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The Harding Family

Alfred Harding: Dad. Owns a mechanic shop.

Ruth Harding: Mom. Home-schools and cares for her family.

Joanna Harding: Age 20. Enjoys composing songs and singing them with her siblings. Nickname: Jo.

David Harding: Age 18. Enjoys playing video games. Nicknames: Dave, Day.

Christopher Harding: Age 16. Enjoys woodworking. Nicknames: Chris, Rusty.

Jennie Harding: Age 15. Enjoys spending time in the woods. Nickname: Jen.

Amanda Harding: Age 13. Enjoys sewing. Nicknames: Mandy, Manda.

Benjamin Harding: Age 11. Adopted orphan nephew of Mr. Harding. Enjoys reading. Nicknames: Benjie, Benj.

Additional Characters

Rebuilding Hope Team

Nolan Kennedy: Team Leader

William Brennan

Janice Brennan

Owen Ross

Wildfire Victims

Lily Blackburn

Margie Blackburn

Ava Jimenez
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1. Overlooked
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Darkness had fallen, and fifteen-year-old Jennie Harding yawned as she stared out the window at the lights of the city. Glancing through the windshield of the RV, she saw a large sign with a familiar flag on it. They were almost to the state line. A few seconds later, the sign lay behind them. They were back in Texas!

For the past several weeks, the Hardings had been in Tennessee on their second work trip with HELP. Now, only a couple more hours and they would be home.

Jennie longed to stretch, but on the couch beside her, Benjamin slept, his head on her shoulder. Leaning her head against the window, she closed her eyes, hoping to go to sleep.

“Dad, will we be going to church tomorrow?” Christopher, her Irish twin brother, asked from the front seat. Jennie opened her eyes and sat up, listening for her dad’s answer.

“It’ll be around midnight when we get in, and we’re all pretty tired from this job we just did, so if everyone’s fine with it, I think we’ll just all sleep in and then watch a sermon,” Mr. Harding answered.

“Sounds good to me.”

They left the city behind them, and after resting her head on the window behind her, Jennie soon drifted off into a light sleep.

The slamming of a door awoke her, and she sat up. The RV was no longer moving, and both front seats were empty. Beside her, Benjamin, the youngest member of the Harding family, stirred.

“Where are we?” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes.

Jennie craned her stiff neck toward the window. The dim outline of a small cabin was illuminated by the headlights of the family SUV.

“We’re home!” She jumped off the couch and hurried over to the two kennels. Opening first one and then the other, she let Kuma and The Cat out of their confinement. They seemed as glad to be home as she was, rushing to the RV door, anxious to be let out. The door opened, and the two dogs nearly knocked Christopher over in their excitement as they raced down the steps.

He chuckled as he came inside. “They’re happy to be home.”

“I’ll feel that happy when I’m in bed.” She put a hand over her mouth to stifle a yawn. “We’re not unloading everything tonight, are we?”

“No, Mom just wants us to empty the fridge, and we’ll take in whatever we need tonight. The rest can wait till tomorrow.”

After unloading the necessities, the Hardings gathered in the main living area of the cabin. When Mr. Harding brought up church, no one objected to getting some extra rest and watching a sermon online.

The next morning, they all slept in late. Mrs. Harding set boxes of cereal on the drop-down table so each one could get breakfast when they were ready. Finally, everyone had awakened enough for their church service. After they had sung some hymns, accompanied by Joanna on the keyboard and Jennie on her guitar, Mr. Harding pulled up a recent message by a favorite preacher of theirs.

The sermon on practical evangelism brought unrest to Jennie’s mind. She’d been a Christian for almost a year now, and she had never shared her faith with anyone. She’d done nothing to reach the lost.

After finishing the message, the family scattered. Jennie slipped out the back door and crossed the yard to the woods. She stepped inside, grateful for the shade of the tall pines. It’s already so warm, and it’s only April. I hope summer isn’t gonna be too hot this year. After walking deeper into the woods, Jennie sat down, leaning against one of the trees.

That was a convicting message. I wonder what I should do because of it. She toyed with her reddish-blonde braid. We’ve been on two HELP missions now, and I don’t think we’ve done anything that counts as evangelism. Why aren’t we doing that?

Her thoughts were interrupted by the crunch of leaves and pine needles, and she glanced up. Kuma, her Akita, now about a year old, was stalking through the woods, his tail curled over his back.

“Hello, boy!” she called.

He trotted over to her, eager for attention. Jennie stroked his soft head and scratched around his ears, crooning to him as she did so. His tail wagged vigorously, thumping loudly as it hit a nearby tree.

