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CHAPTER 1 I’ve Got Nothing!


THE SIGHT IN FRONT OF ME WAS AWESOME. Seated alone on an isolated wooden stool located offstage on the large, elevated platform, I peered out and saw more than 130,000 people in the audience. In a few minutes, it would be my turn to address the huge crowd at The Return, a gathering of people from across the country held in September 2020 on the National Mall. Our purpose during the two-day event was to focus on God and “return” our nation to its spiritual foundations through repentance and prayer. The crowd stretched back across the grass for as far as I could see.

I had been praying all day about what God wanted me to say, but with only minutes to go before I was scheduled to stand before the throng of people, I had nothing. I had no prepared speech, no message, no notes, and more important, no sure word from the Lord that I sensed I should speak.

Earlier that day, I had walked along the Potomac River and through some of the streets of Washington, DC, praying and asking God for wisdom, trying to sense His leading. By now, I realized how enormous this event truly was, with multiple thousands gathered on the National Mall and literally millions of people watching online.

And I had nothing.

I had no specific message that God wanted me to share.

That is not a comfortable position for any preacher to be in, but that tension is amplified when you know you are going to be speaking to multitudes of people who are expecting to hear something good. I had arrived in Washington the day before, on Friday; I checked in at my hotel and then went over to the Mall to hear some of the more than ninety speakers who were scheduled to share a message with the crowd that weekend. I was disappointed. Although there was great music and several anointed words, the leaders seemed obsessed with making public apologies regarding the church’s supposed failures, both past and present. We apologized to nearly every racial and ethnic group or minority I’d ever heard of and some that were totally foreign to me. I left the Mall frustrated at what I had heard—not a call to repentance that would lead to revival but merely a mishmash of spiritual navel-gazing that made the body of Christ sound almost silly.

Yes, of course, we needed spiritual renewal and revival, but we were still the bride of Christ and the only hope for the world that Jesus offered. So why bludgeon the believers? It made no sense to me.

As I returned to my hotel after Friday night’s session of The Return, I wondered, Why am I even here? Why did I come to Washington?

On Saturday morning, I walked up near the stage and listened to Anne Graham Lotz, daughter of Billy and Ruth Graham. Anne brought a powerful and anointed message, and I sensed the presence of the Lord. I felt better about what the day might bring. I almost wish I could get up there and speak right now rather than wait till later, I thought. But my assigned time was still nearly ten hours away.

That afternoon, as is my custom when visiting cities in which I am to preach, I walked the streets, hoping to catch the “spirit of the city”; more importantly, as I walk I often receive messages from the Lord. Occasionally, I have written down messages the Lord has given me and then later delivered the prophetic word, but most of the time when I get a prophetic word, it is spontaneous and “in the moment,” something that God gives me to say right now. I have no idea that it is coming. The prophetic gift functions quite differently than the process of studying, preparing a sermon, and then preaching it.

Often as I am preparing to preach, a message will marinate in my heart and mind all week long, usually intensifying as the speaking opportunity draws nearer. But prophetic words operate differently. I don’t plan for them or prepare for them; I don’t ruminate about a subject and think, Oh, yeah, that will be just what the people need. That must be what God wants me to say. Instead, prophetic words are inspired by the Holy Spirit, and they come almost unexpectedly—even to the person who is delivering the message.

On Saturday evening, I arrived in plenty of time at the greenroom, a tent near the stage where the scheduled speakers could relax, catch a bite to eat, or engage in conversation together before their turn onstage. I recognized several notable ministers, including a number of nationally known Christian leaders, such as Carter Conlon, who now pastored Times Square Church, which David Wilkerson, founder of Teen Challenge, had pioneered in inner-city New York in the 1980s; Tim Hill, general overseer of the Church of God (Cleveland, TN) worldwide; Puerto Rican evangelist and former gang member Nicky Cruz; and many others. They didn’t know me, but I recognized them. As a relatively unknown, struggling pastor of a church with fewer than one hundred members, I felt somewhat out of place and didn’t really engage anyone in conversation.

I glanced at the television monitors showing the platform and the speaker who was preaching at the time. My impression was that most of the people in the greenroom were not keeping close tabs on what was happening on the stage but were simply enjoying the spiritual atmosphere.

About an hour prior to my designated time to speak, the stage manager summoned me and accompanied me to the large stage. Backstage, on the right-hand side, at least thirty or forty people were milling about, including musicians, stagehands, sound engineers, production managers, and ministers. It was a flurry of activity. I glanced at one of the monitors onstage and noticed that the person speaking was scheduled only a few minutes in front of me.

A female stagehand came to find me among the group, and she guided me behind the staging area to a stool on the opposite side of the platform. “You can sit right here until it is your time,” she said.

I sat all by myself on the stool and prayed, but I still wasn’t getting any message from God.

It was nearly dark by now, and the crowd had already been on the Mall that day for more than ten hours. Ricky Skaggs, multiple Grammy Award–winning country music artist and a fellow Nashvillian, sang two moving songs that he and hit songwriter Gordon Kennedy had written. He then led the entire audience in singing two old but powerful hymns, “My Hope Is Built on Nothing Less” and “Nothing but the Blood of Jesus,” two segments before my designated time to speak. Focusing on Jesus seemed to set a different tone, and then another minister stood to exhort the crowd.

