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Praise for OUT OF THE FIRE





“Well over a decade ago, as a college student, Mike shared his story with me as his unique life purpose was just becoming clear. I was deeply moved. Now, he is sharing it with all of you. Learn from it. It will inform the pursuit of your unique life purpose and you will be better for it. I guarantee it.”


—Douglas R. Conant, founder of ConantLeadership, New York Times and Wall Street Journal bestselling author, retired CEO of Campbell Soup Company, and former chairman of Avon Products


“I have known Mike Kinney since he was twelve years old. The night he was Life-Flighted to the hospital, I was there. Reading Mike’s story brought back memories of his horrifying experience. When you live through an experience like that, you must decide if it’s going to make you bitter or better—if it’s going to cause you to blame God or see God. Mike has used his experience to make him better, to help him see God. And now he shares his story in order to help us see God as well. Out of the Fire will inspire you and encourage your faith.”


—Steve Poe, former lead pastor of Northview Church and author of Creatures of Habit


“Out of the Fire is outstanding! In fact, I read it in two sittings. In the season I’m facing today, I’ve been asking God ‘Why me?’ and ‘What’s next?’ This book reassured me that as I walk through these difficult days, I can have faith that He will take care of me and my family. This book will be such a blessing to all who read it and will serve as a reminder that God keeps His promises to us—all we need to do is keep the faith in Him in all aspects of our lives.”


—Andrea Morehead Allen, former WTHR Channel 13 news anchor and author of The Brightest Star


“Each of us has circumstances and events in our lives that we would never choose. For Mike Kinney, it was a brutal automobile accident. Rescued from death, Mike searched for meaning. Where was God? Why had he suffered? What was his purpose? As you share this intimate journey through suffering and into hope, you just may find answers to some of those questions you’ve been asking about your own life.”


—Steve Arterburn, host of New Life Live and author of more than one hundred books, including Every Believer’s Thought Life
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For Jack, Henry, and baby Caroline.


It’s the greatest blessing of my life to be your daddy.


You are so deeply loved and created for a purpose that is uniquely your own.


I believe in you.










PREFACE



In some of the most critical and terrifying moments of our lives, we naturally wonder if God is with us. The moment when I most needed to know that God was with me was when I was in a car crash as a teenager.


Since that time, I’ve met countless others who have wondered whether God was with them in their most difficult moments. A young woman who was adopted as an infant wondered if God was with her in the hospital in the minutes and hours after her delivery. A college student, currently wracked with despair and considering taking his life, wonders if God is present in his suffering. A wife trapped in an abusive relationship wonders if God sees her tears and hears her cries. A young father diagnosed with Stage 4 pancreatic cancer wonders if God is present in his anguish.


When our relationships rupture, when we suffer despair, weather abuse, or receive a terrifying diagnosis, we wonder if God is with us. We wonder if He sees us. We wonder if He hears us. We wonder if He cares.


My invitation, as I share my story with you, is to notice those seasons and moments of your own journey that are most tender. Ask God’s Spirit to show you the hurt or moment or season in your life He longs to touch, to heal, to redeem. Pay attention to the old hurts that continue to bubble up. And look for the ways you feel stuck today.


Like my accident and the painful recovery that followed, as well as lasting effects that linger to this day, I suspect you never would have chosen to endure some of what you’ve experienced. And yet, these critical moments and seasons are the exact places where we have the opportunity to encounter the God who is with us and for us.


I met God in the fire, and I pray that you will encounter the presence of Jesus in the fiery seasons of your own journey. Maybe it’s a moment from your past that’s still smoldering. Or maybe you’re feeling the heat today and are hungry to know that God is near. Join me on this journey so you might experience the powerful, redeeming presence of the One who is with you and for you.










CHAPTER 1 THE LAST THREE LAWNS



Ding!


The text alert woke me up on the third day of school—August 16, 2002. Unfortunately, it alerted my history teacher as well.


“Mr. Kinney, are you with us?” he asked.


All eyes in the room fell on me, and one guy from the swim team snickered under his breath.


“Yes, I’m here,” was all I could think to say in my fatigued stupor. I silenced my phone, sliding it under my binder.