“You’re happiest when you’re home, aren’t ya, boy? I like being home too, but the HELP adventures are fun.”

Throughout the day, the thoughts the sermon had stirred up kept returning to Jennie’s mind. Was this an aspect of their ministry that they were missing?

******
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Monday morning, Mr. Harding and David, the oldest boy of the family at age eighteen, returned to work. The rest of the family busied themselves with cleaning out the RV, unpacking, and doing all of the other tasks that needed to be done after their latest trip.

That evening during supper, Christopher brought up a topic that surprised Jennie. “I keep thinking about that sermon we heard yesterday. It doesn’t seem like we’re doing much to share the gospel with the folks we’re helping.”

Mr. Harding laid down his fork. “I’ve been thinking about that, too. We haven’t had enough of a focus on helping people spiritually. And ultimately, that’s the most important kind of help we can give.”

“We’ve done concerts and sang at church services,” Amanda put in, stabbing a piece of lettuce with her fork.

“But we haven’t tried to share the gospel with the people we’re working for,” Jennie said. “We’re just there working and...that’s about it.”

In the pause that followed, Mrs. Harding said quietly, “I think we’ve all been overlooking what the P in HELP stands for: Preaching the Gospel.”

Mr. Harding nodded. “You’re right, Ruth. So what can we do to change that?”

“Well, the preacher yesterday gave some practical ways to share the gospel,” Joanna said. “He mentioned handing out tracts and being ready with questions that can lead into spiritual conversations.”

Jennie folded and unfolded her napkin. They needed to do this, but at the same time, it sounded terrifying. She struggled just speaking casually to strangers in the store without trying to share the gospel with them. What if she messed up? What if she didn’t tell it right and the person was turned off by the conversation? Witnessing to a stranger sounded like quite the ordeal.

The family discussed the topic more as they finished eating, and at bedtime, Mr. Harding prayed for God to show them what they needed to do to incorporate evangelism into HELP.

For a few days, the Hardings often discussed various possibilities to share the gospel as they worked, but one day Mr. Harding came home from work with something to tell them that temporarily removed all thoughts of evangelism from their mind.

“I got some unfortunate news from Jason today,” he said, after they had all exchanged greetings.

“What was that?” Mrs. Harding asked.

“He and his family are making plans to move.”

Christopher laid down his graph notebook where he had been sketching a new woodworking project. “Out of the area?”

Mr. Harding nodded. “They’re moving to Georgia.”

“Who will you leave in charge of the shop when we’re gone on a HELP trip?” David removed his grease-stained workboots and headed toward the ladder.

“I don’t know. I don’t really think any of the others are experienced enough to be in charge or else they don’t have the right leadership skills. I knew I could depend on Jason for an extended period of time. The other men I don’t feel the same way about.”

“Well, at least we know God has a plan in this, and it didn’t take Him by surprise,” Mrs. Harding said. “We’ll just have to trust Him to provide you with a new supervisor when we have to be gone.”

Again, Mr. Harding nodded. “You’re right, Ruth. And at least it’s still almost a year until I’ll be losing Jason.”

“When will they be moving?” Joanna asked.

“They’re thinking next spring. He wanted to go ahead and give me plenty of notice so I could be looking for someone trustworthy to leave in charge when I’m gone. I’m glad he told me, but I have no idea who I could hire to take his place.”

******
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For the third time, Jennie brought her gaze from the window back to the English paper she ought to be writing. She had been thinking so much about the new problems they faced with HELP that she struggled to concentrate on school, even the subjects she kind of enjoyed.

Across the table from her sat Amanda, her thirteen-year-old sister, doodling in her math notebook. She didn’t seem to be focusing any better than Jennie.

“What do you think about adding witnessing to what we do with HELP?” Amanda asked.

Jennie grinned. “How’d you know I keep thinking about that? I know it’s what we need to do, but it sounds scary. And I feel like I don’t know the first thing about sharing my faith with someone.”

“That’s what bothers me. I’m excited about it, but I don’t know what I’d say.” Amanda idly flipped through her math book. “I wish we had a textbook for evangelism like we do for all our school subjects.”

“Yeah, if we could have a class that taught us all about it, it would sure be nice.”

Mrs. Harding came out of her bedroom with an armload of clothes to be washed. “I never thought I’d hear you girls actually wishing for another class.”

Both girls giggled.

“That might could be arranged,” she said, depositing the laundry in the washing machine. “And I think it would be good for all of us. I wonder if there would be any books on evangelism in the church library.”

“They have a lot of books there,” Amanda said. “Benjie borrows them sometimes.”

“I’ll call Mrs. Elliott and see if she knows.” Mrs. Harding picked up her phone from the end table and stepped back into the bedroom.

