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SPECIAL THANKS

The list of people who have stood behind me and encouraged me as I have tried to encourage others is endless. Here, I want to thank some of those special loved ones who have tolerated and participated in my frequent servings of stories and antics.

Floyd Leon and Pauline Bernadeen Swanberg have endured a steady diet of their son for over four decades without much variety in the menu. Sisters Darlene Simril and Teri Tidmore have sat at “life’s table” of humor with their brother for many a meal.

In-laws, George and Kathy Wilkes have survived many “luncheon specials” and “midnight snack” routines and are to be commended for accommodating such clowning cholesterol in their son-in-law!

Special praises go to my wife, Lauree, who deserves at least one seven-course meal without the Swan’s side orders of humor, but who has never complained about the entrées her Swan delivers day after day.

And thanks to my boys, Chad and Dusty, for their willingness to “consume” what their dad dishes out, even his humor, all for the cause of Christ and his Kingdom work through laughter. The boys have known the cafeteria lines of comedy their whole lives, and yet they still enjoy their dad. Thanks, boys!

And thanks to all the churches that have allowed the Swan to encourage their saints. For over twenty-three years, I have served local churches, and it was in these churches that I learned how to laugh—at myself and with the body of Christ. I learned that life is too short not to enjoy—or, as some would say, too long not to enjoy.

I want to thank all the believers who have stood with me in my Ministry of Encouragement. Steve and Ann Cretin, John and Selene Rea, Joe and Robin Thomas, Pat and Ann Williams, Rick and Tracey Lineberger, Bruce and Cindy Edwards, and Benji and Connie Harlan. The “Steel Magnolias” and their husbands: Judy and Jerry Foster, Debra and Mark Hendricks, Brenda and Tony Davis, and Shirley and Mark Pilcher have been constant companions of faith and fun.

A special thanks goes to two former teenagers who were in my youth ministry in the early seventies, Sam and Barbara Cox Maley. Sam and Barbara eventually fell in love, got married, and now support the Swan prayerfully and financially in his Ministry of Encouragement. They were two of the first to support the idea for this book. Thanks for believing in me, Sam and Barbara!

I want to give a Big Swan thank you to Hamp Law for his creativity in creating cartoons that capture the “lighter side” of each chapter. “Hamp, you the man!” Hamp has known the Swan as pastor, preacher, and friend. Thanks for teaming up with me on my “low fat” buffet of laughter. It’s not only a good meal…it’s healthy like a medicine.

I could go on and on, but I’ll stop now by saying thanks most of all to our Lord, from whom all blessings flow!


INTRODUCTION

If you’re like me, you love to eat out. I especially like to eat at those all-you-can-eat, serve-yourself places. My favorite buffet food is meat and taters. But of course my wife, Lauree (alias Honey Love and Sugar Babe), wants me to eat more soup and salad so I won’t literally “fill the pulpit” when I speak and entertain. I’m learning that balance is the key. Too much heavy food slows me down, bloats me up, and gives me indigestion.

We all need balance in our spiritual diet as well. A constant diet of heavy, scholarly reading might give us a case of “spiritual indigestion.” Sometimes we need something light, yet filling. And that’s why I’ve written Swan’s Soup and Salad. In the midst of life’s buffet of choices, we need to sometimes choose the soup-and-salad bar for appropriate helpings of light-hearted laughter and encouragement. And we all need an occasional side salad of sidesplitting laughter and a blessed bowl of bountiful joy.

Storytelling is my way of serving up spiritual soup and salad. Jesus was a storyteller too. He often “spake a parable” (told a story) to his friends and followers. Storytelling allows life’s incredible authenticities to be told with a flair for the funny and a tribute to the truth. Stories draw us close to the master storyteller and allow us to see ourselves as he sees us—with a grin, a chuckle, and much love.

As you read, you need to know that some of my stories have not been changed in order to protect the innocent. Others have undergone ministerial license and energized embellishment.

