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    TRUE STORIES of FAITH


    in UNEXPECTED PLACES
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    IN THIS VERY PERSONAL, welcoming book, Pulitzer Prize–winning author Tom Hallman, Jr., shares his journey of faith from indifferent agnostic to growing believer. Faith, Hallman tells us, is looking in the mirror in the morning and wondering why. It’s about doubt and hope. It’s catching a glimpse of a beacon piercing the fog of life and walking toward it, never knowing if you’re headed in the right direction, but pressing onward.


    You’ll meet ordinary people and be drawn into conversations that ask probing, almost intrusive questions—conversations that linger in your mind and resonate with your heart—from the ache of a mother who watched her baby die after only twenty days of struggling for life to the peaceful strength of a man working with those whose present situations mirror his past.


    Within these pages, you’ll find real and honest accounts of everyday people whose discoveries of faith will inspire and comfort you on your own journey.
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    “Tom Hallman, Jr., is that rare and wonderful combination: a master storyteller and an elegant writer with a deeply perceptive heart. I defy you to read his work and not be moved, enlightened, and inspired.” —Bryan Smith, writer at large, Chicago magazine


     


    “As an editor and a story scout for Reader’s Digest, I’ve read the work of some very special writers. Tom Hallman heads the list.” —Brian Summers, Reader’s Digest
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    The security lock thumped open, and I stepped into Level 3, a neonatal unit where I had been drawn to a drama played out minute by minute. As I stood above two cribs along a back wall, I wondered less about doctors, nurses, and medicine and more about God.


Two babies had been born with a congenital diaphragmatic hernia. Both had been placed on a heart-lung bypass machine to let their organs rest.


One boy had no name. His mother was a crack addict. After giving birth, she abandoned her baby and never returned to the hospital.


In the adjacent crib lay Jonah Van Arnam. His parents were active members of a church and visited their son daily to pray for him and the nurses and doctors.


One afternoon, a nurse pulled me aside and told me a miracle was taking place: the crack addict’s baby was getting better.


But . . . Jonah was dying.


Why had God abandoned this couple and their son?


Where was this so-called loving God?


—FROM CHAPTER 6
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TOM HALLMAN, JR., winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Feature Writing, is considered one of the nation’s premier narrative writers. Now a senior reporter, he has worked at The Oregonian for thirty years. Hallman has won every major feature-writing award, some multiple times. He and his wife have two daughters. Hallman was born and raised in Portland, Oregon. He’s worked at a car wash, a grocery store, and a greyhound race track, and as a volunteer at a Veteran’s Administration hospital. He had a stint as a bartender for one week and was once an answer to a question on the television show Jeopardy!
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Praise for A Stranger’s Gift


“Tom Hallman, Jr.’s narratives give a graceful voice to the universal struggles everyday people face. He isn’t one of those celebrity journalists, looking at the world from afar. He writes from the news trenches and touches readers with beautifully written pieces daily. Tom Hallman, Jr., is required reading in the narrative writing courses here at Stonehill College—along with Truman Capote, Tom Wolfe, and Gay Talese. He is one of the best in the business.”


—Maureen Boyle, Journalism Program director, Stonehill College


“Tom Hallman, Jr., is that rare and wonderful combination: a master storyteller and an elegant writer with a deeply perceptive heart. He has an uncanny ability to see the profound in the everyday and make you see it, too—in ways that will remind you of what’s really important in life. I defy you to read his work and not be moved, enlightened, and inspired.”


—Bryan Smith, writer at large, Chicago magazine


“Tom Hallman, Jr., is one of America’s foremost feature writers, one who knows how to judge—and tell—riveting stories. Above all, he understands that the most moving and insightful tales reveal the hearts, minds, and actions of real people who face wrenching challenges and eventually find redemption.”


—James Sinkinson, publisher, Infocom Group


“As an editor and a story scout for Reader’s Digest, I’ve read the work of some very special writers. Tom Hallman heads the list. Through beautifully structured, easily accessible narratives, he draws readers into stories that touch the soul. This book, in which he explores individuals’ journeys to faith, is moving, thought provoking, and profound.”


