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    When my heart was grieved




    and my spirit embittered,




    I was senseless and ignorant;




    I was a brute beast before you.




    Yet I am always with you;




    you hold me by my right hand.




    You guide me with your counsel,




    and afterward you will take me into glory.




    Whom have I in heaven but you?




    And being with you, I desire nothing on earth.




    My flesh and my heart may fail,




    but God is the strength of my heart




    and my portion forever.




    Psalm 73:21–26 (NIV)
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    To Debbie Jean and Kevin




    who are always as important to us as Sandy




    And to his friends




    who loved him in his life and us in his death.
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      Preface




    This is the story of our son. I wanted to write about Sandy simply because I love him and want others to know him too. The writing has been painful, but it has also been healing. Even in losing our son, we have been blessed with something few parents have: the privilege of seeing his life whole from beginning to end.




    I have also had a sense of mission. My hope is that Sandy’s story will speak to other young men and women who love life, who struggle with growing up and who want to have a heart for God.




    Do I think Sandy was special? Yes, I do. Not only in the sense that each of us is given by God a unique possibility which can be seized and shaped in a life of faith; but by the testimony of friends and the intuition of my own spirit, I recognize that God put in him extraordinary goodness, commitment, courage—and something more.




    Sandy’s book is a work of love by all our family—his mother, Jeanie, and our two other special children, Deb and Kevin. In tears and laughter together we have relived his life. Out of those family rememberings, the outline of his story took shape. When I was planning, taking notes and writing, Jeanie and I talked over everything together. She added many details, the shades of human interest that I would have overlooked. In fact, while the book bears my name, it is also her story of Sandy—ours, not just mine.




    I have tried to draw from many sources—our family, his letters and ours, journals which he (unknown to us) was keeping at some key point in his life, and the letters, reminiscences, and conversations which we had from or with his friends.




    There are so many to thank. Friends like Martha Vetter and Susan Wheelon who urged me to write and sent many memories. My editorial encouragers Jim Sire and Andy Le Peau at IVP who believed Sandy’s story would be interesting and significant. And to Jack Stewart who took what I wrote, immersed himself in Sandy’s life, and shaped and refined the story. I asked him to treat Sandy with honesty and with love. He did. Jo Boynton who typed the manuscript had a special stake—she and her husband lost their own boy when he was young.




    We have tried to be very accurate and to check our memories and impressions both with our written sources and with others who knew Sandy. In an instance or two we have let our imagination create his mood. In two or three instances only names have been changed to guard the privacy of individuals.




    “A heart for God” is on the marker at Sandy’s grave. More importantly, it is that “something more” which made him what he was, what he is and what we hope will be passed on to others in the telling of his story.




    Leighton Ford




    Charlotte, North Carolina




    April 1985




    An Added Note to This New Edition




    Since Sandy was first published, we have had so many responses from those who have read and been helped—across the world. We still get calls and notes after all these years. Sandy’s influence lives on—and we are so grateful to our friends at InterVarsity Press, and the guidance of John Topliff, in making it available again. Our prayer is that many more “hearts for God” may be stirred.




    Leighton Ford




    Charlotte, North Carolina




    June 2013
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    Running to Win
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    In the cool of the evening, he stood waiting for the hand-off, shivering as much from coiled anticipation as from the spring breeze. The Queen City Relays were the big meet of the year. Before the race Coach Prince had told his distance medley team that they had a chance to set a meet record. And Sandy’s was the key assignment—the final mile lap.




    Only vaguely he sensed the rising crescendo of cheers. It was the Myers Park track—his home high school—and he wanted to do well. Sandy had a heart burning to win.




    Now he waited under the lights.




    He knew Mom was watching. He wished Dad could be there.




    Five hundred miles north, at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, I was sitting on the platform in another stadium getting ready to preach to the military and their families.




    I glanced at my watch. Eight o’ clock. As I prepared my thoughts, my seventeen-year-old son was preparing to run.