As I sat on the side of the stage and looked out at the massive crowd, I glanced at my phone and noticed that I had received a text message from Phil Cappuccio, founder of Sound of the Trumpet Ministries in northern Virginia. Phil and I had become friends nearly thirty years earlier and had reconnected within the five years or so before The Return. His first wife had died in his arms after a long bout with cancer, and he was now married to a woman who worked in the nation’s capital. They lived in the Washington area but were unable to attend The Return, so Phil had contacted me to let me know he was praying for me. Phil shared my commitment to speak only what the Lord instructed, so I knew he would understand my dilemma and would pray earnestly.

I quickly typed out a response to him: “I’ve got nothing. It’s going to be really good or really bad.”

The stage manager motioned in my direction, beckoning me to the podium. It was time for me to speak a message, and I still had nothing. But I knew how to pray. I thought, I’ll just stand up and pray for our nation. I walked to the podium and opened my mouth.

No one, not the people on the Mall that day or the millions who have heard my words since that moment, was more surprised than I was at the message that came out of my mouth.






CHAPTER 2 Christmas Every Day


I GUESS NOBODY WAS SURPRISED when I became a preacher. After all, my dad, Charlie Christmas, was an ordained Pentecostal preacher.

Dad’s ancestors had traveled from Germany to the United States as immigrants at a time following World War II when people from Germanic backgrounds were not well received and were often regarded with a great deal of suspicion. My ancestors landed in America on Christmas Day, so to escape the German stigma, they changed their surname to Christmas, the happy holiday on which they began their new life in America. They eventually settled in Mullins, South Carolina, where my grandparents farmed the land and raised a family of ten children.

When he came of age, Dad joined the US Army and eventually served as a corporal stationed in California.

My mom, Hazel Wakefield, was raised in Paradise, California. Her ethnic background included a mixture of Scotch, Irish, English, and Dutch, and she came from a reserved family. She tended to be introverted and stern, not easily won over, but she trusted in Jesus at age fifteen during a service in a Baptist church and was later filled with the Holy Spirit. Those experiences changed her life and opened her heart to the world.

She was participating in a street meeting in California along with Pastor Conley, her own local pastor, when she caught the attention of a young military man named Charlie Christmas, a self-avowed pagan. Charlie and his army buddies had been out partying when they came upon the street meeting, and the Holy Ghost grabbed his heart and wouldn’t let go. Pastor Conley led Charlie to the Lord. Charlie trusted Jesus as his Savior that night and experienced a radical spiritual conversion. Later, he was filled with the Holy Spirit.

Charlie went back to life in the army, and, as a new believer in Jesus, he was so full of zeal, he sometimes stood up on a table in the mess hall and preached to the troops. Charlie began attending Brother Conley’s church, and that’s where he got to know my mom, who sang “special music” in the church along with her two sisters.

Shortly after Dad received his honorable discharge from the army in 1953, he and Mom married in a simple wedding ceremony in California. I was born there in June 1954.

Dad wanted to immerse himself in the Bible, so we moved further north and he attended Conqueror’s Bible School in Portland, Oregon, to learn how to be a pastor. One of his first ministerial assignments was in McCleary, Washington, a town of less than two thousand residents, where Simpson, a plywood and door manufacturing plant, was the most prominent employer. The congregation numbered around seventy or eighty people.

The church was a simple, wooden-framed building and had a spartan interior with handmade pews, a gas stove in the back, and an old upright piano, but we had some powerful services. Our family lived in the church parsonage, right next door to the sanctuary, and folks were constantly dropping by, so there wasn’t much privacy. Dad served there for about two years.

Soon after that, Dad became a missionary-pastor to the Quinault Nation. We lived in Taholah, Washington, on the reservation populated by American Indians near the Quinault River on the Olympic Peninsula, a triangle of lush land, loaded with redwood cedar, located between the Olympic Mountains and the Pacific Ocean, in one of the most picturesque places in America. The entire perimeter of the reservation—more than sixty miles long—was rimmed by the Pacific Ocean, and the thousands of acres of rich, natural beauty surrounding us appeared the way I imagined the garden of Eden may have looked.

Dad pastored a small church right there on the reservation. The church had a tough history. A roughneck had once barged into the sanctuary during a service and shot twice at the previous pastor. Fortunately, the shooter was either too drunk or not a good shot, because he missed the minister, but the bullet holes remained in the wall behind the pulpit.

My dad was a big man—nearly six feet tall with a muscular build—with a big personality. And when he prayed, I could hear him all over the house. He was an extrovert and a natural leader who loved people. He was also a sportsman who enjoyed hunting and fishing, so living in the wild came naturally for him. Most of the Native Americans on the reservation loved my dad and allowed him to hunt and fish year-round on their land, a rare privilege granted to few Caucasians. I grew up appreciating the outdoors as well, hunting and fishing with Dad, and enjoying an idyllic childhood.

When he became the pastor of the church, about 35 people attended regularly. Dad served there for six years, and by the time he resigned his position, the congregation had grown to about 150 people, which amounted to nearly half the population of the village. Dad had only a rudimentary knowledge of theology, but he loved the Bible and preached passionately from the heart with a fiery presentation. People came to hear him from far and wide, and his influence increased.