—Brian Summers, Reader’s Digest story scout


“On the journey of faith, we look for those storytellers who can give voice to our experiences of joy and sorrow, discovery and disappointment, questioning and hope in the presence of God, the Holy Mystery. I have read Tom Hallman’s human interest stories for over a decade. We are blessed to have a great storyteller like Tom as a companion and guide on this journey.”


—Rev. Dr. John Beck, Ph.D., pastor and adjunct seminary professor


“Tom Hallman’s book is full of vivid stories and life experiences that challenge and inspire faith and hope in the most turbulent circum-stances. Readers will learn of the inherent spiritual nature of law enforcement and the indispensable role of faith and prayer in the life of officers who have embraced the transformative power of the Spirit of God. In a vocation where it is thought that fact-based evidence truncates feelings, displaces faith, and modulates crises, we encounter the supremacy of spiritual transformation and triumph of goodness.”


—Supervisory Special Agent Samuel L. Feemster (Ret.),
FBI, Behavioral Science Unit


“Chaplains have been comforting hurting people in the healthcare setting for almost seventy-five years. Faith is an integral component at the bedside as people deal with suffering and dying. At such times, people wrestle with whether God is sovereign in this journey or not. Either God is trustworthy or He is not. He is either present and caring as He promised or He is not. Tom Hallman, Jr.’s book takes readers into that world in a way that is thought provoking, intriguing, and enlightening.”


—Jeffrey R. Funk, Executive Director,
Healthcare Chaplains Ministry Association


“In A Stranger’s Gift, Tom tells how he found the right road through encounters with men and women struggling with the same doubts, confusion, and losses he was experiencing. Their stories broke his heart open. They will open you up too. Tom was one of the finest writers I ever worked with at Reader’s Digest. Open this book and find out why.”


—Gary Sledge, former Assistant Managing Editor, Reader’s Digest


“Tom Hallman has stood in the Chicago Bulls locker room alongside Michael Jordan, hung out backstage with Van Halen, even shaken hands with two presidents, but one day a man’s vulnerable, passionate story in the church service Hallman was covering for a news story stirred something within. . . . On his journey from agnostic to believer, Hallman asked the questions we’re often too afraid to ask, seeking out ordinary believers from all walks of life. . . . God uses people, their tears, their struggles, their joys, and their hopes to exhibit faith to others. I can’t wait to share this book with my friends. It’s one I want to pass around and talk about in hopes of opening up conversations of how faith meets us when we’re least expecting to find it.”


—Tricia Goyer, author of Blue Like Play Dough:
The Shape of Motherhood in the Grip of God
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CHAPTER 1


Sunday Shift


I’d pulled a Sunday shift at The Oregonian, the Portland newspaper where I’ve worked for decades, and when I arrived in the newsroom that morning, I found my assignment—a single sheet of paper that changed my life.


An assistant city editor planning Monday’s paper had left instructions for me to write about Life Change Christian Center, a predominately black church holding a Sunday service at its new building.


Fire had gutted the original building, and after eight long years of nonstop fundraising, members had bought and remodeled an abandoned grocery store to create a new home in what had been a neighborhood eyesore. My job was to attend a service, interview the pastor, and gather quotes from members for a story that readers would soon forget. That simple story launched me on a journey to discover the meaning of faith.


I’m not a theologian, can’t quote Bible passages, and live in one of the nation’s top three least-churched cities. During my life I hadn’t given religion or faith more than a passing thought. That made me the perfect traveler for this journey. I had no agenda or itinerary, nothing to prove, and no one to convince. I let my curiosity be my guide. In the pages that follow, I’ll introduce you to some of the people I met along the way. All are struggling—a word I’ve learned to take great comfort in—with faith and how it applies to their lives.


I’ve written two books and numerous national magazine articles, but chose a somewhat different structure for this project, as it best serves the purpose of trying to explore and explain what stirred in me that day I was sent to Life Change.


The news business has taught me that readers are bombarded and overwhelmed by facts. Answers to most questions can be found within seconds on the Internet. What we long for is meaning and connection at a deeper and more universal level.


