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“I’ve spent a large portion of my life giving people the solid, historical evidence for the life and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In this book, Max Davis shows that the risen Jesus is on the move today, empowering, transforming, and loving the world through His people. If you want to be drawn closer to the living Jesus, read this book!”


Josh D. McDowell


Author and speaker


“The first time I was introduced to Max Davis, I was like, ‘Wow! What an encourager!’ That’s what Max Davis does. He encourages people with the hope of Jesus. Max’s gift of encouragement, which comes from his authentic walk with God, translates onto the pages of his writing. After reading this book, you will be encouraged in so many areas of your life, especially in your walk with Jesus.”


Rudy Rasmus


Pastor of St. John’s United Methodist Church (Houston, TX) and author of Love. Period.


“One of the messages that jumped out at me while reading When Jesus Was a Green-Eyed Brunette was, ‘Those who have experienced amazing grace are able to give amazing grace.’ Nothing could be truer, and that is the refreshing theme of Max Davis’s book. It’s all about Jesus coming inside us by His grace and then being transformed by His Spirit, not our religious efforts. I must say that I was brought to tears several times while reading this book. A terrific read! It will change lives!”


Steve Vaudrey


Former promotions director, writer, and editor at General Council of the Assemblies of God (retired)


“Don’t let the title fool you. This book will bring tears to your eyes and hope to your soul! If you want to see what’s going on beyond the veil of this life and know what heaven thinks of you, I recommend this book by Max.”


Ron DiCianni


Renowned Christian artist, best-selling author, and winner of six Gold Medallion awards for Christian publishing


“In When Jesus Was a Green-Eyed Brunette, Max Davis gives us a glimpse of what it looks like when we allow Jesus to take front and center in our lives. After warming our hearts with powerful and inspiring stories, Max returns to the truth of Scripture and its central theme of God’s outrageous love and grace. Guess what? God’s not mad at you! This book shows just how much Jesus loves and cares for each of us.”


Dr. Tim Clinton


Licensed professional counselor, president of the American Association of Christian Counselors (AACC), and author of numerous books


“From the first sentence, I was right there, hooked. Max Davis has the rare gift of making his readers feel and experience what they are reading. In this case, it’s the living Jesus showing up in ordinary folk like you and me, doing extraordinary things through us. When Jesus Was a Green-Eyed Brunette is a special book that is going to touch a lot of people.”


Richard Exley


Pastor, conference speaker, and author of numerous books including The Making of a Man, Man of Valor, and The Alabaster Cross


“When Jesus Was a Green-Eyed Brunette is a catalog of moving narratives demonstrating one continuous theme: Jesus meets us in the most unexpected places. Max Davis takes us through a compelling series of sacred encounters in which we see the ministry of Christ at work in others, and such encounters can have a transformational impact with any audience. This book will cause you to value the presence of Jesus above all else in your life and, who knows, maybe even inspire you to live a story that allows others to come face to face with the love of God.”


Brent Crowe, PhD


Vice president of Student Leadership University and author of Sacred Intent


“Max Davis is a writer who can tell a story as if God were telling it Himself. God uses stories to change our hearts, and that’s what will happen as you read this book. You will laugh. You will cry. You will be amazed, again, at the wonder-working power of God in our daily lives. As you read this book, you will see God. You will believe more, pray more, and look around more … to see how the Lord Jesus is fully present in your life today!”


Carter Featherston


RESTORE ONE, Inc., Pure Heart Weekends/Workshops, and author of God Knows Your Story and He’s Not Mad


“As someone who has experienced great pain and great healing in life, I know this book will bring hope and comfort to all who read it. It has to, because Max Davis is giving people Jesus—not a religious system but the real Jesus, who is all about hope. Hope is a person.”


Malcolm Richard


Regional director at United States Senate, pastor at Salem Church New Orleans, and pastor at The Journey: No Perfect People Allowed


“I’m privileged to know Max personally, and he’s the real deal. When we enter his exciting world of surprise encounters and genuine, growing faith, we want to leap higher with God. Grounded in rich, biblical truth, these refreshing true stories do more than tug at your heart and challenge you. They also refresh and reawaken you to see yourself, God, and others through a brand-new, grace-filled lens.”


Cheryl Ricker


Coauthor of Rush of Heaven and Josiah’s Fire
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To my godly grandparents, Max and Lula Williamson.
Thank you for praying for me and loving me.
Though we didn’t see eye to eye on some things,
Jesus inside us was our common bond.




Now thanks be to God who always
leads us in triumph in Christ, and through us diffuses
the fragrance of His knowledge in every place.


