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[Jesus said,] “Watch out for false prophets.
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I want thank Dan Starer of Research for
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interviewing certain foster parents whom I have known personally,
have informed this work.
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Zondervan, 5300 Patterson Ave. SE Grand Rapids, MI 49530.


PROLOGUE


From Michael Dorner’s Journal:

Well, it’s been fourteen months since Pastor
Seth died. Now Brothers In Christ Church’s pastoral search has
finally ended. And I fear it has ended very badly. There were
several great candidates, but for some reason I don’t yet
understand, I think we picked the worst of the lot.

The name Stan Gordon burns into my mind as I
write this. All elders of our church argued vehemently over his
selection. It wasn’t an issue of biblical knowledge for me. For
Stan’s supporters were right when they said Stan Gordon knew the
doctrine of our faith very well. Nor was preaching an issue: for
Stan Gordon knows how to preach; boy, does he! But when he preached
or prayed, I listened closely to the man, and I heard something
strange in the words he chose and in the tone of voice he used. I
can’t quite put my finger on what it was. Nevertheless, by the
grace of Almighty God, I believe the Lord has given me a glimpse
into Stan’s soul and what I think I saw there was deep
darkness.1

I said over and over to my colleagues on the
council that all you have to do is look into the man’s eyes: on the
surface they appear to be on fire with passion (but for what?); but
as you look into them more deeply, they seem empty in some
frightening way, as if the thing that lurks there is hiding its
true nature. But many of our church leaders — unfortunately, a slim
majority of them — could not see it.

“You’re just making things
up, Mike,” they all said dismissively. Am I? Only time will tell, I
guess. But it wasn’t only my uneasiness with Stan’s spirituality
that alarmed me.

Stan had come to us from a church in the
southeastern United States. When we looked into his sojourn there,
we found that the congregation had asked him to leave. When we
asked their leadership why, they would not be specific; they merely
said there had been disagreements. Over what, we wondered? They
would not say. It turns out that there was a legal agreement
between them and Stan that required both parties not to divulge the
nature of their differences.

Imagine that! For me, that raised a lot of
bright red flags. Why would there need to be any “legal agreements”
when someone left the pulpit of a church? Naturally, some of us on
the council asked Stan about it, and he said that he could not
divulge why they had parted ways. But he assured us it was over
administrative matters that had nothing to do with his preaching or
teaching.

Not satisfied with this explanation, a few
of us on the council tried every avenue we could think of to find
out what these “administrative matters” were. But we were
unsuccessful. So I took it on myself to send someone back there to
see if anyone in the congregation might reveal this information to
him. I kept this from the other elders, however, so that Stan would
not get word of it. When my man mentioned Stan’s name to various
people in the congregation, he got only shaking heads. However, as
my man was packing to leave, he found a note stuffed in his coat.
He did not know how it had gotten there. It read, “If you know
what’s good for your church, you won’t hire this evil man.” It was
anonymous.

When I reported this back to the elders,
many were outraged that I had sent someone to “spy on Stan.” Spy?
What a crazy idea! How could they not want to know what this
problem with his previous church was all about?

I’m sorry to say that my actions hardened
the positions of those who supported Stan. In fact, Stan’s
supporters got so angry they asked for a vote to kick me off the
Elder Council. I guess I really got under their skin, as, I
believe, God wanted me to. Well, for some reason, the Lord my God
preserved my place of leadership. After this, all I could do was
shake my head, appalled. It was like I had never known these
men.

Of them all, Clark Adams’ support for Stan
is the most incomprehensible. I have known him for twenty years. He
is a wonderful servant: he models the teachings of Jesus in his own
life; he is truly an upright and righteous man; he tithes
regularly, works on committees and helps with our programs for the
indigent. In short, he does everything one could expect of a child
of God to support the ministry of our church. Yet he would not
budge on Stan. He even questioned my faith! How that saddens
me.

Not surprisingly, I have prayed long and
hard asking why our Lord would allow Stan to become pastor of our
church. I never got an answer. For some unfathomable reason He
allowed us to make what could be a horrible mistake.

Well, now the deed is done. Mark the Date of
Stan’s first Sunday Service: January 5, 1958. I tremble with
anxiety when I think of what awaits Brothers In Christ Church if my
suspicions are correct.

It could be destruction!

_____

1When the Lord is referred to in all caps, it
means the transliteration of the Jewish name for God, YHWH, or
Jehovah, who is the absolutely Sovereign Lord of the universe. When it is
joined to the name “Jesus Christ,” it identifies Him as the
revelation of the Person of that Sovereign Lord, Jehovah. See John 8:58. I use
this name for God throughout the book, even when the characters are
addressing Him or speaking of Him, because in the modern church we
have forgotten, it seems, that the Lord and God of the New
Testament, is the same Lord and God as the Lord of the Old
Testament.


CHAPTER 1


March 30 was the day of my tenth birthday. It was
a Sunday. Without going back to my personal journals for those
years, I can’t remember any of my other birthdays. But I can
remember that day like it was yesterday because I got a puppy, much
to my surprise. And, as it turned out, the four months that
followed was one of the most eventful periods of my life by
far.

I’d anxiously been waiting for my tenth
birthday for weeks because there was a special gift I wanted, a
roll-top desk I’d seen advertised on TV. I probably drove my mom
and dad to distraction pestering them about it, as, I guess, any
excited kid would do.

The day dawned bright and sunny and my room
was brightly lit when I woke that morning. I jumped out of bed
immediately after my eyes opened. The first thing I saw was that
stunning desk. Despite the weeks I’d been talking about it, I was
really surprised that I got it. For Mom and Dad never really let on
that I had made any type of impression on them. They were kind of
sly like that, you know, as parents can be when they want to
surprise their children.

On the top of the desk sat a desk lamp with
a multi-colored, tulip-shaped glass shade, which I loved
immediately. In front of the desk was a high-backed wooden desk
chair with casters: it was the most beautiful chair I had ever
seen. Next to the lamp was an alarm clock radio with a Mickey Mouse
face, which read 7:30.

I had just sat down at the desk, and had
started to open its cover, when I heard a whining mewling sound
behind me. Looking in its direction, I saw, at the end of my bed,
rolled up in a little ball at its foot, a golden haired puppy. His
eyes had just opened also. What words are there to describe how my
heart leapt in me when the little guy looked at me, wagged his
tail, rose, and trotted over to greet me? I breathed out a big
“Wow!” and picked him up. I cradled him in my arms and laughed
deliriously as he licked my face all over. As I write this, I can
still feel the thump-thump-thump of his little tail against my arm
and shoulder. I forgot all about my desk in the first few seconds I
spent with him.