I’d been swimming five hours a day during summer workouts and had woken up that morning feeling under the weather. I was excited and nervous about what I hoped would be my best year of high school yet, but I wasn’t starting strong. Willing myself to sit up straight in my chair, I glanced at the clock over the doorway. Just ten more minutes until early release, and then the weekend would be mine. Thinking about the lawns I was scheduled to mow after school, I dutifully scribbled some notes as my teacher droned on.


Brrrnnnggg!


When the bell rang, I grabbed my phone, swept the contents of my desktop into my black canvas backpack, avoided my teacher’s glare, and dipped out of class into a hallway pulsing with other students as eager to be liberated as I was.


Glancing down at my phone, I read the text. It was from Matt, a friend from church who went to a different school, Carmel High, not too far from mine outside of Indianapolis. We’d grown closer over the summer through a small group, but we hadn’t seen each other since he’d gotten back that week from visiting family and surfing in California. Peeking at my watch, I knew Matt had also just gotten out of class.


I texted, “Can’t wait to get out of here! I’ve got three lawns to mow. Help me knock ’em out and let’s hang!” Matt had helped me mow before and we always split the pay.


Crossing the parking lot, I reached my fifteen-year-old red Ford Ranger truck just as a girl named Klancy from my chemistry class was pulling out of the space beside mine in her gray Honda Civic. Slipping between the vehicles, I raised a hand to let her know I saw her car moving. The August heat was turning everything into a steam bath, and I felt sweat begin to bead down the side of my face as I slid behind the wheel of my truck, rolled down the windows, and read Matt’s reply.


Yeah, sounds good. Where?


The first job was my next-door neighbor, so I told Matt to meet at my house and dropped my phone into the open center console. Michael W. Smith’s song “Breathe” came blasting from my CD player when I turned the key.


I started backing slowly out of the parking spot to avoid hitting other teens checking their phones for messages, then stopped to let a group of kids pass behind my truck. One of them spotted the equipment I kept in the flatbed for my lawn-mowing business—a lawn mower, a hedge trimmer, some clippers, as well as a few cans of gas and oil—and called out, “Nice gear, Kinney!”


Josh McClain was the kind of bully other kids thought was cool. He got a few laughs from his friends for the remark, which is exactly what he was after. Unlike my ragtag mowing gigs, Josh actually ran a legit lawncare business. I pressed my lips together rather than barking back what I would have liked to say. I knew that other kids, even the ones who got bullied more than me, would have snapped back at him. Or at least muttered angry words to themselves. But I believed I shouldn’t resist. So I let the remark go, ignored Josh and his posse, and kept moving.


I’d pulled into the concrete driveway alongside our 1970s tri-level home and was unloading my mower when Matt pulled up in his snazzy red Toyota Supra. With his windows down, the sounds of Dave Matthews Band blaring from the custom speakers he’d installed filled my neighborhood. I’d seen Matt take his car up to 120 mph before, and was grateful that he hadn’t roared down my street like the speed demon he could be.


Matt parked along the curb in front of our home, hopped out and yelled, “Hey, bro!”


He was wearing shorts and an aqua T-shirt from some West Coast surf shop. I noticed he was tanner than he’d been two weeks earlier and his hair was lighter.


“So you catch some good waves?” I asked.


“You know I did!” he answered with a big goofy grin on his face.


When Matt got to my truck, I handed him the hedge trimmer.


“Okay, you start on those bushes,” I instructed, pointing to the hedges lining my neighbor’s brick ranch home, “and I’ll start on the front lawn. Let’s knock out these three jobs so we can grab some food.”


The lawns took longer than I’d planned, but the money made it worthwhile. All three clients gave me checks I shoved into the glove box of my truck to deposit at the bank on Monday.


Matt knew I was scheduled to lead worship for our church’s middle school youth group at six, so when we finished at 5:15, we headed toward Northview Church instead of our favorite fast-food joint—grub would just have to wait until after practice. I was a regular worship leader for the high school youth group, and that Friday night I was filling in for one of the middle school worship leaders who couldn’t make it. Although Matt didn’t play an instrument, he loved leading worship and was happy to join me as a singer.


By the time we’d finished the five songs in our set and the middle schoolers started playing arcade games around 6:45, we drove separately to our favorite restaurant; after that, we planned to check out the football game at Matt’s school. As I scarfed down my two junior bacon cheeseburgers, I got to hear about Matt’s surfing trip.


