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A Note to My Readers



When my children were young, my family returned to the small Indiana town where I was raised, hoping to find an environment conducive to child-rearing and book-writing. Heeding the age-old counsel to write what you know, I wrote about Sam Gardner, a Quaker pastor serving his hometown church, Harmony Friends Meeting.


Five novels and two novellas later, I moved on to theology, wanting to articulate a progressive spirituality I hoped would make a positive contribution to our society. It remains to be seen whether that has happened, but I enjoyed the opportunity, still remain committed to that goal, and continue to write and speak about that as opportunities arise.


But I sure did miss Sam Gardner and so, it appears, did many of my readers, who wrote asking of his whereabouts. Sam and I, regrettably, had lost touch with one another. He was busy with his life and I with mine. Last year, however, we reconnected at a Quaker pastors’ retreat, our friendship was rekindled, and we have remained in touch ever since. I asked his permission to share his story and he agreed. (Though Sam would never say so, I think he enjoys seeing his name in print.) As it turns out, this year has been an eventful one for Sam and his family, which you will discover in the pages ahead.
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Barbara Gardner had been weeping for thirty miles, staring out the car window into the distance, a pile of soggy tissues on her lap.


“It’s just college,” her husband, Sam, said, patting her leg. “Purdue’s only ninety miles away and we’ll see him next month. He’ll be fine.”


“Can I have Levi’s bedroom?” Addison, their younger son, asked from the backseat.


“I was thinking I would use it for a home office,” Sam said. “Besides, you’re graduating this spring and then you’ll be off to college, too.”


Barbara let out a fresh wail.


She was still crying when they pulled into Harmony. It had been like this for several months—Barbara bursting into tears at the thought of their sons leaving home and Sam feeling guilty for looking forward to their departure. The thought of getting his garage back, knowing where his tools were, not finding empty milk cartons in the refrigerator, and enjoying the use of his own car was almost more than he could bear. He was, in fact, downright giddy at the prospect of launching his sons from the nest, taking a little time off work, maybe even buying a used RV and traveling a bit.


Sam Gardner was in his fourteenth year of ministry at Harmony Friends Meeting, had become adept at handling Dale Hinshaw and Fern Hampton, and had weathered the retirement of his longtime secretary, Frank, who had moved to North Carolina to be nearer his grandchildren. Once a month, Frank sent Sam a letter with pictures of his grandchildren, urging Sam to spread his wings and move south. The Quaker meeting Frank was attending needed a new pastor. Sam would be a shoo-in if he applied. However, after a few months had passed, the Quakers in North Carolina had hired a woman pastor from Iowa, whom everyone loved. Attendance at Harmony Meeting was up, giving was up, and everyone was happy. Except for Sam, who had interviewed five candidates for Frank’s old job, turning down two who weren’t proficient on the computer, one who didn’t bathe, and Nora Nagle, the former Sausage Queen, who had retained her beauty and would cause people to speculate that she and Sam were romantically involved. He had been under intense pressure to hire Dale Hinshaw’s granddaughter, Lindsey Hinshaw, who had recently, and just barely, graduated from a community college with a two-year degree in communications.


Once a month, Dale had stood in worship, during the prayer time, to update the congregation on her progress. He was of the opinion Satan had declared war against her, while Sam was of the opinion the nut didn’t fall far from the tree. Their first interview had ended in tears, with Lindsey accusing Sam of not being supportive. He had said she would be responsible for preparing the weekly bulletin and she had folded, collapsing in her chair, her head in her hands, snot running down her lip, sobbing.


“I’ve never made a bulletin,” she said. “I’m not sure I can. I don’t think you understand what I’ve been through, the obstacles I’ve had to overcome.”


Sam had ended the interview soon after, and was reconsidering Nora Nagle, no longer caring what a few busybodies might conjecture about their pastor and his shapely secretary working in the church basement with no one else around. But the next Sunday at church, Dale had stood during the prayer time and had asked everyone to keep Lindsey in their thoughts, that one more rejection might put her over the edge.


“She went through a time there where she was worshipping trees. It would be nice if she could find a job working with Christians,” he said, looking directly at Sam.