    A week before I had watched Sandy at the Metrolina Relays. In my mind’s eye I could still see his slim, almost gaunt figure as he rounded the curve into the back stretch. With the fluid stride of the natural runner, arms swinging smoothly, rhythmically, he had pulled ahead. I had been on my feet with the others yelling, “Come on, Sandy. Come on.” He won. Then he brought the Myers Park Mustangs distance medley relay team a first in that event. My heart had swelled.




    Now he shuffled his feet, jogged a few yards. Stopped, bent and stretched. Withdrew inside himself to concentrate. He had run the mile enough times to know what was ahead. A mile all out was a long way. Lungs would burn and heave. Heart would pound. Legs would feel pain. But they were going to get that record. “I can do it,” he said to himself fiercely, “I can do it. We are going to do it.” In a few moments he would reach out for the baton. It would be up to him.




    Jeanie was in the stands, but she didn’t want to be there. Watching her son stretch and warm up, she too was proud. But her pride was undermined by a fear. With every stretch and lift of his strong thighs, she was seeing the pudgy, doughboy legs of an infant. When she saw his runner’s body, lithe and almost totally muscular, she could not forget the recent memory of his body sweating but cold to the touch, and his heart pounding at a fearsome rate, far beyond normal.




    As his teammate drew near, Sandy saw that his team already had a clear lead. He moved onto the cinder track, waiting, grasping the baton—and then he took off.




    What was Coach Prince yelling? He couldn’t quite get it. Words of encouragement, he guessed. But the coach was actually trying to tell Sandy that they were behind time, with no chance for a record. But Sandy didn’t know. And he was out for the record.




    It wasn’t easy to gauge times with no other runners pressing him. Relying on his inner clock, he went as fast as he dared, holding something back, maintaining the lead. Then, nearing the homestretch he knew it was time to pour it on, pour it on, pour it on, give it all he had.




    As he rounded the last turn, the crowd was on its feet, yelling in a great din of encouragement.




    “He’s got a forty-yard lead,” someone yelled.




    “Maybe it will be a record,” another answered.




    Then, about twenty yards from the finish his legs suddenly wobbled. He managed to weave a few more yards, staggered and fell to the track. Gasping for breath, he groped for the dropped baton, rose, staggered forward and fell again just short of the finish line.




    The crowd watched, stunned and silent. Glancing over his shoulder, seeing the second-place runner close, somehow he got on his hands and knees, grabbed the baton, half-stumbled and half-crawled the remaining ten yards, threw himself over the finish line and collapsed on the track. He had won.




    In the stands Jeanie stood, numb with shock. Her mind stuttered with thoughts it did not want to think. She ran down from the stands.




    Sandy was carried from the track to the infield, his heart fluttering rapidly in his chest, and was laid on the foam mattress of the high-jump pit. A small group gathered around. He threw up and was embarrassed. His girlfriend was there.




    “My mom’s in the stands,” he said. “She’ll be worried.”




    Stepping to where he could see her, Jeanie said, “Buddy, I’m here. Are you okay?” Was it the quiche lorraine she had fed him for supper that made him sick? Was this her fault?




    His heart continued to flutter for another seven to eight minutes before it returned to a normal beat. He didn’t run his other scheduled event.




    Before he left the field Sandy talked with a reporter and told him that a few years ago he had had heart surgery to correct a problem that had caused a rapid and life-threatening arrhythmia. But the doctor had given him a hundred-percent clean bill of health. “He told me it wouldn’t hurt to run and it hasn’t bothered me until now. I’ve pushed myself before—real hard. I’m just not sure about the future right now. I’m gonna have to wait and see what the doctor says.”




    The next day I learned of Sandy’s fall and finish. When I got home I read the stories both local papers carried on their sports pages. “Prep Runner Puts His Heart on the Line,” said one headline, with a photo of Sandy sprawled on the track. The story described “what will be remembered as one of the most dramatic events ever in local sports.”




    To Jeanie, however, it wasn’t dramatic; it was sheer trauma.