“It looks like we get more schoolwork to do, Manda,” Jennie said ruefully. “I think it’ll be good for us, though.”

Amanda grinned. “It might be fun, too! And it probably won’t be like a regular school class.”

When Mrs. Harding returned a few minutes later, she told them, “Mrs. Elliott said the library has a good selection of books on evangelism, and Pastor Elliott is going to pick out several he thinks would be especially good for you children. Tomorrow when I’m shopping, I’ll swing by their house and pick them up.”

“Okay, good.” Jennie picked up her pencil, ready to attack her schoolwork now that the problem was settled. “We don’t know when our next HELP adventure will be, and we want to be prepared when it comes.”

“Yeah, we don’t want to keep leaving out the most important part of the ministry,” Amanda added.

A couple of days later, the evangelism class got underway with the whole family involved. In the evenings, they took turns reading aloud from the books they had borrowed from the church library.

“I’m learning a lot,” Jennie told her mom one day as she set the table for lunch. “But it’s still terrifying to think about actually trying to share the gospel with a stranger. What if I mess something up and the person decides they don’t want to get saved because I said the wrong thing?”

Mrs. Harding gave Jennie a quick hug. “Jen, don’t forget we have the Holy Spirit helping us, giving us the words to say. When we’re witnessing to someone, we may not always have the answers to all their questions, but even if we don’t, God can use our attempts to plant seeds in their hearts. The Bible says when we are weak, then God is strong, and I believe that applies to witnessing. Does that make you feel better?”

Jennie nodded. “It does. Thanks, Mom. But I still feel unprepared. If only I could practice before I actually have to do it.”

Mrs. Harding gazed thoughtfully out the kitchen window. “Perhaps that could be arranged.”

That evening, when the family worked on their evangelism class after supper, Mrs. Harding announced a new assignment. “I think we all could use a little practice sharing our faith before we actually try doing it with someone who doesn’t know the Lord.” She reached for a bowl sitting on the table. “I wrote everyone’s names down on a piece of paper. I'll draw them out two at a time, and those two will then practice witnessing to each other. One person will be the Christian, and one the unsaved person.”

Jennie grinned from her perch on the window seat, realizing what the assignment was. It sounded fun!

Mrs. Harding continued. “Once one person has gotten to practice witnessing, you’ll swap roles. That way everyone gets a chance to try out their new witnessing skills.”

Jennie eyed the bowl impatiently. Who would she be paired with?

Mrs. Harding pulled out the first two names. “Benjie and me.”

Benjamin smiled, his eyes bright. Jennie couldn’t help wishing she’d gotten her mom. She would be an easy one to practice on.

Mrs. Harding continued drawing names and reading them off. “Jo and Dad. David and Chris. And Jennie and Manda.”

“When are we s’posed to do this?” Christopher asked. “Tonight? Or do we get some time to get ready for it?”

“You can have some time to prepare. Let’s see. This is Wednesday. You can have until the first of the week to have your assignments done.”

Later that evening, as Jennie climbed the ladder to the loft, a conversation caught her attention. Joanna, who at twenty was the eldest child of the family, leaned against the catwalk railing, talking to David in the boys’ loft.

“Yes, I had thought about that before and hoped we could make one. You’d really help me build it?”

“Sure. I don’t have any experience with it, but I’m sure I could figure it out.”

“You’re so good with technology, I’m sure it wouldn’t be that hard for you to do.” Joanna had a big smile on her face. “It’ll make HELP seem so much more official.”

“What are y’all talking about?” Jennie asked, pausing on the catwalk behind Joanna.

Joanna turned. “David’s gonna help me build a website for HELP! We can share about the different trips we go on, and hopefully having the website will help more people find us so the word continues to spread about HELP.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Jennie said, glad she didn’t have to be involved in building a website. What did that even entail?

A couple of days later, Jennie took one of the evangelism books out to the yard to study. School had taken longer than usual that day, and she still hadn’t prepared for her upcoming role-play with Amanda. Perhaps out there, away from the bustle of the cabin, she could get a lot of studying done.

Lying under a tree with the cool breeze fanning her face and blowing her hair about, she was engrossed in her studies when she heard the front door open and voices on the tiny front porch. David and Christopher were each taking a seat in the deck chairs Christopher had built.

Hearing a few words, she decided they were doing their role-play. I’d better not listen, so I don’t get too many ideas for doing it with Amanda. I need to figure all this out for myself and not copy them.

But after a little while, a few words caught her attention. Christopher seemed to be walking David through the Ten Commandments. He had mentioned lying, and David admitted to being a chronic liar. Jennie giggled at the thought.

