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PROLOGUE
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	In an out of the way part of northwestern Michigan lies the small town of Hartlin, Michigan.  Hartlin was so small there was only one church for the whole community. This is the story of that church and the people who call it home. The name of that church is St. Thomas Church. This church could be any church on this little planet we call home, for the purpose of consideration please think of it as your own. If you do not have a church to call home please, feel free to watch the events unfold.


	This novel is not a true story however, it is a book about truth.  St. Thomas Church has a lot of dirty laundry to hang out to dry as we do and I shall hang theirs out for all to see. Many outside the church say, “Christians are just a bunch of hypocrites who want to be viewed as holier than thou.”  For some of us that just might be correct.  But if we are honest with ourselves we must admit that the only difference between a believer and a non-believer is we know that we need help and that the only person that can really help us is our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  


	In order to, tell these people stories correctly this book will seem like a soap opera.  Yet, please don’t let that scare you off for even though this is a book about controversy it is not meant to be simply a book about lustful passions between men and women.  It is a book about one church’s love for those within and outside their borders.  It is meant as a book that should make you think and question what you are doing and what you believe.  Lastly, I wrote this book to show what true forgiveness looks like.    


	All references in this book will be in either New International Version (NIV) or New Living Translation and will be noted as *NIV or ** for NLT, unless otherwise noted.
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	Modern Day


	Hartlin is a nice peaceful village in North Western Michigan.  It was a town; right out of some old fifty’s family television show.  This town was so small it only had one church that lay in the center of the village.  From the outside it looked perfect, too perfect nevertheless its members knew the truth.  St. Thomas was far from perfect, as it is the case in all churches. 


	Pastor Steve Palmer was the pastor of St. Thomas Church.  He was a tall slender young unmarried man, whose looks could make any girl’s heart skip a beat yet, he was a very humble Godly man. His head knowledge and passion for the LORD’s word was to be envied.  On the other hand, when it came to street smarts he was lacking. 


	Every Sunday Pastor Steve Palmer ended the service like a coach giving a pep talk to his players, “Now go out there and show your friends and family who Christ really is!” He frequently wondered (and for good reason, for his fears were accurate), “does my congregation actually hear what I am saying or are my words just going in one ear and out the other.”  He felt that if his parishioners were just sitting in the pews out of duty and to make themselves feel good he was wasting his time.  Nevertheless, he felt that he had to try and wake these people up from their inaction.     


	  The people left as always, very cordially everyone shook the pastor’s hand as if it were a ticket to leave.  Brenda Horn could not help but stare in disdainful disbelief at Jason Rainer.  A girl had her hand in Jason’s back jean pocket, then he slipped his in hers with this the girl let out a girlish giggle.  “What do those girls see in Jason Rainer?”, said Brenda Horn, who was the youth pastor of the church. She was a tall, nerdy looking woman who was far more conservative than you would ever expect from a youth pastor in her early 20s. But, she loved her teens. Her friend replied, "Don't those girls see he is just using them? They hang all over him like he is some pop star," Brenda said. "In my day, a girl who gave away her virginity as willingly as these girls are giving it to Jason would destroy their reputation! Today these girls brag about losing their virginity, and many say it was to Jason. If I ever met the devil in the flesh I say it would have to be him." Jason wasn't always a bad boy and in reality, he wasn't truly the devil incarnate as his youth pastor proposed he was just a hurt young man.


	Twenty Years Earlier


	Samantha, like most little girls, dreamed of marrying her Prince Charming. In college, she thought she had found her prince in Isaac Rainer. He was a tall, muscular basketball player. He was the kind of guy that could make any girl’s knees go weak. With his athletic ability, his education was all paid for so he never gave it much thought. Then in one sad life-changing moment, everything went bad.


	He was out drinking with some buddies when one of them suggested, “Let's see who has the fastest car.” Isaac loved his car. It was his most prized possession, and he loved showing off what she could do, so he told his friends, "you're on, prepare to eat my dust!" The drunken racers met at the last traffic light before leaving town. They revved their engines, and as soon as the light turned green, they gunned it. But in less than 30 seconds Isaac's life changed forever.


	Isaac and his friends were speeding down Main Street when a passing car appeared out of nowhere. Isaac’s friends were unable to stop in time to avoid hitting the passing car. Isaac, who was drunk, (had delayed reaction time) plowed into his friend’s car. The damage to his body was worse than the damage to his car. Isaac's legs were crushed, he could never play basketball again. Since they were both drunk, neither dared call the cops. However, the police came anyway and both were charged with DUI.  As a result, their insurance companies wouldn't pay for the damage.


