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      Abruptly, the dream ended. Clancy opened his eyes and found himself standing up on his hind legs, his forelegs upraised and outspread, just like Reverend DeBassompierre in the act of benediction. “Yes Lord!” Clancy cried in his high-pitched squeak—for he was a young rat—“Thy will be done!”

      Clancy lived in the cellar of St. Aloysius Episcopal Church. Of course he was obliged to keep himself out of sight of the human beings who comprised the staff and the congregation of the church, but as a Christian, Clancy did often make his way upstairs out of the cellar into the church proper to observe the various ministries, especially Sunday Services.  But it had certainly never seriously crossed Clancy’s mind that he could ever preach the Gospel like the young and handsome rector of St. Aloysius, Reverend Silas DeBassompierre, MDiv, ThD.

      But what else was he to make of this dream, from which he’d just awakened, fully upright?

      He’d dreamt that he was in an enormous room, very dark and full of hidden dangers, and that the only way that he could stay safe was to hide in the corner. But a voice rang out, and it was that of Reverend DeBassompierre himself, calling Clancy by name. Now, Clancy was well aware—his dear departed Great-Aunt November had many times reminded him—that humans did not know how to share, and so did not and must never know that there were rats in the cellar of their churches. Hence, in waking life Rev. DeBassompierre had no idea that Clancy existed, and certainly did not know his name. And yet, in Clancy’s dream, the Reverend was summoning him! “Clancy!” the Reverend had called, in that low and heavy voice which had a lulling quality that was pleasing to Clancy but soporific for the congregation. “Come in out of the darkness!”

      In his dreams, as well as in the waking world, the Reverend was, to Clancy, magnificent. So wise and solemn, with a presence remarkably austere for such a young priest, and yet he had a rare but winning smile. And in Clancy’s dream, that smile shone out in the darkness, and the darkness comprehended it not. “Yes!” the fascinated rodent cried out. “I’m here! What can I do?”

      “Spread the word,” said the Reverend. “Feed my sheep.” And with that the darkness of the corner in which Clancy hid was dispelled, and Clancy was soon scooped up into the palm of a warm and gentle human hand that lifted him high into an ever intensifying light. And the hand, he knew, somehow belonged at once to the Reverend and to the Lord. He woke up then, in that ancient and modern attitude of blessing, and he knew that this was no ordinary dream, that he had in fact been called—by God.
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      “Praise the Lord!” he breathed. This was a favorite phrase of his dear Aunt November, who had been raised in the cellar of a Southern Baptist church. How he wished she was still here, to share his joy in having been chosen for ministry.

      Since his Aunt November’s passing, Clancy had one other soul to talk to, and that was Hertz, an earthworm who lived in the composter that produced fresh mulch for the community garden of St. Aloysius. It was with Hertz, then, that Clancy shared his vision.

      “Hertz!” he cried, after wriggling out of the cellar through the gap under the door and scampering around the corner of the church’s administrative wing to the tapered composter at the edge of the garden. It was still early in the morning, with dew upon the grass, and neither Reverend DeBassompierre nor Grace, his administrative assistant, had yet arrived. “Hertz! Are you here? Are you busy? Oh, Hertz, I have the most amazing news! I’ve been called to preach!”

      There was no immediate response from within the composter. Clancy crouched in the shadow of that strong smelling plastic structure, shaped rather like a blunt inverted pyramid on short plastic legs, and waited. In the mornings Hertz was often grouchy and reluctant to converse. That was just his way. Clancy waited a few moments, looking around at the large backyard of the church, at the community garden, the flat sandy graveyard, and the playground. Beyond that was the forest, which went on forever, as far as Clancy knew. He could hear the swift whoosh of traffic rushing along the boulevard in front of the church, and accompanying  that background noise he heard the variegated songs of birds, as well as a distant train whistle. It was a bright, crisp spring morning, and he didn’t believe he’d ever felt so good.

      How he wanted to share his good news with his best friend! He stuck his snout into one of the ventilator slots in the casing of the compost bin and squealed happily at his friend through the rotting food and damp mulch. “Hertz! Oh, Hertz, I hate to bug you, but I’ve been CALLED!”

      Clancy could see, among the sludge and soil and the rotting vegetables and table scraps and coffee grounds, a whole colony of earthworms hard at work revivifying soil, but he did not see his friend, their patriarch, among them. Where in earth was he? “Hertz!” He cried again.

      From the very depths of the composter, where he preferred to spend most of his day in a largish chamber that he’d prepared for himself as a center of operations, Hertz the Elder Earthworm heard the squeaking voice of the furry creature that had many moons before saved him from an untimely demise when he’d first come to St. Aloysius, stuck on the shoe of a tipsy (and thus oblivious) Reverend DeBassompierre. Knowing the rodent wouldn’t rest until he’d had his say, the earthworm made his way to the topsoil of the composter and stuck his tip out. “I’m right here!” the earthworm grumbled. “For Ground’s sake! What is it? We’re in the middle of a huge input, here. We’ve got to get this garbage broken down before it starts to stink to high heaven and draws those stupid raccoons...”

