scandal. By the end of the decade, they would have four more children—Monte,33 Craig, Amy, and Jill.

Brother Forbes was willingly on hand to officiate their small marriage ceremony at the home of Joyce’s cousin. A church wedding may not only have been a point of contention for some in Joyce’s family, given that it was her second wedding and that Joyce was not particularly religiously inclined, but Sparky’s church circle was also on the verge of no longer having a building to call their home. Those he was closest with had chosen to leave their small Merriam Park location in St. Paul.

In pleasant weather, Bernetta and Wally Nelson—whose aunt, Ruth L. Rear, was the former minister at Merriam Park before Edes—would walk to church. Crossing over the Mississippi River on the wrought-iron Lake Street Bridge into St. Paul, the couple would walk another mile to the Merriam Park church to avoid being charged the driving toll both coming and going. Their own little building in St. Paul had housed the Olivet Congregational Church from 1888 to 1907 and, later, the Pentecostal Church of God in 1923 and 1924. The Merriam Park Church of God had begun there in 1926, and by 1930, members of the church were dreaming of expanding their movement to a second gathering place in Minneapolis. In 1942, a three-person committee led the church to purchase a lot at the corner of Thirty-eighth Avenue and Thirty-eighth Street in Minneapolis.34 This would give them an outreach across the river, and would be a closer location for several in the group who longed for a shorter trek to the Sunday service.

In January 1951, serious talks about the split began, which the group called “Minneapolis Missions” meetings. On Thursday evenings, they would meet at the Barton and Nelson homes, even meeting for a time at the Howe School only ten blocks from their plot of land in Minneapolis. In July, they had laid enough plans to formalize their new endeavor. Taking a measured step of faith, twenty-five people, including Reverend Marvin Forbes, gathered to officially incorporate the First Church of God in Minneapolis, according to the State of Minnesota, and left Merriam Park.35 It was an exciting time for the small group, but Sparky was not present. He and Joyce had moved to Colorado.

They had married in April, and by May they were settled in Colorado Springs, a thousand miles from Sparky’s dad and from his church. The young cartoonist was at home in Minnesota and likely did not want to repeat the beleaguered move to Needles, California, of his childhood, but Joyce did not have the Twin Cities ties he had. She had enjoyed the time around the ranch culture years earlier and both she and Sparky believed they would be better able to conceal the details of Meredith’s birth from prying mid-century eyes if they made a fresh start elsewhere. Once they were in Colorado, though, Sparky and Joyce struggled to spread their roots. In less than a year, they had returned to Minnesota.

While they were away, the newly fledged body of Minneapolis believers met at the homes of several in their group—the Hagens, Bartons, Jorgensens, and others. When the weather permitted, they even met on the banks of the mighty Mississippi where they would sing hymns, pray, and listen to Brother Forbes preach from the Bible. As September rolled in and the Minnesota weather started to change, the group paid rent to the nearby Baptist Church located at Longfellow Avenue and Thirty-first Street for their Sunday evening service and Wednesday prayer meeting while Mrs. Hagen hosted the Sunday school and worship.

In Colorado, Sparky got the first taste of what life was like without his service to his church, and he rebounded strongly when they returned. They arrived just as the Minneapolis core was breaking ground for the new church, and Sparky quickly reconnected. He rejoined Art Instruction, and the young couple, now including baby Monte, moved to a small temporary home at 5521 Oliver Avenue South in Minneapolis. Though it was rather tiny, they opened it up to host the church group’s Sunday school and worship services while the new building was going up seven miles away. Sparky was home.

In July 1952, the First Church of God in Minneapolis held a prayer meeting in their new building, and on the 13th, forty people were present to hear Reverend Forbes preach the first Sunday sermon. The new church was a modest one with two floors of little more than a thousand square feet each. Walking up four wide cement steps, and entering through the front door, visitors could swing left through the arm’s-length foyer to enter the small sanctuary, or they could turn right and head downstairs to the small basement unit built for the pastor and his family. The sanctuary could hold forty people comfortably. It could hold twice that, but little more.
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The First Church of God in Minneapolis, Minnesota (as it appeared with updated exterior in 2014). Amicably departing from the St. Paul Merriam Park congregation, the Minneapolis congregation built this church and began holding services in it in 1952. Courtesy Jennifer Lind.

As winter set in, Brother Forbes accepted the call to serve in Goshen, Indiana, and was replaced four months later by J. Clifford Thor, a young man Sparky’s age who had just finished seminary after spending two years as a missionary to China (his grandparents and father had served there as well, as would his sister and her husband). Reverend Thor and his wife, Jean, had been living with Cliff’s parents in Minneapolis until he could find a pastorate. He was happy to fill in when a member of the local Church of God expressed their need. The church group was still a new group, so their process of finding a new pastor was somewhat informal. “Why is it that you don’t want to be our pastor?” one of the older members asked Thor, who was still only serving as pulpit supply. The young minister had simply not been asked to candidate for the position, but once the question had been broached, it was not long before the congregation officially hired him as their first incoming full-time pastor.