	Because he couldn't play basketball anymore he couldn't pay for college. He was forced to swallow his pride and admit the trouble he had made for himself. His father reluctantly gave Isaac a job at his auto repair shop.  All this heartache could have pushed Samantha away from the bad boy Isaac had become.  However, it made him even more attractive to her and Isaac wasn't about to let a good-looking girl like Samantha get away. As long as the relationship was fun, he was willing to hang on.


	After a few months, it became clear that Samantha was hoping to get her Mrs. Degree, therefore, he proposed and shortly after she graduated from college they were married. It wasn't long after that Samantha became pregnant with their first child, a boy, Jason. Samantha loved the idea of being a wife and a mother yet something seemed off. She and Isaac didn't seem to be connecting as they once had. Nothing had changed, he was still the same selfish, bitter man that he always was. He couldn't forgive himself for the drunken drag race that ruined his life.


	Everything came to a head one stressful morning, soon after Amber, their second child, was born. Jason was about two years old at the time and was loud and rambunctious. Amber was less than a year old; her parents felt like all she ever did was cry. Samantha needed help with the children but, her husband wasn't giving her any help. She kept telling him things she needed him to do. Isaac didn't even know where to start, therefore when Samantha said, "Just go get me some milk!" Isaac left and never returned.  She worried about him but after several months of the police looking for him it was clear that Isaac had abandoned his family and did not want to be found Samantha, filed for divorce.  


	A few months after Samantha filed for divorce two police officers came to her door.  They rang the doorbell.  When she came to the door they asked her, “Are you Mrs. Samantha Rainer?” She responded, “Yes, although I recently divorced my husband.”  The officers said, “Your ex-husband’s body has been found.  It appears he rolled his car some time ago.”  At hearing this Samantha broke down crying.                 


	It was difficult at first but now that she knew her husband would never be returning she felt more at peace. Samantha moved her family into a more affordable upstairs apartment in Hartlin.  Hartlin was in a very rural community therefore, the rent was much less than it was in the city of New Deli. She had a new job in the city as a nurse so, they did okay financially. Samantha had no clue how bad, this was hurting Jason emotionally.


	Three Years Before


	Jason was a 16-year-old sophomore in high school. One day a beautiful, tall girl with the loveliest long blonde locks, Elizabeth, asked him, "Jason, would you like to come over to my house to study?" Jason wasn't quite sure how to respond. He said, "ah? Sure." Both teenagers were kind of hoping for something more than a study date yet they were not comfortable sharing what was on their minds.


	That first study date went well, and so did the next few study dates. One afternoon it all changed when Elizabeth's parents went out, but they trusted Jason and their daughter.  They shouldn't have however, because one thing led to another and before either of them came to their senses, they had given up a precious gift to each other. The next day, word had spread about what they had done. Neither of them wanted to talk about what happened. Jason became very popular with the girls in the school for because like his father, he became a bad boy.  At first, he just wanted to be with Elizabeth but she was too embarrassed to see Jason. Also, many other girls gave him attention that was too great to ignore.


	Girls were freely giving themselves to him, just to say they have been with this bad boy. His social life was so great but his home life couldn't have been worse. His sister thought he was a pig for taking advantage of girls who clearly didn’t have much self-respect. His mom tried to talk to him about how he was treating these girls but, he didn't want to talk about sex with his mom.


	Samantha felt like she was at her wits end. So, she shared with a friend about her concerns. Her friend said, "What about your ex-husband?  Can't he talk to his son about this?" Samantha replied, He just abandoned me and the kids when they were both babies." Her friend said, "What about a boyfriend or some other male role model for your son?" Samantha replied, "If Jason had a male role model, don't you think I would have that person talk to Jason?" Then Samantha's friend said, "Well your family should check my church out. There are many Godly men at my church who could take Jason under their wing." Samantha realized her friend was trying a little too hard to get her to come to her church but, she also knew she should have taken her family to church a long time ago. Nevertheless, she had grown up in a church that so believed that divorce was wrong that, that church body rejected anyone that was divorced.  Therefore, she feared that her family would not be welcome.  But, her friend was aware of Samantha’s family’s situation as a result Samantha gave her friend’s church a chance.  Samantha asked, "What church do you go to?", she asked.  Her friend replied, "St. Thomas Church. It's the only church in Hartlin."That Sunday, Samantha and her family went to the church. Jason said he felt very uncomfortable there, Amber and Samantha felt that it was like a breath of fresh air.  Samantha was delighted to see how accepting this church made her feel (even after they learned that she was a divorcee.)