      “I’m sorry, Hertz,” Clancy said happily. He was more than accustomed to his dearest friend’s prickliness. “I just had to talk to somebody! Hertz, I’ve been called! I’ve been called to preach, Hertz! I’m going to spread the Gospel!” Clancy wrung his front paws with excitement, and his black eyes glistened with zeal.

      “Great,” said the earthworm drily. “Congratulations. I’m sure you’ll be a great success. At least better than that boring old DeBassoon. Now, let me get back to...“

      “Wait, Hertz...wait! Just for a little bit, if you can! I won’t keep you for long, but I need your help! I was wondering, Hertz, do you think I could possibly hold a service here?  At least one time? See, I don’t have a church, or anywhere to preach.  So I thought maybe I could preach right here? I mean, it’s the perfect spot if you think about it... right here in the shade... and it’s easy for anybody who might be around to see from the yard, and easy to get to...but not so out in the open that I would be nervous. You know I’m not used to being outside. And not that I want you to feel any pressure, I know you’re always real busy, but if you did want to listen to me preach, you wouldn’t have to go anywhere, because the church would be right here! But I’ll find somewhere else if you want me to, Hertz. After all, this is your home...”

      Hertz knew that if he didn’t nip this foolishness in the bud right away, he would only have himself to blame. He peered down with his rudimentary vision at the furry creature in the shadow of the composter and summoned all of his disdain.

      But he couldn’t do it. The rat, after all, had saved his life once upon a time, when, flung from the toe of the Reverend’s shoe, he’d found himself on the dry inanimate aisle carpet in the sanctuary of St. Aloysius Church.  He would have dried up and died had Clancy not discovered him and nursed him back to health in the soil of a potted fern. He decided it would be best to allow but not encourage.

      “It’s a free country.  When do you plan on starting this church?”

      “Why, this Sunday! This coming Sunday!” He clasped his paws together with pious glee. “Oh, I’m so excited.” His joy irrepressible, he lifted himself onto his hind legs and kissed his dear friend on the tip. “Oh Hertz! Bless you! Just think! You can consider yourself the very first member, the founding member—unless you count me—of St. Aloysius Jr. Church! God is so good!”

      And with that, Clancy scampered back to the cellar of the church to plan his very first sermon, leaving the worm to withdraw back into his beloved stench and solitude, feeling—not for the first time in their long friendship—that he’d been too soft on the rat.
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      That evening, after Reverend DeBassompierre and Grace went home, Clancy stole out from behind the Reverend’s bookshelf, where he’d spent, as usual, much of his afternoon observing the Reverend at his studies. He scurried down the hallway to the chapel for his usual sweet hour of prayer. Positioning himself reverently before the empty altar, he addressed the crucifix that hung on thin but strong wire from the rafter above. This was his beloved Savior, always there for him.

      “Dear Lord…” he began. “Thank you so, so much for calling me! I’m so excited I don’t know what to do! But I promise I’m going to do everything I can to glorify Your Name and spread Your Word. And Lord, thank you for good old Hertz. I know he doesn’t like it when things change, so it’s real nice of him to let me have my first service right there where he lives. And Lord! What a role model in Reverend DeBassompierre! This afternoon he even practiced his sermon! I know I’ll never be as smart or as deep in the Word as he is, but at least I know what passage to preach on this Sunday! Everything is just coming together like a miracle, Lord, and I guess that’s just exactly what it is! All I ask, Lord is that you send me a Spirit of Calmness once we get closer to Sunday. Because I know I’m already getting nervous, Lord...What if I can’t think of anything to say? I guess, Lord, that all I can do is leave it in Your hands. After all, you are the One that called me!
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      When Sunday dawned, it was, to Clancy’s consternation, inauspicious weather, not without a good deal of wind and rain, and just before dawn there was even a brief spell of thunder and lightning. And yet Clancy was heartened when the cars of the original St. Aloysius’ congregation began to fill up the parking lot, as they did every Sunday morning at just before ten o’clock, rain or shine. From his sleeping spot on a bundle of old and slightly moldy choir robes dumped in the corner of the cellar years before, Clancy could hear the humans filing into the sanctuary, just as he had on every previous Sunday of his life. He rose and stretched and yawned and made his way to and through the cheap plywood crawlspace door that opened out onto the churchyard. Aunt November had chewed a small space out of the bottom corner that Clancy still wasn’t too stout yet to squeeze through. He peered out. A big raindrop from the powerline above hit his snout, and this alarmed him and made him squeal. He had to take a moment to compose and center himself. He couldn’t help but be puzzled that the Lord did not arrange for nicer weather on the occasion of his very first service, but he told himself that God had not said this would be easy.

      By the time he reached the composter his fur was damp with drizzle, and he was not a little chilly, but it could have been worse, and he was undaunted. He scrambled up the frame of the composter and perched on the top edge, overlooking the garden, the graveyard, the rarely used playground, and the dense woods beyond. The composter was as good a platform as he could have wished for...even if it was quite smelly—and at the top of his high and penetrating voice, he delivered the following announcement, to whomever might be around to hear.