Our home was a magnet for people—friends, relatives, acquaintances visiting on vacation, and those just passing through. Some came seeking help, but many merely sought love and compassion from someone who cared, and they were convinced my parents cared. Ministers and other travelers showed up frequently, and our home was teeming with people night and day. Of course, many of Dad’s friends showed up during hunting season, crowding the house. At one point, we had twenty-seven people sleeping in our home, which had only one bathroom! Mom cooked and cleaned constantly, trying to keep up with the visitors. She had grown up in the Northwest and was less gregarious and outgoing than Dad. Our dad grew up in the South and believed in “Southern hospitality,” so his attitude was “the more the merrier!”

“Y’all come see us. My wife will be happy to cook for you!”

Mom didn’t really want all those people in our home and wasn’t particularly happy about entertaining folks she barely knew. But Dad was so gregarious and enjoyed having guests, so Mom played along.



Once a year, around the Fourth of July, the Quinault Nation hosted a five-day festival that drew thousands of people to the reservation for a time of music, food, physical contests, and, of course, alcohol. One of the festival’s highlights was a fifty-mile motorized canoe race up the Quinault River to Quinault Lake and back. Most of the participants were Native Americans, but they welcomed and respected my dad and allowed him to join them for the canoe race, even though he was a white man.

The race began at the mouth of the river, right where it flowed into the Pacific Ocean. From there, the participants pointed their boats upstream. Most of the Native Americans ran sleek dugout canoes powered by 25-horsepower motors, but Dad was a skilled carpenter, having honed those talents as a boy on the farm in South Carolina, so he decided to build a flat-bottomed boat out of planks he found in the basement of the church. As he worked on his boat, the Indians often came by scoffing, making fun of him. “Hey, Charlie! Do you really think that swamp boat is going to float?” they asked mockingly. They slapped their knees and laughed uproariously. Dad didn’t say much in response. He just kept working on his boat. When he finished, he painted it and mounted a used 25-horsepower motor on the back of it.

On race day, our family gathered at the river along with thousands of other people to watch the spectacle.

The starter fired a pistol, and the race was on! The boats sliced through the cold water. In the early stages of the race, Dad and his swamp boat did pretty well, staying right in the front, along with the leading pack of canoes. Suddenly a sheer pin broke on his boat, and he was instantly dead in the water, slowly drifting backward toward the ocean. Every boat passed him, but Dad remained undeterred. He wouldn’t give up. He had carried another sheer pin with him, so he hurriedly went to work trying to repair his boat. He finally got it going again, and he took off after the pack. He caught every one of them, turned his boat around in the lake, and roared back toward the ocean.

I was standing right next to the finish line when the announcer spied the first boats coming down the river toward the finish. Peering through his binoculars as he called the race, he spoke into the microphone, “I see some boats coming! Keep your eyes on the water. Somebody’s getting ready to come into sight. Here they come now! I see…” The announcer stopped short. He nearly choked on his words as he tried to tell the crowd that a white man in a swamp boat was leading all the Indians in their canoes. My dad crossed the finish line in first place, at least three canoe lengths ahead of the nearest challenger.

I was so proud of my dad, but after that, the festival banned him from competing in any more of their canoe races. If you visit the festival today, however, you will find that most of the boats in the race are flat-bottomed boats, a grudging tribute to my father.

I was only six years of age when our family moved onto the reservation, and although I was unafraid, there were some spooky elements. On the reservation, many of the men developed addictions to drugs and alcohol; spousal abuse and suicide were not uncommon on the reservation. And many people dabbled in a heavy mixture of black magic and other occult practices similar to voodoo. One such group was known as the Shakers (not to be confused with the Christian group by that same name, known for their utopian views that squelched procreation). The Shakers’ elders did not appreciate my dad’s influence in town and especially around the reservation.

One night, I woke up around 2:00 a.m. to the strange sound of brass bells clinking in front of our house. The Shakers used brass bells and candles in their occult incantations and worship. A large group of them were outside our house chanting curses over my dad and our family. These were real curses, not simply party games.

Mom and Dad peered out the windows from the front room of our house. Dad knew almost everybody in our town, so he recognized most of the Shakers casting curses on our family. He didn’t appear frightened or worried, though. He had confidence that Jesus was greater than anything these minions of the devil could throw his way. “Don’t worry, son,” he said as he wrapped his arm around my shoulder. “They can’t hurt us. ‘Greater is He who is in us than he who is in the world.’ These people are deceived, that’s all.”

Dad didn’t seem to let the craziness get to him. He sensed when the danger was real or when it was simply more alcohol or drug-induced nonsense. One night, around 11:00 p.m., a distraught fellow came to our house huffing and puffing and pounding on the door. Dad let him in and tried to calm him down. I sat right there in the room and my eyes got wide with alarm as the man pulled out a large, machete-style knife. The man looked at Dad and said, “I’m going to kill myself.”

“Well, you go ahead,” Dad said. “I’m going to bed.” Dad walked out of the room and went to bed. The distraught man sheathed his knife and left the house.

Dad didn’t go around casting demons out of people. No doubt, he was aware of the supernatural realm and understood a bit about witchcraft and other forms of spiritual warfare, but he didn’t dwell a great deal on deliverance from demonic oppression or possession. Besides, he knew most of the Shakers personally from interacting with them daily, so he chose not to confront the weird religious practices on the reservation unless necessary.