	Many of the elderly men of this church offered to mentor Jason; however, that only made Jason long even more for his father.  These men were nice yet they were so old they felt more like grandfather figures than any father.  One day Jason asked one of these men why they were giving him so much attention.  They responded, “Well, I would like to see you become the man, I know you can be.” Jason snapped, “You mean you are sorry for me because I don’t have a dad!”  The man tried to reassure Jason that this was not the case, by saying, “No Jason!  I believe and everyone else who has been trying to take you under their wing believes very strongly in mentoring and that you can become a great man.  The Apostle Paul talks in Titus 2 about how older men should mentor younger men and younger women should be mentored by older women. So, half heartily Jason agreed to be mentored.  Still, in his mind he was thinking, “This is going to be a waste of time.”                    


	In a year’s time, Jason became worse. Samantha was dating a nice, handsome Godly widower, Michael. She asked Michael to talk to Jason. Michael and his son, Gregory (Amber’s boyfriend) took Jason out for breakfast. The purpose for this little intervention which was no surprise to Jason. As Michael started to speak, Jason said, "I don't want to hear it. Mom and Amber say I act like a pig! But I don't do anything to a girl that she doesn't ask me to do! Besides, Michael you have no right to criticize me. First of all you ain't my dad, and whenever you and mom are together you can't keep your hands off of each other." Michael responded, "You are right, I probably should not be so physical with your mom. Nevertheless, I know where the line is and I bet you also know where it is. Just because a girl lets you have sex with her doesn't mean you should accept the offer. I would love to make love with your mom. However, as the man in this relationship it is my honor and privilege to protect your mom, you kids and myself. So even if she wanted to go to bed with me, I would refuse."


	Jason thought, "Yeah right. What guy would pass up sex? Well maybe Gregory would but there something not quite right about that boy. Amber and Gregory say they are involved, but they don't even kiss or hold hands. I would call that just friends."


	 




Discussion Questions


	 


	

		How should you act towards people who act immoral? Are you showing a Christ-like attitude towards these people?


		How do you forgive yourself for past mistakes? What is the cost for holding on to the pain?


		Why is it so important for a child to have a father figure in their life?


		Is it a man's responsibility to protect the woman he is involved with even if they are not married? (Ruth 3:7-18)


		How are we supposed to handle “problem” children? How do we support other Christians who are dealing with them? (Luke 15:11-32, Hebrews 12:4-11)


		How does your church treat divorced people?  
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	Amber was as much of a romantic as her mother, but for her marriage was just an idealistic dream. It was nothing that she ever saw lived out. Her mother worked all the time so she never had time to date. All of Amber and Jason's friends were children from broken homes. 


	As a result, when Aunt Mandy (not their real aunt but a close friend of their mother) invited them to church, Amber was amazed to see men showing love and respect to their wives and children. She wondered if these men were putting on an act for their church friends but she sure hoped they weren't.  She wanted to marry a man like one of those guys someday. She feared however that if her mom couldn't find a guy who had the guts to not run away from his family, what chance did she have?


	On Amber's first day of high school, she was sitting across the row in science class from a very cute, but shy boy, Gregory.  Gregory felt the same about Amber.  Amber had lovely long brown hair pull back into two braided pigtails.  She dressed modestly but her beauty shined through.  He knew her from youth group and he knew that she was the girl of his dreams.  Just before class started he passed her a note. “Hello Amber, My name is Gregory I think I've seen you at church. I was wondering if you will allow me to walk you home? On the way home, I'll buy you some ice cream.


	Sincerely,
Gregory Mitchell”


	 


	Amber felt very flattered not only because he was extremely handsome but because she liked what she knew about him personally. He was a very nice guy. So despite how unsure she was, she shook her head yes.