“And then there’s the commandment that says it’s wrong to kill. And in another part of the Bible, it says that hating someone is the same as killing them. Have you ever hated someone?”

With a straight face, David said, “I’d have broken that one even if the requirements hadn’t been made more strict.”

Christopher didn’t respond right away and stared at David for a moment. “Are you saying you murdered someone?”

“Oops, I guess I kinda gave myself away, didn’t I? What are you gonna do about it?” David’s blue eyes twinkled with mischief.

“As quick as I get done sharing the gospel with you, I’m going to take you to the police station so you can turn yourself in.”

Jennie burst out laughing. She hadn’t imagined they could turn these role-playing sessions into something as funny as David and Christopher had done. Grinning, the two boys turned toward her as though they had just noticed her under the tree.

“If he backs out on confessing,” Jennie said, “you’ve got a witness to what he said, Rusty.”

Both boys laughed and returned to their role-play. Jennie picked up her book and headed inside. Hopefully, she and Amanda would be able to have fun when they did theirs, too.

That evening, Joanna said, “I have a question. I’ve been making plans for the website, figuring out the style and all that, and I think we need a logo for HELP. Most websites have a logo at the top of the page.”

“That would be good and add to how professional it looks,” David agreed.

“What do we want the logo to look like?” Mrs. Harding asked, looking around the room at her family. “Anyone have any ideas? Or is this going to be something we’ll need to think about for a while like we did the name?”

No one came up with any suggestions that night, and Joanna said she would play around with designing some different styles.
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2. Saying No
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The next day, Jennie and Amanda met in the girls’ loft, ready to practice witnessing. Jennie was going to have the first turn of sharing the gospel. “I almost feel as nervous as if I were really witnessing to someone.” She giggled. “What if I forget everything I’ve studied and learned?”

“You’ll do fine,” Amanda encouraged her. “But if it doesn’t go well today, Mom will probably let us do this multiple times if we want. And even if she doesn’t assign it again, that doesn’t mean we can’t do it on our own.”

“You’re right. Okay, let’s get started.” Jennie skimmed the notes she had written to keep herself on track.

“What do you think happens after you die?”

Amanda thought for a moment, and a trace of a grin crossed her face as her eyes danced. “Uh, you go to a funeral home. And then there’s a funeral, and you get buried.”

“Well, that’s not exactly what I meant. Do you believe in an afterlife?”

“No, I don’t. I’m an atheist.”

Jennie stared at her a moment. “How am I supposed to respond to that? I’ve been studying to give a simple gospel presentation, not debate the proofs of an afterlife with an atheist.”

Amanda giggled. “Okay, shall I go easier on you?”

“Yes, please. Now, what do you believe happens to us after we die?”

“Um, I guess we go to Heaven if we’ve been good enough.”

“And what do you think is the standard of good enough?”

“Hmm, I haven’t thought too much about it, but I guess it’s being a good worker, being nice to elderly people and those who can’t care for themselves very well, and paying taxes, and things like that. Just being a good citizen and doing right by your fellow man.”

“Did you know there’s a standard we can measure ourselves by, to find out if we’re good enough to go to Heaven?”

“Really?” Amanda squealed. “I want to find out if I am.”

“You won’t be,” Jennie said. “No one is.”

“Well, that’s encouraging. And what makes you think I won’t be? You shouldn’t make comments like that. In fact—” Amanda glanced at an imaginary watch on her wrist. “—I have somewhere I need to be.”

“Where?” Jennie asked.

“Um, uh—”

“Just what I thought. You just made that up because you don’t want to talk about it anymore. And that’s a lie, and one lie is enough to keep you from going to Heaven.”

Amanda stood up. “Don’t you call me a liar!” She strode toward the edge of the catwalk, then turned and came back.

“Ugh,” Jennie groaned. “That did not go well. I’m not supposed to be chasing off the ones I’m trying to witness to. What exactly did I say wrong?”

“Well, I don’t think people would like what you said about how you knew I was going to fail to live up to the standard. It seems to me, you’d want to walk them through it and let them reach that conclusion for themselves, not tell them outright they’re not going to meet God’s standard.”

Jennie nodded. “You’re right. That’s where I went wrong. I’ll have to try something different next time. Now, I think I need a break.”

******
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Monday evening, the various Hardings reported how their role-playing witnessing sessions had gone. Jennie’s second try had been better, but she still lacked confidence when she thought about actually trying to witness to someone who didn’t know the Lord. What if they only wanted to argue? She wouldn’t know what to say to that.