Maybe he was secure in the Lord. Or maybe he was too nice. The Shakers and their demonic cohorts certainly fought against Dad in the spirit world. Although I couldn’t have imagined such a thing then, within a year or so after the confrontation with the Shakers, my dad would be dead. Indeed, it seemed the Shakers’ curses followed all the men in the Christmas family, trying to destroy us before we could accomplish God’s purposes for our lives. Our family suffered oppression in various forms, perhaps resulting from those curses, until we discovered the spiritual power to break them in Jesus’ name.






CHAPTER 3 Being “Good” Does Not Come Naturally


AFTER A FEW YEARS OF PASTORING AT McCLEARY, we moved less than ten miles away, southwest down Route 8 to the town of Elma, where Mom and Dad rented a tiny house for fifty dollars a month. Dad built an extra room and another bedroom onto our home in Elma and continued to lead the church in McCleary.

Church attendance was a big part of my early life, not merely because Dad was a pastor but because our entire world revolved around the local church. From childhood, I felt the presence of God in many of the services. I wanted to be there. Our church was a Pentecostal congregation, which meant we were accustomed to enthusiastic services in which people often exercised various gifts of the Spirit, including speaking in tongues—speaking in a language that the person had not previously learned—and the interpretation of tongues, in which another person could explain what we had heard. We also occasionally experienced gifts of healing.

The most frequently manifested gift of the Spirit in our congregation was speaking in tongues, which often occurred when a person “received the Holy Ghost” or, as many believers described the experience, got “baptized with the Holy Ghost” or “filled with the Holy Spirit,” just as the early disciples of Jesus were filled on the Day of Pentecost, described in Acts 2. To many people in our circles, receiving the gift of tongues was clear-cut evidence of having been filled with the Holy Ghost.

That’s what happened to me.

I was not a bad or rowdy kid, but I had a tendency to get in trouble. And I could be mean! For instance, when I went to first grade, the school bus driver told my mom, “You’re going to have to do something with Kent. He sits on the step of the bus and kicks the other kids trying to get onto the bus.”

Throughout elementary school, because I was a small kid, I felt as though I had to stand up for myself or else I’d get picked on and bullied. One of the kids who took a dislike to me was named Damon. He was a big boy who threatened me day after day. “If I catch you by yourself,” Damon said, “I’m gonna whip you!” I had never done anything to offend Damon (at least, not that I knew of), but he decided he would try to intimidate me, and he succeeded. As soon as the dismissal bell rang after school each day, I’d dart out of the building and run home so Damon couldn’t catch me.

One day, Damon found me alone in the school hallway. I saw him coming and realized there was no way I could avoid him or elude him, so I made a decision: I was not going to run away from him anymore.

Damon sauntered right up to my face. He loomed over me and glowered. “Come here, Christmas. I’m gonna whip you!” he hissed.

For the first time, I decided to stand up to him. “Well, I ain’t running,” I said. “Do what you gotta do.”

Damon stepped back. He stared me in the eyes for a few seconds and then he backed down. “Humph,” he said. He turned around and walked away and never gave me any trouble again. In fact, we became friends.

He even went with me to church to hear my dad preach. Whether it was my mischievous streak or a desire for revenge, I’m not sure, but as Dad was preaching and Damon sat next to me, I nudged him. “My dad wants you to get up and read that passage from the Bible,” I told him. I pointed to some obscure Old Testament passage containing names I could barely pronounce.

Damon was not familiar with church protocol, but he knew we sometimes had testimony time. “Who, me?” he whispered.

“Yes,” I said. “Can’t you see? He wants you to get up and read from the Bible—out loud.”

Damon looked back at me quizzically.

I nodded and motioned with my hands for Damon to get up.

Dad, of course, was in the heat of his sermon and hadn’t noticed any of this when, for seemingly no reason, Damon suddenly rose to his feet and started reading aloud the biblical passage I had pointed out to him. The entire congregation turned and looked at him—including my dad.

I cracked up laughing hilariously. I leaned over and lay on the pew so Dad wouldn’t see me, but it was too late. Damon suddenly realized that I had pranked him, and he started hitting me right there in the church pew.

Fortunately, the congregation got tickled rather than mad, although Dad later chewed me out for fooling around in church. Though Damon and I took different paths in life, we have remained close friends for more than sixty years.

At school, I picked up every profane word I heard and learned to cuss like the other kids. Although I usually swore under my breath so Mom or Dad didn’t hear me, the attitude in my heart was far from holy. Similar to my encouragement of Damon’s soliloquy during Dad’s sermon, my mischievous nature sometimes came out to play, too, and that often resulted in Mom or Dad having to discipline me.

Although I was not a bad kid, being good did not come naturally for me. I sometimes willingly did things I knew were wrong or didn’t do what I knew was right. I was still sensitive, however, to the Holy Spirit. Any message about sin or the judgment of God or the second coming of Christ always stirred me deeply and caused me to worry if I would be ready for the Lord’s return.

One Saturday night in 1963, when I was nine, my family and I were at church. I went to the “young people’s meeting,” and at the close of the service, several people gathered at the front of the sanctuary to pray. I went forward as well.