Since I was going to explore something so nebulous as faith, I turned to people from all walks of life and asked them to share with me stories of faith.


What is it?


How did they discover it?


Why does it matter?


The familiar writing mantra—show, don’t tell—doesn’t apply here. How does a writer show something so internal? I could describe a couple holding hands and then kissing, and you’d rightly say you’re witnessing love. I could write scene after scene in a church, putting you there in the midst of the sights and sounds, but as I learned on this journey, those moments are but a small part of the faith experience.


Faith is looking in the mirror in the morning and wondering why. It’s about doubt and hope, catching a glimpse of a beacon piercing the fog of life and walking toward it, never knowing if you’re headed in the right direction but pressing onward nevertheless. Even in a crowded church with people sitting so close that their arms touch, not one of them feels, contemplates, or uses faith in the same way.
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Faith is catching a glimpse of a beacon piercing the fog of life and walking toward it, never knowing if you’re headed in the right direction, but pressing onward.
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My dilemma was to write about something so formless in a way that would engage your heart, soul, and mind—the three elements I came to believe are necessary to tackle the question of faith. I decided to invite you on my journey as I sought out people who could reflect on particular aspects of faith that intrigued me.


People are willing to give advice on how they dropped ten pounds in a month, improved their sex lives, or made a killing in gold. But talking honestly about faith cuts close to the bone. Some people I met told me their faith life was so personal that they’d never even talked to their spouse about how they felt. I engaged in multiple conversations with people who invited me into their lives and became what I considered my faith teachers. Through these long conversations, they showed me the mystery, grace, and power of faith in a way that made it real, relevant, and usable. I attempted to weave it together: my journey and the character’s stories and conversations that—given context—became meaningful and thought provoking in ways that linger long after the page is turned.


I’m a man with hopes and dreams, with flaws and strengths, a man who has experienced good times and bad. I’ve butted up against doubt and ego, enjoyed great professional success, and experienced the pain of embarrassment. I’m just like you. At this moment—you reading words I’ve written—we’re connected. That’s a powerful reminder that God works through people.


A writer’s job is to filter: pluck a quote, paraphrase, condense, and find certainty. I, of course, did that. But as much as possible, I wanted you with me during these conversations, listening and weighing what relates, doesn’t relate, or could relate to your life. Narrative writers talk about a story’s moment of insight when everything makes sense. Within these pages you won’t find one moment. You will have to discover the moments that resonate within you as you set out, or continue, on your unique journey of faith.


When the United States was attacked on September 11, 2001, I had just taken off from Chicago. The pilot was forced to turn around and, like all the nation’s nonemergency civilian planes, we were grounded. I spent three days in an airport hotel before I boarded a train to Portland, Oregon.


So many people were heading west that Amtrak added extra cars. We settled in, ignoring one another in the way strangers segregate on an office elevator. The dining car, though, was packed, and we had to share tables. We were in a bubble—no one knew what was happening in the rest of the world—and we made small talk as we looked out the windows. Then, only because we were strangers, we let down our guard.


Through conversation, we learned about each other. Not just facts—our names, where we lived, and what we did for work—but how we lived. Because we knew we’d never see one another again, we felt free to ask probing, almost intrusive, questions that none of us would have asked in any other situation.


We heard about the man battling booze, the woman worried about her children, and the salesman growing old, fearful that he wasn’t going to make his monthly figures. Instead of talking about politics and sports or gossiping about celebrities, we had a conversation that ended only when dinner was over and we went our separate ways. Back in my seat, I was unable to sleep. The conversations made me think about my life, where I was headed and what I wanted.


Anyway, that’s what’s going to happen in this book.





CHAPTER 2


Tap on My Shoulder


My parents dabbled briefly in church when I was a child. They thought it would be a good experience for me and my two younger brothers. We went sporadically—go one Sunday, miss six—and each Christmas I was in the children’s pageant. All I cared about was holding a fake candle, listening to the “Little Drummer Boy,” and dreaming of one day being one of the wise men with the cool-looking fake beards. I never got a shot at a starring role because by the time I was in seventh grade, the church experiment had ended.