When she mentioned this, Mrs. Harding said, “You can keep practicing as much as you want. We won’t do it as officially, but grab a sibling or parent whenever you want to practice and work on it. The more we do it, the more we’ll get familiar with the phrases and terminology of trying to lead someone to the Lord. And once y’all are feeling more comfortable, if we don’t have a HELP adventure to use it on, we’ll just have a witnessing field trip, and you can all get some practice that way.”

“Can our evangelism class continue even once we’re on summer vacation?” Benjamin asked.

“Well, your dad and I have been discussing that, and we’re thinking about not having a summer vacation.”

Jennie’s heart sank. No summer vacation? Here they were, nearing the time when they would normally be finishing their subjects. She’d been anticipating a summer of little or no school.

“How come?” Christopher asked. Jennie glanced at him, attempting to read his thoughts about continuing school during the summer.

“We’ll be taking off from school at other times when we go on HELP missions, so by doing school through the summer, you won’t have to worry about getting behind. We don’t want working with HELP to interfere with your schoolwork.”

After hearing her mom’s reason, Jennie understood, but to have no vacation to look forward to? There would be no break from science and the dreaded math. HELP adventures couldn’t be planned, so they had no way of knowing when they would have their next vacation from school.

After they had finished their discussion on the witnessing sessions and school schedule, Joanna said, “I’ve got some possible logo designs. Y’all want to see if you like any of them?” She drew a paper out of the notebook on her lap and unfolded it.

“Sure,” Mr. Harding said. “I’d like to see what you’ve come up with.”

She handed the paper to him, and he studied it for a few minutes. Then he passed it to Christopher who sat in the chair next to him. They all took turns studying the various designs. When Jennie’s turn came, she examined each one. Only one stood out to her: a circle with the word H.E.L.P. in the middle. Above the word was a wave of water and below it a tongue of fire.

She tapped it. “I like this one best.”

Joanna nodded. “That’s my favorite one, too.”

The others finished looking at it and then discussed the various designs. Most of them said the one Jennie and Joanna liked was the best, and after ruling out the rest, they decided to go with that style. David and Mrs. Harding gave a few suggestions of ways she could improve it, and she pulled out her laptop to make the changes right then and there.

She had finished modifying it and showing it to the rest of the family again when Mr. Hardings’ phone rang. He reached into his pocket and pulled it out. “Not a number I recognize. Probably a sales call, but I guess I’d better answer.”

After he had picked up, he listened a moment, before responding. When he did, the others could tell the person on the other side of the call was not someone trying to sell car insurance or buy their house. He stepped out onto the front porch, leaving the others curious.

When he came back inside a little while later, everyone looked up expectantly.

“What was that about?” Mrs. Harding asked.

Mr. Harding sank into his recliner with a sigh. “That was a pastor of a church in North Carolina. He was wanting us to come help them rebuild their church after it was badly damaged by a tornado.”

Jennie eyed her dad curiously. Why did he seem so discouraged? They were never happy about the disasters that caused cleanup work for them to do, but they gratefully used them as opportunities to help others.

“This will be our first chance to put what we’ve learned about evangelism into practice.” A smile spread across Joanna’s face.

“When do we leave?” Mrs. Harding leaned forward in her seat as though ready to begin packing right then.

“I didn’t make any plans regarding leaving. To be honest, I’m not sure this is something we can do. It sounds like a bigger job than what we can handle.”

Jennie’s heart sank. Were they going to have to turn down someone in need? Someone who had suffered from a tornado just as they had? Looking around the room, she saw her thoughts mirrored on other faces.

“You’re sure we can’t do it, Dad?” Christopher asked. “Maybe there would be some people in the congregation who would help us.”

“The pastor didn’t talk like there was. He mentioned it being mostly elderly people. After hearing him describe the damage, I don’t think we could fix it. And it’s not just the amount of work. There’s also the need to do it right. We wouldn’t want to do faulty work that could cause more problems later on down the road. A lot of the damage was to the roof, and we wouldn’t want to risk doing it wrong and the roof caving in later on because of it. We could be facing a lawsuit if that happened, not to mention the people who could be hurt or worse if they were inside.”

Jennie shivered. That would be horrible if people were hurt because they hadn’t done their job right. She understood her dad’s concern.

“I think you’re right, Alfred,” Mrs. Harding said. “There’s a lot in the area of cleanup that we’re not qualified to do yet. Maybe later on down the road, but not right now while HELP is so new and we’re still learning.”

“I told the pastor we’d pray about it and give him an answer tomorrow. Why don’t we do that now.”

Mr Harding led the family in prayer, asking God to make it clear if He wanted them to go, expressing their willingness to go if He led them to attempt the project.
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