I got down on my knees in an area all by myself, with nobody near enough to coax or coach me, and with my face tilted toward the floor, I began to pray. “Lord Jesus, please take full control of my life,” I said. “I want to be completely Yours.”

Suddenly, I felt my tongue begin to move in an odd way and I heard words coming out of my mouth that I did not know or understand. I felt as though I were out of control, yet I had never felt more freedom.

Dad came by as I was praying, and I heard him call out to Mom, “The boy’s speaking in tongues!” They seemed surprised that I had received the glorious baptism of the Holy Spirit at such a young age, but they were elated.

This experience produced a radical change in me. It was a genuine transformation. No longer was I trying to be good on my own power. Now, I felt as though Jesus Himself were living in me and I was being good through His strength. The reality of meeting the living, supernatural God and being in His presence left an indelible impression on me. Even the thought that He loved me and wanted to indwell me caused rivers of joy to ripple through me.

People noticed. My mom told someone, “He’s a totally different kid!”



The Native Americans respected my dad because of his keen tracking ability. Dad had an innate gift at being able to track wild animals during hunting expeditions. He had also been a butcher when he lived in South Carolina, so when the Indians asked him to help guide them in tracking some elk, Dad saw an opportunity. “If you will help us track,” the Indians said, “we will give you half of whatever we bring home.”

It turned out to be a good deal for everyone involved. But it was not always easy or safe.

On one occasion during my grade school years, Dad and I were traveling up Highway 101 in Dad’s old pickup truck when he spotted a place where a herd of elk had torn up the ground. “Let’s go see if we can find them,” Dad said. We got out of the truck and he grabbed his rifle. We then trudged two or three miles through the heavy brush as Dad followed the indentations on the ground. At one point, Dad stopped, hid behind some high brush, and placed his index finger up to his lips. “Son, I can see them lying up there ahead,” he whispered. “And I can tell by the tracks that there’s a bull elk in this herd.”

That was good news and bad news. Bull elk are massive animals.

About that time, Dad spotted a young spike elk, a bull, that had gotten up and started walking toward us. The elk looked to be about four hundred pounds. “I’m going to have to shoot this spike,” Dad said, “because he is going to pick up our scent and will scare the herd.”

Dad aimed his rifle right at the young bull’s head and fired. The elk dropped to the ground, but unfortunately, the shot startled the entire herd, and the animals scattered in various directions.

Dad and I hurried over to the fallen elk, and Dad pulled out a sharp knife and propped his rifle against a tree. He climbed over the animal’s shoulders so he could slit the elk’s throat and allow him to bleed out more quickly, which was much less painful for the animal and better for us, as the elk meat would taste much better. But just as Dad straddled the animal and grabbed the horns, the elk regained consciousness. The bullet had hit just at the base of the animal’s horns and had only stunned it rather than dealing a death blow. The elk reared up with my dad still on the animal’s shoulders!

Dad jumped off the elk and grabbed his rifle from where he had propped it against the tree. He quickly aimed the gun at the elk and pulled the trigger, but the gun jammed.

“Dad!” I cried out.

Dad fiddled with the gun, cocked the hammer again, and fired just as the elk was about to bear down on him. This time Dad didn’t miss, and the burly animal slumped to the ground in front of me. We dragged that animal out to the truck and took it home. We had plenty of elk meat for the next month or so.

My dad was my hero, and I relished every opportunity to be with him. He took me to peewee football practice and games and Little League baseball games, and he was really present in my life. I often went along with him to the church early on Sunday mornings, before the services, and Dad allowed me to ring the church bell so the villagers knew it was time to gather. I took seriously that responsibility to call people to the Lord’s house.

After six years of leading the church on the reservation, Dad resigned his position as pastor. He had traveled through every province and much of the Northwest Territories of Canada, and he loved the people there. He scouted the area and wanted to be a missionary to the Indians in Canada, taking the gospel to people who had not heard it previously. He found a place he thought had great potential and hoped to move there, so he took our entire family on several expeditions into northwestern Canada, exploring and roughing it along the way. We once drove more than six hundred miles on dirt roads through rugged portions of northern British Columbia to the small town of Bella Coola. We got stuck so deeply in the mud, some local workers had to get a bulldozer to pull our vehicle out of the mess.

Each night, we camped in a tent alongside the road; during the day, we fished in the crystal clear stream nearby for our dinner. Dad loved cooking in the outdoors, so he made most of our meals, and they always tasted delicious.

I enjoyed a wonderful childhood for the first twelve years of my life, with a loving family, living in a naturally beautiful part of the country, hunting and fishing with my dad. I was an outgoing, gregarious, fun-loving kid.

But that was about to change.






CHAPTER 4 My Hero, My Best Friend, My Dad—Gone!


WHILE STILL LIVING IN TAHOLAH, Dad took a job in Moclips, working on a “green chain” at a sawmill, assessing and grading the least blemished lumber as it came off the conveyer belt and sorting the best into various piles. Many of the boards weighed up to a hundred pounds, and not surprisingly, my dad suffered a back injury pulling lumber off the green chain. The doctors told him that he had an injured disc that required surgery. Dad was hospitalized in Aberdeen, about thirty miles from the reservation, for what was supposed to be a simple procedure.