I heard Dad’s voice say to me, “How do you
like him, Jake?”

Standing in the doorway were my mom and dad,
smiling. They must have been watching the whole time. Did my face
light up when I saw them! I set my puppy down, ran to Dad, and he
hoisted me up into his arms, like he always did.

I hugged him as hard as I could, saying,
“Oh, Daddy, he’s just so wonderful!” I can still feel the scratchy
warmth of Dad’s face next to mine and Mom softly caressing my
cheek.

“Oh, Daddy,” I exclaimed
again as he set me down, “I can’t believe it. Thank you, thank you,
thank you!”

Then I hugged my mom, who had reached down
to embrace me. She was wearing her satin-like bathrobe. As its
silky touch enveloped me along with the warmth of her embrace, the
faded scent of one of the wonderful perfumes she wore wove her love
around me.

“Happy birthday, Jake,”
she murmured. Dad also said, “Yes, Son, happy birthday.”

All this time, the puppy had been sitting at
my feet, wagging his tail rapidly. He had also wrinkled his nose so
that his sharp front teeth were bared. I didn’t know what to make
of this strange expression, but I didn’t spend a lot of time
thinking about it as I picked him up again.

Dad said, “So, Jake, what are you going to
name him?”

I said without hesitation, “Samuel,
Daddy.”

“Hmmmm. Samuel,” Dad said,
nodding at Mom. “It’s a good name. But why Samuel?”

I held my new friend away
from my body so that his hind feet dangled. Looking into his face,
I said, “Last week, we learned about the prophet Samuel in Sunday
school, Daddy.” I folded the pup in my arms as I said, “His mother
Hannah had wished and prayed so hard for a little boy that she
vowed to the Lord to give her child to Him for all the days of his life if He
would give her a son. He did, and she did! And he grew up to be a
great prophet of God!” I said this so rapidly that I began to
hyperventilate. “And I’ve always wanted a dog. And here he is, just
like Samuel.”

Mom and Dad looked at each other. Dad said,
“We thought you ‘always’ wanted a desk, Son.” He smiled at Mom.

Casually waving my free hand toward the
desk, I said, “Well, I’ve always wanted that too. Thank you so very
much!”

“You are so welcome, very
much,” Dad said, chuckling. He and Mom hugged me and my new friend
again.

“Well, Son,” Dad said, “we
got Samuel for you because we think you’re old enough to take care
of him.” I agreed enthusiastically. “We expect you to feed him, to
take him out of doors for exercise and to be totally responsible
for him. Can you do that?”

“Oh yes, Daddy. I can,” I
breathed out sincerely.

“Well, that’s good. Oh, by
the way, do you like your new desk?”

His question took me by surprise. Of course
I liked it. What a dumb question, I thought. But I recovered
quickly. “It’s wonderful too, Daddy, Mommy. Thank you very much!”
They beamed at me.

“Okay,” Mom said, turning
to Dad, “isn’t there something else for him, Honey?”

I remember thinking, How could there
possibly be anything else?

Smiling, Dad turned, slid my closet door
open, and brought out a large, flat wicker basket, its rim about
eight inches high, with a pretty red blanket lying in it. It was so
big, Dad had to hold it with arms outstretched as he said, “This is
for your new friend. We thought you’d like him to sleep in here
with you.”

“Oh, Daddy,
yes!”

Dad put the basket down next to the foot of
my bed and I set Sammy down in it. It was so much bigger than the
puppy it seemed to swallow him up. The puppy sniffed at his
blanket, looked at me and wagged his tail, wrinkled his nose again,
baring his sharp teeth, and jumped back into my arms. “I think he
likes it, Daddy.” Why I thought that, I can’t really say. But it
must have been true because that’s where he slept for all the time
he was with us.

Just then, my sleepy-eyed little sister
Laura came in, wiping her eyes, her faced creased with a frown, as
it always was when she first got up. She whined, “Mommy, I’m hung
…” but stopped mid-sentence when she saw Sammy. Her eyes shot wide
open and she said, “A puppy! Oh Mom, Dad!” She turned to me and
opened her arms. I must say it was with some degree of reluctance
(and prompted by a certain look from Mom) that I allowed Laura to
take my precious new friend from me. But Sammy didn’t seem to mind,
because he licked her face too, and she giggled loudly and squirmed
with pleasure.

“What’s her name?” she
asked.

“It’s not a her,
Widget,” I said, using my pet name for Laura, which she hated. I
grabbed my puppy away from her. “It’s a him and
his name is Saaamueeellll.” I had screwed up my face and
used that patronizing tone of voice certain big brothers use with
annoying little sisters.

“Hey,” Dad said, pointing
a finger at me, “don’t be like that!” How I hated it when the Widge
smirked and mouthed “So there, beef jerky!” at me. Dad caught that
and said to her, “And that means you too, Lolly.” (He used a
nickname for Laura that she herself had coined when she was first
learning to talk.) Though I kept a straight face, purely for
self-preservation purposes, I was smirking back at her
inside.

“I’m sorry, Daddy,” Laura
said.

“Me too,” I
said.

“Okay,” said Mom.
“Breakfast is in a few minutes. I want you two to wash up and brush
your teeth. Remember, we’re leaving for church soon, so you don’t
have a lot of time to lollygag around.” She used that commanding
tone she always did when she meant business. We both said
dutifully, “Yes, Mom,” as Mom and Dad turned to leave my
room.

Laura set the puppy down and turned to
follow them out of the room when something caught her eye. She
looked back at the dog, stopped, and watched as he wrinkled his
nose at her and wagged his tail furiously. “Look!” she shrieked
delightedly. Mom and Dad stopped and turned. Laura was pointing at
Sammy. “He’s smiling!” Dad, Mom and I looked at Sammy, his nose
wrinkled up, his eyes darting back and forth between me and my
sister.

Dad said, “Why, I think he is!” Mom murmured
agreement. It did look like he was smiling, I had to admit.

Laura picked him up again, hugged him and
held him out at arm’s length. “Smile, Sammy,” she commanded. The
dog obediently wrinkled his nose at her. She giggled loudly. Mom
and Dad laughed. “It’s so cool, Jakey,” she said.

Mom and Dad laughed again. I found myself
chuckling. I was so proud of Sammy: imagine a dog that can
smile!

With that Mom, Dad and Laura turned again to
leave.

Then, as if Laura had suddenly remembered
her primary mission in life — to torment me — she turned and stuck
her tongue out at me, but stealthily. Like all moms, ours seemed to
have eyes in the back of her head, and she thumped Laura’s
backside; not hard, of course. But Laura squealed as if she had
been shot. Mom wagged her finger at her and shook her head, and
Laura turned and marched back to her room in a huff.