I’m sure my family, if pushed, would have said we believed in God. My parents’ extended family lived far across the United States, so we had no tradition or role models to emulate when it came to religion. At the core, we were a good family—do the right thing, treat people fairly—but I can’t remember a single conversation that had anything to do with Jesus Christ, God, or faith.


My first introduction to the Bible came when I was sixteen and my father gave me the Bible he’d received from his parents the Christmas he had turned sixteen. I looked at it once, then tucked it away on a bookshelf where I considered it a piece of my family’s history. Aside from tradition—Christmas (trees and gifts) and Easter (candy and eggs)—religion and faith had no place, let alone relevance, in my life.


I got married in the Lutheran church my wife had attended as a girl because that’s what a good young couple does. My two daughters were baptized in informal ceremonies also expected of good parents.


The closest I came to religion was at a weekly card game at my friend’s childhood home. My friend’s father, one of those guys who handed out tracts, could take any subject and within a couple of sentences, turn the conversation around to Jesus. We never asked questions or engaged him in a conversation about why faith mattered. We humored him—waiting for the familiar “Praise God”—and impatiently waited for him to deal.


Long after I’d moved from home, my mother started going regularly to a Presbyterian church. At her request, I attended once, on Mother’s Day. When my mother-in-law’s Lutheran church was looking for a new pastor, I sat in on the church’s call committee selection process, strictly as a reporter looking for an interesting story.


During my career, I’ve been inside Hells Angels clubhouses and caught up in one of their brawls. I’ve stood in the Chicago Bulls locker room alongside Michael Jordan and hung out backstage with Van Halen. I’ve been to the White House and shaken hands with two presidents. I’ve watched prostitutes shoot up heroin, interviewed inmates and gangsters, and been in the back of a patrol car during a high-speed police chase through an Oakland ghetto. I even had a drink with a Mafia hit man.


I understand the codes, rules, and culture of all those worlds. Church was another matter. I squirmed when I sat in the pew that Mother’s Day. I felt trapped and lied, telling my mother I had to leave early to get her lunch prepared.


The way I saw it, churches—not just hers, of course—were filled with moralistic people who thought they had all the answers. They sat obediently wearing good clothes and masks to hide what they feared revealing to the world. And did I know about masks and facades. When I was in college, I never told my closest friends about my parents’ divorce.


I tell you all this so you get a clear picture of the reporter who walked into Life Change Christian Center on assignment. I was thinking about all that as I watched Pastor Mark Strong make his way down the aisle, stopping to shake hands and hug members.


When he approached and said he had a moment to talk, I followed him into the hallway, took notes, then moved on to get quotes from church members. Interviews over, I settled into my seat to gather descriptive material from the service to weave around those quotes. Once I had those details, I could return to the newsroom and be done with the story.


And then—and trust me, I know it sounds like a cliché—it happened.
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And then—and trust me, I know it sounds like a cliché—it happened.
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This man who looked to be in his sixties walked to the front of the church and began talking passionately and honestly about his life. He had doubts about his job and finances. He was worried about being able to support his family. What allowed him to carry on was his faith in God’s love. As he stood there so exposed and vulnerable, I felt as if he were speaking to me, even though our situations seemed so different.


Over the past few years I’d swept all the major national journalism contests, including the Pulitzer Prize for Feature Writing. I’d written a book and was even an answer to a question on an episode of Jeopardy. I’d reached the pinnacle of my career! I’d come a long way from when I was fired from my first job in New York City as a copy editor for a collection of home-improvement magazines.


Back then I’d used a magnifying glass to look for typos in stories about carpets, glassware, and tables. When the editor let me go, he told me he was doing me a favor because I was meant to write. I returned to Portland, where I was born and raised, and found a job at an eastern Oregon weekly paper. Bored, I moved to a Portland suburban weekly. I quit a week later when the editor told me not to write a crime story because it would reflect poorly on the wealthy community. I bartended for a bit, worked a couple of temporary jobs, and was then offered a job at a daily newspaper in eastern Washington. Two years later, I was hired by The Oregonian as a police reporter.