The surgery went well, but the doctor decided to keep Dad immobile in the hospital for a few days to recuperate. Mom and I went to visit him at the hospital, but I didn’t stay at Dad’s bedside for long. There was a television in the lobby, so I went downstairs and watched it. We didn’t own a TV, and I was fascinated by the images on the screen. “I’ll just stay here till you come back from seeing Dad,” I said to Mom. That was a decision I would regret for the rest of my life. Later that night, we went home without me having really spent any time talking to my dad.

I woke up sometime during the night and heard my mom sobbing in the living room. I shuffled out of my bedroom to discover the room was filled with people from our church, as well as a couple of Dad’s pastor friends.

Dad’s best friend put his arm around my shoulder and said, “Son, your daddy went to be with Jesus.”

I heard his words, but I didn’t believe what he’d said. “No!” I cried. Dad had been so strong, so vital, so alive when he’d gone into the hospital. Now, he was… gone? It couldn’t be true!

But it was.

Dad had suffered a blood clot that had traveled from the surgery area to his heart, and he died on December 16, 1966. We already had his Christmas present wrapped and placed under the tree. I was devastated. Dad’s passing away when I was only twelve years of age would forever be a pivotal point in my life.

The next few days were a blur as we tried to prepare for Dad’s homegoing celebration. It didn’t feel like a celebration to me.

When Mom and I went to view him in the casket, the moment I caught a glimpse of him, it felt as though someone had hit me in the face. I turned on my heels and walked out of the building. I didn’t want to see my dad like that. I sat in the car until Mom returned. But I didn’t cry. Even at Dad’s funeral, I resisted the tears. We buried my dad in the cemetery in Elma on a cold, dreary, rainy day. The weather matched my spirits. Numerous pastors attended the service, and a pastor friend of Dad’s preached a strong message. Dad was a veteran, and when the soldiers presented the military salute and played Taps, the sad wail of the trumpet ripped my heart to shreds.

Maybe other people in our small congregation feared the Shakers’ curses might fall on them if they came to our family’s assistance. Or perhaps they simply were accustomed to maintaining a tough, stoic demeanor in the face of death. I don’t know. But oddly enough, nobody in our congregation attempted to care for us as their beloved former pastor’s family. Only one man, Donny Hill, the father of my good friend Dean, expressed an interest in me. Mr. Hill saw a young boy who needed some direction. He took me hunting along with Dean and allowed me to stay at their house for long hours. Nobody else from our church empathized with us. Years later, I would reflect on that and realize God allowed that to happen so I would seek Him as my heavenly Father. Today, I am thankful for the experience, but at the time, it seemed as though the church had rejected our family.

Making matters worse, three months prior to our planned move to northern Canada, Dad and Mom had decided to cancel their life insurance policy. Dad had an attitude that he was invincible. “I’m thirty-eight years of age,” he said, “and in good health, vigorous in body and mind, so why waste the money on insurance if we can save what we’d spend on the monthly premiums? We could use the extra money anyhow.”

When Dad died, Mom received only a small amount of death benefit money from the Veterans Administration and a meager monthly Social Security check; I also received a few dollars every month, but money was tight. We lived on six to seven hundred dollars per month. We could scrape up hardly enough money for rent, food, and clothing, much less any luxuries. So, Mom got a job selling Tupperware products.

Mom was thirty-four years old when Dad died, and his death plunged her into a deep depression. She had been a powerful prayer warrior, but she never fully returned to her former self and never remarried. Instead, she attempted to take on Dad’s role and developed into a more intense disciplinarian, almost militaristic in her approach to parenting—especially with me. She did her best, I guess, but she didn’t know how to guide me into adulthood. She felt she needed to be extra tough on me “to help me learn how to be a man.”

My dad had been my best friend, and I was only twelve years old when he died. Instead of turning outward, in search of a new best friend, I turned inward and became a loner. Our family didn’t own a television, so I immersed myself in reading. I got lost in Louis L’Amour books, living vicariously through the characters in those dramatic frontier stories and Western novels. I also devoured Agatha Christie detective stories and books about military history. During lunchtime at school, I kept to myself and read until the bell rang, signaling that it was time to return to class. I didn’t sleep well after Dad died, so oftentimes I went outside at night and walked for miles, all by myself.

Mine was a lonely life. Not that I didn’t have friends in school. But it is possible to be lonely even in a crowd; it is possible to be screaming on the inside while maintaining a stoic, silent exterior demeanor. That was me.

I got a job delivering newspapers from house to house at five o’clock each morning. I carried a heavy sack loaded with newspapers over my shoulder. I hoped to earn enough money to purchase a bicycle. The paper sold for around seven to ten cents per issue, with the weekend editions selling for slightly more. Out of that price, I purchased the papers, delivered them door-to-door, then collected monthly from my customers and could keep whatever was left over. Profits were slim, usually a few dollars each week. But I earned about twelve dollars a month, enough to purchase a bike from Western Auto “on time,” paying seven dollars a month.

My best friend during that time was my dog, Homer, a beagle that Mom allowed me to get as a pup after Dad passed. Homer was my constant companion, sleeping in my bed with me and running along with me as I delivered newspapers early each morning.