It is my prayer that this book will offer you a smorgasbord of fun food for thought and delightful dishes for spiritual nourishment. And it’s the desire of “Chef Swan” that each chapter nourish your heart and tantalize your spiritual taste buds with “bacon bits” of truth, “croutons” of comfort, and servings of substance—leaving you served and satisfied.


Part One
GROWING UP ON FUN
 [image: Image]




“Look, Hoyd, look. Would you just look at that woman in red. Oh my!”
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GROWING UP ON FREE FUN

I have a great mom, Pauline Bernadeen, and dad, Floyd Leon, and I’m thankful for my mama and daddy. Now, those really are their names: Floyd Leon (he’s six-feet-two-inches tall) and Pauline Bernadeen (she’s only five feet tall). I thank God every day that I’m named Dennis. Let me tell you why.

My grandpa’s name was Elof. He came from Sweden to Texas when he was only fourteen. My grandma’s name was Agda. I also had an Uncle Ungvi, an Uncle Turi, and an Aunt Signi in my family. Now can you see why every day of my life I thank God that my name is Dennis?

We Swanbergs are just regular folks. When I was growing up, we didn’t always have a whole bunch of money, but that was all right. We learned to do things that were fun but didn’t cost us anything.

For example, we’d load up the family in our ’49 Ford and drive from our country town down to Congress Avenue, the main street of Austin, Texas. Then we’d park in front of the Paramount Theater. We never went to the movie; we just watched the people lined up to go. It didn’t cost us a thing. People would line up to buy their tickets, go in, and come out—and we’d just watch.

I remember how closely my mama and daddy would watch—especially my mama, Pauline Bernadeen. She would sit there on the front seat and lean up next to Floyd—they were still in that stage of life where they liked to be close together. My older sister, Sherry Darlene, and I would sit in the back seat. (My little sister, Teri Linn, wasn’t born yet.) Pauline would snuggle close to Floyd, and he’d put his arm around her. They would just look at people and have the time of their lives.

Once Mama said, “Look, Floyd, look. Would you just look at that woman? That woman in red, behind the man in the blue. Look what she has on. Can you believe she’s wearing that? Could you imagine if I wore something like that? Oh my!”

I remember my daddy watching that woman walk all the way down the sidewalk. Then he looked at us kids, shaking his head sadly, and said, “Isn’t that pitiful? Now that is pitiful.” Of course, Daddy was a deacon, so he was especially picky about what people wore.

Sometimes we’d drive over to Robert Mueller Airport and do the same thing. We’d watch people get on and off the planes. We never flew in a plane, but we enjoyed just watching people get on and off and watching the planes take off and land.

I remember one time a whole family of five came off a plane. Old Floyd Leon, watching them, smacked his forehead in disbelief. “Good night, looky there! A family of five. That is ridiculous. Lord have mercy. One of them could have gone and come back and told the rest of them all about it.”

We kids spent a lot of time at the automatic doors. The airport had just put in some pressure-sensitive rubber mats. When you stepped on the rubber mats, the glass door automatically opened. My sister and I could play on that thing for hours. Now I was raised a Methodist, so I knew how to shake a leg. I would just get a goin’, and I’d get that door a goin’ until old Floyd Leon would come over and say, “All right, get on off there now. Let some other kids play on it for a while.” That was the closest we ever came to Six Flags over Texas.

I learned an important lesson from Daddy and Mama when I was young; I learned how to be happy, even when we didn’t have everything we ever wanted.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

I have learned in whatever state I am, to be content.

—Philippians 4:11

The apostle Paul wrote to his beloved church at Philippi, “I have learned in whatever state I am, to be content: I know how to be abased, and I know how to abound. Everywhere and in all things I have learned both to be full and to be hungry, both to abound and to suffer need” (Philippians 4:11-12). What is remarkable is that Paul was a prisoner in Rome when he wrote these words. He was on trial for his life. Paul understood that he could have plenty or little and that he could be content with either.

Bill Gates, who is worth thirty-seven billion dollars and rising, has a sixty-million-dollar home that took seven years to build. It is a “smart house” with every conceivable electronic device. Yet I am certain that Bill Gates is not more content in his multimillion-dollar “smart house” than I was in our happy home in Austin. There is absolutely no evidence that complexity and materialism lead to happiness. On the contrary, there is plenty of evidence that simplicity and spirituality lead to joy, a blessedness that is better than happiness.