	Gregory met Amber outside of her last class. When they got outside, Amber called her mom to let her know she would be late getting home. Her mother said, "Okay honey just be home by five. I should have dinner on the table by then." Amber replied, "Okay I should have no problem getting home by then. See you later mom. I love you."  Gregory and Amber talked for hours about: their passions, what they enjoy doing, their faith and families. However, Amber caught herself complaining about how big of jerk her womanizing brother was.  She apologized for her rant saying, “Gregory I’m sorry, I guess my brother is just one of those subjects that it is better to just not talk about.”  Gregory responded, “Hey we all have those sore areas.  It is painful for me to talk about my mom’s death but I am sure you can relate with your dad leaving.  Amber thought to herself, “Not really, I wasn’t even a year old when he left.” Then Gregory said, “Hey at least your father is alive out there somewhere.”  This comment made Amber very upset so she said angrily, “He is dead!”  Gregory sensing, he had touched on a sore spot said, “Sorry I did not mean to upset you.”  Until this little argument, they had been having so much fun talking to each other that, she lost track of time. By the time she checked a clock, it was 6 PM. She screamed, "Oh no, mom is going to ground me for sure! I had a great time. I hope you had a good time since we will not be seeing each other outside of school and church for quite some time!"  Just as she was about to leave he called out, “Before you go can I get your number?”  She said, “sure and they quickly exchanged cell phones and they entered they phone number into each other’s phone.”  Then she ran home as fast as she could leave.  This left Gregory bewildered, “So did I just blow it with this girl or does she like me?” Gregory thought to himself.  


	As she expected, her mom was mad. "Young lady, you said you were going to be home by five and it is after 6 o'clock at night! You had me worried. What do you have to say for yourself?!" exclaimed her mother. Amber knew she had no good excuse so she just apologized and explained what happened. "I have no excuse. I had such a good time talking to Gregory, I lost track of time. Mother you have every right to ground me, yet I cry out for mercy." Her mother said, "Kid, I know what it is like to be a fifteen-year-old girl. Your punishment is this-- next time you guys see each other, bring him over here so that I can meet him. I would have liked to have met him in the first place. Just do a better job of keeping track of time, next time."


	Amber called Gregory and said, "Hey Gregory, guess what? I'm not grounded, but mom wants to meet you. Are you free next Saturday?" Gregory said, "Yeah." "Great, then we can watch a movie followed by lunch” replied Amber. Gregory felt uncomfortable with how pushy Amber was being but, then again, he wasn't used to any girl giving him so much attention. He was very shy and it seemed to him that the girls were always attracted to the jocks and bad boys. And he was neither. The fact that Gregory was a nice guy is what Amber found so appealing.


	When Gregory showed up, he handed a bouquet of flowers to Samantha. "Miss Rainer these are for you." Samantha thanked him for the flowers but, to her, he seemed like a bit of a brownnoser for doing this. She became suspicious of him. After watching the movie, Samantha invited Gregory, Amber and Jason to the table for lunch. However, just as she called her son to the table, he headed out saying, "No thanks I'll be eating at Kim's." Samantha would have stopped her son but, she felt like she had lost control of him. She told her daughter and her daughter’s date that she thought it would be fun to make a homemade pizza. Amber felt like her mom was hijacking her date but at the same time she had to admit it was a good idea. The kids had fun and never felt closer. When the pizza was done, they sat down and ate it and this is when Samantha's questioning started. She asked him where he had met Amber. He said, "School, and I've seen your family at church. But somehow we keep missing each other." Samantha asked about what his parents did for a living. Gregory said, "My dad is an architect." Amber, knowing the next question her mom was going to ask, gave her a look as if to say, "Don't ask it. You really don't want to ask it." Yet, Samantha continued, "What does your mom do for a living?" Gregory look down in sadness and said, "She is dead.  She died of liver cancer. I suppose she is in Heaven worshiping Jesus." In a weird way, this kind of made Samantha jealous. Yes, her husband was dead but, only because he had walked out on her and the kids which made her feel like such a failure as a wife and mother.  Gregory’s mother did not choose to abandon her family.


	Samantha asked other questions about Gregory's interests and home life. She discovered that he claimed to be just a shy, nerdy homebody. This was not the kind of guy she thought she would have been interested in when she was in high school. This guy seemed too good to be true. "Gregory, how about you and your father come over for dinner next week sometime?" Samantha was surprised when her daughter was thrilled to have Gregory's father over for a meal so she said, "I can get his number for you." Amber was excited because she liked Gregory so much. Gregory wasn't as comfortable, however because he felt like things were moving too fast. As a result, he spoke up and said, "Whoa whoa whoa, Miss Rainer I'm feeling a little uncomfortable! May I please speak to your daughter in private for a moment?" Samantha said they could talk in the hallway that divided the different apartments. 
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