      “Good Morning!” He looked down and he was gratified, though not surprised, to see the tips of several worms, among them Hertz’s, poking out of the ventilation holes in the casing of the middle drawer of the composter. “Good morning, and God bless you. I’m here to announce that in just a few minutes, the very first official service of St. Aloysius Jr. Episcopal Church will begin. I’m Reverend Clancy, and I am going to be your preacher and pastor for as long as you will have me.  I want to take this moment to invite anyone around the churchyard who can hear me to join us as we come together, here at this holy altar, to learn about and to worship, in scripture, sermon, and song, our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Now, I know that most of us who aren’t human aren’t Christians either, and that some of us don’t even know what a Christian is, but that doesn’t mean that Jesus doesn’t love us and doesn’t save us if we ask Him to. And Jesus wants us to know Him and love Him as much as He loves us, and that’s why I’m here with you, to share the good news with any creature who wants to come hear it. All are welcome. No matter what. So, if you can hear me, come closer, no one is going to hurt you, and be sure to introduce yourself after the service, and of course tell all your friends and family that they are welcome too. Now. Let’s get started...“

      Clancy held out his front paws to the dreary surroundings in that classic gesture of benediction. “The LORD be with you!”

      He paused. He heard no response other than the distant mush of wet tires on the boulevard.

      “And also with me,” he said.

      From there, Reverend Clancy did his best to follow the rubric as he’d beheld it so many times before. He sang the only hymn he knew well enough to sing in its entirety—Onward Christian Soldiers, which had been his Aunt November’s very favorite. Then he recited the Scripture readings he’d heard Reverend DeBassompierre go over earlier in the week—the Old Testament passage describing the binding of Isaac, the 53rd Psalm, 1st Corinthians Chapter 13, and finally, from the Gospel, the Sermon on the Mount. Then it was time for his own sermon. He took a deep breath and looked around again. Apart from the worms just beneath him there was no indication that anyone else was listening. The sky above was low and grey. The trees in the distance were like an uncomprehending, distant and standoffish crowd of onlookers. And yet to Clancy it seemed as if there was something hushed and hidden but still present and interested nearby. He lifted one paw, made the sign of the cross against his front, and, invoking the names of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, he began to preach.

      “Dear friends...” he said. “Welcome again to St. Aloysius Jr. I’m Reverend Clancy, like I said, and I’m so happy to be your pastor, and I want you all to know that I am here for you as a friend and a helper, whenever you need me. I live in the cellar of the big church, and right around the corner there you can see the little door. There’s a corner missing, and if you are small enough you can squeeze through it. So come see me any time, or if you can’t fit through, just call me and I’ll come out. I don’t mind. After all, what it means to be a Christian is that we will bear each other’s burdens, and treat each other the way we want to be treated. Because, like Jesus said in the Gospel story that I just read you, ‘the meek shall inherit the earth.’

      “Now, friends, what that means, is that it is just so important to the Lord that we try to be nice. And Lord knows, that isn’t always easy. Why, if you know the Bible, then you know that even the Lord lost His temper sometimes, especially with the Pharisees, who were people who were out to get him, but sometimes he even got upset with his friends and family! The Lord understands that sometimes we aren’t at our best. But He wants us to be nice and meek whenever we possibly can. Because, if we feel too important, then we don’t appreciate what’s around us! And that’s a terrible thing. We should always be grateful for our blessings. After all, you can ask yourself, how would you feel if you gave someone something that you thought they would like, and they threw it away because they would rather have something else? Well, you’d feel terrible, wouldn’t you? You would feel like you weren’t appreciated, and that you couldn’t do anything to please that person. Now, is that how we want the Lord to feel about us? Like we can’t be satisfied? Well, of course not! No one wants to be too hard to please! And the Lord wants us to be pleased, and to love Him AND the world He made for us to live in! We just have to trust that He knows what we need and when we need it. And when He decides it’s the right time, He will provide! After all He is in charge, and He knows so much more than we ever can about what’s best for us. We need to remember that we have a Father in Heaven that loves us just as much as He loves human beings. And that’s why it’s so important that the rest of us have a place to come to—to remind ourselves that we aren’t just dumb creatures. And that’s why the Lord has called me to start this church! To bring us all together, so that we can help one another through good times and bad. That’s what it means, friends, to be meek. It means that we know that we need help sometimes, and that we need each other and we need the Lord. When we have each other, we’ll inherit the earth! That’s why I’m so happy, because I can stand up here and say to you that I’m your pastor and your friend and that I welcome you, and anyone else who wants to come, to Sunday services at St. Aloysius Jr. Church, a community of the meek. And now, if you’ll join me as our Savior taught us to pray, Our Father, Who art in Heaven...”

      Such was the essence of Clancy’s very first Sunday sermon, preached in spite of and alongside the dismal weather. After the Lord’s Prayer he looked over the seemingly empty landscape. By all appearances not a soul, apart from himself and a few worms, had heard one word of his homily. And yet Clancy, with eternal optimism and a sixth sense, still felt quite strongly that he had been and was being regarded closely by a presence that he could not see. He stood up on his hind legs for as long as he could and gazed from east to west. Rain, clouds, parked cars, and in the distance, the trees that were the woods were all that he could make out. Not even the usual sparrows and pigeons and squirrels who could sometimes be seen going about their business in the churchyard and surroundings were out and about on this inclement morning. Clancy took in a breath with which to deliver the dismissal, when he happened to look towards the playground and noticed a crouching form.  Underneath the low slope of the plastic swing set slide, he saw the glinting eyes and baleful, broad and unblinking countenance of a cat.