Sparky got along well with the Thors. “One day Jean made a butterscotch pie and [Sparky] and I ate the whole thing in my office at the church,” Cliff remembered.36 On another occasion, the two drove to Iowa to pick up a Hammond organ that was donated to their church. When the Thors opened up the parsonage for an “understanding ourselves” series taught by another minister’s wife, Sparky made sure to attend.

Soon, Sparky was a member of the church board, which was a loose role in such a small church; all of the church’s core members wore various hats at various times. On more than one occasion in downtown St. Paul, Sparky joined Walt Ortman, Wally Nelson, and usually a fourth to preach the gospel. All of them took turns sharing the good news of Christ to the hungry and homeless outside of the Union Gospel Mission, though they often could not remember whose turn it was. Once, in an attempt to answer the question of who should speak as the streetcars went by, they flipped a coin. Casting lots had gone out of style millennia before. Seeing this, a man who was likely down on his luck approached them. “Are you folks into gambling?” he asked. The men of the church put their coin away, and would have to decide more deliberately whose turn it was to share.

Speaking out like this was not a natural choice for the anxious Sparky, but his faith allowed him to overcome. By their third meeting at the mission, Sparky had been elected president of the small group, and when it was his turn, he shared with those listening in as unobtrusive of a fashion as he could muster. “I stepped out on the sidewalk and managed some way to make my statement for the Lord,” he recalled.37 As he was standing there, two of his golfing friends who did not even know he attended church walked by, surprised to find the reserved Sparky speaking. “I remember standing there one evening and suddenly two of my golfing friends appeared on the curb,” Sparky described. “They were astounded to discover me, and I was astounded that they would discover that I was standing there, but I managed to survive the experience.”38

On Sunday mornings, Sparky led an adult Sunday school class. On Wednesday evenings, as a small group reconvened for their midweek service, he systematically led them through the entire Old Testament. “He was a very learned scholar of the Old Testament,” remarked seminary graduate Thor.39 He would be asked when needed to fill in for the Sunday morning service, once using a book Forbes had sent him as the guide for what he would share with the congregation. He even used his newfound appreciation for music in service of the church, taking the pulpit to chair a concert that Fred and Doris Shackleton gave during a return visit. Fred sang “Amazing Grace,” and Doris sang “Just When I Need Him, Jesus is Near.” Taking charge publicly, Sparky asked one of the women of the church to “lead us to the throne of grace” in prayer, and he instructed the ushers to return to collect “a special love offering” for their former pastor. “No One Ever Cared For Me Like Jesus,” Doris sang to her former church family. The pianist closed with “Be Still My Soul.”40

Joyce never fully fit in at the Church of God. She became friends with Harold Ramsperger’s wife, Elaine, and the four took a long weekend’s camping trip to the Canadian border, portaging from one water hole to the next. She graciously gave Elaine her washer and dryer (the first Elaine ever had) when the Schulzes were to get a new set, and she enjoyed bowling in a foursome with Sparky, along with Bill and DoLores Edes. But Joyce simply did not share the type of personal faith that drew the others to eager service in the church. On the Valentine’s Day before they were married, Sparky had given Joyce a Bible, likely because she did not have her own, with a card reading, “To Joyce with all my love—Sparky.” On the first page, he inscribed “Ephesians 5:25-33,” the passage in which husbands are told to love their wives just as Christ also loved the church. Joyce did not take to spiritual study like her husband, though, and the sacred book remained unmarked with the un-mussed Valentine’s note inside. Later in life, the owner and architect of her own botanical gardens and not affiliated with any religious body, Joyce would tell her own employees, “The rule in the Garden generally is that we do not discuss religion or politics.”41

Joyce was uncomfortable with what she perceived as criticism of divorcees in the church, and she shared with Elaine her discomfort with rumblings she heard a few make about the unwashed children of some of the group’s lesser fortunate members. “When people have a choice between food and soap to buy, they don’t buy soap,” she told Elaine.42 Joyce nonetheless typically joined her husband at services and church functions, bringing their own increasing number of young children along (though Meredith was the only one to attend Sunday school with any regularity). She hosted social events at their home, occasionally including friends from church. “She was good at it; she was very good at it, and she was generous,” recalled DoLores Edes.43 Little Susan Julian, the daughter of Avis Kriebel, enjoyed an invitation to one of Meredith’s birthday parties. As Avis remembered, “The car was so full of balloons for the party that the back wheels would hardly stay on the ground!”44 One Thanksgiving, as Joyce prepared the feast for their family and friends gathered in a slightly larger house they had moved into on Wentworth Avenue, Sparky ran over to the church to pick up three elderly members of the congregation who had no place to celebrate the day of gratitude. Placing lumber on sawhorses to extend their table, Sparky and Joyce welcomed them into their home.