    “I was proud of Sandy’s running,” Jeanie says now, “But I dreaded it, too.
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      The Queen City Relays at Myers Park High School Track, April 1978. Sandy throws himself across the finish line (above). He collapses after winning the distance medley relay for his team (below).




      Photo credit: The Charlotte Observer/The Charlotte News (Knight Publishing Company)


    




    “Sandy really wanted to continue his running in college. And his times were good enough. Several college coaches were interested in recruiting him. The fall he was a senior [1978] he had several heart flutters during cross-country. He finally gave in and agreed reluctantly with the doctor’s new decision that he shouldn’t run competitively anymore. He never did again. What the doctors didn’t know was that anything Sandy did was competitive. He was so highly motivated. He always had to better his own time.”




    Looking back, I don’t think Sandy should have been running at all. Earlier the doctors had said his heart could begin to flutter anytime—waking, sleeping, exercising or at rest. But I question whether we should have allowed him to go back to such a demanding sport. Sandy wanted to run and I wanted him to run. But Jeanie hated it. Jeanie and I could hardly talk about it for several weeks after he collapsed at the Queen City Relays. The issue produced tremendous tension between us, one of the few crises in our marriage.




    So Sandy sat out spring track in his senior year. It was a hard decision, but the right one. And not for physical reasons only. When he shared with me his disappointment about track, I tried to get him to see that when God allowed one door to close, he would certainly open another. Perhaps a college career in sports would have consumed so much time that Sandy would not be able to give leadership in other areas. At first he resisted that idea. But he was already involved in high-school student government. He was beginning to sense that other things were important. But neither he nor I knew at that time just how much his leadership would mature and what impact it would have when he got to the University of North Carolina (UNC), Chapel Hill.




    All the heart and drive that carried him across that Myers Park finish line in April 1978 would be poured into his relationship with God, his care for others, into everything he did. He was developing another kind of heart—a heart for God.
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    The Boy with No Yellow Light
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    He was born in a hurry. He pushed out of Jeanie’s womb just minutes after she arrived at Presbyterian Hospital in the fall of 1960. And he lived as he was born, with terrific intensity.




    Holding tightly to Jeanie’s hand on a hot, clear August day, he walked to his first day of school. As they walked up the half-dozen steps into the school, he looked into her face and said, “Mom, I’ll make A’s every day of my life.” And he almost did. He always had a new goal, a new activity, a new standard to reach.




    Once when he was little we were at the Fairmeadows Swimming Club, and I told him to put his head under the water. Uncertain and puzzled, both wanting and not wanting to do it, he put his hand on top of his head and tried to push himself under.




    He seldom stood still. But it was eagerness, not hyperactivity. I can still see him the first year he played basketball at the YMCA. As the other little boys stood still waiting for the attempt at a foul shot, Sandy jumped and bounced—nonstop.




    There was no coasting, no getting by, no medium range with Sandy. It was all out or full stop. He was impulsive, and I used to get impatient with him. “Pal, you have no yellow light! Take it easy!”




    He loved sports. He loved to watch, and he loved to play. And he played them all—basketball, baseball, tennis, football, swimming, track. His natural athletic ability was good, but not outstanding. He was sturdy, but not particularly tall (just six feet) or particularly strong. That always bothered him because like most boys, he wanted more muscle. But he was quick, with great reflexes and good eye-hand coordination. What helped him most was his joy, his commitment and his enthusiasm. One of his friends marveled, “He never quit. He gave two hundred percent in everything.” He would throw up after little league football workouts; there was a scar on his elbow from an injury that never healed properly because he refused to sit out football until it got better.




    He gave everything he had to everything he did. And he tried many things: woodworking, collections of whatever, rock polishing. Each activity, at the time, was “most important.” Sometimes he drove us a little crazy. The rattle of his rock-polishing set went on twenty-four hours a day for weeks, until his sister Debbie threatened to throw it and him out.