We got to Matt’s high school around 8:15 and began trolling the crowded lot looking for parking spaces. When we finally headed toward the entrance to the field, the game was approaching halftime and we could hear the roar of cheering fans.


We beelined to the section where a lot of our friends from church were sitting. They greeted us with high fives as we slid into the stadium bleachers beside them.


As Carmel inched the ball down the field, Matt turned to me and suggested, “Hey, let’s go to my lake house tonight.”


The small lake property Matt’s family owned was about a thirty-minute drive away.


“That sounds awesome,” I agreed, making a mental note to call my mom when I was someplace that wasn’t so noisy. Matt’s parents and sister would be there, and the next day we could go jet skiing.


“I definitely need to stop for gas before we go to the lake,” I announced, knowing if I didn’t tell Matt, I’d likely forget.


We hadn’t even been at the game fifteen minutes when Matt’s phone rang. I didn’t know who he was talking to, but I heard him say, “Yeah, cool. See you in a few.” He clicked off and then turned to me.


“Remember I told you about Jenna, who worked at the car wash with me?” Matt asked.


I nodded. She was a girl I knew he’d been crushing on.


“Well, she and a few of her friends are at O’Charley’s, and they want us to come. You in?”


Not only was I at some other school’s football game where I knew few people, but…girls. So, yeah, I was in. I’d taken an interest in girls later than a lot of guys I knew, and I hadn’t really dated anyone. So I was down for hanging out with some of Matt’s friends. I gave a thumbs up to O’Charley’s.


On the drive over I called my mom to ask if I could sleep at Matt’s lake house. Reassured that his parents would be there, she gave me her blessing.


After finding parking at O’Charley’s, Matt spotted Jenna and her friends through the window as we approached the door. Once in, we scooted into opposites sides of a booth made for six.


“Hey guys, this is my friend Mike,” Matt said.


Feeling a little bit awkward, I said, “Hey, nice to meet you.”


The girls went around the table and introduced themselves. As we all talked, it became clear that Matt’s flirting game was much stronger than mine.


When the waitress approached the table to take our order, I balked. Our burger run before the game had almost wiped me out, and I’d spent my last three bucks getting into the stadium. And I knew Matt didn’t have very much money.


“What can I get you?” she asked politely, looking back and forth between Matt and me.


“Uhhh…” Matt hedged. “I think I’ll start with a glass of water, please.”


Taking his cue, I agreed, “Me, too. Water, please. Thanks.”


We were pretty classy.


Matt and I hung out with the girls as they finished their meals. At about 10:15 p.m., we all left, and Matt and I headed toward his family’s lake house, agreeing to stop on US-31 to get gas.


After sliding into a parking spot alongside the gas station, Matt walked over to the pump to find me scrounging through my truck looking for gas money.


“Shoot,” I exclaimed. “Can I borrow some money, man? My truck will not make it much further and I don’t have any cash.”


Matt opened up his empty wallet, flashing it in my direction.


Digging both of his hands into his front pockets, he pulled out a wadded-up bill. As I watched him unfold it, I quietly hoped it was going to be more than one dollar.


Matt raised it and triumphantly exclaimed, “Five bucks!” as if he’d just won the lottery.


Five bucks would get me almost four gallons. Snatching the bill from Matt’s hand, I headed inside and slid it across the counter to the cashier smacking her gum.


“Five bucks on Pump Two, please.”


“Do you need a receipt?” the woman asked.


“Nah,” I said, “thanks.”


As I squeezed the pump handle, Matt and I talked about Jenna. When four dollars and seventy cents rolled by on the monitor, I loosened my grip to slow the flow of gas in an effort to hit five dollars on the nose.


Stopping at four dollars and ninety-nine cents, I gave the slightest squeeze, and was crushed when I saw the price roll over to $5.01. Though I knew we could most likely turn up a penny in one of our cars, it was still a blow to my adolescent ego. I opened my driver-side door, where I found a single penny tucked under the carpet.


I picked it up and humbly took it inside to the cashier. I knew some of my buddies on the swim team would have just driven away, but doing the right thing had been ingrained in me since I was a child. My dad was an elder at our church, and I was serious about my own faith. I’d made that decision when I was nine, and had been growing in my faith since then. I was also just naturally that kind of conscientious kid who just wanted to do the right thing.


