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Vocation:  
“Discovering vocation 

does not mean  

scrambling toward some 

prize just beyond my 

reach but accepting the 

treasure of true self I 

already possess.  

Vocation does not come 

from a voice out there 

calling me to be  

something I am not.  

It comes from a voice in 

here calling me to be 

the person I was born to 

be, to fulfill the original 

selfhood given me at 

birth by God.”  

 

― Thomas Merton ― 
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The Undeclared  Major  
By Will Weaver 

Vocation Connections 

 

 From the very beginning of this story, we are in the presence of a young person who is 

thinking deeply about what he will do as his life's work and what the implications of his choice 

will be. As Walter returns to the land, family, and community where he was raised, he wonders 

how much he still belongs there and whether the people among whom he grew up will accept him 

as he grows in new directions. This story portrays—explicitly and in more subtle ways—the ties 

Walter actually has to this community. Notice how Walter's own sense of these ties changes over 

the course of the story. 

 The concern of this chapter of Leading Lives That Matter—”To whom should I listen?” 

—is one to which Walter has given lots of thought and worry, because he has gone against what 

he imagines as the advice of his family, friends, and acquaintances. Have you or others you know 

done something similar? Do you admire Walter's apparent refusal to heed the counsel of those 

who know him best? Is it necessary to refuse such advice in order to ”become ourselves”?  

Or does the story challenge this way of putting the question?  

  

In his gloomy periods Walter Hansen saw himself as one large contradiction. He 

was still twenty, yet his reddish hair was in full retreat from the white plain of his 

forehead. He had small and quick-moving blue eyes, eyes that tended skyward, 

eyes that noted every airplane that passed overhead; his hands and feet were 

great, heavy shovels. As Walter shambled between his classes at the University of  

Minnesota in Minneapolis, he sometimes caught unexpected sight of himself in a 

tall glass doorway or window. He always stopped to stare: there he was, the big 

farm kid with a small handful of books. Walter Hansen, the only twenty-year-old 

Undeclared Major on the whole campus.  

 But even that wasn't true. Walter Hansen had declared a major some time 

ago; he just hadn't felt up to telling anyone what it was. 

 At present Walter sat in the last, backward-facing seat of the Greyhound 

bus, reading The Collected Stories of John Cheever. Occasionally he looked up to 

stare at the blue-tinted fields, which in their passing pulled him, mile by mile, 

 toward home. Toward his twenty-first birthday this very weekend. 

   

  

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/1711.Thomas_Merton


 By the third hour of the trip Walter had a headache from reading. He put away Cheever and began 

to watch the passing farms. It was a sunny wet April in central Minnesota. Farmers were trying to spread 

manure. Their tractors left black ruts in the yellow corn stubble, and once Walter saw two tractors chained 

together straining, the big rear wheels spinning, throwing clods in the air, as they tried to pull free a third 

spreader sunk to its hubs beneath a overenthusiastic load of dung.  
 At the end of the fourth hour Walter's hometown came onto the horizon. It was low and scattered, 

and soon began to flash by in the windows of the slowing bus like a family slide show that was putting to 

sleep even the projector operator. A junkyard with a line of shining hubcaps nailed on the fence.  

A combination deer farm and aquarium with its stuffed black bear wearing a yellow hula skirt, and wheels 

that stood by the front door. Then the tall and narrow white wooden houses. The square red brick  

buildings of Main Street, where the bus sighed to a stop at the Shell station. Ducking his head, Walter 

clambered down the bus steps and stood squinting in the sunlight. 

 Main Street was three blocks long. Its two-story buildings were fronted with painted tin awnings 

or cedar shake shingles to disguise the brick and make the buildings look lower and more modern. At the 

end of Main Street was the taller, dull gray tower of the feed mill. A yellow drift of cornmeal lay on its 

roof. A blue wheel of pigeons turned overhead. At the stoplight a '57 Chevy chirped its tires, accelerated 

rapidly for half a block, then braked sharply to turn down Main Street. 

 Which Walter planned to avoid. On Main Street he would have to speak to people. They would 

ask him things.  

 "Walt—so how's the rat race?" 

 "Walt—where does a person park down there?" 

 "So Walt, what was it you're going into again? Business? Engineering? Vetinary?" 

 Carrying his small suitcase, and looking neither left nor right, Walter slipped undetected across 

Main Street. He walked two blocks to the railroad crossing where he set out east. 

 The iron rails shone blue. Between the rails, tiny agates glinted red from their bed of gravel, and 

the flat, sun-warmed railroad ties exhaled a faint breath of creosote. On Walter's right, a robin dug for 

worms on the sunny south embankment; on the north side, the dirty remnant of a snowbank leaked water 

downhill. Walter stopped to poke at the snowbank with a stick. Beneath a black crust and mud and leaves, 

the snow was freshly white and sparkling—but destined, of course, to join the muddy pond water below. 