As a kid, I bounced around: five schools from first grade to high school. I worked at a car wash, a greyhound race track, as a gofer at the U.S. Veterans Hospital and a carry-out boy at a grocery store. I graduated near the bottom of my high-school class and got into college on probation. Decades later I won the Pulitzer Prize. I was invited to speak at colleges, national conferences, and seminars.


And yet . . .


When the man at Life Change finished his story and returned to his seat, I caught his eye. He reached out and gave my shoulder a strong squeeze. He didn’t know me. He had no reason to reach out to me. Yet, now that I’m further along in my faith journey, I’m convinced that God works through people. That man was put there for me.


After winning the Pulitzer, all I felt was unsettled and reflective. I ended up writing a book that grew out of the award-winning newspaper series that told the story of a fourteen-year-old boy born with a severe facial deformity. I wrote about his hopes and dreams, and of the team of Boston surgeons who set out to fix that face.


While writing the book, I spent time with a neurosurgeon who invited me to watch her operate on a baby. She peeled back a portion of the forehead and reshaped the skull, pulling the flap back over the face and removing it again, fine-tuning everything to make it look just right. She even asked my opinion. I knew the baby would one day grow into a girl who would look in the mirror and like her reflection. One day, a man would fall in love with that face. I was there the day this surgeon changed the future.


But what was I doing with my life?





CHAPTER 3


Faith’s Whisper


Weeks after my story on the church appeared in the newspaper, I felt compelled to return to Life Change. Something, and I wasn’t sure what it was, called to me. As a storyteller, I’ve learned to follow my instincts.


I didn’t tell my card-playing buddies, my brothers, or my parents. I told my wife and kids where I was going, but with plenty of disclaimers to let them know that I was only curious and not planning to jump into the deep end. Attending church required me to come up with a reason, something I could tell myself to make it okay. I liked the gospel choir, so driving over for the nine-thirty morning service was not much different from attending a concert.


As I settled into my seat at the church, someone touched me. Standing there was the man who’d spoken in front of the church the day I’d been there reporting. I stood, shook his hand, and introduced myself.


“Welcome,” he said as he hugged me. “Welcome. How are you doing?” he asked.


“Fine,” I replied.


“No,” he asked, “how are you really doing?”


I stammered and sat down. I thought about bailing, but the choir started singing and the room was full. A 6-foot-4 white guy with auburn hair slipping out the door would attract too much attention. I glanced at my watch. Even if this had been a mistake, it would be over in less than ninety minutes, and no one would see me again.


At one point in the service, Pastor Mark Strong asked people to form small groups to pray. I fumbled with my program, pretending to carefully read notes about upcoming church events. A woman across the aisle walked over and asked me to join her group. There were eight of us. Jacqui introduced herself to me. The group joined hands. I felt mine sweating. I wondered what Jacqui, her hand in mine, was thinking.


She asked if I wanted to say a prayer. I told the group that I knew next to nothing about church and that I didn’t know how to pray. Jacqui asked if she could pray for me. When I nodded, she asked me to tell the group about myself.


Looking back, that may have been the first step on my faith journey.


I started to get out of me. What I mean is that I didn’t describe myself to these strangers as a writer or journalist. Men so quickly define ourselves by what we do for a living. But here I was a husband and father, a man who was a little nervous with no idea of what to do and worried about looking foolish.


Jacqui closed her eyes and prayed for my daughters. The words—powerful and beautiful—contained a love that brought tears to my eyes. I’d viewed prayer as something that started with “Our Father who art in heaven”—just words. Jacqui’s prayer tumbled straight from her heart. Others joined in, offering prayers for me and my family. It was the first time in my life that someone had prayed for me. The prayers spoke to who I was at that moment and who they sensed I wanted, maybe even needed, to become.