The elders of the meeting had approached Sam after worship, suggesting he give Lindsey another interview. Dale had offered to pay half her salary for the first year, an unheard-of proposition. Eight thousand dollars! One-tenth of the church’s annual budget! The Lord’s will was becoming evident to the elders.


“Why don’t we run her up the flagpole,” Miriam Hodge suggested. “If she isn’t working out after a year, you say the word and we’ll cut her loose.”


Miriam had recently read a book on church leadership, written by the pastor of a megachurch in Texas. She had been quoting him extensively—trite, meaningless phrases like think outside the box and let’s work smarter, not harder. Sam was looking forward to the book wearing off and Miriam returning to her usual sensible self.


The next day, Nora Nagle accepted a job at the Legal Grounds Coffee Shop on the town square, and with his options narrowed, Sam phoned Lindsey Hinshaw to tell her that after interviewing many capable candidates, he had determined she was the best of the bunch.


“I need time to think about it,” she said. “Now that I have a college degree, I can’t quite picture myself as a secretary. How about Director of Communications? As for the salary, I couldn’t possibly live on what you’re offering. I need to make at least twenty thousand dollars a year.”


For someone who just the week before couldn’t imagine putting together a bulletin, Lindsey had recovered nicely and was exhibiting a fair amount of pluck.


“It’s a part-time job,” Sam pointed out. “I’m not sure we can pay any more.”


Lindsey had asked for a few days to think it over, then had gone to Dale, who upped his offer to ten thousand dollars if the church would match it, which is how Lindsey Hinshaw, who had never worked a day in her life, came to earn nearly the same amount of money as Sam Gardner, who had pastored Harmony Friends Meeting for fourteen years.


“It’s all about perceived value,” Miriam Hodge had told Sam. “There are lots of people who want to be ministers, but not many communication majors who want to work in the church. We have to raise your visibility, Sam. Help people see what you bring to the table.”


“Well, if people don’t know what I bring to the table after all these years, then I don’t think raising my visibility is going to make a bit of difference,” Sam had said.


“It is what it is,” Miriam had said.


Sam had no idea what that meant, but Miriam had been saying it quite a bit lately. It is what it is.


In moments like these, Sam would scan the latest issue of Quaker Life to see which Quaker meetings were looking for pastors. It was the usual ones—dysfunctional meetings in godforsaken towns who ran through pastors like a combine through corn, cutting them down after a season.


Lindsey Hinshaw began work the next Monday, arriving at 8:30 a.m., a half hour late. “I’ll be leaving a little early today,” she said. “I’m meeting a friend for lunch.”


She spent the first hour sending text messages, checking her e-mail, and updating her Facebook status on the church’s computer. At midmorning, Sam emerged from his office and suggested she update the church’s telephone directory; he handed her a short list of new attenders.


“I’m not sure it’s wise to have our names, addresses, and phone numbers in an electronic directory,” Lindsey, who spent half her day on Facebook, said.


“Mostly we just use the names for our chain of prayer,” Sam said. “We’ve done it for years with no problems.”


“As the Director of Communications, I’ll need to give this some thought,” she said.


That evening Dale Hinshaw phoned Sam’s house. “What’s this about you wanting to pass out our names and addresses to complete strangers? I read about this church up in the city where these burglars got hold of a church directory and went and robbed the members’ houses while they were at church. Doesn’t seem all that smart to me, and I know Lindsey agrees with me.”


The elders’ meeting was held the next evening. Dale spent the first half hour harping about putting the church directory online.


“When you stop and think about it, what we’re really doing is making it easier for someone to break the law. Now I don’t know how the rest of you feel about it, but I don’t think Christians ought to be doing that. And has a church directory ever brought anyone to the Lord? I don’t think so. If we’re gonna be putting anything online, it oughta be something that gets folks saved.”


He turned to Sam. “And I’ll tell you right now, that computer makes me nervous. What happens if some wacko gets hold of it and takes us down? Shuts off our electricity and phone, takes down our grid, and here we are, sittin’ ducks, locked out of our own building.”


“The only things we keep on the church computer are our membership list, our giving records, and our minutes from the meetings,” Sam said.


It had been a struggle to get even that much on the computer. Fern Hampton had put forth a vigorous argument for not recording donations made to the church. “It says in the Bible that when you give, you should go into a closet and do it privately. Now here we are putting it on a computer for every Tom, Dick, and Harry to see.”