There was still one member of our family who
had not yet met my new friend. It was Settles, our cat, who was a
bit bigger than the puppy, and who, like most representatives of
her species do, had established a very possessive attitude toward
us.

I had just set Sammy down in his new bed
when Settles wandered in. It was usually the case that first thing
in the morning the cat made the rounds of each of our bedrooms to
get the adoring attention from each of us she thought her due. When
she came into my room and saw Sammy, she immediately exploded into
an enormous arc of fur, all ten claws came out, and she made the
most ominous hissing sound I had ever heard from her.

Sammy didn’t seem too impressed, though.
Quite unafraid, he approached our offended queen, licked her once
in the face and sat on his haunches in front of her, wagging his
tail rapidly, smiling his puppy smile at her.

This must have been the last thing Settles
expected, I would guess, because she smoothed out and stared at him
for a moment. Then she turned and waltzed out of my room without
looking back. I picked up Sammy, who was panting with his little
tongue hanging out, and carried him into the kitchen where Mom had
already set out a bowl for him (next to Settles’ bowl, amazingly
enough).

Mom got out a can of dog food, opened it and
said, “Since he’s your friend, Jake, you have to take care of him.”
She handed me the can and said, “Only two scoops, now.”

I took the open can, got a big spoon out of
one of the drawers, and scooped two big scoops into Sammy’s bowl.
He immediately fell to. Settles, meanwhile, had turned her back to
him to eat. Once in a while Sammy would look at her and nudge her
playfully, but she quite determinedly ignored him.

After that, the rest of the morning went on
pretty much as every Sunday morning did in our house: we washed up,
ate breakfast (after a brief prayer), read a few verses from the
Bible, prayed some more, and dressed for church.


CHAPTER 2


Before continuing, I must take a moment to tell
you how I can possibly remember with any degree of accuracy the
things I’m about to tell you, all of which happened over fifty
years ago. I have always kept a journal. I must have over a hundred
volumes now. I started this habit because my dad was a well-known
Christian writer who kept extensive journals. (One of my earliest
memories is of seeing Dad in his office at home poring over a
manuscript late at night, scribbling and scratching away. And as I
recall that moment, I can’t do so without imagining a beam of light
shining down on his head and illuminating the paper. For a long
time I attributed this to the fancies of a little boy who adored
his father, even worshipped him beyond my capacity to describe. But
as I think about what a godly man my dad was, I’m not so sure it
was just my imagination.) So, part of what I wrote on my tenth
birthday was: “Billy and Katy came over and played with Samuel
before we all went to church.”

Laura and I had just finished dressing for
church when the doorbell rang. Knowing who it was, I shot out of my
room, down the stairs and shouted, “I’ll get it.” Not to be
outdone, the Widget ran too, trying to get to the door before me,
just to annoy me, of course. Since I was bigger I got to the
doorknob just in time to open the door as Laura came running up
behind me screaming, “Jakey, let me do it!”

Standing at the door were Mrs. Darla Clay,
her son Billy and her daughter Katy. They came over every Sunday to
go to church with us.

Mrs. Clay’s husband Ron was not a believer.
So, of course, Mr. Clay would not go to church. His excuse was that
he hated “organized religion,” as he called it, because there were
all those “hypocrites in the church, don’t you know.” Nevertheless,
because God’s Holy Spirit was working in Mr. Clay even then, he
allowed Mrs. Clay to go and take their children along. This was
also probably why his warped opinion of churchgoers did not affect
his relationship with Dad: they were very close friends.

But Billy and Katy eagerly went with us
because Billy and I were the best of friends and did everything
together. And nine-year-old Katy liked playing big sister to Laura.
That’s what I told myself, at least. For when Katy and I were
together and I chanced to glance at her, I found that she was
always looking at me, though her eyes would dart away suddenly and
she might blush. But she was not shy with me otherwise: she’d
always sit next to me in church or at the dinner table when our
families ate together, or when we watched TV, or went to the movies
or to the beach. And she couldn’t seem to get enough of putting her
hand on my arm or shoulder when she talked to me. Being “that
maddening boy” as she called me when she thought I couldn’t
hear, however, I would not let on that I found some degree of
satisfaction in her attention.

So there they stood, Billy with a big
how-ya-doin’ smile on his face, and Katy, pink faced — and smiling
too — staring into my eyes. She was also shaking her head slowly.
That look of hers had always puzzled me, but I could not summon the
courage to ask her what she was thinking.

Mrs. Clay smiled at me as I opened the
screen door. “Good morning, Jake,” she said. “I hear it’s a special
day today.” She took a nicely wrapped package out of her purse and
handed it to me.

“Wow!” I said. “For me?”
She nodded as she stepped through the door, Billy and Katy pulling
at her hands.

By this time, Mom and Dad had come in to
greet her.

“Thank you so much,” Mom
said. “You didn’t have to, Darla.” This annoyed me deeply, as you
can imagine. But I bit my tongue as Mrs. Clay replied, “It’s
nothing, really.”

Dad said, “Still can’t persuade that
hard-headed husband of yours to come?”

I realize now that, though Mrs. Clay managed
to smile and to shake her head, this light-hearted teasing from Dad
stung her.

But she was good at hiding it, because Dad,
who was usually very perceptive, replied without any irony sounding
in his voice, “Well, let’s keep praying for him. I think the Lord
our God will get him eventually.”

Mrs. Clay sighed and murmured something
like, “I sure hope so.”

Meanwhile, Billy, Katy, Laura and I had sat
on the carpet. I was eyeing the package eagerly. But because I
could tell that both Laura and Katy were anxiously waiting for me
to open it, I stalled as long as I could.

Finally Laura cried, “Jaaaakeeeyyyy! Would
you please open it?!”

Katy scooted so close to me I could feel the
warmth of her body through her dress. “Yes, Jake, open the
package,” she coaxed, laying a hand lightly on my arm.

“Okay, I guess so.” I
smiled at Billy, who smiled back, knowing what I was up
to.

We laughed at the girls for a minute, and
then I opened the gift. It was a leather-bound Bible with my name
inscribed in gold letters on the lower right-hand corner of the
cover. It also had a dedication signed by Mrs. Clay, Billy and Katy
on a page reserved for this purpose. I still have that precious
gift to this day. But then, I have to admit, I was disappointed.
Nevertheless, I knew well enough how my mom and dad would react if
I didn’t show the requisite amount of excitement and gratitude. So
I said with as much enthusiasm as I could, “Thank you, Mrs.
Clay.”

She said, “You are welcome!” She followed
Mom and Dad into the kitchen where they sat for a few minutes,
drank some coffee and chatted.

