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    Dear Reader,


I am so excited that this book is in your hands!


You are about to read a handful of stories about how God saves sinners, and the best part is—they’re all true!


I hope you enjoy reading these true tales as much as I have!


Prayerfully,


Valerie Howard
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The Carpet
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Alvin Browning

I will never forget the first time I stepped into a church. It didn’t look like a church (which, looking back, probably helped with the awkwardness). It was a nondescript white building in a nondescript part of town. Businesses came and businesses went through this little building all the time. This one would be different. 

I looked at the floor as I walked in on a Sunday morning in April. The building we were in had been a pool hall and a beauty salon. It had been a little bit of everything and now it was a church, even if it didn’t look like one. The floor was now carpet. It had been carpet, then tile, and now carpet again. It seems like a small detail, but like so much in life, the little things fit together to tell a much bigger story. And, in the case of the church carpet, the story means everything.

I remember the day they took the tile out of Pat’s Beauty Salon and put the carpet into Emmanuel Baptist Church. I was playing basketball down the street. This wasn’t the part of town where people went to start churches. Ever. And so, I was completely unsuspecting as I finished my game and walked up the road to go find my sister, who had wandered off again. I figured she would be at a friend’s house or riding her bike. She wasn’t. Finally, I saw her at Pat’s Beauty Salon and went to go get her. It wasn’t until it was too late that I realized she wasn’t at Pat’s Beauty Salon but the building that had been Pat’s Beauty Salon. Now it was a church.

This was the evening I was introduced to Mark. Pastor Mark, the owner and operator of the new flavor of the month at the little white building at the corner of Calvin Road and Highway 24. I had never met a Pastor. I’m not even really sure I’d ever seen one, unless they were on TV selling “prayer cloths” or “holy water.” I was seventeen and, needless to say, my experience with churches and pews and pastors was limited...in fact it was non-existent.

He introduced himself, and I noticed right away that he was wearing a West Virginia ball cap. I was from West Virginia. Coincidence, no doubt. Looking back, I know how this sounds, but my first impression of Pastor Mark was of how “normal” he was. I didn’t see any prayer cloths or holy water. I saw a lot of displaced tile and pieces of carpet ready to be put into their new home. Pastor Mark liked football. He had an easy, non-threatening manner, and for about ten minutes, I forgot he was even a pastor. He worked and talked, and I didn’t work and sort of listened. 

It was amazing, how fast the beauty salon was transforming. There was a podium sitting on a raised platform at the front of the building. Pastor Mark referred to the podium as a “pulpit.” Then he popped the question. Well, not the question, but a question. “Can you give me a hand with something tomorrow?” I said “sure,” and he told me to meet him the next day at the church at around 6:00 PM. 

The next day, at around 7:30 PM, I was profusely sweating as we stopped to catch our breath and survey the work we had done. The empty room with just the carpet and the “pulpit” was now full of pews. If I had known that four days later I would have been sitting on one, in church, I would have run the other way. But before I could get out the door, Pastor Mark had one more favor to ask of me. “No problem,” I told him, “how can I help you?” I actually liked this guy, and so even as the words “Come join us this Sunday” left his mouth, I found myself nodding yes. I hated myself when I walked out. What had I been thinking? It would not be the last time that week that I would have that thought.

That thought occurred to me again on that Sunday morning in April as I stared at the carpet. It was familiar, which was what I needed in an environment that was completely unfamiliar. A group of fifteen or so had gathered for one of the first Sunday church services at the newly re-named Emmanuel Baptist Church. In the background, a piano played and a song was being sung. I was pretending to look at the words but was looking at the carpet instead. The song was foreign, and so were the words. This is so weird, I thought as the singing mercifully ended and I sat down in one of those hard wooden pews that I had helped move into the building a few days earlier.

An offering plate was passed, which was the first thing that had happened all morning that made sense, but I didn’t see any prayer cloths. Pastor Mark wasn’t wearing a robe as he stepped behind the podium, the pulpit, to deliver what at first sounded like a speech. But I would learn that it was so much more. It was a message...and I was the intended audience.