“I think you’re confused,” Sam had said. “It says prayer should be done in a closet, not giving.”


“Now that makes no sense,” Fern had said. “Why would you pray in a closet where no one can hear you? Dumbest thing I ever heard of.”


Frank had gone ahead and recorded the donations on the computer, in a file labeled Furnace Maintenance Schedule.


Dale dug in, and the elders agreed to hold off updating the directory until a committee could be appointed to examine the meeting’s security and what might be done to improve it.


At one time, this would have bothered Sam, but the year before his doctor had doubled the dosage of his antidepressant. He went to the drugstore in Cartersburg, where no one knew him, to have it filled. Ministers were not supposed to be sad, depression indicating a lack of faith. Ministers were expected to have joy in the Lord and be optimistic and cheerful. The medicine had clouded his mind a bit, and caused him to nod off in the afternoon, but church meetings no longer annoyed him and his stomach had settled down. Plus, Barbara had forbid him from mentioning the words Dale Hinshaw and Fern Hampton in their home, which had calmed him somewhat, though he still had fantasies of conducting their funerals. Brief services where people stood and lied about the deceased, went downstairs to the basement and ate ham, green beans, and Jell-O, then went home inexplicably happy.
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Lindsey Hinshaw was ending her first month as the Director of Communications for Harmony Friends Meeting and had made a thorough wreck of things, posting the wrong times for church meetings in the bulletin and neglecting to tell Sam of hospitalizations and near deaths phoned in to the office. Asa Peacock had almost died of a heart attack and had lain in the hospital in Cartersburg for three days before Lindsey had said, “Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you, Jessie Peacock called the day before yesterday to tell you Asa was in the hospital and they don’t think he’ll make it.”


Sam had immediately left for the hospital, where he had found the Peacocks visiting with the hospital chaplain, a Methodist, who at that very moment was inviting them to participate in a heart attack support group at his church.


“That sounds nice,” Asa was saying as Sam entered the room. “A fella needs spiritual support at a time like this and Lord knows my own church hasn’t stepped up to the plate.”


Sam sat with Asa and Jessie most of the afternoon, listening to the details of Asa’s heart attack and angioplasty, wincing at all the right places, warming them up.


“I just hate that you were going through this by yourselves,” Sam said. “I wish I had known. From now on, call me direct on my cell phone.”


“We couldn’t figure out why no one from the meeting was coming to see us,” Jessie said, her chin quivering.


“Just a failure to communicate on our part,” said Sam. He was using the words failure and communicate and communication as often as possible, not wanting to mention Lindsey’s name outright, but hoping they figured it out just the same.


“It appears we have some work to do on managing our communication,” he said.


After a few hours of hand-holding, Asa and Jessie had forgotten all about the Methodists and were safely returned to the welcoming bosom of Harmony Friends Meeting. Miriam and Ellis Hodge had dropped by with a casserole, the Friendly Women had sent flowers, and Dale Hinshaw had stopped by to remind them of his heart difficulties and how it had been a wake-up call, causing him to grow closer to the Lord.


Asa hadn’t been thinking of the Lord. He had been thinking of his hay needing cutting. Ellis told him not to worry, that he’d round up some folks and get right on it, at which point Asa broke down and cried.


Dale, under the mistaken impression Asa was repenting, was ecstatic. “Yes, yes, just cry that sin out and let the Lord make you a new man,” he said, patting Asa’s hand.


Sam excused himself, and drove home in a cheerful frame of mind. Asa and Jessie were back in the fold, their hay would be mowed, and for the next hour or two Dale Hinshaw would be in another town, twenty miles away.


Ellis was as good as his word. That very afternoon he gathered a handful of farmers and began working over the Peacocks’ hay field. Five tractors following one another in a staggered line, cutting hay, the dust rising about them in a swirl of grace.
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After several years of modest growth, the attendance at Harmony Friends Meeting had leveled off. The Presbyterian church had closed its door, and ten Presbyterians had wandered in the wilderness before arriving at Harmony Friends. Sam was not all that eager to take in ten people who didn’t have the gumption to keep their own church going. It was like getting ten players from a last-place team. But it looked good at the Quaker headquarters, ten new members welcomed into the meeting on one Sunday, and the superintendent had phoned Sam and asked him to give a talk on church growth at the next pastors’ conference, which Sam had agreed to do.