By then I had scrambled up off the floor.
Ignoring the girls as best I could, I said, “Billy, come up to my
room and see what I got for my birthday!” All four of us ran up to
my room.

When we all got there, the first thing Katy
saw was Sammy, asleep in his bed. She squealed, “Did you get a
puppy, Jake?” And Billy said, “Wow, Jake, you got a puppy!” I was
so proud of myself.

But pride turned instantly to terrific
annoyance when the Widge said, “Yeah. And her name is Samuel.”

Grimacing at Laura, I picked Sammy up and
intentionally handed him to Billy, knowing how much Katy wanted
him. But she did not rise to the occasion as I hoped. Rather, she
accepted this with her usual good nature and watched placidly as
her brother let the pup lick his face. I said as gruffly as I
could, looking at Laura, “His name is Samuel.”

It turns out that Katy did not have to wait
very long to hold him, because Billy truly loved his sister.
Sensing how much she wanted the puppy, he handed Sammy to her.

Holding him like a mother would a baby, Katy
said to me, “I’m so happy for you, Jake.”

And she was too. I have to admit that I felt
no little shame at the way she returned my bad behavior with good
behavior. After all, wasn’t this what Jesus told us to do? And she
was doing a better job of it than I could ever have at that age. I
also found myself wondering why Billy treated his sister so much
better than I treated mine. Even at my young age, I knew somewhere
deep in my heart that my behavior toward Laura displeased my Lord
and Savior. And I knew that we are called to do good to everyone,
even to those who annoy us no end. Now I realize that
nine-year-old Katy was light-years ahead of me in that
department.

When my puppy began to squirm, Katy set him
down and said, “There you go, Sammy.” The puppy wrinkled his nose
at her in response, wagging his tail furiously. “Look, how cute
that is! He’s smiling!’ Katy exclaimed, pointing at him.

“I think he’s laughing at
us, Jake,” said Billy.

“No,” said Laura, “not at
us. He’s laughing at Jakey.” She giggled at her little joke. Katy
chimed in with that sparkling laugh of hers. Billy laughed
too.

“Ha, ha,” I said. “Very
funny, Widge.” Laura stuck her tongue out at me again. Turning to
my desk, I said, “Did you guys see this?”

Katy and Billy dutifully turned to admire my
desk and lamp.

Dad came in and said, “Guys, we’ve got to
get ready. Jake, take Samuel out to the backyard for a few
minutes.”

“Why, Daddy?”

“You’ll see.”

So I snapped my fingers at Sammy and his
ears went up. I said, “Here, Sammy. Come with me.” He bent his head
and looked around for a moment. I kept coaxing him, but he didn’t
understand. Annoyed, I picked him up, and we all headed down to the
kitchen. As I went to open the door, which led into the garage and
then into the back yard, Mom stopped me.

“See that bell, Jake?” Mom
asked.

I hadn’t noticed that someone had hung a
little bell next to the door. “Yes, Mom. What’s it for?”

“Ring it every time you
take Samuel out to do his business.”

“Why, Mom?”

“You’ll see.”

“Okay, Mom.”

I shrugged my shoulders at my friends, rang
the bell, opened the door, and carried Sammy out to the backyard.
We watched as he sniffed around a bit and found a decent plant
stalk, lifted his leg and relieved himself. Then he did “number
two” while we waited. When Sammy was done, we carried him back into
the house.

It turned out that Mom’s idea was really
neat: Sammy learned to ring the bell when he wanted out, which was
a lot better than having him do stuff in the house. Sometimes,
though, I’d wake up in the middle of the night to a ringing bell. I
knew that if I let it ring too long, Mom or Dad would get annoyed.
It also turned out that when Sammy wanted to go out for a walk or
to play, he’d ring the bell ceaselessly until someone (meaning me)
took him. Though it was annoying at the time, I think this deepened
the bond between us. This brings a tremendous feeling of warmth to
me as I think about those happy days, though I don’t know that I
appreciated it all that much back then.

Well, Mom and Mrs. Clay were deep in
conversation as we entered. Mom appeared to be consoling Mrs. Clay
about something. As we entered, they both looked up, smiled warmly
at us, and went back to talking quietly.

As I set my new friend down in his bed, Dad
called out, “Okay, kids, we’re leaving in a few minutes. Get
yourselves ready.”

We all said, “Yes, Sir!” and ran as fast as
we could to pick up our coats and Bibles. I took my gift with me
without even thinking about it. I can still recall the pleased look
on my parents’ faces.

We ran out to the car, which was idling
quietly, and we all climbed in the back seat as Mom and Mrs. Clay
got into the front. (Bucket seats had not become standard equipment
in automobiles back then. The front seat was like a sofa, as was
the back seat.) Dad closed the garage door loudly and climbed in,
and we headed on to church.

One thing I recall clearly: it was a
beautiful spring day. The bright warm sun had not yet climbed high
enough to emerge over the hills to the east of our house, so long
colored fingers of light shot into the air, like a hand opening a
curtain onto the day. A cool breeze also wafted here and there, and
there was not a cloud in the high blue sky. Because it had rained
the day before, I could still smell that wonderful newness the
Earth gets when it’s waking from its long winter’s sleep. I guess I
also remember this clearly because it was my birthday, after
all, and I decided that God must have made it so just for me.


CHAPTER 3


Most mornings we got to church well before the
first service, which started at 9:30, because Dad had to be there
early so that he could help our new senior pastor Stan Gordon and
others set up for morning’s activities. But today we arrived at
church relatively late, about 9:15. The first round of Sunday
school classes for those attending our second worship service,
which began at 11:00, also started at 9:30.

Brothers In Christ Baptist Church was housed
in a large, two-story-high rectangular building facing east with
the sanctuary in the front and the staff offices to the rear.
Joined to it on its south side was a single-story building in the
shape of an “L” where the common meeting room and dining area were,
along with all the Sunday school classrooms. There were about
thirty classrooms, and these were always full because, over the
past several months, the number of regular attenders at Brothers In
Christ had grown to well over two thousand and many of them
attended these classes. The church parking lot, which covered
several acres, was behind the church buildings, and it always
seemed to be seething with cars pulling in and leaving. (We
actually had about a dozen off-duty police officers directing
traffic.) Fortunately, because Dad was an elder, we were allowed to
park in the church staff parking lot bounded by the crook of the
“L”. I, along with the Widge, Billy and Katy, rolled out of the car
and headed off to our respective classrooms. Dad’s call of “take
care of your little sister” rang noisily and irritatingly in my
ear.