Other people must have been impressed with Homer’s gregarious personality because he went missing for a few days. I looked all over for him, but he had disappeared. I couldn’t find him anywhere, and I worried that something awful had happened to him. Then one day, as I was collecting from my newspaper customers, I knocked on a door and when the homeowner opened it, out ran Homer!

“My dog!” I called out.

Apparently, my customer loved Homer almost as much as I did and had confiscated him as his own, but Homer returned home with me.

Following Dad’s death, Mom moved our family to Shelton, another small town nearby. The only benefit of living in Shelton, once known as the Christmas Tree Capital of the World, was that it was different from Elma, where we had been living when Dad died.

The Shelton school was rough, especially on newbies. The second day there, I was standing in the lunch line when a kid popped me on the side of my head, letting “the new kid” know his place. Well, I wasn’t going to take that. I popped him right back.

When I went outside, the bully and his buddies were waiting for me. They beat the daylights out of me. The bully caught me with his fist, smashing me right in the mouth so hard that my front tooth cut all the way through my lip.

Somehow the teachers got us separated and hauled us all into the principal’s office. The principal demanded that the bully apologize to me, which he did, but rather reluctantly.

I couldn’t wait to get out of that school and was so glad when, after two years of living in Shelton, Mom moved us back to McCleary and enrolled me in Elma High School.

I loved to play basketball, and I was a good shooter, but because I was short in stature, a mere five foot six, I never really got a chance to play. “You’re too small for the varsity team,” I heard from coaches and players alike. The sense of rejection seared my heart. Nevertheless, after that, I practiced for hours and hours and tried out for the team my sophomore year. My eyes were sparkling as I approached the locker room after the deciding workout. I knew that I had done well during the tryouts and was certain I had impressed the coaches, but when the list of names of the new team members was posted on the bulletin board in the locker room, mine wasn’t on it.

The expression on my face fell sullen.

“You’re just too small, Christmas,” the coach said matter-of-factly. “But I’ll tell ya what I’ll do. I’ll let you play on the practice squad, and you can come out with the team and sit on the bench during the games.”

“Gee, thanks, Coach,” I said, trying to sound excited. I desperately wanted to be part of the team.

Everybody on the team received a uniform. Unfortunately, the school owned only a few matching uniforms for the practice squad, and I didn’t receive one of those. My uniform was mismatched, with a jersey and shorts of two different colors in sizes that didn’t fit me. I was so humiliated as I ran out onto the court behind the rest of the team. They could have painted the word reject on the back of my jersey because that’s how I felt.

I joined the cross-country team because I could run like the wind. I won some events and earned my navy blue Elma High School varsity letterman’s jacket with cream-colored sleeves, bearing the big E on the chest. Maybe now the other kids will accept me, I thought.

They didn’t.






CHAPTER 5 Experiencing the Supernatural


OUT OF REJECTION AND LONELINESS, I developed a habit of prayer—talking with God at length, not just for a few minutes but for extended periods of time, sometimes hours on end. Initially, I set a goal to spend one hour each day in prayer. Some days, I’d last for only forty-five minutes or so. Other days, I stayed in His presence much longer. In my younger years, I often went to the church at night and prayed in the dark. Years later, I preferred praying while I walked in the woods, a habit I continue to this day.

To me, it wasn’t about how much time I spent talking to the Lord or in what posture I prayed. I wanted to know God; I wanted to know His Word and His will, and I somehow knew that the best way I could get to know Him more fully was to spend time in His presence, talking to Him and listening to Him in prayer. I’m now convinced that when we go through tough times in life, they will either drive us from God or drive us to Him. I’m so glad that, for some reason (I believe that God had His directing hand on me even as a boy), I drew closer to Him.

Some people thought I was cocky. That wasn’t true. I protected myself by creating an exterior shell, giving off an air that no one could touch me, that nothing bothered me, so I could keep people from getting into my inner space. One of the ways I protected myself was by steeling my emotions and refusing to cry. No matter what.

Despite my strong exterior appearance, early on I developed a sensitive conscience. I didn’t comprehend how that happened or why, but I had strong convictions, and I knew that I didn’t want to disappoint the Lord.

I can trace my strong sense of right and wrong to the biblical values I learned as a boy. God gave me a healthy fear of the Lord—not that I was afraid of God, but I had such a reverence toward Him—and that helped keep me on the straight and narrow path. That included a passion for sexual purity, even though I didn’t understand completely the intimate link between spiritual passion and purity. All I knew was that the Bible said to not have sex with someone to whom you are not married and to not fool around before you get married. That was enough for me, so I committed myself to maintaining my virginity until marriage.

Back when I was fourteen, some of my friends planned an overnight campout, sleeping under the stars. Sometime after dark, several girls showed up and slipped into their boyfriends’ sleeping bags; one girl wanted to slide into my sleeping bag with me. “No,” I said. “I can’t do that.”

“Why not?” she asked.

“Because that’s not right,” I told her.

In truth, I thought, What if the Lord returns and I’m here having sex with a girl to whom I am not married? I’d spend eternity in hell!

I didn’t tell her that, though, and she just got mad and left me alone.

My commitment to strong biblical values permeated everything I did. I wasn’t without fault, but I tried to do what was right, even if it was my second thought rather than my first. Once, I got in a fight with a guy, and in the middle of it I recalled that God had said, “Blessed are the peacemakers.” I got convicted about fighting and once again thought, What if the Lord comes back while I’m here engaged in fisticuffs? I’m going to hell! So I stopped returning my opponent’s punches. The guy walloped the daylights out of me!