He had been working on the speech for several months. He called it Growth by Adoption: A New Model for Church Development. His theory, in a nutshell, was that with mainline Christianity in decline, more churches would go broke and close. If the Quakers could hang on long enough, the displaced saints would eventually make their way to a Quaker meeting. Quakers, Sam theorized, were accustomed to living close to the bone. Economic deprivation was a weekly event. But the Methodists and Episcopalians, accustomed to large numbers and wealth, had gotten soft and folded at the first sign of trouble. You cut a Quaker meeting’s budget in half, and it won’t bat an eye. The Friendly Women will throw together some chicken and noodles, hold a fund-raiser, and be back in the black within a week.


The Presbyterian church sat empty for several years, until a group from Cartersburg came, looked it over, haggled a bit, then paid nineteen thousand dollars to the Presbyterians. No one knew them, so there was much speculation among the men at the Coffee Cup over what would be done with the building. Dale Hinshaw feared they were Satan worshippers and he wanted them arrested. Harvey Muldock had read, in Reader’s Digest or TIME, he couldn’t remember where, about old church buildings in the Midwest being bought up and used as sex clubs. It was like an exercise club, Harvey recalled. People paid fifty dollars a month for a basic membership, and thirty dollars an hour for a personal trainer.


“From what I understand,” Harvey explained, “they’re claiming to be a religion and the government can’t touch ’em.”


The men contemplated that for a moment, then Myron Farlow mentioned he’d heard a liquor store was going in there. Myron owned the Buckhorn Bar, the only tavern in town, and was clearly worried about the competition.


“Yep, I heard that, too,” said Johnny Mackey. “A discount liquor store selling booze by the gallon.”


Johnny Mackey, the town’s mortician, had been mad at Myron Farlow ever since Myron’s mother had died and he’d had her cremated and her ashes distributed over the town from an airplane. Cremated, then tossed out an airplane! A loved one burnt to a turn and pitched out a window! It made Johnny nauseous just to think of it.


As is often the case, the truth was more shocking than the rumors. The Presbyterian church had been sold to Unitarians, who painted the building inside and out, removed every symbol of the Christian faith, and within a month’s time were listening to sermons about world peace, organic food, and renewable energy. They brought in folksingers from Vermont and California, had a tai chi class on Monday nights, and badgered the school board about offering a vegetarian lunch alternative for the schoolchildren.


Their pastor, a youngish man named Matt, had been a Southern Baptist minister who had read a book of liberal theology and converted to the Unitarians. He was a dazzling preacher, with a rugged jaw, a strong chin, and not an ounce of neck fat. Sam had already lost Deena Morrison and the Iverson family to the Unitarians. The Iverson twins were the only two children at Harmony Friends Meeting young enough to come down front for the children’s sermon. With them gone, Sam dropped the children’s sermon from the lineup, even though the elders had asked him not to.


“Yeah, well, it’s not them standing up there looking like an idiot when no kids come up,” he’d complained to Barbara.


Omitting the children’s sermon left him with a five-minute hole to plug. He tried adding more adjectives to his sermon, repeating key sentences, and sprinkling in a few dramatic pauses, but that added less than a minute. He had once seen a television preacher speak in tongues for several minutes and wondered if that might work. He had taken a French class in college and still remembered certain phrases. (Ou sont les toilettes les plus proches? Where is the closest restroom? Puis-je avoir du ketchup, s’il-vous-plaît? Could I have ketchup with that, please?) He was reasonably certain no one else in the congregation knew French. One Sunday, he filled the five minutes by inviting those present to stand and share their stories of spiritual renewal. Not one person spoke, not even Dale Hinshaw, who got saved once a month. It was a long, painful five minutes.


“I’ve been their pastor all these years and I ask them to talk about spiritual renewal and they sit there like lumps on a log. How’s that supposed to make me feel?” Sam complained to his wife.


“Maybe if you had given them notice the week before, they could have come prepared to talk,” she had said.