Katy, Billy and I dropped Laura off at the
class for kindergarten and first grade children, which was run by
Mrs. Bacon, whom we all loved. Next to my mom, she was the kindest
person I have ever known.

Then we went to our own class, taught by a
young man named Charles Trask, still in college at a local
seminary. (All the adults addressed him as Pastor Charles, though
he had not yet officially been ordained. But he was a man wholly
devoted to serving our Lord Jesus Christ and we were blessed beyond
words to have him. And because all of his students adored him, we
referred to him as Chuck among ourselves.) Because it was my
birthday, I was so full of myself I didn’t pay very much attention
to what was said that morning. So there wasn’t anything in my
journal other than: “Chuck was really funny, as usual.”

For Chuck Trask was a genius at using humor
to get us to listen and learn. He could get Katy laughing so hard
she would place her head on my shoulder, heaving gasps coming out
of her. I always thank my God that I had someone like Chuck to
teach me when I was in my formative years. I figured that if Jesus
was so good that Chuck was always happy, and that he managed to
pass his good humor on to us, along with a lot of good teaching, I
wanted to know the King of Creation as well as Chuck obviously
did.

When class was over, we picked up Laura and
headed immediately to the roughly oval-shaped sanctuary, which we
called “The Worship Center.” Now the Worship Center faced west and
had several dozen rows of pews in three sections. I guessed that it
sat about a thousand comfortably, and for the past several months
it had been filled to capacity for each service, with people
standing at the back and in the overflow room to our right. Today
was no exception: the pews were filling rapidly. And we sat in our
normal pew in the center section; about three rows back from the
front.

You could tell who the first-time visitors
were because of the way their eyes surveyed this beautiful room.
There was a steeply vaulted ceiling crossed by heavy cedar beams,
and the walls to our right and left were paneled in cedar. A
sky-blue carpet covered the floor and there was a carpeted stage at
the front where the pulpit was. To the rear of the stage was the
choir loft rising gradually in five tiered rows, the highest about
ten feet above the platform. As you looked around the room, you
would see no crosses or any of the religious images that you might
see at other churches. But there were beautiful arched stained
glass windows along walls to our right and left, as well as one
over the rear entrance to the sanctuary. All of them showed
pastoral scenes. On a sunny day like today they gleamed,
multicolored shafts of light falling into the room, especially from
the east. The whole sanctuary was so beautiful, it really made you
want to worship this Great King of ours.

Now to the right of the choir loft as you
looked at it was an organ console, and above the choir loft were
several ranks of pipes. They were decorated with decals showing
pastoral scenes. I loved to hear that wonderful instrument play;
and we were blessed with a terrific musician who was a well-known
organist, who had recorded many albums not only of church music but
also of secular music from great composers such as Bach, Handel,
Mendelssohn, Mozart and Frank. Her name was Kari Fuller. She also
happened to be a tremendously beautiful woman. I had a terrific
crush on her for the longest time, and I was really sad when she
got married. That I even mention that infatuation here shows that
some small ember of that flame must still glow in my heart.

Then there was our new pastor, Stan Gordon.
He was a tall, big-boned man in his forties. He had jet-black hair,
always combed straight back, and large blue eyes that gazed bright
fire at you, especially when he smiled. He was handsome, having a
noble forehead, high cheekbones, a lantern jaw, aquiline nose, and
broad mouth. He also had a brilliant mind and a booming baritone
voice. Any male speaker would have given his right arm, I bet, to
have that terrific instrument to wield in public. When he spoke,
people were glued to their seats. I, for one, don’t recall ever
taking a breath while he spoke to us; at least in the first few
months he was with us.

I say “new” because he had only recently
replaced our previous pastor, Seth Acton, who had been with us for
about thirty years. Pastor Seth was a wonderful, kind, godly man,
totally devoted to his flock, a good shepherd by anyone’s
definition. For the first twenty years or so of his ministry,
Brothers In Christ Baptist Church had grown in reputation
throughout the city for its compassion for the poor and indigent,
for the “widows” and “orphans” of this dark world, and for its
unflinching adherence to the truth of God’s Word.1 It
was quite natural, therefore, that the congregation grew steadily,
so that the church often divided and reproduced itself, as would
any vibrant living organism. During these first two decades we
planted many other churches in the suburban areas surrounding our
city, and they all grew just as rapidly as we did.

But a kind of strange malaise had gradually
set in, though I was too young to be aware of this at the time.
Pastor Seth still preached God’s Word. We had Sunday school and all
kinds of programs to help the needy, to teach the saints. We had a
wonderful children’s program, as both Laura and I could attest. But
the church had stopped growing both in numbers and in spiritual
maturity. People had actually started to leave! Divisions arose in
the body; there was gossip and little turf wars going on. During
those first twenty years, we had had at least three to four
baptisms of new believers a month, but in the last year of Pastor
Seth’s ministry we did not baptize a single person. As I reflect on
what I’ve learned about that time from my Dad’s journals, I don’t
think any of us realized that our church had “forsaken its first
love,” which was to spread the gospel to the unbeliever, to grow in
the knowledge of God and so forth; and we had “fallen from the
great heights” we had seen before.2 Nevertheless,
despite the disappointments of the last ten years of Pastor Seth’s
ministry, when the Lord God called him home to be with Him in
heaven, we saw it as a tremendous loss. Pastor Seth’s funeral was
one of the most moving and widely attended we had ever had.

The church elders and staff had spent a good
deal of time looking for a replacement. Many fretted that we could
never find a man as great as Pastor Seth to lead us. But after a
year or so passed, the elders finally narrowed the field to two
men: Stan Gordon and another man whose name I do not recall. As
deliberations progressed, certain frictions arose among the elders.
Many doubted that Stan was the right man for the job. Others
wondered how we could possibly have any question about it. Dad was
emphatically in the former category. I can remember him talking to
Mom late at night about this. (I had big ears, as they said in
those days. I would often sneak out of my bedroom to try to
overhear their conversations.) Dad seemed very uneasy about Stan,
saying that he didn’t trust him and that his background had some
troubling things in it. But when Mom and Dad began to discuss what
these were, their voices became too annoyingly quiet for me to
hear. In any event, Dad came home one night and told Mom how there
had been a big row when the final selection was made. I can
remember Dad saying to Mom, “I did everything I could to get them
to reconsider, but they’d have none of it. So here we are with Stan
Gordon as our senior pastor. I hope to God with all my heart that
our Lord (and Stan) will prove me wrong.” Dad and Mom spent the
good part of that night on their knees, arms around each other, in
prayer.