In 1955, they purchased a beautiful three-story home at 112 West Minnehaha Parkway in the upper-scale Tangletown neighborhood for their growing family. Sparky’s contract with United Feature Syndicate had been renewed, his subscription rates were growing (he was in 355 domestic newspapers and forty foreign dailies by 1958), and the National Cartoonists Society awarded him the 1955 “Reuben Award,” their highest honor for the cartoonist of the year. Peanuts was proving to be quite a success. His four-panel dailies and expanded Sunday strips were a hit on college campuses and office break rooms nationwide. Charlie Brown and the gang were evolving into the characters that would persist for decades, and Schulz’s magazine-style aesthetic had sharpened into a visual brand that other artists would soon yearn to emulate. On November 28, 1955, while Schroeder sits at his miniaturized baby grand piano, Lucy slowly and silently makes her way up to him, first behind, then in front, and then on top of his piano, telling the musical genius, “You fascinate me!”

Sparky’s rise to fame in the mid-1950s gave Warner Press’s youth editor Kenneth Hall the leverage he needed to bring Sparky on board to draw for the Church of God, something Sparky had wanted years before. Ken was a friend of Cliff Thor from their days together as students at Anderson, and the two conspired to find a place for the cartoonist. Warner Press was producing a weekly magazine called Youth in which messages from the church were shared with a teenage audience. This time, though, the syndicate told Schulz no. “They didn’t want their young cartoonist draining away his creativity or diluting his market with this ‘side’ project,” explained Hall.45

The two stayed in touch, becoming casual friends through their church connection. As Sparky’s contract with the syndicate was renewed, he informed Hall, “This time I’m not going to ask them. I’m going to tell them.” United Feature complied, and Sparky began writing single-panel cartoons that would run every other week in Youth, which at the time had a circulation of about 25,000. The nearly 250 panels would eventually gain the name Young Pillars and would run until early 1965. In a visual style that reflected what the Peanuts characters’ teenage counterparts might look like, even if stretched out a bit, Schulz drew on his own Midwestern congregational experience to make gentle insider jokes about the church. “It’s a special songbook I designed. . . .” one character said to a friend. “The pages are blank so all the little kids can have something to write in during the morning service!” In another, a recurring lanky boy recites to a little kid while unfolding his hands, “Here’s the church and here’s the steeple. Open the door, and see how few people turned out for Wednesday night prayer meeting!”

At times, Sparky would even mention a church friend’s name, such as in a panel where a teenage boy, hair standing on end, tells the girl he is walking with, “Brother Forbes’ preaching on Sodom and Gomorrah never fails to thrill me!” In other panels, his personally lived theme of anxiety would show through. “What worries me,” a boy says to a girl, “is that if I decide to go into the ministry, and if I get married, and if I have some children, will those children want to be the children of a minister?”

The panels were quite the success in their own right. Filtering through the recently established National Council of Churches, Young Pillars was seen by other church bodies who wanted to use them for their own organizations. With Sparky’s blessing, Ken Hall facilitated the syndication of the panels to nearly fifty different church magazines for various denominations across the country. Sparky was working for the kingdom. He was not interested in financial gain from the endeavor, though, so he instructed Ken Hall to direct the small syndication fee other magazines would pay to a youth scholarship program through Warner Press and the Church of God in Anderson. In 1958, there was such demand for the panels that Warner Press published a mass-market collection of the cartoons under the title Young Pillars. Churches even did their own marketing work for Schulz, with one newsletter telling readers to “check with your Baptist Book Store about Mr. Schulz’s hilarious new cartoon book, Young Pillars (Warner Press, $1.00), picturing teen-agers in church activities.”46 In 1964, Young Pillars would enjoy mainstream syndication on the pages of the Chicago Tribune,47 and Warner Press would publish a second collection, What was Bugging Ol’ Pharoah? A third collection, I Take My Religion Seriously, followed in 1989.
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Young Pillars. Circa late 1950s. © 1989 Warner Press, Inc., Anderson, Indiana. Used with permission.

Even with the success of Young Pillars, though, Sparky had not yet gotten comfortable with using religion in his Peanuts strips, which were now syndicated across the country. By 1958, he had borrowed phrases from the Bible only twice, neither time identifying them as scriptural quotations. When Charlie Brown has to praise Schroeder’s musical talents in order to get him out of the street on June 28, 1952, Charlie Brown laments via Solomon’s words in Ecclesiastes 1:14, “All is vanity!” Then, on December 16, 1955, a freezing Snoopy is consoled with Jesus’s words from John 16:33, “Be of good cheer, Snoopy . . Yes, be of good cheer.” Two days later, Charlie Brown avoids a dispute between Lucy and Schroeder about the existence of Santa Claus by telling them “I refuse to get involved in a theological discussion!”; and, on May 17, 1957, Charlie Brown tells Linus, “I don’t pretend to be a student of prophetic literature!” when asked about the details of the nursery rhyme “Hey Diddle Diddle.”

When Young Pillars hit the bookstore shelves in 1958, it was the first mass publication of Schulzian cartoons that engaged the Bible.
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