—


2 Corinthians 2:14




Author’s Note
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As A WRITER, I love to paint a picture. But as a journalist, I detest exaggeration. Every story in this book has been carefully examined and chewed upon, the facts and credibility checked. Certain themes I have touched on in other books. Where I have revisited them they are more developed with fresh insights. I have also written about my personal life previously, but this work depicts deeper reflection and growth. Finally, there are some strong words in this book concerning my religious upbringing. Every word was carefully prayed over, and my intention was not to hurt anyone. My hope is that my words shine light, truth, and freedom on readers.
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Jesus in the Coffee Aisle


“How easily we, too, miss the fact
that He is in our midst!”


Roy Hicks, Jr.


AFTER BEING COOPED up in my office for hours, I had to get out—just somewhere.


The grocery list on the table caught my eye, so I grabbed it and bolted out the door to our local supermarket. Being the ADD guy that I am, I was drinking in all the stimulation—colors, smells, people. There’s something about going to the supermarket after I’ve been in my office for a while that gets my creative juices flowing. Little did I know, a profound God encounter was awaiting me two aisles over from the produce section.


With thoughts of freedom and creativity dancing through my mind, I pushed the grocery cart around the store, marking things off my list as I went. Conquering “the list” is of utmost importance. After a successful run, I knew I would return home the hero, feeling like the prideful hunter walking into the village with his kill. But getting all the things written down is usually a challenge because my wife has a habit of writing in a secret code that must be cracked. That day I was well on my way to sweet conquest.


Turning down the coffee aisle, I found myself behind a young woman I guessed to be about my daughter’s age, early twenties, pushing her cart slowly as she observed the items on the shelf. She was wearing white shorts, a sleeveless blouse, and sandals, all in good taste. Her hair was auburn and stylish, skin fair. Walking past her, my jovial attitude came to a screeching halt when I realized that her body from just below her jaw down—exposed neck, arms, hands, legs, and feet—was covered with nasty burns and hideous scarring. Some of the wounds were open and oozing fluid. The best word I can muster to describe them is repulsive.


Why is this poor girl in the grocery store and not the hospital? I thought. Why are her wounds not bandaged? I wanted to forget what my eyes were seeing and walk away, but I couldn’t. Instead, my heart ached as I stood there trying not to stare, pretending I was shopping. I couldn’t imagine the suffering she must be enduring both physically and emotionally. Burns aside, this was a beautiful young lady, yet all I could focus on were her wounds and scars. I wondered what life was like for her in a world that places so much emphasis on outward appearance. Would she ever get a date? Or be married?


Ironically, my twenty-seven-year-old son, James, had been involved in an accident a few months prior, from which he experienced second- and third-degree burns over parts of his arms, legs, and hands. His face was spared, but where he was burned it looked dreadful, his charred skin resembling a melted wax figure. After James’s release from the hospital, we went back and forth to the burn unit for him to be scraped, cleaned, and salved. The pain was excruciating, and it was difficult for me to watch him endure such a process. Fortunately, after over a month of treatments and another month of healing, he recovered fully with only minor scarring. This young lady’s wounds appeared similar to my son’s during his treatment process. Reminded of how James had healed so well, it gave me a bit of hope for her. A feeling of compassion swept over me.


“Excuse me, miss,” I said, stopping my cart next to her. “I just want to encourage you. They are going to heal okay. My son had these same kinds of burns and now you can hardly tell.”


“Oh,” she said with unexpected warmth in her smile and brightness in her eyes, “these are not burns. I have a rare skin disease, and when air hits my skin this is what happens.” She held up her arms, showing me. “It doesn’t heal. I will be this way for life.” I felt as if someone had kicked me in the stomach. Me and my big mouth! Yet without even a hint of complaint or bitterness in her voice, the most refreshing peace emanated from her, a peace that is hard for even me, a crafter of words, to articulate. It was a powerful peace that transformed the atmosphere around her.


A fixer by nature, I blurted out, “Don’t give up on healing. I’ve seen God do some amazing things.” And I have. I’ve interviewed and written about many documented, irrefutable miracles. Miracles do happen. Jesus still heals today. Trying to offer some spiritual “insight,” I continued, “I know it’s probably hard not to ask why.”


“Oh,” she said again softly and gently with a quiet confidence that was beyond me, “instead of asking God why, I ask Him to please use this to encourage others and bring Him glory.” She smiled, nodding. “And He has.” You could see she wasn’t trying to be super spiritual or religious. She was simply being herself.