      Clancy’s blood froze in his veins. His immediate instinct was to run, to flee, to burrow, to hide. This was the stuff of nightmares. It was true, and fortunate, that the Beast did not advance. But nevertheless, its crouch, its gaze, its very presence, everything about it seemed poised to attack and devour without mercy. Utterly forgetting to pronounce the final blessing, Clancy leaped off of the composter and scrambled as fast as he could back to the safety of his cellar.
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      The remainder of that Sunday was a time of trial for Clancy. On the one paw,  a clear call to ministry. On the other paw...a cat! What in the world was he going to do? Clancy had a nervous habit, ever since early childhood, of attempting to soothe himself in stressful times by gnawing on the end of his long, hairless tough-skinned tail, and by the time he went to sleep that night, his poor tail end was raw and bloody and throbbing. The next day, even though it was Reverend DeBassompierre’s day off as well as Grace’s and he had the whole building to himself, he didn’t stir from the cellar until well after noon. He crept up the stairs and underneath the door that opened into the main corridor that connected the sanctuary to the administration suite, and paused just to make extra sure he was alone. Never in his memory had he ever felt so insecure within St. Aloysius. His intention was to make his way to the Chapel to pray before the altar, but as if with a mind of their own, his paws led him to the Reverend’s office.

      He climbed into the cushioned armless chair across the desk from the Reverend’s plush leather office swivel chair, and found himself addressing, not the Lord, but the absent Reverend. “Oh, Reverend DeBassompierre! What should I do? What would you do, if you were me?”

      Of course there was no answer. As never before in his life, Clancy felt utterly on his own, uncertain of his deepest convictions. Was he supposed to start this church, or wasn’t he?! The poor attendance at the service was one thing...after all, it was only the first one, and on a rainy day at that...but the presence of that cat was another. Of course he should have known—his Aunt November had always told him—that the world outside the walls of a good solid church was a world full of dangers, temptations, and ruthless predators. But—he protested to the image and essence of his beloved Aunt in his mind—the Lord called me!

      Aunt November, he imagined, would have likely responded to that with a prim silence that could dampen lightning. She had always praised her nephew’s intelligence, piety and deportment, but as one would praise the qualities of an infant or a pet, as potentials and not actualities. The Lord would not have called him to preach outdoors while Aunt November was among the living, of that Clancy was sure, and for that he was grateful. It would have upset the dear lady for him to spend that much time exposed.

      It took a moment, but it took. Well, of course! Clancy realized. There’s nothing to be afraid of! The Lord knows what He’s doing! To everything there is a season, as the Bible says, and as the Lord says, get thee behind me Satan, for my time has not yet come. The Lord knew better than to call me to ministry when it would worry Aunt November and stir up strife between us, and He knows what cats are like. He hasn’t brought me this far, though, just to feed me to that Beast! God will find a way!

      Renewed zeal propelled him off of the chair, and he made several laps around the office, so suddenly re-energized was he. He loved these bursts of energy, for he was well aware that he was a sedentary rat by nature, and prone to stoutness. As he scampered he leaped for joy. He would trust in the Lord no matter what.

      Still, he figured it wouldn’t hurt to discuss the whole thing with Hertz. Hertz was almost as smart as Reverend DeBassompierre, and when it came to keeping safe, maybe more so. He would talk to Hertz. Right now.

      Before he left the office, though, he hopped back onto the Reverend’s desk to peer out the window at the swing set. He saw with relief that no cat was there.
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      “Well, you better give it up, then,” the worm warned, “if you don’t want to end up as Sunday dinner.”

      “Oh, Hertz.” Clancy found he wasn’t surprised that Hertz was inclined to be defeatist. “You know I can’t do that. The Lord called me.”

      Hertz knew he should never have allowed the rat to talk him into all of this ridiculous and now apparently dangerous church business. If a cat was anywhere near, that did not bode well for any rat, God notwithstanding. But when Clancy felt he was being led by the ‘Lord,’ there was no getting through to him. Unless you went through the ‘Lord’ business to get there. “Listen,” said the worm. “Don’t you think the Lord might be telling you to forget it? Think about it! No one showed up but a predator—that ought to tell you something! You know, you’ve had it soft for so long that you don’t really know what it’s like out here. Why do you think the humans wrap themselves up like they do and build their buildings? They know they don’t stand a chance out in the open, and neither do you. Look at me. I know my place. There’s not a robin alive that isn’t looking to gobble up a nice big fat worm like me. And they’re always poking around. But as long as I keep my tail inside this composter, they can’t get me. If you don’t want to get gobbled up, you have to have protection. What have you got?”

      Clancy’s every strand of fur, including his whiskers, stiffened. Although he had not misunderstood his friend’s warning, he knew it was really the Lord, working in His usual mysterious way through the worm’s habitual naysaying, not to discourage, but to challenge.

      “Hertz!” He squealed. “That’s it! You’re right! The Lord is giving me a sign! I was so scared and nervous I couldn’t see! I just need to put on the armor of GOD! No one...not even a cat...I think...can reject the Love of God. AND GOD WANTS THAT CAT TO BE REDEEMED! Oh, thank you, Hertz! Thank you!”