I just didn’t want to disappoint the Lord. That same attitude kept me from getting involved in drug or alcohol abuse, pornography, or other things that many of my peers found appealing. I had tasted of the Lord and had seen that He is good, and from the time of my experience of receiving the Holy Ghost as a nine-year-old, He continually sensitized my heart and mind to what was good or evil, right or wrong, holy or profane. I didn’t always follow through or act perfectly, but I took His Word seriously, and I knew that I wanted to choose what God said was good, right, and holy, regardless of what anyone else said or thought about me.

I had known from the time I was thirteen or fourteen that God was calling me to be a preacher, but I really didn’t want to be in the ministry. I had watched my parents struggling financially and never getting ahead—they were broke all the time—and I didn’t see myself following in their footsteps.

I liked building things, so I decided I might want to become a contractor, developing and guiding construction projects. For summer jobs, I sought out work on construction sites, helping to build houses.

In high school, I had enrolled in a class similar to a trade school curriculum, in which we had learned how to build an actual house. A contractor took a group of students on-site and taught us how to do the work correctly. He oversaw the project and made sure the work was done with excellence. When the home was completed, it sold on the open market and drew a good price.

Convinced that my choice of occupation was settled and I was on my way to a lucrative career as a building contractor, at age seventeen I attended a Christian youth convention. The speaker for the event was Kenneth Phillips, a young pastor from Texas, and his messages pierced my heart. I knew that God was speaking to me through the evangelist. I responded to the call and the Spirit of the Lord overwhelmed me in such a powerful way that I fell onto the floor. I wasn’t hurt; quite the contrary, I’d never felt better in my life! I was lying on the floor, basking in the presence of the Lord. I’m not certain how long I lay on the floor, maybe an hour or more—it felt like a long time that swept by in a moment—and when I got to my feet, I knew that I was going to be a preacher, not a house builder. “I’ll do it, Lord,” I said. “If You want me to be a preacher, I’ll preach. I’ll go wherever You want me to go, and I’ll do whatever You want me to do.”

I had no plan for how that might happen, but my commitment was genuine. I had not experienced any dreams or visions providing divine direction, nor did I have images of myself preaching to millions of people. But I sensed a call from God, and I was willing to take the next step of obedience—whatever that might be—according to His instructions.

Back home that weekend on Sunday evening, I went to church in McCleary as usual and the pastor called out from the platform, “Brother Kent, why don’t you come and lead the testimony service tonight?”

We were traditional Pentecostals, with a more effusive style of worship than many other Christian denominations. In most of our evening services, we had a lively “song service,” as they called it, where we sang encouraging hymns and choruses; then we had “testimony service,” in which individuals stood to their feet and declared the good things that God had done or was doing in their lives. Then afterward, when our faith was pumping at full throttle, people spoke out various prayer requests and we prayed over each one of them, believing God for miraculous results. If we were still standing after all that, the preacher might have preached a while and then presented another invitation to pray. It was the old-style Pentecostal service in which the clock was irrelevant, and we never really knew what might happen next.

I walked up onto the platform and had barely opened my mouth when a powerful anointing of the Lord came upon me and I started preaching. I was only seventeen, and I had never done anything like this previously, but I preached the house down that night! I had no written notes and few Scriptures in mind when I began, but the Spirit of the Lord provided all that I needed as He opened my mouth and filled it with His message. The words seemed to simply roll out of my mouth with little thought or effort on my part.

People in the congregation shouted out loudly in joy and ecstasy at what they heard. Some people “got happy,” others shed tears, but all seemed affected by the message.

I preached for a while and then stopped and let the pastor take over, but the exhilaration I felt was incomparable to anything I’d ever known.

It was truly an amazing experience, and I was as surprised as anyone else in the building that this had happened. But it felt good. And I felt—I hate to admit it—somewhat proud. Well, okay, to be honest, I felt really proud! I thought, Wow, I’m the greatest preacher out there!

The pastor must have been impressed as well, because after the church service that night, he said, “Kent, I want you to preach on Sunday morning.”

“Who? Me?”

“Yes, you!” he gushed. “Just preach whatever the Lord lays on your heart.”

“Ah, well… er, okay!” My face beamed with delight.

I studied all week long, and when the next Sunday rolled around, I was terrified. I got up to preach, and I was awful. I couldn’t keep my thoughts together, my voice cracked, and my chest wheezed through my entire sermon. Even reading Scripture was difficult; my chest felt so restricted, and the words seemed to clog up my throat. “And God says,” I huffed and puffed, trying to blow the house down.

The house didn’t budge.

And nobody shouted with joy that day, except for maybe those dear people who endured till the end and were so glad when the sermon was finally over.

Looking back, I now see that God showed me, “There is an anointing you can have if you sell out to Me.” But He was also reminding me the work would not get done under my self-effort. The key was, “ ‘Not by might or by power, but by My Spirit’ says the Lord.” (Zach. 4:1) Clearly, I could speak with His power and anointing, or I could preach with my own. God allowed me to experience both, and the difference was obvious—to me and to the people who heard me.
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