Sometimes the people who appear the happiest are the least content. In the earliest days of Freudian psychiatry, a very depressed man sat in the office of a London psychiatrist. The doctor could do nothing to cheer the man up. Finally he gave up and suggested to his patient, “Why don’t you go see Grimaldi the clown?” Grimaldi was the greatest clown in nineteenth-century Europe; surely he could lift this man’s spirits.

The patient sighed and remained silent for a long time. Finally he answered, “I am Grimaldi the clown.”

True happiness and contentment cannot come from the things of this world. The blessedness of true joy is a free gift that comes only from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.



“Denis get that thing off his tongue right now. No telling how many other people have had it on their tongues.”
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Chapter 2
FUNERAL-HOME FANS AND TONGUE DEPRESSORS


I grew up attending a little Swedish Methodist church in the country. During the services, I’d sit in the back pew with my buddies and have a good time. We tried to pay attention, but sometimes it was hard. Even though we had a great preacher, my heart just wasn’t always into the sermon. Sometimes I took a bulletin and filled in the Os and the Bs and the Ds. (Tell the truth and shame the devil—you’ve done it too!)

We didn’t always have bulletins, though, in that little church outside of Austin. But we always had funeral-home fans. Thank God for the funeral home that provided us with those fans. We’d just fan ourselves like crazy, and that would give us something to do. On one side of the fan was a picture of Jesus praying on a rock or knocking on a door. On the other side was the funeral home’s advertisement displaying different kinds of caskets, types of metal, and things like that. A local doctor had donated some tongue depressors for us to staple onto the fans so they’d have handles.

I can remember taking a tongue depressor stapled to a fan and using it to “examine” an unwitting friend. The man behind us scolded, “Dennis, get that thing off his tongue right now. No telling how many other people have had it on their tongues.” Of course, back then I didn’t worry about germs or diseases like we do nowadays.

As I recall, we Methodists just used one staple in our tongue depressors because we were methodical and steady right down the line. My Baptist buddies usually used two staples to keep their fans attached because they got sort of excited during their occasional week-long revivals. And if a lady in the Baptist choir ever got upset about not being picked to sing a solo, it sort of helped to have two staples in her fan. My Pentecostal and charismatic friends usually needed three staples in their tongue depressors because they always got excited, and they tended to throw their fans across the room in moments of joy.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

The things which are seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are eternal.

—2 Corinthians 4:18

Funeral-home fans remind me how quickly once-common things can pass away. Just a generation ago, everyone knew what a funeral-home fan was. Nowadays you’d be hard-pressed to find a Gen-Xer who has ever seen one. But that’s not too surprising. The things that impress people so much today will be gone tomorrow. Paul expressed it this way: “We do not look at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen. For the things which are seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are eternal” (2 Corinthians 4:18).

Here’s a simple test: If you can see it, it’s not going to last. The only things left from the physical world of Paul’s day are ruins, and most of them have already been dug up. The mighty Roman military, senate, culture, and empire are all long gone. The same thing is going to happen to us one day. Look around you. Although the things you see might look like pretty sturdy stuff, you can write over all of them with a single word: Disappearing.

The things that last are the things you cannot see. The love of God lasts. Faith lasts. Hope lasts. The very essence of the Christian faith belongs to the future and the invisible. That is the meaning of the great definition of faith: “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for [the future], the evidence of things not seen [the invisible]” (Hebrews 11:1).

Funeral-home fans, rock stars, skyscrapers, and high-tech industries—one day, they will all disappear. Think about this: One of the biggest businesses of the nineteenth century made buggy whips. How many people today have ever seen a buggy whip? You can be sure that our advanced computers will be the buggy whips of the next century. Only the things that belong to God will last. The problem with some people is that they wed themselves to a disappearing order. You may like the flash of the world’s parade, but if you look down the street, you can see that the parade will eventually come to an end.
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