Dale had stopped by the church office the next morning to express concern about Sam’s leadership. He spoke about his childhood minister, a Pastor Johnson, a great man of God. “I tell you one thing, when he got done preaching, you knew you were a sinner, that was for sure. You may have walked in thinking you were somebody, but by the time he got done with you, you knew where you stood with the Lord, and it wasn’t good. I sure do miss him.”


Sam had finally decided to shorten the worship five minutes, which most folks seemed to appreciate.


He was trying hard to like the Unitarian pastor, but with Matt poaching his church members right and left, it wasn’t easy. Miriam and Ellis Hodge had even attended there one Sunday when their niece Amanda, away at college to study medicine, had come home for a weekend and talked them into going. Matt had given a vigorous sermon about universal health care and not one person had stood afterward to accuse him of communism. In fact, they had applauded! Sam had given more than seven hundred sermons at Harmony Friends and had never been applauded. Harvey Muldock had once said Amen! at the end of a sermon, but Sam had the sneaking suspicion he’d said it because the sermon was finally over.


Nevertheless, he invited Matt to a meeting of the ministerial association, even though Pastor Jimmy of the Harmony Worship Center had asked him not to, on account of the Unitarians not being Christian. But power has its privileges and Sam was serving as the association president that year, so had overruled him. At his first meeting, Matt had asked the other pastors for their help in organizing a parade in support of gay marriage. Right down Main Street on a Saturday morning, for all the world to see.


“Once people know the facts, they’ll change their minds,” Matt said. “And we ministers need to take the lead. Our congregations will respect us for it.”


The other pastors believed Matt was overly optimistic, if not outright delusional. Nevertheless, Sam was sympathetic to the cause, if only because Dale Hinshaw would be against it. A gay rights parade in Harmony, led by the ministers. He thought of attending, then decided against, suspecting it would be his last act as the minister of Harmony Friends Meeting, that not even Miriam Hodge could save his job.


Sam had thanked Matt for his suggestion, then suggested they give it a little more thought, maybe another year or two, or even five. Sam was hoping to keep his job long enough to get his sons through college.


Matt held the parade anyway, leading ten Unitarians up and down the sidewalk in front of the Harmony Herald office until Bob Miles came out and took their picture for that week’s paper. Dale Hinshaw was there, carrying a sign that read on one side, “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God,” and advertised the church’s chicken noodle dinner on the other. “Come enjoy homemade chicken and noodles, pies, and cakes!! All you can eat for $7.50, tea or lemonade included!”


The Herald was swamped with letters to the editor, running three to one against the Unitarians. Predictions of their eternal damnation were made, along with several invitations to leave town. Pastor Jimmy at the Harmony Worship Center launched a ten-week sermon series on biblical marriage, culminating in a visit from an evangelist who had been gay before getting right with the Lord and becoming a heterosexual. Bob Miles was elated. It had been years since any single picture had generated such excitement, not since Nora Nagle had portrayed the Virgin Mary in the annual Christmas pageant wearing nothing but a bathrobe.


Sam lay low, working on his church growth speech, avoiding his office so as not to get roped into conversation. But Barbara was tired of holding her tongue and wrote to the Herald, applauding the Unitarians and welcoming them to town. It infuriated Fern Hampton, who called for Barbara’s expulsion from the Friendly Women’s Circle. Sam’s mother, Gloria, was mortified. Her own daughter-in-law exiled, banished from the Circle. Providentially, Miriam Hodge called for a committee to be formed to examine the matter, thereby ensuring nothing would happen.


Three women of the Circle left to join the Harmony Worship Center, and the Unitarian church gained five new members, Democrats from Cartersburg. Thankfully, it was autumn, the Corn and Sausage Days Festival was fast approaching, as was the Chicken Noodle Dinner, and passions cooled with the shortening days.
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The weekend of the Corn and Sausage Days dawned storybook perfect, which is how almost every disastrous day begins. The heat of summer had broken, and Saturday morning was crisp and clear. By noon it was sixty degrees, a new Sausage Queen had been crowned, and the women of the Circle had served 532 dinners, a new record, with another fifty people in line, stretching out the meetinghouse doors and down the front steps. Shaken by the departure of Deena Morrison and the Iversons to the Unitarians, Sam was working the crowd, greeting people, inviting them to return the next day for worship and leftover noodles.