      Hertz knew when he was beaten. He withdrew, and it was not a little while before the Clancy even noticed that his friend was no longer present.
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      That evening, in the dark, familiar sanctuary, Clancy said his prayers. “Lord,” he prayed, “I haven’t been very trusting, have I? I know it’s all in Your hands. I let my fears get the better of me last Sunday, and I’m so sorry. But I praise You for putting Hertz in my life, because he has so much good sense, just like Aunt November used to have. I am so blessed. All I ask of You now, Lord, is that You will watch over me when I meet that cat, that You will guide my way and guard my tongue. I don’t want to say the wrong thing, Lord, the way I do sometimes when I’m nervous. I just want to show Your grace any way I can. So be with me, Lord. Because I think that maybe this is my David and Goliath moment. But the only stone I want to throw is Your Love.”
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      But the following Sunday service, in which he preached upon the text from Matthew in which Christ exhorts His followers to love their enemies and pray for those who persecute them, passed without any sign of a cat, before, during, or after.  As a matter of fact,  after a couple more Sundays Clancy practically forgot all about the cat, because, to his surprise and delight, his ministry was slowly and surely extending its reach. Exactly how the Word was spread he was never to be sure, but the fact was that a number of creatures who made their homes or haunts in the area surrounding St. Aloysius couldn’t help but notice and become intrigued by the weekly spectacle of an audacious rat proclaiming its curious and fantastic doctrine to all who might hear, and some bolder specimens began to draw nearer. Clancy’s first converts were a pair of pigeons, whom he’d seen from time to time before his calling, perched on the service wire that ran from the utility pole at the end of the church’s gravel parking lot to the corner of the roof of the administrative wing.  Noting that they seemed to be listening to his sermon, he called up to them afterwards, introduced himself, and after some conversation, mainly with the female, Clancy thought that their rich warbling voices were so lovely that he immediately asked them if they would be interested in serving as the choir. The female, whose name was Ottoline, demurred. But when Clancy persisted and pleaded in his winsome way, she found herself accepting, with not a little pleasure.  Clancy arranged to meet with the couple on Wednesday evenings for choir practice. There were several, actually up to a dozen squirrels who never actually introduced themselves, but who began to attend with regularity, and while the younger ones among these were restless congregants who disrupted his sermons every now and then by suddenly dashing away as if they simply could not remain still for another moment, Clancy was glad to have them show up. Hertz, of course, could not avoid attending, and while he maintained that Clancy’s invisible God was the last thing on his mind, he had to admit that the rodent was on a roll. He was wary of that pigeon couple, Ottoline and Steve, but Clancy assured him that Ottoline and Steve were by nature and taste vegetarians. “They only eat seeds,” he said. “I asked them. You don’t think I’d let anything happen to you and your family, do you, Hertz?”

      “What makes you think you could stop ‘em?” grumbled Hertz. “And maybe THEY don’t eat worms, but with my luck you’ll get a bunch of robins over here that do. Then what?!”

      “I’ll make sure all the newcomers know the ground rules,” said Clancy. “No eating your fellow members. No exceptions. I promise you, Hertz, I won’t let anyone hurt you. Don’t you know that?”

      Hertz did know that the rodent would never let anything happen to the colony if he could help it. But the worm knew good and well from experience that Clancy was generous to a fault.
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      The following Sunday dawned bright and clear. Glorious, in a word, and Clancy was delighted. He raised himself up on his hind legs, as soon as he was out of doors, and took in a breath of the crisp, clear spring air. Praise the Lord, he said to himself. Today’s service is going to be wonderful! I can just feel it in my bones! He scampered around the corner to the composter, as carefree as if he owned the world, stopping briefly as he passed the dumpster at the end of the parking lot, for he had a feeling that something was watching him from somewhere near or even within that massive and smelly metal structure. But the feeling, which was at once pleasant and unpleasant, came and went in an instant.

      When he climbed up to the top tier of the composter, he was amazed! One could not call it a packed service by any account, but to Clancy the gathering was unexpectedly and gratifyingly dense. The pigeon couple, Ottoline and Steven, were there, and there were more young squirrels than he could count scampering around. Over in the graveyard a number of crows perched on top of a collection of tombstones and seemed to be watching with interest. Clancy hoped that they were far enough away so that Hertz would not be alarmed.

      “Peace be with you!” Clancy cried, and lifted up his paws in benediction. With so many newcomers in the crowd he couldn’t expect everyone to know the proper response, so once again he responded to himself: “And also with me.” He paused and looked around, and never had he felt so satisfied with life as he knew it. “Thank you all so much for joining me today in the worship of the Lord. What a beautiful day He hath made! Truly the Spirit is with us on this pretty Sunday morning. Let’s all listen, as our St. Aloysius Jr. choir leads us in one of the newest hymns that we’ve learned. It’s called, God Hears.”

      Clancy nodded, and he, Ottoline, and Steven began to squeal and warble and coo the hymn that Clancy had composed himself and had spent the last Wednesday evening attempting to teach them. It was hardly a polished performance, but it had spirit.

      “Thank you, St. Aloysius Singers,” he said as the final notes faded. “That was so beautiful. Now, a reading from the book of Daniel.”