After five minutes of speaking, Pastor Mark had my attention. After ten minutes, I had stopped tracking the time until the end of the service. In fact, I lost all sense of time altogether. Terms like “Jesus” and “Holy Spirit” were weird and a little foreign, but even I knew what Pastor Mark was talking about. He was talking about life and death, and his subject matter was life or death. It was engaging and enthralling and a little bit scary. It was a lot scary. 

He could have talked for days, but after about 45 minutes, he was winding down. Heads were bowed and eyes were closed. But mine were wide open. For the first time really. As I stared at the carpet for the millionth time that morning, I saw much more than the carpet. I saw my life flashing before my eyes. The pastor had brought life or death, and its meaning, into the forefront on that first Sunday morning in April and somehow it all made sense.

People call what was happening at that moment “the convicting of the Holy Spirit.” At the time, I thought I was just suffering from a sore stomach. But there was no doubt that there was a tugging on my heart as the invitation to “get saved” was given. It was powerful, and the pressing feeling on my gut became so intense that I thought for a fleeting moment that I might vomit. But I didn’t, and I didn’t get up, even as my knuckles turned white and I began to sweat. Eyes opened, heads lifted, and the church dismissed. I almost ran for the exit. As I finally made it to the door, there was Pastor Mark with a knowing smile and an “I’m praying for you” to send me off. And he was, as I would learn two days later.

It was the Tuesday after the Sunday morning in April. It was a breezy afternoon, warm and sunny. But I didn’t feel very warm. I felt the cold fingers of conviction squeezing my heart. I wasn’t sweating any more, but I was scared. As I walked up the road, I saw a car parked at Emmanuel Baptist Church. I was almost relieved as I decided to go pay Pastor Mark a visit. 

With me was a friend, which made our journey into the church easier. There in his newly renovated office was the pastor who two days earlier had brought upon me this new feeling. Conviction. There were a few moments of idle chatter, and then he popped another question. This time it was the question. Not the marrying kind though. Even bigger. “Are you lost?” I’d only heard that term for the first time on Sunday morning, but I knew what it meant, and I knew that I was, and I told him so.

So we made the walk from his office to the altar. Nobody was there. But God was, and somehow even then I knew it. We knelt down, which was a little weird, but I was way past weird at this point. I didn’t care. I didn’t want to go to Hell and I did want to go to Heaven. I wanted my life to matter. And all of a sudden, I realized it did, to Somebody. And so, on a Tuesday in April, Pastor Mark led me through what people call the Sinner’s Prayer. When I got to the point to where I understood and believed that I was a sinner and Jesus was the Savior, it was time to confess to Jesus and to ask Him to do what only He could do, completely forgive me...salvation. And so, I started the prayer with that confession. I was a sinner. Romans 3:10, 3:23 and a hundred other verses made that clear. Of course, the confession was important, because Romans 6:23 indicates that there is a penalty for sin—a wage, something we earn. Death. And so, the confession became a petition. Save me from sin, from death, from myself. And He did. That was it. It doesn’t sound like a lot, but it changed everything. All I know is I was introduced to a Man, who was also God, which I would come to know very well. And that Jesus saves.

So here I sit, over thirteen years later, amazed at how easily the details come rushing back. How vivid that week is in my mind, the way the air felt as I left the church on that Tuesday in April with no idea then that I would never be the same. I’ve had the pleasure of getting to know Jesus. I first knew Him as Savior. Today I am pleased to call Him Friend.

My story blends into the others you will read as one among many. I hope you enjoy it anyway. Salvation stories are my favorite. They are miracles, all of them. We, by God’s grace, are miraculously saved by the blood of Jesus. 
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Rest Assured
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Emily Carmichael

Having grown up in a pastor’s home and only being five years old, I was a pretty good kid. I would later go on to be “that kid” that spoiled Christmas for other children by telling them that Santa Clause wasn’t real, but at age five I hadn’t gotten there yet. As far as I knew, I was pretty decent. Growing up in church, I knew all about God and His Son Jesus who had died on the cross. Probably I could have given you the gospel backwards and forwards. But that wasn’t good enough. 