Well, Pastor Stan had been in the pulpit for
several months now, and the whole building had not come crashing
down on us, which you might have thought would happen had you heard
Dad complain on the night of Stan’s selection. I actually had
nightmares for a few weeks, seeing Stan standing behind the pulpit,
his eyes on fire, his hand raised, his voice booming to the skies
so loudly the whole building shook. In one of my dreams it actually
did come crashing down around me. But the dreams abated just as
suddenly as they came, and I thought little more about them.

And everything turned around for Brothers In
Christ: the congregation immediately started to grow, as did the
church’s reputation. In fact, the increase in attendance was truly
amazing: weekly attendance went from about twelve hundred to over
twenty-four hundred in just six weeks, and it was still growing.
Many members of the congregation and leaders of the church
attributed this to our having a photogenic man of God as pastor,
who often appeared in public and talked about the work of the
church; who presented himself as the very picture of a nice guy,
and who could impale on his sharp good humor all the squirming
accusations that we Christians were just a bunch of Bible-thumping
crazies. As a result, many in the congregation and the church’s
leadership loudly voiced their admiration of Stan and their
approval of his ministry.

Though I did not know this at the time Dad
was not so sanguine about the reasons for our sudden spurt of
growth. He wrote extensively of his concerns in his journals: there
were dozens of pages where he complained that Stan was not
preaching a gospel of repentance leading to true salvation. Rather,
Dad characterized Stan’s messages as a type of
feel-good-about-yourself gospel. According to Dad, this fake gospel
denied the innate sinfulness of man and his need for the saving
work of the blood of the resurrected Christ. Rather, Stan implied,
and not too subtly, that since God was love, everyone would
eventually get to heaven. (Since this is a common theme in many of
today’s churches, I think the phrase best characterizing this
“gospel of love” is “How could a loving God through anyone into
hell?”) So, if people really believed this, Dad reasoned, they’d
think they were saved when they really weren’t because they were
never confronted by the fact that they were sinners and needed to
repent of their sin. No wonder people flocked to hear this message
of false hope preached, Dad wrote. Dad also pointed out how Paul
had called down eternal condemnation on any being, man or angel,
who preached any gospel but the true Gospel.3 As I
reflect on what Dad wrote and on many of the ugly events that
occurred during Stan’s ministry, I can understand why our pastor
remained popular with the congregation, even as his true nature
revealed itself to us.

Be all that as it may, attendance was still
growing so quickly the elders had started talking about adding a
third service on Sunday afternoons. And Stan had recently asked
them to revisit an aggressive church building program they had
considered but rejected just prior to Pastor Seth’s passing.

To get back to my story, the four of us kids
had been sitting quietly for about five minutes, listening intently
to Kari’s playing. As I watched people entering, one person in
particular caught my eye, an elderly gentleman named Harrison
Martin, whom we all called Grandpa Marty. He was with one of our
neighborhood families who had brought him. As he took his seat in a
pew across the aisle, I caught his eye, and he smiled and waved. I
waved back; how I loved that kindly old man! All the kids in the
neighborhood did too, and it did my heart good to see him here.

Finally Dad, Mom and Mrs. Clay came in and
sat next to us. Mrs. Clay loved to sit next to Laura and me. She’d
always pat us on the head and tell us what well-behaved children we
were. Of course Billy and I would tease Laura without letup, saying
that Mrs. Clay must be crazy if she thought Laura
well-behaved. Though this was certain to draw a warning from Mom or
Dad, considering Laura’s predictable outraged reaction, it was
usually worth the trouble.

This particular morning, I saw Mrs. Clay do
something strange: as Pastor Stan went to take his seat just to the
left and behind the pulpit, she stared at him for the longest time,
a dreamy look coming over her. Stan stared back at her until she
averted her eyes, her face and throat flushing crimson. So engaged
had Mrs. Clay been in this staring contest that Mom had to touch
her arm to get her to respond to something she had just said. I
thought nothing of it at the time, however.

But as I recall this from an adult’s point
of view, I realize that it wasn’t only Mrs. Clay who was mesmerized
by our new, dashingly handsome pastor. Many of the other, mostly
younger, women in the congregation were equally taken with him. I
learned later that as time passed, many husbands had serious words
with their wives over the attention they paid to this man. This was
a state of affairs the women could not seem to explain away by
pointing out that he was their very new pastor, after all, and that
they were only trying to make him comfortable in his unfamiliar
surroundings. Yet in all this, Mom was a rock. I don’t recall her
ever behaving toward Stan in any way but the most proper. In fact,
now that I think about it, she was always cold to him.

Once Stan had seated himself and the
congregation had quieted, the service began. As is the case with
most Christian worship services, we sang a hymn. Stan greeted the
congregation and welcomed any guests who might be with us. We sang
some more. The choir sang its anthem. Stan prayed. We took the
offering, during which one of our church ladies with an
astoundingly beautiful voice rose to sing. She was accompanied by
Kari and several other excellent musicians: a flutist, violinist,
cellist and pianist. Finally, when it was his turn to preach, Stan
rose majestically from the chair he occupied on the stage
immediately behind and to the left of the pulpit, and approached
the congregation. The way he did that you felt like the heavens
above would open up suddenly and the voice of God come raining down
on you. Stan had that terrific personal presence that all great
speakers have.

After looking around the room for a few
moments, he said, “Today, brothers and sisters, we are going to
speak of the threat posed to the body of Christ by our Enemy,
Satan. Our text comes from the book of Jude.” He pronounced the
name of the writer “Juuuuuddde,” and his baritone voice filled the
entire sanctuary as he continued to look around at us, his eyes
fiery blue. Then he read the following passage from the biblical
text, which, for the sake of brevity, I have shortened:

Dear friends, although I was very eager to
write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write
and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all
entrusted to the saints. For certain men whose condemnation was
written about long ago have secretly slipped in among you. They are
godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for
immorality and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord …They
serve as an example of those who suffer the punishment of eternal
fire.

… These dreamers pollute
their own bodies, reject authority and slander celestial beings. …
These men speak abusively against whatever they do not understand;
and what things they do understand by instinct, like unreasoning
animals — these are the very things that destroy them.

[They] are blemishes at your love feasts,
eating with you without the slightest qualm — shepherds who feed
only themselves. They are clouds without rain, blown along by the
wind; autumn trees, without fruit and uprooted — twice dead. They
are wild waves of the sea, foaming up their shame; wandering stars,
for whom blackest darkness has been reserved forever.

…These men … boast about
themselves and flatter others for their own advantage … These are
the men who divide you, who follow mere natural instincts and do
not have the Spirit.4

––––––––––

“My brothers and sisters,”
Stan said, his expression grave, “these are the last times, so that
by the word of our Lord, we can expect Satan to try to slip his
servants in among us.”

