
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


John 12:43

For they loved the praise of men more than the praise of God.
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GARFIELD CROSS DID not open with a joke, like many pastors do. He hadn’t done it in forty years- and if he had- it had never been intentional. It was 10:47 on that October morning and he took the thousands of people in front of him very seriously. They’d been entrusted to his care and he was well aware of that. 

“Acts 2:38.” He wasted no time. Not that he was a man who was known for short sermons. Nora would remember him often preaching late into the afternoon. He had his Bible open, but he didn’t look at it. It was a fact that half the congregation- or more- wouldn’t have needed to open their Bibles to that passage. He quoted it from memory. “Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized, every one of you in the Name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost.” 

Pastor Cross stepped out from behind the pulpit. “Peter didn’t say the Name is optional. He didn’t say three-in-one like a shampoo bottle.” A few chuckled- it was one of those moments Pastor didn’t mean to be funny. “He didn’t say pick the Name that feels right for you. He said the Name. Jesus. Jesus! I’ve been preaching Jesus for forty years- I have never found a reason to preach another one.” He paced. He slowed. He let the Spirit move. He gripped the pulpit. Age can do that to one. “Repentance. It’s not feeling sorry. That’s easy. I feel sorry everytime I go off the diet my wife had me on.” Another chuckle rippled. Not as loudly. Most in the congregation remembered Laura who had gone on to glory four years prior. That was around the same time that Nora had been selected to fill the gap as pianist. “Repentance is turning around. It’s stopping the direction you are going and going the other way. I thought on my way and turned my feet.” A split second passed as the aged pastor tried to remember which passage bore that. “Psalm 119.” It didn’t take him long. “Repentance. It costs something. It’s supposed to. Don’t think differently.”

A woman in the fourth row said amen and he did not acknowledge it because he was already somewhere else in the thought and the thought would not wait.

He preached for seventy two  minutes. No one ever saw notes. He hardly would have needed them for this particular service. This didn’t particularly need to be prepared. It was truth- the Spirit moved him. He didn’t call people to the altar, they just began to come forward.  By the time he said something along the lines of "the altars are open" there were forty or fifty people moving toward the front, and Nora the worship team came back in to softly lead.  Garfield Cross stepped down from the platform and walked among the people praying in the front, laying his hands and fervently praying. He was never the kind of man who watched from a distance. He besought God- sometimes in tears- and moved on.

***
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PATRICIA CAME THROUGH the crowd with a bottle of water and a clipboard. Patricia Osei had been Garfield's secretary for twenty-two years. She was fifty-one years old and had worked alongside his wife. Patricia kept his schedule and on Sundays, she kept track of the visitor cards. 
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