      And it was at that moment, as he recounted the ancient tale of the defenseless hero cast into the den of savage beasts, that he saw in the distance, at the edge of the woods, as still as a sphinx (apart from the occasional twitch of its tail), that damn cat. Oh Lord, he thought, but he managed to get through the story of Daniel’s vindication in the Lion’s Den without a hitch. If anyone in the congregation noticed he was troubled, they didn’t let on.

      Providentially, the sermon he’d prepared for the day was short and to the point. It was based upon the Gospel reading from Matthew, in which Jesus, at the urging of his disciples, fed over five thousand people out of five loaves and two fishes. Clancy declared that there was nothing that God could not do for those who believed in his Goodness, and that there is always enough to go around as long as we are willing to share. All the while that he was preaching, of course, he was aware of the threat in the distance, that terribly still cat.

      “And now,” he said, once he reached his conclusion, which neatly dovetailed the feeding of the five thousand with the fasting of the lions in Daniel’s story, “Let us all sing along as Ottoline and Steve lead us in my Aunt November’s very favorite hymn, Onward Christian Soldiers.” And so saying, he hopped right off the composter into the relative shelter of its shadow, where he felt less exposed, yet still very vulnerable. He was ready for the whole service to be over so that he could get back inside the cellar. But of course he couldn’t just preach and run! That would be suspicious, on top of being bad form. He expected himself, and he felt he was expected, to remain available following the service for fellowship. Especially on a day like today, with so many newcomers to welcome!

      Oh Lord, he thought. Why me?

      In the shadow of the composter, he made the sign of the cross against his white chest, then made his way into the midst of the congregation and introduced himself to one of the smaller squirrels, who was scampering back and forth in a seemingly aimless way. “Thank you for coming this morning,” said Reverend Clancy. “I hope you’ll join us again next Sunday!”

      “Maybe I will...” said the squirrel, “but not if HE’s around!!” And with a flick of his ear, he indicated the distant and ominous feline figure.

      Clancy swallowed hard. “Oh...” he said. “I’m sure he’s just passing by. I don’t think he’ll bother us.”

      The squirrel chittered mirthlessly. “Maybe you’re sure, but I’m not,” said the squirrel. “He’s got that lean and hungry look. I wish he’d go away.”

      Clancy did not want to either deny or affirm the squirrel’s concern, lest he alienate a parishioner. He wasn’t sure how to respond. But the message implicit in the squirrel’s lack of openness—which mirrored his own—was all too clear. The cat might be a threat, but the challenge to himself as the pastor was to approach this threat with the love of Christ. This was, he realized with a sinking heart, a test. Oh Lord, he thought. Already?

      “Don’t worry,” he heard himself say to the squirrel. “I’ll go talk to him.”

      The squirrel reared itself up on its hind legs as if Clancy had breathed fire. “Are you nuts?” cried the squirrel without irony, too astonished to intend any pun. “He’ll have you for lunch!”

      Clancy knew the squirrel was probably right. But with the claim of God upon him, Clancy could not back down.

      The squirrel looked around nervously and lowered his chittering voice. “Listen, I have to admit, I don’t understand all the Jesus and God and other stuff you’ve been talking about, and to be honest, most of the rest of us around here don’t either. It’s a nice idea, I guess, that the same God or whatever you call it that lets the humans do whatever they want likes us too. And I like what you always say about looking out for each other, but when it comes to some of those big flesh eaters, you just can’t be too careful. They just don’t care about the little guy! Trust me! We see what goes on out here, we see it all from up in the trees! Besides, think about the rest of us! If you let that cat think there’s easy prey around here, we’ll all be dead meat. Please, Reverend, don’t mess with that cat.”

      Clancy knew the squirrel was right. And yet, so was God. The rat had never felt so torn.

      The squirrel, who well understood and recognized how, in the face of imminent danger, one can lose all sense of what direction to go in, sensed Clancy’s fresh uncertainty. “Please, Reverend,” he said. “Be smart.” And with that, he dashed away.

      “Oh Lord,” Clancy said aloud. “What do you want me to do?!”

      “Go inside,” said a familiar, gravelly voice, which, despite its familiarity, was so unexpected that Clancy honestly thought for a moment that the Almighty was addressing him. Every single strand of fur on his pelt stood on end. Then he saw, in the ground before him, a sight as rare as it was moving. There lay Hertz, his tip slightly elevated, confronting him as he had never confronted him before. Not since the very earliest days of their acquaintance had Clancy ever known Hertz to emerge fully from the safety and moistness of the composter.

      “Go home,” the worm repeated. “Go back to the cellar. I mean it. Get your tail back in the church before that’s all that’s left of you. You know I don’t hold with that Jesus of yours, but I bet if he does exist somewhere he doesn’t want you to end up as cat food just when you’re getting started. I’m telling you, I know what you’re about to try; I know what’s going on in that hairy head of yours, and you better just forget it. That cat will rip you to shreds before you get one word out of your mouth, and I don’t want to have to watch it. Besides, you don’t even know if he’ll be able to understand you.” Hertz drew himself up to Clancy’s eye level and did not waver. Clancy was, within the maelstrom of his fear and trembling and determination, not a little touched. For all of Hertz’s gruffness, he did care. It was almost enough to...