By two thirty, everyone had been fed, and the kitchen cleanup was well under way. Sam was in his office putting the finishing touches on his sermon when the church telephone rang. It was Pastor Matt from the Unitarian church, waylaid by the flu, vomiting on the hour and half hour.


“I have a wedding to do at three thirty, and I’m in no shape to do it. Can you cover for me, Sam? I’ll owe you one.”


Sam glanced at his watch, and feeling charitable said, “Happy to help. Who’s the happy couple.”


“Chris Marshall and Kelly Johnson. Nice folks. You’ll like ’em. First marriage for both of them.”


“Hmm,” Sam said. “Don’t know them. Where are they from?”


“Cartersburg,” Matt said. “They were one of our first couples here. They’ve been dating about four years, but living together for a year or so. Does that bother you?”


“Well, the way I see it, if the church thinks it’s a sin for an unmarried couple to live together, why should I object when they want to get married,” Sam said. “Seems to me they’re trying to set matters right.” Sam paused. “The only thing is, I’ve never done a Unitarian wedding. Can I use the Quaker vows?”


“Unitarians often write their own vows,” Matt said. “I’ve sat down with the couple and gone through the service. You just need to stand up front, listen to the vows, and say a prayer of blessing at the end.”


“I can do that,” Sam said.


“It’s pretty straightforward,” Matt added. “No attendants. The couple, Chris and Kelly, will come down the aisle together, there’ll be a few readings, then the couple will give their vows.”


“Piece of cake,” Sam said.


Matt thanked Sam profusely, then Sam hurried home, showered, changed into his suit, and was at the Unitarian church with five minutes to spare.


The church was full, the pews crowded, a smattering of latecomers clustered in the back, searching for an empty seat. Deena Morrison and Judy Iverson were there, looking treasonous. Bob Miles from the Herald was standing in the doorway. He glanced up as Sam entered the narthex.


“Fancy seeing you here,” Bob said.


“Matt’s sick,” Sam explained. “He phoned to see if I could help out.”


“Awful nice of you,” Bob said. “And brave, too. Not just any pastor would do this.”


“Oh, most of us would. We pitch in and help each other out,” Sam said modestly. “We wouldn’t want to leave a couple in the lurch.”


Sam wondered why performing a wedding required bravery. He’d never known a pastor to be injured at a wedding, after all.


The pianist began, Sam slipped discreetly along the side of the sanctuary, taking his place at the front, facing the congregation.


The couple appeared at the back of the church, stepping forward slowly to the tune of the wedding march.


They stopped before Sam, smiling.


A young man came forward and read from the thirteenth chapter of First Corinthians about noisy gongs and clanging cymbals and the power of love. Then a man with a ponytail read from Kahlil Gibran’s book The Prophet, about there being spaces in your togetherness and moving seas between the shores of your souls and not eating from the same loaf of bread. Sam didn’t understand much of it, but he smiled anyway and nodded his head in all the right places.


The man with the ponytail sat down, and Sam turned to face the couple, Chris and Kelly, taking them both in for the first time. Chris was finely featured, with shoulder-length blond hair, and was dressed in a simple, lovely gown. Kelly had short, spiky hair, neatly gelled, and was attired in black pants and a tailored jacket. Not a suit, actually, Sam thought, more like a pantsuit. And pearls. Which is when it occurred to Sam he was inadvertently performing his first same-gender wedding.


He paused, wishing more parents gave their children names like Ralph, Betty, Elmer, and Hazel. Good, old-fashioned, straightforward names. Whatever happened to those names? Now people named their children Drew, Pat, Jordan, Riley, Shawn, and Morgan. What kind of names were those? Names that confused people and got ministers in trouble, Sam thought. Chris and Kelly? How was he to know which gender they were? For Pete’s sake!


This was Sam’s ninety-second wedding, which meant he had mastered the pause. He stopped for a moment as if he were considering the solemnity of the occasion, desperately thinking how best to proceed. Chris and Kelly looked at him expectantly, then at one another, their faces radiating happiness. On top of his chest of drawers, there was a picture of him and Barbara on their wedding day, smiling. Sam called it his I-can’t-believe-you’ve-agreed-to-marry-me smile. It was that same exact smile.