    His intensity seemed to make him accident prone. He got hit by a bat and needed stitches, pulled the bird bath over on his head, caught his finger in a swing hinge and almost cut it off, and got bit by a big dog in the neighborhood.




    Achieving was so important to him it caused problems. As an athlete he tried too hard and seldom relaxed enough to really do his best. Old family movies always showed Sandy with a frown on his face from concentrating. When he won, he was elated; but when he lost, you could not live with him. He was never able to live up to what he thought he should be able to do. We dreaded his losing a basketball game on Saturday morning because it would spoil the rest of the weekend.




    Where did Sandy’s extraordinary drive and intensity come from? Was he trying too hard to please me? Many times I remember standing at the edge of the basketball court or football field. After he had made a good shot or tackle, he would look over to see if Jeanie and I were watching. We always let him know how pleased we were.




    Yet while he always sought our approval, it was hard for him to receive it. When he was a baby, I would give him a bottle in the middle of the night and try to cuddle him. But he would stiffen and push off. Something kept him a little separate. Many times after a success or a failure, I would hug him and let him know how much I loved him. But it was not easy for him to take. His impossibly high expectations of himself were often irritating. While he always cooperated with his coaches, he found it very difficult to take instructions or suggestions from me or anyone in the family. He was so hard on himself. But why did he have such difficulty receiving love or help?




    There was so much of me in Sandy, and so much of Sandy in me. Is that what drew us close and yet kept him a bit apart? Was it too important for him to be me—or to be like me—or to be what he thought I was? Was I so good and perfect in his eyes that he could never let himself just be Sandy?




    After all my musings, I still can’t explain him. I am always left with something irreducible, innate, something not to be explained by Jeanie’s or my influence for good or ill. His intensity was inborn, as if he sensed that he had to live life fully because some inner clock knew God had wound him up for just twenty-one years.




    He was late speaking his first words. When he finally, ponderously began putting words together, the sentences seemed to go round and round. Debbie, our oldest, was good with words, and Sandy may have been a little intimidated by his talkative family. We even wondered if he needed speech therapy, but found that he had no trouble at all in school.




    Still he was precocious about spiritual things. When he was small we had four or five kittens. One day he took them all into the bathroom and baptized each one in the toilet.




    A scrupulous sense of fairness and honesty was born in him too. We sometimes thought he had an overly sensitive conscience. Once at an Atlanta Falcon’s game, we saw a man bribe a gate attendant for a place in a restricted parking area. That almost spoiled the whole day for Sandy. Better that than indifference to morals.




    Our housekeeper, Sally Wade, also recalls how committed he was to fairness and justice. “I remember one time it rained real bad and my car got stuck in a bog on the side of the road next to your house. I couldn’t get the car out of that bog, no way. Sandy came out to see could he help me. Sandy wasn’t old enough to drive, but he knew how to drive. I said, ‘Sandy, get in there. See can you get it out.’ But he couldn’t either. So he got a man from the filling station to get a wrecker, and the man pulled me out. I asked the man how much it would cost. He said, ‘Eight dollars.’ So I paid and he left. Sandy said, ‘I’m going to make mother give you back your money, ’cause it wasn’t your fault you got stuck.’ I don’t know what he told her, but that Friday when she started to pay me, she called Sandy downstairs and said, ‘See, I’m paying Sally and I’m giving her the money back she paid the man.’ And he said, ‘Well, it’s only right, Mother.’ He went back upstairs and I was tickled to death.”




    He could be a Pharisee of the Pharisees when it came to rules. One day when I was in my study, I overheard him and Deb playing one-on-one basketball in the drive. She wanted to play heedless of rules; he insisted otherwise. What bothered me most was that their disagreement made it impossible for them to play at all.




    He was full of fun and mischief as well. We still laugh about how his kindergarten teacher called to say that Sandy had climbed a tree and from that lofty perch was going potty on the scene below. He fought with Deb and Kevin, as most children do with their brothers and sisters; they were a headache to travel with; they ruined the locks on all the upstairs rooms, chasing each other, slamming doors and then trying to pick the locks—with scissors!