Many shouted, “Amen!”

“Yes indeed,” he
continued, now out in front of the pulpit, walking slowly back and
forth across the platform, “the Evil One will try anything he can
to get his servants to slip in among us.” He paused for a second,
and everyone seemed to stop breathing. “How will we know
them?”

Eager anticipation filled the room as they
waited for Stan to answer. I happened to look at Dad, who was
staring intently at our pastor, a strange expression on his face.
This was what I usually saw when he had been proven right in
something he and Mom had been discussing. I think Mom saw it too,
because she was staring at Dad, apparently ignoring what Stan was
saying.

“You certainly won’t know
them by their appearance,” Stan thundered. “Why,” he chuckled, “do
you think Satan would come to you in red tights with horns and a
tail?” As he shook his head, still smiling, the congregation
(mostly the women) shook their heads too. “No!” he thundered again,
and I flinched. “He’ll come as a glib talker, persuasive. He would
look and sound every bit the part of a godly man.”

From their reactions, the congregation
seemed to agree. I glanced at Dad. He was shaking his head slowly,
but not as if he disagreed. He had said the same thing to us many
times during our devotions. Something else was clearly bothering
him.

Then Stan made a joke: “Why, he could look
just like me.” The women laughed heartily; so did some of the men.
But Dad didn’t.

Laughing with us, now — a deep throated “ha,
haaa, haaaa,” — and shaking his head, Stan said, “Brothers and
sisters, there’s only one way to know these men.” Much more serious
now, he continued, “Jesus says in Matthew Chapter Seven and verses
fifteen and sixteen: ‘ “Watch out for false prophets. They come to
you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By
their fruit you will recognize them.’”

Stan always used this way of referring to
Scripture, putting an “and” between the chapter and verse. He
sounded like one of those old time preachers that were caricatured
in the movies.

“What does Jude say?” Stan
asked rhetorically. “He says that these men will be sexually
immoral, preying on the weak and vulnerable in the flock. They will
sound good, but their minds are filled with corrupt dreams.” Stan
emphasized this with a chopping motion of his hand. “As the Lord
our God” — he bellowed the word “God,” making it sound like Gawwwd
— “warned through the prophet Jeremiah: ‘ “The prophets are
prophesying lies in my name. I have not sent them or appointed them
or spoken to them. They are prophesying to you false visions,
divinations, idolatries and the delusions of their own minds.”
’5 These men will be heretics, idolaters, men who follow
their diseased instincts, men without shame, liars, covetous,
mean-spirited, evil to the very core of their being.

“Brothers and sisters,”
Stan roared, “we must be on our guard against such men.”

Then Stan did the most interesting thing,
something that will burn in my memory until the day the Lord takes
me home: he stared directly at Dad (my dad!) — the most godly man I
have ever known or will probably ever know — and motioned casually
in his direction.

What was this?

Was he indicating that my dad was one of
these men?

Well, when the congregation began to murmur
— when Stan saw many frowning faces and glaring eyes looking from
my dad to him and many heads shaking, and some of our elders
whispering to themselves — he backed off (or seemed to).

He said, “As any one of you godly servants
of the Lord very well know.” Stan glanced at Dad again, and many
looked at Dad, their frowns relaxing, though a few heads still
shook disapprovingly.

Dad never blinked or flinched or lowered his
gaze. His mouth was set in a grim line, an expression I recognized
as one of fervent, unalterable, unshakeable resolve. I had seen it
before, and I know now, though I did not completely understand it
then, that in that moment some deep contest had been joined between
these two powerful personalities.

That quick retreat worked, though, and
Pastor Stan went on for another thirty minutes about “clouds
without rain, boasters, flatterers, workers of evil” and so forth.
Everyone, me included, now over our shock at Stan’s apparent
indiscretion, listened, enthralled. What a speaker our new pastor
was!

When he was done, we sang another hymn; Stan
gave the benediction, and we all quietly filed out of the
sanctuary. Dad and I led our little party through the foyer at the
back of the sanctuary toward the front doors to the church. Dad had
his hands on my shoulders — I loved it when he did that, his hands
so large and strong, but so gently resting on me — as we passed by
Pastor Stan. For Stan had quickly made his way out of the sanctuary
so that he might greet us all as we passed by on our way out.

Dad stopped, looked into Stan’s eyes, took
his hand and, as he shook it, asked the most interesting question:
“Well, Pastor, what a sermon! I’m wondering what the chances are of
something like that happening here?”

I looked at him and then at Stan. Mom and
Mrs. Clay murmured something I didn’t quite catch, and I felt Mom,
who had come to stand alongside us, nudge Dad’s arm slightly.

Stan laughed and shook his head. Then,
ignoring Dad’s question for the moment, he tousled my hair and
said, “Hi ya, Jakey.”

“Hi ya, Pastor Stan,” I
responded.

Turning back to Dad, he said, finally,
“Well, Mike, we’ll all have to pray that that just won’t happen
here.” He punctuated this with a firm nod. And Dad, with a
good-natured smile, nodded back. Stan took Mom’s hand and greeted
her, and she returned his greeting properly but — evidently not
forgetting that little incident during the service — quite coolly.
Finally Stan took Mrs. Clay’s hand.

I remember stopping to look back at them.
(Once through the big oaken double door at the front of the church,
you had to descend several steps to get to the street and I was
about halfway down.) Though I wasn’t close enough to hear what they
were saying, I could see that Mrs. Clay was laughing and blushing
as Stan held her hand, bent close to her and said something in her
ear.

Before I could completely satisfy my
curiosity, Dad, his hand still on my shoulder, turned me around and
we headed to the car. Dad was shaking his head and murmuring
quietly, “I guess we will,” glancing over his shoulder at Stan and
Mrs. Clay.

––––––––––

The terms “widows” and
“orphans” are widely used in Scripture to describe the
needy.

2 The phrases in
quotations are paraphrases of Revelation 2:4 – 5a, where Jesus is
speaking to the church in Ephesus. Here He issues a stern warning:
“Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I
will come to you and remove your lampstand from its
place.”

3 See Galatians 1:6 –
9.

4 Jude, verses 3 –
20.

5 Jeremiah
14:14.


CHAPTER 4


It was early afternoon when we got home. Mrs.
Clay did not bother to come in with us, though Mom had invited her.
She made an apology, wished me another happy birthday and said,
“We’ll come over later to help you celebrate. But right now, I’ve
got a husband to tend to.” Mom and Dad said they understood. Mom
hugged her and Billy and Katy, and they strolled back to their
house, just a few doors down the street. I have to admit, I did
like the way Katy stared over her shoulder at me until they got to
their front door and entered the house. I think Laura noticed this
because she chimed, “Jakey’s got a girl friend.” Mom and Dad
chuckled at my embarrassment. I wanted to say something hurtful to
the Widge, but knowing what would surely follow, I held my
tongue.