Being the fourth of five children, my older siblings constantly wanted to inform me of things they thought I didn’t know. So one night, my older sister and I were in bed talking (we were supposed to be sleeping, but sleep seemed highly overrated back then). That evening at church, we’d had a special meeting of which I remember nothing. It must have made an impact on my sister, though, because she decided she must tell me about Heaven and Hell, describing the beauty in the presence of God as opposed to the despair of an eternity apart from Him. Although I had heard these things before, I was struck for the first time with the understanding that I was a sinner, that sin separated me from God, and that I deserved to be separated from God forever in that awful place called Hell. Now, at age five I certainly didn’t understand all there was to know about sin and the nature of God, but I knew that my disobedience to God was a problem and I needed someone to take care of my sin problem. Under conviction of the Holy Spirit, I got out of bed to find my dad. Although he was trying to sleep, he got up when I told him that I wanted to be saved. We sat down on the top step of the staircase in our house, and I listened to my dad as he explained to me again the gospel: that though we are undeserving sinners, Jesus came and lived a perfect life, took our sins on Himself, died on the cross for us, and rose from the dead the third day. Whoever puts their trust in Him as their only way of salvation will be saved and become a child of God. We prayed together, and I asked God to forgive me and save me. What an amazingly gracious God we have, to send His Son to die for people who hate Him!

Because I was so young when I trusted in Jesus as my Savior, I struggled for a long time with assurance that I was saved. I wondered, What if I didn’t really know enough to be saved when I was five? Had I really understood? I can’t tell you how many times I prayed and asked Jesus to save me...just in case it didn’t take the first time...or the second...or the third! The question wasn’t whether I had lost my salvation—I was raised in a solid, Bible-believing home, so I knew that there was no such thing as losing one’s salvation. We can’t lose our salvation by doing bad things—we didn’t get it by doing good things! As God saves us, undeserving of His favor, so He keeps us in the palm of His hand, still undeserving (John 10:28). That was never in question; my question was always whether I had ever been saved in the first place. Though I knew the Bible in my head, I still struggled off and on for years with this and other questions. It wasn’t until college that I finally sat down with a professor who put it in terms that helped me immensely. “Emily,” he said, “either the Bible is true or it isn’t. Either it means what it says or it doesn’t.”

If the Bible is true (of which I am convinced), then Romans 10:9-10 means exactly what it says. “That if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the heart one believes unto righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation” (New King James Version). The professor also took me to the book of First John, which gives numerous proofs of salvation for which we can examine ourselves to see if our lives give evidence of true belief. You see, I had been living by my emotions instead of knowledge. Many times, I did not feel saved and so I questioned whether I was. 

Finally, after years of doubt, I took God at His Word and began to live life (though certainly not perfectly) for the purpose for which I was created: to glorify God. Second Corinthians 5:15 is one of my favorite verses in the Bible, and one which I attempt to live out. “And He [Jesus] died for all, that those who live should live no longer for themselves, but for Him who died for them and rose again” (NKJV).
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A Town of Many Churches
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Larry Wilcox

I grew up in a small town in Northern Maine where they raise a lot of potatoes and other crops. A big part of our family’s life in the fall time centered around “The County” potato harvest. This small town had six or seven churches at the time, and the first church that I remember attending was the Methodist church a couple of streets from our home. The local grocery store owner, Ken, invited my three brothers and me to Sunday school. Here is where I have my first recollection of many Bible stories and my first favorite song: “There’s Within my Heart a Melody”.

My parents became active in the Pentecostal church in town in the late 1950’s. Our whole family went to Sunday school, church, and youth group there for many years. It was here that I heard the gospel for the first time. I remember hearing that we are all sinners, that Jesus Christ died for our sins, and that we need to confess our sins to become part of God’s family, so when we died we would go to Heaven.

I came under conviction numerous times when hearing God’s Word preached, but always resisted. This Pentecostal church had some practices that I didn’t quite understand or accept—like speaking in tongues. Even so, I believe without a shadow of a doubt that the true way of salvation was preached at this church. As a result of this church’s ministry, the seed knowledge of salvation was planted in me, my parents, and my grandmother. The three of them are in Heaven today because of this fact and because of God’s grace.

In high school, I started going to a Baptist church nearby with my girlfriend (who is now my loving wife). We went to numerous church services there where the true gospel of Christ was preached. One evening at her home, she led me to the Lord. I confessed that I was a sinner, asked forgiveness, and asked the Lord into my heart. At that moment, all my burdens were lifted and there was a melody in my heart. That event was 48 years ago. After I was saved, I came forward during a service at church, was baptized, and became a member.
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