    Many have told Jeanie and me that Sandy was stricter and more conservative than we were. He was never inclined to rebel, as were Deb and Kevin. Even in high school he was always in by eleven by his own volition. If he had gone astray, he probably would have gone the way of the elder brother in Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son. The younger brother ran away with his share of his father’s fortune and led a wild and profligate life. The older brother was the “good guy.” He never left home, was always dutiful, available and obedient. But the elder brother was just as far from his father as was the younger son, even though he never strayed a foot from the family farm.




    All this is not to say that we did not have our differences about what he could and could not do. Nor do I mean that he did not face the temptations that all young people do. He did. I believe that it was the grace of God in his life that took his goodness and made it far more winsome than self-righteous.




    His strong desire to be and to do right could and did, at times, make him difficult, starchy and unbending. But as Sandy internalized this uprightness he also learned to feel and show affection and companionship for those of his peers who were far less demanding of themselves. Sometimes righteousness by itself can be cold and forbidding. But it was goodness joined to acceptance and understanding that made Sandy attractive.




    Wilma Miller, one of the teachers at Alexander Graham Junior High, later wrote, “I never had an opportunity to teach Sandy, but it was impossible not to be aware of his tremendous influence. . . . He set such a fine example for his peers because of his high moral and intellectual standards, and yet the things his friends have mentioned most often have been his friendliness and genuine ‘caring.’”




    Sandy had a great need to understand the gospel of grace, for himself and others. He needed to see that being a Christian is not primarily an achievement, but rather a gift. And that came as he grew.




    When he was six years old, he was lying on the red carpet in our den watching one of his Uncle Billy’s crusade services on television. Billy Graham was talking that night about the Ten Commandments, how it was impossible for any of us to keep them in spirit as well as in the letter. And I am sure he explained, as he always does, what the gospel is—that all of us have sinned, that none of us is good enough to be acceptable to God, and that Jesus by his perfect life and his perfect death made it possible for us to be accepted if we would trust him. Then came the invitation. Sandy was lying on his stomach with his head propped up in his hands as he watched the people walk forward. He turned to Jeanie and said, “Mom, do I have to be there to do that?” We explained that he did not. That night he acknowledged his need and asked Jesus to come into his life and to be his Savior.




    Before this we had prepared the hearth of his heart for the fire of the Spirit by praying for him and with him, reading the Bible to him and Deb or by having them act out the parts of Daniel and the lions and the other Bible stories in our family devotions. We had prayed that he would come to know the Lord.
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      Sandy in grade school


    




    Those were happy years for us. Although I was often away, we had great times together when I was home. My family has always meant a lot to me. My natural mother gave me up for adoption when I was born. My adopted parents were already middle-aged when they took me in and, by my teenage years, my adopted mother had become emotionally ill and she and my dad fought much of the time. Although they took in some foster children from time to time, I had no brother or sister that I was close to. So, although I had many friends, my early years were often lonely. Consequently, the family Jeanie and I made together was important to me. Jeanie was a lonely child too, as her nearest sibling was eight years older. When we met at Wheaton, we were just delighted to have each other, to share love. And we are still deeply in love.




    When the children came, we both poured our lives into them. I loved to play basketball and throw football and baseball with the boys. We played indoor games too. Sometimes I would take Sandy out of school a bit early in the afternoon, and we would go together to watch an exciting movie matinee. For a couple of years we watched every episode of “Combat” on television, with Sandy sitting in my lap.




    Almost every night when I was home, from the time he was six until he was in his late teens, I would reserve bedtime for him, tell him a story and pray with him. One series of stories about a boy and his horse lasted for years.
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      The Ford Family: Leighton, Jean, Kevin, Debbie, and Sandy.


