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Chapter 1

 

The church complex was beautiful. The original building had been erected in the 1920's, but it had been added onto many times since. However, unlike many older churches that had been expanded, Hilltop Community Church always used an architectural firm to blend each new add-on with the rest of the complex, resulting in several lovely, sand-colored, ivy-covered brick structures of immense dignity.

Many people who never crossed the threshold on Sunday, or on any other worship day, contracted to use the facilities (for a large fee) for weddings. In fact, it was quite a status symbol among the young and beautiful of the city to be able to smugly say, "Oh, yes. We were married at the Hilltop Community Church."

The pastor of Hilltop Community Church - known as HCC to the insiders - was the Reverend Doctor T. Earl Littlehope. 

The Reverend Doctor arrived one lovely Sunday morning in May promptly at 8:30. His dark blue Jaguar XJ12 slid quietly into the parking place marked: PARKING PLACE FOR DOCTOR LITTLEHOPE ONLY. In small letters beneath the large ones was written: "Violators will be towed."

The good Reverend's staff was waiting on him, standing on the sidewalk that led to the administration building. As the Jaguar rolled to a smooth stop, Doctor Littlehope's assistant pastor - Reverend Arnold Levy - moved forward to open the door, and Littlehope rose to his full stately height and walked to the group of people waiting for him.

Doctor Littlehope was an imposing figure; slender, handsome, tall, with dark wavy hair in a carefully styled pompadour, and impeccably dressed. His suit, handmade by a firm in New York City, was of dark blue wool, hanging perfectly on his lithe form. His shirt was silk and blindingly white; his silk tie a muted blue, but obviously expensive. The doctor's shoes were handcrafted Italian, and polished to a high gleam.   

The group of staff members waiting for the good reverend doctor was a mixed bag, two women and three men. One of the men, Reverend Max Chanter, was the music director at the Hilltop Community Church. The others were the Youth Minister (Sally Young), the Church Administrator (Nancy Clerk), the Family Minister (George Kidder) and the Seniors Minister (Ralph Olden). They hovered and fluttered around the great man as he slowly made his way into the building, the door held open by Reverend Chanter.  

Once inside the administration building, the staff followed Doctor Littlehope to his spacious office and gave him the morning report. The two early services were covered by staff members, leaving the 11:00am service, the main event, for the senior pastor. This was the service that was televised, and it was important that Dr. Littlehope be visible.

When the staff left, Littlehope sank into his custom-made chair, and leaned back. He unlocked and opened his top desk drawer and pulled out a file containing his morning sermon. Though few people knew it, Doctor Littlehope did not write his own sermons. For many years he had subscribed to a very discrete sermon service in California. An excellent sermon-writer provided two sermon manuscripts a week for a very modest cost. At first, the sermons were mailed in an unmarked brown envelope, and they came to Littlehope's home address. But now, in the age of the computer, the sermons were e-mailed directly to the good doctor's home computer. He simply printed them out and brought them to the church with him.

Since Doctor Littlehope had little use for religious matters, and almost none for the Bible, his sermons were always modern offerings of great eloquence and little substance. Littlehope was not an intelligent man, though he was a clever one with great personal charm. He had struggled through college and seminary, and his Doctor of Ministry degree was granted only after he hired a brighter student to write his dissertation. But with his charm and regal bearing, he convinced thousands of the gullible each Sunday that he was a giant of the Church.

As the time approached for the eleven o'clock service, a discrete knock came on the pastor's door. "Enter," he said in mellifluous tones, slipping into his pulpit voice.

Nancy Clerk came quietly, almost apologetically, into the office, removed the clean and newly pressed black clerical robe from the long bag that held it, and then helped Doctor Littlehope into it.

Like everything else having to do with the Reverend Doctor T. Earl Littlehope, the robe was made of rich material, hanging perfectly on his shirt-clad shoulders. Each sleeve held three broad light gray stripes telling all who looked that he was a Doctor of Ministry, not a mere Master of Divinity.

Slowly and in procession, the great man and his staff made their way down the broad, carpeted, well-lit tunnel that ran under N.E. 82nd Street from the administration building to the church. In the large vestibule of the church building there was a narrow door that opened behind a large potted palm. The group entered the vestibule through this door and dispersed, Doctor Littlehope going through another door into a small study. Here he would wait for the processional.