Bob Miles was making his way toward the front of the church, snapping pictures as he drew nearer to the couple. Sam could just imagine the headline. Quaker Pastor Sam Gardner Performs Town’s First Gay Marriage! He wished Matt would hurry up and get better so he could kill him.


Sam leaned toward Chris and Kelly and said, “Can we go somewhere a bit more private? We need to talk.”


He turned to the congregation. “We’ll be right back. Don’t leave.”


He guided them to a small room, where they sat down. He said, “I wasn’t aware this was a same-gender wedding. They’re not legal in our state, you know.”


“We know,” Chris said. “We went to the county clerk’s office to get a license, but she wouldn’t issue us one. We’ve decided not to wait for the state to validate our relationship.”


“But I’m not supposed to do them,” Sam said. “The superintendent of our yearly meeting told me specifically, ‘Sam, don’t marry gay people.’ ”


The year before, Sam had accidentally married a man secretly married to two other women. The newspaper in the city had learned of it and written an article on bigamy. They had scrounged up a copy of the marriage license with Sam’s signature on it and published it in the paper. The next day, the Quaker superintendent had talked with Sam about whom he could and couldn’t marry. He’d reminded him several times not to marry gay couples, people who were already married, or minors.


“I thought Quakers believed in equality,” Kelly said. “Why won’t you marry gays and lesbians?”


“The Quakers in these parts are more conservative,” Sam said. “I would get in a lot of trouble if I married you. My superintendent told me, very specifically, that I couldn’t marry gay people. I’d probably lose my job.”


“Even if it weren’t a Quaker wedding?” Kelly asked.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean we’re in a Unitarian church, in front of a Unitarian congregation,” Kelly explained. “We’ve written our own vows. And since we don’t have a marriage license, you don’t have to sign anything. All you’re doing is listening to us make our vows, then offering a prayer. Surely your superintendent can’t forbid you from praying.”


Sam thought for a moment. “I wouldn’t think so,” he said.


“Then what’s the harm?” Chris asked.


“I guess when you look at it that way, there’d be no harm in my saying a prayer. I’m sure the Quakers won’t mind that.”


Even though Sam was a seasoned pastor, his naïveté could be breathtaking.


They returned to the sanctuary, where Sam thanked everyone for their patience. Chris and Kelly recited their vows from memory, while Sam looked on, then caught himself just in time before pronouncing them husband and wife. He launched into prayer, thanking God for letting them live in a free country and for the food that nourished their bodies. He had never been good at extemporaneous prayer and usually wound up thanking God for various things, none of them relevant to the event at hand.


Everyone present applauded, Bob Miles snapped a few more pictures, Chris and Kelly walked down the aisle hand in hand, then everyone went down to the basement and snacked on peanuts and mints and drank punch made from ice cream and 7-Up.


Sam was standing near the punch bowl when Bob Miles approached him. “Like I said, it sure was nice of you to do this. Not many pastors around here would conduct a lesbian marriage. They’d be afraid of getting fired.”


“It’s not like I married them,” Sam pointed out. “I didn’t sign a license or anything. Just said a prayer. I don’t see how I can get in trouble for that.”


Deena Morrison poured herself a glass of punch, then made her way over to Sam. She was in tears. “That’s the loveliest wedding I’ve ever seen. I’m so happy for them. And I’m proud of you, Sam. This will upset a lot of people, but you did it anyway.”


“Oh, I don’t think people will be all that upset,” said Sam. “I really didn’t do anything.”


“Don’t diminish your bravery, Sam. What you did was beautiful and courageous and I’m proud of you,” Deena said. “It makes me want to come back to meeting.”


“We sure have missed you,” Sam said. “It would be wonderful if you returned.”


“The Unitarians are nice, but it just isn’t the same.”


Sam was elated to learn of her unhappiness.


He stayed another half hour, then walked home, pleased as punch. What a day it had been! A new Sausage Queen, record noodle sales, a lovely wedding skillfully conducted to keep him out of trouble, and Deena Morrison on the verge of returning to Harmony Friends Meeting. Climbing the steps to his front porch, he danced a little jig, confident things were finally turning his way.
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