Her response was a holy dagger to my soul! I felt foolish and convicted as I thought of some of the ridiculously small and insignificant things I’d been complaining about that week. This young lady never told me she was a Christian. She didn’t have to. Her countenance was glowing, almost angelic. The Christ in her was magnetic. As she spoke, I became so caught up in the reality of Jesus in her that I momentarily forgot about her disease. The oozing wounds seemed to fade as her inner beauty outshined them. Feeling uncomfortable and self-conscious about sticking my foot in my mouth, I forced a smile and said, “Have a good day” or something lame like that, and then I rushed around the corner.


As soon as I turned into the next aisle, it was as if the Holy Spirit slapped me across the face and held up an invisible mirror in which I saw the ugliness of my own sinful nature and how much I desperately need God’s relentless grace every moment of my life. I had my own scars and wounds—they were just oozing their poison on the inside. Don’t get me wrong, I’m a Christ follower. He’s forgiven me of so much and has transformed my life, but at that moment, like the apostle Paul, I became all too aware that “in me (that is, in my flesh) nothing good dwells …”1 The Holy Spirit’s convicting presence dropped so heavily on me that I began to quietly weep. Self-conscious and embarrassed, I covered my face, trying to hide my supermarket meltdown, but it was futile. People were already staring at me. Before I knew what was happening, I felt myself turning the cart and pushing it back to her, as if I were being drawn. Why am I going back to her? I asked myself. The answer that came immediately was, She possesses something I need.


A welcoming smile lit up her face as she saw me return.


“You have no idea how deeply you have touched me,” I said, eyes puffy, tears streaming down my face. “You have challenged me on so many levels.” Here I was, this inspirational writer and supposed minister of the gospel, and the Christlike Spirit inside this girl had crushed me, reducing me to rubble.


“Aww,” she replied, eyes warm and caring. Pulling me into her embrace, she patted my back, comforting me. I could feel the intense love of Jesus radiating from her, as if He Himself were hugging me. This girl, who was suffering beyond anything I could ever imagine, was comforting me! Right there in the supermarket … it was one of the most profound moments with the Holy Spirit I’ve experienced. Trembling from the encounter, I told her what a blessing she’d been, and then I left. I walked out of that store forever changed.


Driving home, the floodgates opened as deep moaning and wails gushed from my core. Yet as the tears flowed, an unexpected cleansing was taking place inside me. My soul was being purged of who knows what—pride, unbelief, self-righteousness, ungratefulness, insecurities. Choked up, I told God, “Please take what’s left of my life and use it however You want. I’ve had enough of me. I just want to be Your vessel.” A magnificent peace then filled my Jeep, and it felt as if liquid love were being poured over my head, soothing my soul. Jesus wrapped His arms around me, showering me with His outrageous grace.


The young woman in the coffee aisle didn’t come across as religious. Instead, she exuded the aroma of Jesus. Christ was in her, living, breathing, and loving. Some people go to church to meet God. She brought God into that supermarket, and we had a sacred encounter there. And that’s what this book is all about—letting the living Jesus live in us and through us and loving people the way God does. It’s a book about how real He really is and how allowing Jesus to live through us impacts our circumstances and the people around us. Really, that’s what life is all about too.


Christ in you, the hope of glory.


Colossians 1:27




2


[image: image]


Peanut Butter and Four-Letter Curse Words


“The true story of every person in this world
is not the story you see, the external story. The true story
of each person is the journey of his or her heart.”


John Eldredge


GROWING UP, I WAS CERTAIN that God was mad at me. At best, He was disappointed. I imagined Him as Mr. Myers, the stern-faced principal of my elementary school.


Principal Myers was a serious person. The cavernous lines on his face weren’t because he was old but because he never smiled, at least not whenever I saw him. With a towering, intimidating physique, especially to an eight-year-old, his job was to maintain law and order and make sure his school ran as smoothly as a freshly tuned ’68 Chevy SS. At assemblies in the gym, such as the time nurses came to vaccinate us, he walked around talking into a bullhorn, making sure there was no horse-playing going on and that everyone stayed in line (he knew that some of us wanted to run away and hide because we didn’t want to get a shot).


My early journey toward God felt a lot like the time Mrs. Greer marched me by the ear down the long, hollow hallway that led to Principal Myers’s office the day I punched Billy Joe Smith in the nose, making it bleed. It was my first trip ever to his office, and I just knew a lick from his notorious wooden paddle was in my very near future, a paddle I’d only heard tales about up to that point. Legend had it that the paddle was so heavy it took both hands to wield. On top of that, holes were supposedly drilled through it, causing it to whistle as it traveled through the air toward its intended target, leaving circular red welts on the ill-fated victims’ bottoms. Lance Crumholt swore it was true. He was even going to drop his jeans as proof, but then the bell rang.