      “Oh, Hertz,” he said. “I.. . wish I could forget it. I really do.” He wanted to gather the worm in his arms and never let him go, but he knew that Hertz would be uncomfortable with such a display. But he also knew that the chances were very great that he might never see his dearest friend again. And propelled by an impulse as solemn as it was affectionate, he leaned forward and kissed the worm gently on his tip. Hertz reared back, annoyed.

      “I’m sorry, Hertz,” Clancy said. “But I have to do what I believe the Lord wants me to do. I have to share the Gospel, no matter what.”

      The worm grew rigid with the frustration that comes from concern. “Oh Lord, Lord, Lord. That’s all you care about! You don’t give a damn about how your friends might feel!”

      “Hertz!” Clancy was moved, but just as he was about to succumb to another ill-conceived affectionate impulse, he detected, in the periphery of his vision, a small movement at the wood’s edge—so slight it could have been a mere flick of the cat’s whiskers, but enough to make his blood run cold. The worm, whose eyesight was far more rudimentary than the rodent’s, did not see anything, but he could sense Clancy’s intensified distress. “What now?!” he said.

      “You better go inside, Hertz,” said Clancy.  He turned now to face the woods—and his distant adversary—and forgot all about the worm, who was still beside him, though now speechless with horror. “Lord,” said Clancy, “strengthen me.”

      And that was that. His mind made up, Clancy, to his own surprise, suddenly felt a sense...not of safety, exactly, or even of deliverance, but of trust, as if he were following a leader that he knew and trusted into battle. He had no idea what would happen; he was totally convinced, however, that his chances of survival were slim. At the same time he knew that he was doing the only thing he could live with doing if by some miracle he did survive. He felt sure now that it was not so much the will of God that he be destroyed, but rather that he must provide ministry even in the face of destruction. What happened next would be squarely in the paws of the cat...Clancy could only do his Lord’s will. Genuflecting, perhaps for the last time, he then put all paws to the ground and scampered steadily forward under the open sky.

      “Lord, strengthen me, Lord strengthen me, Lord strengthen me...“ These words, as if with a will of their own, marched through his mind like Christian soldiers as he made his way across the churchyard. So absorbing was this image that when the cat suddenly sprang and was intercepted and knocked sideways by a figure almost half its size, Clancy wasn’t immediately aware of it. It was not until the cat took off like a flash back into the dense woods that it dawned on Clancy that he’d quite literally been saved. He stopped in his tracks, looking all around, but seeing  nothing in the periphery. But then he looked straight ahead and saw his rescuer—a rat, a very large and scrappy looking rat who likewise regarded him.

      Clancy could only gape at this all too familiar, yet unknown figure. Having been raised by his beloved and pious Aunt November totally within the confines of the church basement, Clancy had no memory of any contact with a male of his own species. Aunt November had wanted him to grow free from any influence by any member of the family they’d left behind in the squalor of the waterfront, where Clancy’s parents and their peers had lapsed into what the dear lady considered to be degeneracy. Confronted by the creature that had vanquished the cat, Clancy wondered for a moment if it really was a rat like himself. He never dreamed that a rat could be so big! Almost half as big as that cat! A large specimen it was, and not a little ferocious in aspect. It shared the cat’s lean and hungry look, its beady black eyes shining with a savage intensity. As it regarded Clancy, its hairless and whiplike tail twitched as if it had a life of its own. It lifted itself up on its hind legs as if to confront Clancy with its underbelly, to display its gender, and Clancy, prompted by some deep and ineluctable instinct, did likewise. Then the two of them settled back into their natural four-legged stance and continued to regard one another.

      Clancy observed the glittering dark eyes, the tufted translucent ears, the moist and snuffling nose, and the orange incisors. This was no angel of the Lord. This was precisely the type of rat that Aunt November had always warned him of, a guttersnipe, a ne’er-do-well. He had the fierce and confrontational air of a survivor, a ruthless and indefatigable rebel. And yet he had saved Clancy from a certain death—and put himself in harm’s way! “Who are you?” Clancy managed to ask. The other rat only looked at him. Then, “Who are you?” the stranger responded, with what seemed to Clancy to be disdain. Then he turned tail decisively and took off in the direction of the dumpster behind the convenience store down the street from St. Aloysius. Clancy watched as his savior clambered up the side of that structure and disappeared into the darkness within, slipping easily through an opening in the sliding metal door in the side.

      “Holy Mother of God,” breathed Clancy, unconsciously repeating an oath he’d heard many times from the lips of Reverend DeBassompierre. “What in the world?!” he followed up with an expression of Aunt November’s.

      It took him a moment to collect himself sufficiently to realize that he was still in the middle of the churchyard, exposed to any number of dangers from beyond or above. He scampered back to the crawlspace door, but not before stopping to speak to Hertz. “Did you see that?!” he squealed. “Did you see what just happened?”

      The worm was irritated beyond endurance with anticipated sorrow and relief. “I wasn’t paying attention,” he said tersely and testily, for indeed he had not been able to bear watching what he was sure would be his friend’s final moments. “What happened?”