Walter thought about that. About destiny. He stood with the chill on his face from the old snowbank and 

the sun warm on his neck and back. There was a poem buried somewhere in that snowbank. Walter  

waited, but the first line would not visit him. He walked on.  

 Walter was soon out of town and into woods and fields. Arms outstretched, suitcase balanced atop 

his head, he walked one rail for twenty-two ties, certainly a record of some sort. Crows called. A  

redheaded woodpecker flopped from east to west across the rails. The bird was ridiculously heavy for the 

length of its wings, a fact which made Walter think of Natural Science. Biology. Veterinary Medicine and 

other majors with names as solid and normal as fork handles. 

 Animal Husbandry. 

 Technical Illustration.  

 Mechanical  Engineering. 

 Ahead on Walter's left was a twenty-acre field of new oat seeding, brown in the low spots, dusty 

chartreuse on the higher crowns of the field. 

 Plant Science. 

 He could tell people he was developing new wheat strains for Third World countries, like Norman 

Borlaug. 
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  He walked on, slower now, for around a slight bend he could see, a half mile ahead, the 

gray dome of his father's silo and the red shine of the dairy barn. He neared the corner post of the west 

field, where his father's land began. Half the field was gray, the other half was freshly black. He slowed 

further. A meadowlark called from a fence post. Walter stopped to pitch a rock at the bird. 

 Then he heard a tractor. From behind a broad swell in the field rose his father's blue cap, tan face, 

brown shirt, then the red snout of the Massey-Ferguson. The Massey pulled their green four-row corn 

planter. His father stood upright on the platform of the tractor. He stood that way to sight down the 

tractor’s nose, to keep its front tires on the line scuffed in the dirt by the corn planter’s marker on the 

previous round. Intermittently Walter's father swiveled his neck for a glance back at the planter. He 

looked, Walter knew, for the flap of a white rag tied around the main shaft; if the white flag waved, the 

main shaft turned, the planter plates revolved, pink kernels fell—Walter knew all that stuff.  

 He stopped walking. There were bushes along the fencerow, and he stooped to lower his profile, 

certain that his father hadn't seen him. First Walter wanted to go home, talk to his mother, have a cup of 

coffee. Two cups, maybe. A cinnamon roll. A bowl of bing cherries in sauce, with cream. Maybe one 

more splash of coffee. Then. Then he'd come back to the field to speak with his father. 

 Nearing the field's end, his father trailed back his right arm, found the cord, which he pulled at the 

same moment as he turned hard to left. Brakes croaked. Tripped, the marker arms rose, the Massey came 

hard around with its front wheels reaching for their new track, the planter straightened behind, the right 

arm with its shining disk fell, and his father, back to Walter, headed downfield. 

  Except that brakes croaked again and the tractor came to a stop. His father turned to Walter and 

held up a hand. 

 Walter waved once. He looked briefly behind him to the rails that led back toward town, then 

crossed the ditch and swung his suitcase over the barbed wire. 

His father shut off the tractor. "Hey, Walt—" his father called. 

Walter waved again. 

 His father waited by the corn planter. He smiled, his teeth white against the tan skin, the dust. 

Walter came up to him.  

 "Walt," his father said. 

 They stood there grinning at each other. They didn't shake hands. Growing up, Walter believed 

people shook hands only in the movies or on used-car lots. None of his relatives ever shook hands. Their 

greeting was to stand and grin at each other and raise their eyebrows up and down. At the university 

Walter and his circle of friends shook hands coming and going, European style. 

 "How's it going?" Walter said, touching his boot to the corn planter. 

 "She's rolling," his father said. "Got one disk that keeps dragging, but other than that." 

 People in Walter's family often did not complete their sentences.  

 "A disk dragging," Walter said. 

 "Yep," his father said. He squinted at Walter, looked down at his clean clothes. "What would you 

do for a stuck disk?" he asked. 

 "I'd take out the grease zerk and run a piece of wire in there. That failing, I'd take off the whole 

disk and soak it in a pan of diesel fuel overnight," Walter said. 

 Father and son grinned at each other. 

 His father took off his hat. His forehead was white, his hair coppery. 

 "So how's the rat race, son?"  
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 "Not so bad," Walter said. 

 His father paused a moment. "Any ... decisions yet?" his father said. 

 Walter swallowed. He looked off toward town. "About ... a major, you mean?'' Walter said. 

 His father waited.   

 "Well," Walter said. His mouth went dry. He swallowed twice. 

 "Well," he said, "I think I'm going to major in English." 

 His father pursed his lips. He pulled off his work gloves one finger at a time. "English," he said. 

 "English," Walter nodded.  

 His father squinted. "Son, we already know English." 

 Walter stared. "Well, yessir, that's true. I mean, I'm going to study literature. Books. See how 

they're written. Maybe write one of my own some day." 