Scared and wobbly-kneed, sitting alone on the vinyl sofa in his office waiting for his imminent entry, my eyes were at once drawn to the notorious paddle. There it was, holes and all, propped up in plain sight atop his metal filing cabinet like a gladiator’s trusty sword. At that point, I didn’t sweat just bullets—I sweat .357 Magnums! By the time the perspiration had thoroughly soaked the armpits of my shirt, it seemed I’d been sitting there for about as long as I sat squirming on the hard wooden pews at church on Sunday mornings waiting for the preacher to finish heaping coals of damnation on my head. I think Principal Myers left me in his office for as long as he did just to give me plenty of time to mull over my callous and iniquitous actions.


When Mr. Myers finally did walk through the door, his presence was so overpowering that I cracked like an interrogated criminal, complete with tears and carefully orchestrated sniffs. I tried my hardest to explain to him that at recess Billy Joe Smith took my cowboy hat that I’d gotten at the rodeo the night before and stomped on it. He did this because Rosemary Alford had gone to the rodeo, too, and gotten a pink cowgirl hat that she wore to school. Everybody automatically made us boyfriend and girlfriend, even though her hat was pink and mine was black. Billy Joe liked Rosemary. That’s why he stomped on my hat. And that’s why I punched him in the nose. And that’s why I got sent to the principal’s office.


“I’m disappointed in you, Mr. Davis,” he said, looking down, flipping through some papers on his desk. He was an important man, doing important work. I was just a kid.


“But Billy Joe stomped on my hat …,” I stammered once more, hoping against hope that he’d understand.


No reply. Instead, Principal Myers let the silence linger until it was heavy. In the background the faint sound of kids playing at recess could be heard. I was missing recess, but I’d rather miss a zillion recesses than get the paddle.


“I will deal with Mr. Smith,” he finally said, head still down, intently examining the papers. “But you know you can’t go around punching your classmates in the nose. Fighting is strictly forbidden in this school. There are consequences for breaking the rules.” He looked up and glanced over at the paddle. “Two licks.”


“Two?”


“Yes, two.”


“But he—”


“Bend over.”


“Yes sir.”


Upon impact, the heels of my canvas sneakers lifted off the ground and the sting burned right through my jeans. I might as well have been bare-bottomed. Looking up, rubbing the wetness from my eyes, I thought I detected a smirk on his face. I guess wielding power over an eight-year-old yields a certain amount of satisfaction for some people.


This was the 1960s, when paddles were a status symbol for principals. I’m not going to go into all the pros and cons of corporal punishment. But to the paddle’s credit, I didn’t get into any more fights that year. I also didn’t care too much for Principal Myers after that, and that’s kind of how I saw God, that He had lines in His face and would punish me even if I cried and told Him I was sorry.
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From elementary school through middle school, I had multiple run-ins with principals and their paddles, but probably no more so than any of the other guys. I wasn’t what you’d consider a bad kid—not a juvenile delinquent or anything like that. I wasn’t mean like my cousin Bo, who shot me with a pellet gun on purpose. A lot of my trouble was probably ADD-related, but nobody knew what that was back then, so you were simply labeled hyper or rowdy. Playful was probably a more accurate description of me. It’s just that sometimes people didn’t realize I was playing. In my heart, though, I was rebellious. I knew cussing was wrong because my mama and daddy never cussed. I’ve never heard my daddy say one curse word ever. It’s the truth. He’s never tasted alcohol or smoked one single cigarette either.


Since I was the only child for fifteen years, I had the house to myself sometimes when I got home from school. I remember walking around yelling out curse words at the top of my lungs on some days. I mean really bad, four-letter curse words—the worst ones you can imagine. Though I knew it was wrong, something would rise up in me, and it felt good, empowering. I enjoyed it. Sometimes I even cussed while making my peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, which I always ate while watching Gilligan’s Island and The Beverly Hillbillies. Even though I knew cussing was wrong, I also believed that I couldn’t have been that bad because Mr. Guidroz, the middle school principal who had five beautiful daughters, told my daddy flat-out that he’d trade one of his girls for me. I was polite, sociable, and was even voted “friendliest.”


People liked friendly, and I needed to be liked. If people liked me, then maybe, just maybe, God would like me too. But during those years, most nights I went to bed in fear—fear that if I died in my sleep God would punish me and send me to hell. I knew He was angry at the world. Why else would He have drowned all those people in the flood, rained down fire and brimstone on Sodom and Gomorrah, and would someday real soon burn up the planet? If He turned Lot’s wife into a pillar of salt for just looking back, what in the heck would He do to me? Sure, I was told He loved me, but it was only if I was very good and kept the rules.