Another quiet knock on the study door, and Littlehope opened it to his music minister, Max Chanter. No words were spoken, but the good doctor moved out to take his place in front of the robed staff members, who themselves were in front of the choir. As the ushers opened the rear doors of the church, the organist hit the first chords of Giardini's "Come, Thou Almighty King," and the Reverend Doctor T. Earl Littlehope glided down the center aisle of the vast, crowded church. 

All the worshippers were standing, looking back toward the beginning procession as if Littlehope were a bride coming to the marriage altar. Slowly, the procession continued down the aisle until they reached the center of the chancel rail. There Doctor Littlehope turned right, while the rest of the procession turned left. It was only a short way around the rail to an opening that led up a few steps onto the sacred platform. The pastor took his seat in a carved-back throne-like chair sitting slightly higher than the chairs on either side.

After the preliminaries, hymns, prayers, offering, choir special, etc., were over, the time came for the great man's sermon. He rose slowly from his seat and glided the few steps to the raised platform containing a richly carved cherry wood pulpit. Littlehope had great presence, and his timing was superb. He stood in the pulpit with his head down as if praying for some seconds. He was not praying, because he rarely prayed; his association with the Almighty was not all that close, and Doctor Littlehope's sermon delivery never depended on spiritual inspiration. 

Lifting his handsome head, the good doctor began to slowly speak the memorized words to the thousands of listeners who hung on his every word. "Today I want to speak to you about the nature of human-ness," he began. As he spoke, his voice changed, growing stronger and more dynamic. Finally, he told an amusing anecdote which brought laughter from all sides. And when the laughter had subsided, he composed his face in a grave manner and delivered the ending punch line to the sermon: "And now I say to you, as Christ said to the woman taken in adultery, 'Go and sin no more.'"

When his head dropped as though in prayer, Max Chanter took the signal and led the choir and orchestra in the final hymn. Now came the recessional. Doctor Littlehope led the staff and choir up the central aisle and into the vestibule. The choir peeled off to their robing room, and the staff arranged themselves in a loose line, ending with the senior pastor closest to the front doors.

In many churches on Sunday morning, the senior pastor lingers in the vestibule shaking hands and speaking with the parishioners until the last one has gone, but not at Hilltop Community Church. At HCC, Doctor Littlehope stayed only long enough to shake a few hands, and then he slowly slid back until he could slip through the door that led to the tunnel.

The Sunday morning ritual was now over, and once again the Reverend Doctor T. Earl Littlehope had presented a triumph of meaningless words to a congregation - both present and gathered around their television sets - with itching ears. 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

Bill Harmony was a plain man, a laborer at a warehouse, stacking boxes on pallets and helping to load trucks. He was not an imposing man, being somewhat shorter than average, of stocky build. His features were ordinary, and his brown hair was cut very short. His normal working uniform consisted of a heavy tan cotton shirt, and a pair of blue jeans held up by a belt and wide suspenders. His shoes were the rough shoes of a workingman, with steel-capped toes and ankle-high laces. 

Bill was a quiet man who rarely said much, but he was also friendly and generous, always willing to help his fellow workmen, some of whom took advantage of Harmony's generosity. He was well liked by all of the employees in the Farsee Wood Products Company warehouse, and most of his superiors respected him for the good workman that he was. The only person who didn't like Bill was the warehouse manager, Carl Boyle. 

Carl was the opposite of Bill in every way. He was a big man, with a large belly kept in condition by daily intakes of beer and fried foods. He wore what hair he had (he was bald on top) in a pinched back ponytail. His face was clean-shaven, but not attractive. His nose had been broken at some time in the past and not well reset, and his teeth were brown and rotting. He was loud, profane and coarse, and his cronies were exactly like him. 

For some reason, Bill Harmony's quiet ways seemed to infuriate Boyle, and he constantly looked for faults, yelling and cursing at Bill when he found a real or invented one. Harmony only smiled at him, never responding, which only made Carl angrier.  