      “Well, Hertz! You didn’t see?! It was a miracle! An honest to goodness miracle! Oh! I was halfway across the courtyard and that ...that...  CAT! He just lunged at me...he came this close! And I mean, Hertz, I thought I was done for! But then...” Clancy found himself tongue-tied. He saw again, in his mind’s eye, the collision, practically right on top of him, of cat and rat, in which the cat, caught off-guard, had been overcome by a smaller and more solid and determined assailant. “Hertz!” he managed to say. “It was just like David and Goliath!”

      “Who?”

      Clancy, not for the first or last time, looked at his worldly-wise but spiritually illiterate friend, and loved him. “Oh, Hertz. Some people from the Bible. A great King of Israel and...well, I’m not sure what exactly Goliath was. But he was big. Anyway, I just wish you had seen it. Because I was so scared that I wasn’t really paying attention myself, and ...well, anyway, just when that cat was going to get me, just out of nowhere, a rat I’ve never seen before ran up and knocked him out of the way, and saved me! He saved me, Hertz! And ...but before I even knew what was happening, he was gone! Oh, Hertz, it was just...unbelievable. I’m telling you, it was a miracle, Hertz! It was like a...a guardian angel!” And, having come willy-nilly to this satisfying explanation, Clancy began to tremble with an overwhelming sense of blessedness.

      “A guardian angel, huh,” the worm said drily. “What did it look like? I suppose rat angels have bat wings?” And Hertz took some low, wormish delight in his own wit.

      Clancy blinked, and became thoughtful for a moment. “No, I don’t think he had any wings. All I saw was his belly, really, and his...“ Here Clancy paused, feeling uncomfortably warm. Then the uncomfortable warmth passed. “But I know he was mostly brown, with a white patch on his chest, and I think his eyes were black...just an ordinary looking rat, but really big! He was just...“ And here again, Clancy found himself at a loss for words.

      “Sounds like you,” said the worm, rather flatly.

      “Me!” squeaked Clancy. “Lord, no! No Hertz, listen! I saw him! You can’t see yourself!”

      “You can if you’re crazy,” replied the worm.

      Clancy felt a sudden impatience. He normally did not mind Hertz’s automatic tendency to question his faith. But something in the word ‘crazy’ stung this time. He brought back to his mind’s eye the image of the other rat, bold, intense, aggressive yet restrained, and supremely self-possessed—in fact, fearless. Apart from the fact that it was clearly, like himself and Aunt November, a member of the species rattus norvegicus, it was totally unfamiliar. Lord, no. That great big rat wasn’t him! And besides, that other rat had run off and up into the dumpster, and he, Clancy, was still right here in the churchyard. So Hertz was just being contrary.

      “Oh, Hertz,” he said. “You know that’s not right. Besides, there’s no way in the world I could ever have tackled that cat. No, there’s another rat in the neighborhood, and I just can’t believe it! Lord, I wonder what Aunt November would think!” And for a moment Clancy was lost in reverie, imagining the consternation that his dear old great aunt would have expressed had she ever dreamed that she and Clancy were not the only rats in the vicinity. He did not think for a minute that she would be pleased. She had a low opinion generally of their extended family, and an even lower opinion of most of the members of the family younger than herself. She had been a creature of very exacting standards of deportment, which is why they’d left the squalor of the waterfront in the first place. She wanted stability and order for herself and the nephew whose innocence she was determined to preserve.

      Clancy wrested himself out of this reverie and regarded Hertz, who was wriggling his way back to the composter. “I’ll talk to you later, Hertz,” he said. “I’m going to welcome our new neighbor to St. Aloysius Jr.”
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      Hertz the worm, once safely back in his colony, amongst his numerous and for the most part anonymous progeny, felt unusually reflective. In spite of himself and his commitment to reason, he was intrigued. Had that crazy rat really been rescued? Or was he seeing things? Hertz knew with a weary certainly that, one rat or two, it didn’t really matter. Clancy was on another one of his missions.
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      Off Clancy bounded, bold as brass under the open afternoon sky, without a thought of danger. God was obviously watching over him. It was his anointing, after all, to reach out to the dispossessed. He came to the edge of the base of the dumpster, and took as deep a breath as he could manage of the air that was heavy with the stench of hot metal, rotting food, and animal droppings. “Hello!” he cried with ringing tones. “This is Clancy! I believe you just saved my life! I don’t know how in the world I can thank you! But I’d love to invite you to join our church! We’re not big, and we’re not fancy, but we love Jesus, and we love visitors. I know you must be a good person, because it’s not every rat that would lay down his life for a stranger. I hope you’ll join us next Sunday. God bless you, hear?!”

      Clancy waited, pricking up his ears to catch any response from within the dumpster, but there was nothing, not even a squeak. Had Hertz been right? Had he merely seen himself? But that was impossible. He wasn’t that big and strong. And not that brave, not by a mile. There had to be another rat, and that’s all there was to it. It was just going to take some time to reach him.

      “You’re probably resting,” Clancy called after a moment. “Or maybe you’re like Hertz, and you need your alone time. I’ll let you be. Maybe I’ll stop by again tomorrow. Have a blessed day. And thank you for saving me!”

      And with that, his duty done, the seed sown, Clancy went back to his basement, for a festive if solitary Sunday lunch.
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