As I returned to my seat, I felt exhilarated, as if a magician had revealed the card trick. I’d watched faith in action, up close in a way I hadn’t believed existed. Within that prayer circle was an honesty and freedom, a vulnerability that I lacked in other areas of my life. I was a man of words. They were the tools of my trade. I’d spoken in front of crowds many times. Why hadn’t I been able to manage a simple prayer?
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As I returned to my seat, I felt exhilarated, as if a magician had revealed the card trick.
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The answer was my second step of faith.


As I sat there and listened to the choir, I realized that while I found faith alluring, it also scared me. I felt exposed and out of control. Faith—if I truly embraced it—would force me to remove the mask that I so comfortably wore. Even though I didn’t understand it, I sensed—a word that would so often guide me on this journey—that I wanted faith. I needed something in my life that was bigger than me, something more than an accumulation of awards, a title, and a résumé that I’d allowed to define me and my life’s purpose.


Just the way those conversations on the train had stayed with me, the prayers lingered long into the evening. I came home and told my family what had happened. Later, when the family was watching television, I walked down to the basement to search for my father’s old Bible. I hadn’t opened it in decades. I turned to the first page and began reading, but found the language was difficult. Frustrated, I pushed the Bible back onto the shelf.


A few days later, I took my third step of faith.


I live close to one of the best bookstores in the United States. But there was no way I was going there to get a Bible. Someone I knew might see me. What would they think? Carrying it to the cashier would have been embarrassing. I would have lied and said I was getting it as a gift for someone.


Days later I found a religious bookstore on the other side of the city. I told a saleswoman that I wanted to read the Bible. The old one I had was too confusing. She led me to a shelf, pulled out a Bible that was written in what she described as modern, accessible language.


That night I started reading my new Bible as I would a novel. I ended up with questions. Maybe what I needed was inspiration. I returned to the store and bought a book of spiritual sayings—one for each day of the week—but quit reading after two weeks.


My intellect wanted concrete answers about faith. I was reminded of when I took guitar lessons and I’d ask my teacher to show me where to put my fingers on the neck to make chords. At the same time, my heart told me to plunge in, just feel faith the way I did when that choir sang.


One Sunday I drove a different route to Life Change and passed a hospital where I’d spent months reporting a series of stories about the hospital’s neonatal unit. As I walked inside the church, I thought about a baby I’d come to know in that unit. His parents, the Van Arnams, lived in another state and were active church members. Day after day I’d watch them stand over their son and pray, read Bible passages, and sing songs of hope.


Within weeks, the baby died.


Where was God?


Now here I was, sitting in a church, a middle-aged married man with two daughters, searching for something elusive—faith—and wondering if it was possible to find it.


And even if I did, so what?


What good did faith do for little Jonah Van Arnam?





CHAPTER 4


Only Questions


I continued attending Life Change, but my fascination with faith waned. The feeling reminded me of when I’d go on a vacation to Palm Springs and spend the next few weeks back in Portland looking for time-shares to buy, then call it quits.


By chance, a nearby family friend hosted a party for her daughter who was home visiting. At the event I spoke with Jon Moore, the daughter’s husband. After shaking hands, he asked me what was going on in my life. It was men’s small talk: job, sports, and the weather. I wondered if I should tell Moore what I was most intrigued with and where I’d been going each Sunday.


I plunged ahead—making sure he didn’t think I was what some people might describe as a “church nut.” I waited for him to laugh. Instead, Moore motioned me to a quiet corner so we could talk in private.


He told me that he’d been on a spiritual journey for some time.


I had no idea. This was a man who had been active in politics and banking, and I’d never heard him speak about faith.


As a young man he went to an Episcopal church, but in time the ritual and routine got in the way, and as soon as he left for college, he quit. His senior year in college he met two girls who were vocal about faith and their relationship with Jesus. It was 1972, a turbulent time in the country and especially on college campuses. Moore, studying political science, had become convinced that the established system had to change. Politics, which he’d placed his faith in, wasn’t going to solve the problems, and he asked his two friends what made them so hopeful. They told him to read the Bible, specifically the book of Mark.


A particular passage—Mark 2:23–28—stunned him because he saw that Jesus had been part of a revolution to try to bring people to what is real and true and good. In that moment—what Moore described as a split second—he realized Jesus was real.