I tried my darnedest to be good, and I was sort of good, but there was always something, some hiccup or mess-up, that kept me from being very good. Like the cussing when no one was looking … or hiding under my bed the Playboy magazine that I found in the new house being built across the street … or forging my dad’s signature on papers that the teachers sent home with me. Although God supposedly loved me, I was certain that He didn’t like me. How could He possibly like me?


Lying in bed at night, I would see visions in my mind of Jesus coming back and me not being ready, then of the world being annihilated and me suffocating under a pile of rocks. It was a nightmare before I went to sleep. That was pretty much my view of how God felt about me. During the waking hours I didn’t obsess about it too much. There were too many other things to distract me and keep me busy, like sports and playing with my friends. But at night, before I went to sleep, when all was quiet, I was afraid. Terrified of dying, sometimes I would pull the covers up over my head and curl up in the fetal position. I couldn’t let myself relax and go to sleep until I whispered the quick children’s prayer that my parents taught me when I was a toddler: “Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.” As soon as I finished uttering those words, a sense of comfort would come over me and I could drift off to sleep. There was no real relationship with God, though. I didn’t love Him. It was simply a prayer mouthed out of fear, a prayer I prayed until I was well into my teens.
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Now these feelings and ideas didn’t just leap into my head. Growing up in an ultra-conservative, hyper-legalistic family and church atmosphere was probably the main reason for my lopsided view of God and what it meant to be a follower of Jesus. Basically, I was taught that when you do X, God is pleased and happy with you. When you do Y, though, God is displeased and will angrily punish you.


Outward performance was king and the list of rules long, often bordering on the ridiculous. There were rules like no jewelry for women or men, no ties for men, and no pants or makeup for women. The higher or longer the hair and the plainer the face, the holier the woman was. There were no musical instruments in the church, and televisions in the home were frowned upon, as were Christmas trees and sports. You get the picture. We had a TV and a Christmas tree, though. But the truly holy families didn’t.


One memory etched clearly into my mind is of my mama standing in front of the bathroom mirror sobbing. When she noticed me in the doorway, she dropped her brush, turned, and asked through broken tears, “Is God going to punish me for cutting my hair?” She already had three strikes against her because she was wearing a slither of makeup, a wedding ring, and a pair of dress slacks that she’d purchased from Sears. Cutting her hair was the last straw, the final and most serious act of rebellion for a woman. It was right up there with adultery, witchcraft, and idolatry. Looking back, it’s so ludicrous that I want to laugh, but my mama’s distress was all too real.


Both my parents loved God yet struggled with legalistic religion all their lives. I could see it as they wrestled with their feelings of shame, despair, and at times confusion. When I was playing electric football or Hot Wheels, I picked up on things. As a kid, I really didn’t know what to believe. If God was obsessed with things like hair and ties and stuff like that, He must really be a jerk. Deep down I knew He wasn’t, but I also knew something was amiss.


I now know the Christian life as I knew it growing up wasn’t what God had intended. There was no room for grace. What had been handed down to me was what Philip Yancey calls ungrace. “Like a spiritual defect encoded in the family DNA, ungrace gets passed on in an unbroken chain. Ungrace does its work quietly and lethally, like a poisonous, undetectable gas.”1 In fact, grace was a word I would not be introduced to until many years later. And it would be even more years before I would come to fully understand the concept of God’s outrageous grace. I’m still trying to comprehend how vast and outrageous it is. Ever flowing and continually cleansing, it really is supernatural.


The truth is, when I was a boy, I was lost and separated from my Creator. And although my childhood church had some crazy ideas, it did a great job pointing out how lost I was. Before a person can truly understand and receive the good news of the gospel, they must hear the bad news. We are all born with a sinful nature that separates us from God, and fearing God is a good thing as long as it drives you into His arms. But the form of religion that was held out to me was just that—a form of religion. It wasn’t true biblical Christianity. It was a graceless gospel mixed with law that reduces an authentic relationship with God to a set of man-made traditions and rules that drive people into submissive bondage instead of freedom.


Randy Alcorn wrote in his book The Grace and Truth Paradox, “Children who grow up with graceless truth are repelled by self-righteousness … In fact, people who grow up in joyless religion learn that there’s no hope of living up to such daunting standards.”2 Yes, that was me. I felt no hope because I knew I could never be good enough, regardless of how hard I tried. Instead of getting depressed, however, I simply began to blow off religion altogether. It was for really old people. I would get my life right with God then. Yet in the midst of my young rebellion, deep down in my core, something was stirring. I missed Jesus, the real Jesus.
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