Of course I couldn’t wait to get to my
bedroom to see my puppy. When I got there, the most amazing sight
greeted me. Sammy was asleep and Settles was curled up right next
to him. Wow! Mom and Dad, on the way to their room, happened
to peek in. I could hear Mom sigh in the background and Dad grunt
with approval.

Dad knelt next to me and whispered in my
ear, “Looks like they’ve made friends.” It was really amazing.
“Look,” he said pointing at the cat, “how she’s lying outside of
him toward the entrance to his bed. It’s like she’s protecting
him.” I could hear Mom sniffle in the background.

“Oh, Mike, you!” Mom said,
opening her arms to him. Dad stood and embraced her.

My mom and dad did that a lot; I mean
hugging and kissing and stuff. Any old excuse seemed good enough
for them to kiss, hug, hold hands, smile into each other’s eyes,
lean close together. Touching, touching, touching: always touching.
In those days I would have told you that I thought it was goopy,
but I really didn’t. And as I think about it now from an adult
perspective, it’s one of the most pleasant and warming memories of
my childhood.

“You’re just the most
romantic devil,” Mom said, smiling warmly and caressing Dad’s
cheek, looking up into his eyes with a certain look she got from
time to time. I eventually discovered that that look meant so much
more than just “I love you.”

Dad said with a half-smile, “I’m so glad you
think so, Love. Especially about the ‘devil’ part. I think Stan
Gordon would agree with you.” They both laughed, but quietly to
prevent waking the sleeping lovebirds.

Then Dad did a mysterious
thing: he laid a hand gently on Mom’s shoulder, shook his head and
motioned toward me. Mom glanced at me and sighed deeply. As I
recall that, I wonder whether Dad could have been worried
that I might
think him a real devil. I wish I had understood that look at the
time. I would have shouted the obvious answer at the top of my
lungs.

The warmth of the moment was suddenly
chilled by this: “Hey Jakey, let’s see the puppy!” screamed at the
top of certain annoying lungs carried into my room by an equally
annoying little sister. Both Sammy and Settles started awake. I was
so irritated with her. The Widge came up to me and said, “Look,
they’re sleeping together.”

Not any more, they’re
not, I thought, wanting to punch her. It
took all my strength to refrain from this little act of affection,
let me tell you! Of course a stern look from Mom helped.

Laura yanked a smiling, tail-wagging Sammy
up into her arms. “It’s so cute,” she said, smiling around at us
all. She giggled as Sammy, ever the good sport, licked her
cheek.

Settles, on the other hand, seemed quite put
out that we had discovered her lying peacefully with someone who
had been her archenemy only a few hours before. She rose quietly
and left without looking back. I took that as affirmation of my
annoyance, and I loved that crotchety cat more than ever.

“Time to take Sammy out
again,” Dad said.

I reached for him, but
Laura turned abruptly on her heel and carried him through the
kitchen and then, after tinkling the bell, marched out to the
garage and into the backyard. The whole way I protested, “He can
walk, Widge.” But she ignored me. When we got outside, she put him
down and said, “There you go, boy.” A small victory there, I
thought. At least she’s admitted that he’s not a girl. Laura,
quickly realizing her gaff, huffed out, “I mean giiiirrrllll,”
staring defiantly at me. But I wouldn’t let her have the
satisfaction of a reaction. In any event, Sammy was quickly done.
This time he followed us back inside, trotting alongside
me.

As we walked into the house, through the
kitchen and into the dining room, Settles, who had been crouched
and waiting behind the dining room wall, leapt out at Samuel with a
loud screech. Poor dog jumped a foot. So did Laura and I. But the
puppy quickly caught on to Settle’s game. He yelped gleefully and
chased her through the house, barking delightedly. Settles allowed
this game to go on for a brief time, after which she jumped up on a
counter in the clothes washing room and crouched down, looking down
triumphantly at Sammy, who sat on his haunches, barking his little
puppy bark up at her, wagging his tail furiously and smiling his
puppy smile.

We all got a big kick out of this.

Now my party was set to
begin at four o’clock that afternoon. Mom and Dad set up our
backyard with a picnic table, balloons, colorful tablecloth, party
napkins and all the rest. We expected about twenty kids, some my
friends, some not so close. My parents had invited the whole
neighborhood. I don’t think I was very thrilled by this at first,
but as it turned out, I was glad they had.

First to arrive were Billy and Katy with
their parents.

Despite his hatred of
“organized religion,” Mr. Clay smiled with genuine warmth when he
took my dad’s hand — as usual. And — as usual — he hugged my mom,
who always fervently returned his affection. This was not the only
fruit of the true Christian love Mom felt for him. For Mom had set
Mr. Clay’s eternal soul in her angelic sights, and only the
Lord God Himself could
have dissuaded her from praying for him daily, which, of course,
the Lord would
never do!

But my attention at the time was focused on
Billy, who was carrying a big wrapped package, way too large to be
another Bible (much to my relief), and he plunked it down on a
blanket that had been laid on the grass for this very purpose. And
Katy had a little package too.

Her eyes lowered humbly, she handed it to me
and said, “I got this for you, Jakey, out of my own allowance.”

I’m tearing up as I write this: it is really
touching to recall that day and the look in her eyes, and the way
she backed off, her head bowed, looking up at me from beneath her
brow. Even as a ten-year-old I was deeply moved. How could I not
be? I took her hand, pulled her back toward me and said, “Thank you
so very much, Katy.” Then I did an unthinkable thing for a
ten-year-old boy: I kissed her cheek to further punctuate my
declaration of gratitude.

She turned so red! She giggled brightly and
said, “Oh, Jakey, stop,” but not very convincingly. She quickly got
over her embarrassment, however. Leaning close to me, she whispered
in my ear, “Thank you Jakey. That means so much to me.” What, I
wondered, meant so much to her: the thank-you or the kiss?

After this, the kids started arriving by
twos and threes so that after a half hour or so, there were over
thirty, some with parents, which made the party crowd number in the
high fifties, as I later wrote in my journal. There was one boy in
particular who showed up, greatly surprising me. His name was Butch
Connor, and even more surprising, his mother Nancy accompanied him.
They lived on the outskirts of our neighborhood; we never saw her
at the parent/teacher events; and though Butch was in my class, he
was always very quiet and withdrawn, keeping to himself. We all
thought he was stuck up. At the time we had no idea of the real
reason. But had we known, I don’t think we would have known how to
deal with it.
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