Matt and I flipped on our headlights and pulled back onto US-31 N. I noticed a few cop cars that had pulled drivers over as we passed. I suspected that speedy Matt had noticed them, too, because he wasn’t gunning it the way he usually did. I followed his red sports car as he turned onto East 236th Street, a straight route with dipping slopes that would take us to the lake.


The first few miles were darkened by thick groves of trees with branches overhanging the highway, but when we emerged into wide-open corn and soybean farmland, the moon lit up the gently rolling fields. That’s where we got stuck behind three slow cars on the narrow two-lane road. If it had been just one, I know Matt would have passed it. But since it was three, we dutifully stayed in our lane. I still felt physically wiped out from swim practice and was happy to mindlessly follow his taillights. With no stop signs or traffic lights to slow us down, I kept the truck in fifth gear.


Matt’s rearview mirror was catching the glare of my headlights, so he reached forward to tilt it down to dim the shine. But noticing a sudden movement of the previously unwavering beams in that reflection, Matt looked up to see my truck swerving back and forth across the road.


I, however, was completely unaware.










CHAPTER 2 BLAZING INFERNO



Matt looked up to see my car swerving across the road, crossing the divider line, and rumbling across the gravelly shoulder toward a ditch, and then swerving back into my own lane. To his eye, no one was in control of the vehicle. Before he had time to react, Matt saw my truck swerve again and careen off the road completely.


The front of my truck was protected by large black brush guards. This protective steel feature, which looks a little like the grill on a football helmet, is meant to protect the headlights and other front-end features of the truck, and in a major head-on collision, it’s meant to absorb some of the initial shock of impact.


After barreling through roadside vegetation, my truck plowed straight into, and through, a dead tree that had been hollowed out by termites. The force of the impact sent the truck heading back toward the road and off the left side of the road, scraping against a six-foot-high cement block and then crashing into a telephone pole. Though 1987 Ford trucks have notably long hoods, in an instant mine crumpled all the way to the dashboard, collapsing on top of my legs.


Matt slammed his brakes and made a quick U-turn, then stopped and jumped out of his car. The chaos Matt encountered appeared a lot like that left behind by a tornado: branches and bark were strewn across the soybean field where I’d crashed. One twisted lawn mower, a hedge trimmer, and two gas cans littered the bare ground beside a big grove of trees.


Because my truck had smashed into the telephone pole on my side, Matt wisely ran to the opposite door. Through the window, he could see me slumped against my seat belt—and flames on the passenger-side floorboard beginning to spread throughout the truck. Yanking at the door handle, he found it locked, so he braced his arm and slammed his elbow into the glass in an attempt to break it. When that failed, he kicked at the window, but his shoe, damp from the grass, slid right off.


Avoiding the flaming front end of the truck, Matt dashed around the back and opened my door with his left hand. He put his hands under my arms and pulled with all his strength. At a lean five-feet seven-inches tall, and with the truck’s dipping at an odd angle into the ditch, it was difficult to get any leverage. My body didn’t budge.


Matt suddenly saw that my seatbelt was still buckled. Reaching across my body, which was already being burnt by the flames licking at my legs, he unbuckled my seatbelt, placed his arms under mine, and again yanked as hard as he could. But my unconscious body still wouldn’t budge.


“Help!” Matt screamed into the darkness. “Help! Help! Help!”


No cars were passing by.


With his chin on my shoulder, Matt angled my upper body out of the truck, but my legs were still pinned under the dash. My brown leather Sketchers offered some protection for my feet, but the flames coming from the floorboard under the pedals were climbing up my legs, burning through my jeans. The inside of the cab was lit up against the dark night sky.


“Jesus,” Matt begged, “You have to help me. Help me Jesus, please help me!”


He continued to tug on my limp body, to no avail. Fire was coming out of the truck’s hood, and the gearshift area was also on fire. It was still eighty degrees outside, and with each moment the truck was getting hotter and hotter. Sweat poured off Matt’s brow, and dark soot clung to his body and clothes as he wrestled for my life.


Matt couldn’t tell whether I was alive or dead until he heard me make a gurgling sound, like I was choking.


Despite being the only human in sight, Matt had the palpable sense of another presence with him. He felt there was an angel in the cab, bearing silent witness. And when he glanced at the passenger seat, there was a clearing where no smoke hovered, as if the physical space was occupied by a being he couldn’t see. The angel wasn’t helping in a physically tangible way, but the awareness of it calmed Matt’s heart as he continued to wrestle to free me.