Moore had me write down a couple of Bible passages to read.


Weeks later, when Moore returned home to Laguna Beach, California, I received an e-mail from him. I told Moore I’d read the passages, but they did nothing for me. He told me that one of his friends, Dave Everitt, was passing through Portland, and Moore thought I’d enjoy talking with Everitt, a missionary planning to return to Cambodia.


The word missionary conjured up memories of the pushy street preachers who hung out in Portland’s public square. They yelled, held up signs, and seemed to annoy people by never having a conversation, only referring to Bible passages and saying that anyone who disagreed with them was going straight to hell. I wrote Moore to tell him I wasn’t sure about Everitt. Just call him, Moore told me. On the phone, Everitt described himself, and we met in a coffee shop. After sitting down I said what troubled me when it came to faith were the questions.


“We live in a world of questions,” Everitt said. “You won’t find a person of faith who doesn’t have questions. That’s part of the design. If you don’t have the capacity to question, then you don’t have the freedom to embrace faith. You must have the freedom to say yes or no to faith.


“The path of faith isn’t easy,” Everitt continued. “When I started, I decided to look at it with an open mind. I didn’t know what I was getting into, or where it would take me. I grew up with all the stereotypes about Bible thumpers and hellfire-and-brimstone preachers. I guess you could say I started with a lot of cultural prejudice.”


He was one of four kids in a middle-class family. No one went to church. Everitt’s father wanted him to be a businessman. In his twenties, after graduating college, Everitt moved to San Diego and got into real estate, where he discovered he had a knack for making money. By the time he was twenty-eight, he owned a brokerage, had a big bank account, and an expensive Porsche.


One day he went looking for a potential client, a man he’d been referred to. He drove to the man’s house and knocked on the front door. He got no answer. He peered through a screen door and heard sounds. He pulled open the door, stepped inside, and saw men watching a televised baseball game. Everitt said he was looking for Jim. The men pointed to the kitchen. Everitt turned the corner and ran into a giant.


“My nose hit this guy in the sternum,” Everitt said. “I told him who I was. He took one look at me and said he wasn’t interested in me or what I was selling. He told me I’d come into his home uninvited and I needed to leave.”


Everitt tried to apologize, but Jim told Everitt that his life was a “stench in God’s nose.”


At the word “God,” I looked around the coffee shop. Would the woman at the next table assume I was “one of them”? Did I want to be “one of them,” whatever that meant? To get Everitt off of God, I quickly changed the subject by asking if he’d been scared when Jim confronted him.


“Not scared,” Everitt said. “But no one had ever talked to me like that. I was floored. He ushered me out the door. As I was leaving, he told me that if I wanted to talk to him again, I should meet him at six the next morning at a coffee shop.”


After working out at the gym, Everitt returned home but couldn’t stop thinking about the encounter earlier.


“He’d assaulted my character for no reason,” said Everitt. “Every man stands in front of the mirror each morning and sees the ghosts that we don’t want anyone to see. We know the stories we don’t want anyone else to hear. When we stare into our faces, we know the truth.”


After a restless night, Everitt drove to the coffee shop, where he found Jim.


“Dave,” Jim said, “I’m so sorry I talked to you the way I did. But I have to explain. Before you showed up, I felt the Holy Spirit tell me that a stranger was coming into my life and I had to speak bluntly to him.”


“What’s the Holy Spirit?” Everitt asked. “That isn’t part of my experience. I don’t know about this God. What’s this mean?”


Jim said he had no answer. Everitt would have to search for his own answer. And he did start examining his life.


“I made money and I played hard,” he told me now at the coffee shop. “But I wanted a purpose. I realized I’d wanted it for a long time. I needed Jim to help me find it. I called him. He told me he worked out at the gym and invited me to join him. Afterward, we’d crack the Bible. All I knew were the words to a few Christmas carols. Jim started me reading the book of Mark because it was short and easy to understand.




[image: Image]


“I made money and I played hard,” he told me. . . . “But I wanted a purpose. I realized I’d wanted it for a long time.”
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