 His father rubbed his brown neck and stared downfield. 

 Two white sea gulls floated low over the fresh planting. 

 "So what do you think?" Walter said. 

 His father's forehead wrinkled and he turned back to Walter. "What could a person be, I mean 

with that kind of major? An English major," his father said, testing the phrase on his tongue and his lips. 

 "Be," Walter said. He fell silent. "Well, I don't know, I could be a ...writer. A teacher maybe, 

though I don't think I want to teach. At least not for a while. I could be ..." Then Walter's mind went 

blank. As blank and empty as the fields around him. 

 His father was silent. The meadowlark called again. 

 "I would just be myself, I guess," Walter said. 

 His father stared a moment at Walter. "Yourself, only smarter," he added.  

 "Yessir," Walter said quickly, "that's it." 

His father squinted downfield at the gulls, then back at Walter. "Nobody talked you into this?” 

 Walter shook his head no. 

You like it when you’re doing it?” his father asked. He glanced down across his own field, at what he 

had planted. 

 Walter nodded. 

 His father looked back to Walter and thought another moment. "You think you can make a living 

at it?" 

 "Somehow," Walter said. 

 His father shrugged. "Then I can't see any trouble with it myself," he said. He glanced away, 

across the fields to the next closest set of barns and silos. "Your uncles, your grampa, they're another  

story, I suppose." 

 "They wouldn't have to know," Walter said quickly. 

 His father looked back to Walter and narrowed his eyes. "They ask me, I'll tell them," he said. 

 Walter smiled at his father. He started to take a step closer, but at that moment his father looked 

up at the sun. "We better keep rolling here," he said. He tossed his gloves to Walter. "Take her around 

once or twice while I eat my sandwich." 

 Walter climbed onto the tractor and brought up the RPMs. In another minute he was headed 

downfield. He stood upright on the platform and held tightly to the wheel. The leather gloves were still 

warm and damp from his father's hands. He sighted the Massey's radiator cap on the thin line in the dirt 

ahead, and held it there. Halfway downfield he remembered to check the planter flag; in one backward  
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glance he saw his father in straight brown silhouette against the chartreuse band of the fencerow bushes, 

saw the stripe of fresh dirt unrolling behind, the green seed canisters, and below, the white flag waving. 

He let out a breath. 

 After two rounds, Walter began to relax. He began to feel the warm thermals from the engine, 

the cool breath of the earth below. Gulls hovered close over the tractor, their heads cocked earthward as 

they waited for the disks to turn up yellow cutworms. A red agate passed underneath and was covered 

by dirt. The corn planter rolled behind, and through the trip rope, a cotton cord gone smoothly black 

from grease and dusty gloves, Walter felt the shafts turning, the disks wheeling, the kernels dropping, 

the press wheel tamping the seed into four perfect rows. 

 Well, not entirely perfect rows. 

 Walter, by round four, had begun to think of other things. That whiteness beneath the old  

snowbank. The blue shine of the iron rails. The damp warmth of his father's gloves. The heavy,  

chocolate-layer birthday cake that he knew, as certain as he knew the sun would set tonight and rise  

tomorrow, his mother had hidden in the pantry. Of being twenty-one and the limitless destiny, the  

endless prospects before him, Walter Hansen, English Major. 

 As he thought about these and other things, the tractor and its planter drifted a foot to the right, 

then a foot to the left, centered itself, then drifted again. At field's end his father stood up. He began to 

wave at Walter first with one hand, then both. But Walter drove on, downfield, smiling slightly to  

himself, puzzling over why it was he so seldom came home. 
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A blend of  learning, community  

and rejuvenation that  

includes presentations,  

small group discussions,  

personal reflection,  

ecumenical prayer, free time and  

abundant hospitality! 
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May 20-22 2014 

Space is limited! 
Preference to full-time faculty and staff. 

Leading Lives that Matter:   

   A Retreat Seminar on Vocation 

Join us to explore  

questions such as: 

 Where do my gifts and passions meet 

the needs of  the world? 

 How do I live authentically? 

 What is the Christian understanding 

of  vocation? 

 How do I know when the timing is 

right?  

 What virtues sustain vocation?   
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        By Carrie Newcomer 

This world would have you think  
That A leads to B leads to C  

And then equals D.  
But the path of being human is not direct 

And certainly, never so tidy. 
Memories wash over us throughout the day,  

That I saw,  
This I loved, 

What she said so long ago,  
The thing that will not stay contained. 
So why should it be that what we learn 

Or what we create always follow logical lines? 
Maybe we were always meant  
To follow the threads forward, 
Circle around and come back, 

Untangle the knots. 
And follow again.  

 

By Carrie Newcomer, ©2013 Carrie Newcomer Music (BMI), Admin. BMG Chrysalis.  
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