    




    Summer vacations were always special too. We enjoyed the beautiful South Carolina beaches, but we loved the North Carolina mountains. Julian and Joanne LeCraw, good friends of ours from Atlanta, had a mountain home in the little western North Carolina town of Highlands. Every summer for about ten years they invited us to use it for a week or two. How we enjoyed our family and friends! There was a pond fed by cold mountain water, and at least once every vacation we had a contest to see who could stay in longest. Sandy or I usually won.




    Another favorite vacation spot was Lost Valley Ranch in Deckers, Colorado, run by Bob and Marian Foster. There one summer we met and found instant rapport with Bill and Ellie Dooner and their family. Bill was of Irish Catholic background. Ellie was from good German Mennonite stock. At fourteen, Sandy was hopelessly attracted to Julie, their oldest daughter. She became his first special girl.




    The Christmas after we met them, the Dooners invited Sandy to go to Florida with them on a midwinter vacation. When he went down his hair was straight and when he came back it was kinky—as if he had had a permanent. But it never straightened out. Whether it was the Florida humidity or his passion for Julie, we never quite figured out. But we never let Sandy forget Julie had “made his hair curl.”




    When Bill and Ellie moved to Ireland for several years, they invited Sandy to visit them. Those summer weeks of 1975 were exciting. He fell in love with Ireland’s lush green hills. The Dooners are as loose in their schedule as we are firm in ours, and it was broadening for Sandy to be taken in as part of their relaxed and carefree atmosphere. He came back home laughing and full of stories of shelling mountains of green peas that grandmother Yordy had picked and riding horses at full speed on the rolling plains by the Irish seaside. He affected them too. Julie later told me that Sandy was one of the strongest influences for Christ she had ever known. “He never wavered,” she said, “and yet he was so much fun.”




    As school started that year Sandy was full of anticipation and boyish good spirits. On the first Saturday in September he sat in the privacy of his room and made a tape to send to Julie in Ireland. In the high unchanged voice of early adolescence he told Julie all he was doing. Geometry he thought would be “pretty much fun.” Social studies would be one of his hardest subjects. He really liked industrial arts and was going to make an oval-shaped coffee table (which won first place in a statewide contest and is still a prized possession in our den). When he came home from school, he told Julie, he liked to just sit and relax and play tennis or perhaps go bike riding after finishing his homework. Just the week before, he and his friend Donny Little had ridden about fifty miles out to the airport and down to the South Carolina border, stopping at the Pizza Hut. At church he had just been moved up to the senior high group. It was “pretty fun” to be with the older kids. He laughed about a joke I had played on Mom. A couple of nights before, I had come home from London on an earlier flight than I had planned. When I got home, I called Jeanie from the downstairs phone to her phone up in the bedroom and told her I was in London. He laughed and laughed at the look on Jeanie’s face when I went upstairs to greet her a few seconds later.




    Then he ended the tape. “Pretty soon I will be starting basketball practice. I will be working on that for a long time. I hope to make the varsity team at AG [Alexander Graham]. Even though I don’t get to play much I want to make it for the experience. I really hope to have a good year at school this year. I know it will be a lot of fun because I am older. I keep looking back at the good times we had and the fun it was.” Then he stopped and looked at his calendar. “Today is Saturday the 6th. I just checked.”




    That tape marked the end of a blissful, idyllic summer and the end of Sandy’s boyhood days of ease and innocence. What followed was the beginning of the end of Sandy the puritan, the beginning of Sandy the gracious man of God and the beginning of the end.




    On October 7, one month after Sandy made that tape, I was at a conference of Methodist pastors meeting at the Thomas Watson estate in upstate New York. I had been invited to speak. We had just arrived and were eating supper when I was given a message that my secretary was on the phone. Leola’s voice was tense, but it was obvious that she was trying to be calm. “Leighton, don’t be worried. Sandy is in the hospital. They say there is some problem with his heart. But we think he is going to be all right.”




    A problem with his heart? My son, Sandy? The athlete with no yellow light? What could possibly be wrong with the heart of a fourteen-year-old boy? My mind was a chaos of questions.
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