It was Monday morning, and Carl had added considerably to his beer paunch over the weekend. He had a hangover headache that increased his already unlovely disposition. As Bill loaded boxes from a conveyor belt to a pallet, Carl walked up and stood watching. He positioned himself so that Bill had to step around him each time he moved a box from the conveyor to the pallet. Bill smiled at Boyle once, but he made no comment.

"You're a sloppy stacker, Harmony," Carl remarked sarcastically.

Without stopping, Bill replied, "Sorry, Carl. I'll try to do better." The pile of boxes on the pallet was growing into a precise, squared off stack, not a box out of place.

Boyle obviously didn't like to have Bill agree with him. He wanted him to grow angry; to curse and tell the manager to get out of the way, but Harmony knew that. And he also knew that the way to handle a bully, which certainly described Carl Boyle, was to agree with him and ignore him. 

In disgust at Bill's lack of negative response, Carl spat on the floor, a direct violation of his own warehouse rules, and turned away. 

Bill went on stacking boxes, but his mind was not on his work. He was thinking about the sermon he had heard at church the day before. Bill Harmony was a member of Hilltop Community Church, and he was disturbed by the eloquent, but spiritually empty sermon delivered by the Reverend Doctor T. Earl Littlehope. And not only the sermon he had heard on Sunday, but all of the sermons he had heard since he had become a member of the church. 

As he finished a stack of boxes, Bill heard a rising chorus of voices near the manager's office. Looking that way, he saw that Carl Boyle was lying crumpled next to his office wall. Without thinking, Harmony ran forward, pushed through the gathering crowd of workers, and knelt next to the manager. He heard someone shout, "Call 911!" 

Gently, Harmony turned Boyle onto his back and looked into his fluttering eyes. Then he laid his hand over the heaving chest and closed his own eyes as if in prayer. Immediately he felt the thump of Carl's heart as it started beating regularly again. Bill stood and moved back into the crowd; sure that Boyle would be all right. Someone brought a blanket and placed it over the manager's still form. He seemed to be breathing easily, and the color returned to his face. 

Ed Pleasanton said to Bill, "What did you do to him? He looked like a goner to me."

Bill smiled, "Oh, not much. I just put my hand on his chest and his heart started beating right again."

The ambulance arrived and the paramedics quickly loaded Boyle on a stretcher, hooking him up to oxygen and giving him an injection of some kind. Carl was wide-awake now, and he asked them what had happened.

When the excitement was over, Bill went back to the conveyor. He had not turned it off when he ran to Carl, so there were boxes scattered everywhere. With Ed's help, Bill got the mess straightened up, and the two of them began loading boxes on pallets once again. 

Ed again asked Bill what he had done when he knelt down by Boyle, but Harmony just smiled and shook his head. Ed didn't say anything further to his friend, but he gave him some quizzical looks. 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

Wednesday was always one of Doctor Littlehope's favorite days. He took every Wednesday afternoon off and played golf. Even the funeral homes in Goode City knew better than to schedule a service in which Littlehope was to take part on Wednesday afternoon. The good Reverend Doctor played every Saturday that he could, too, but Wednesday afternoons were sacred.

At the Goode City Country Club, Doctor Littlehope was well known and much respected--well, perhaps "indulged" would be a better word. He was not a good golfer, but he was a big tipper, so all of the staff from the golf pro to the bus boy treated him as if he were the reincarnation of Ben Hogan. 

On Wednesdays, Littlehope always met and golfed with three other men, all senior pastors of large churches in the city: John Deep was from First Ecumenical Baptist Church; Jeremiah Shallow was pastor at First Reunited Methodist Church, and Wilhelm Bach from Our Redeemer Congregational Lutheran Church. 

As the four began to play, Shallow said to T. Earl, "What's this I hear about a revival at HCC? I thought you didn't believe in things like that."

Littlehope hit his teed up ball before answering. The club struck the ball with a squishy sound rather than a clean sharp whack, and the little white ball shanked off into the rough at the midpoint of the fairway. He cursed under his breath, and then replied, "I don't like revivals. And I particularly don't like revivals when a professional evangelist is the preacher. But the chairman of the evangelism committee in my church is Harold Tightly, President of the First National Bank, and he's a large contributor. He is also the one who set this whole thing up, and needless to say, I told him I approved."

OEBPS/images/image.png





OEBPS/images/image.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