Ring!


The sound of Matt’s cell phone in his pocket startled him. Without looking to see who the caller was, he instinctively answered, said, “Super serious accident!” and hung up.


For his entire life, Matt had been obsessed with rescue workers, paramedics, and firefighters. In sixth grade he announced to his parents that he wanted to be a doctor. But in this moment, even though he had a phone in his pocket, Matt hadn’t thought to call 9-1-1. Instead, his body did what humans are designed to do in crisis: step by step, he did the next thing to save my life. When he couldn’t open a door, he attempted to break a window. When he couldn’t break a window, he opened a different door. But unable to pull me from the burning truck, he seemed to be out of options.


As Matt shoved his phone back in his pocket, still pulling at me, he noticed a car coming toward us on the dark country road. It was the first sign of human life he’d seen since the crash. He would learn later that twelve-foot flames from the hood of the car had blocked his view of several cars that had stopped by the side of the road beyond the truck, and their passengers had stood outside and watched him screaming for help as he struggled to free me.


Catching that glimpse of movement, though, Matt ran about forty yards toward the road. Waving his arms to get the attention of the driver, begging him to stop and help, Matt watched helplessly as the driver slowed, looked at him, then kept driving.


Unnerved and desperate, Matt turned around and ran back toward the burning truck, reasoning with God, “I guess we’re gonna have to do this alone.” The glow of the blazing truck still kept Matt from seeing the growing line of spectators beyond it. Tugging again at my wilted body, he rocked me from side to side, trying to unwedge me from the burning cab.


While Matt continued to struggle alone, the slowing car finally did stop by the side of the road. Jumping out of his vehicle, the driver surveyed the group of three or four people already gathered there, curious faces illumined by the glow of the fire.


The stranger, a man in his early thirties, bellowed angrily at the spectators, “Are you gonna help, or what?!”


Turning toward him, the others simply stared, remaining silent.


The stranger ran full-speed toward the truck, then stopped dead in his tracks as he and Matt both saw the same thing: my jeans were gone and the flesh of my legs was now on fire.


Fearful of coming any closer, the stranger shouted to Matt, “You have to leave him, man!”


Matt ignored him.


A second time, he instructed Matt, “You have to leave him!”


Matt kept pulling. “I’m not leaving him,” he hollered back. “He’s my brother!”


Matt was gripped by both adrenaline and conviction: “I’m going to get him out, or we’re both going.” Those were the only two outcomes he was willing to entertain.


Still aware of the peaceful angelic presence in the cab, Matt wondered impatiently if it would ever intervene.


A third time, the stranger shouted, “Get away from that truck, it’s going to blow! You have to leave him! You have to leave him!”


With Matt’s own burned arms still gripping my body and my blood soaking his shirt, he yelled back, “I’m not leaving him! You have to help me!”


Realizing he meant it, the stranger finally conceded. Matt grabbed my right arm, and the stranger grabbed my left. Matt counted down, “One, two, three, pull!”


With that, I finally fell out of the wreckage of the truck and onto the ground. The sight of me was shocking.


My battered body looked like it had been torn in half. My legs looked like they were hanging by a thread. Skin was hanging off, and they were completely charred black. The left side of my face and head were swollen and disfigured. My left cheek bone and eye socket were crushed, and my eye had popped out. Both my legs were on fire, the right from my upper thigh down to my ankle and into my Achilles tendon, the left from the top of my knee down to my lower shin and around to my calf. Both my hands were on fire and my left forearm were still smoking from the flames that had already consumed my skin. My left heel bone was fractured and my pelvis was broken.


Matt ripped off his shirt and used it along with his bare hands to beat the fire on my legs into submission. He barked at the stranger, “Help me drag him out into the field before this thing blows up!”


With each one pulling an arm, they dragged me about fifty yards from the truck into a grassy patch beside the beanfield. Fire filled the cab as the flames continued to leap fifteen feet toward the sky. Even from our safe distance, the heat from the inferno was fierce.


The stranger, who may or may not have been sober, started shouting as he ran circles around the truck.


“F***, yes!” he hollered. “We did it! Woooooo! We f***ing did it!!”


The stranger circled the beanfield bonfire three times, shouting profanities and victorious exclamations. The other onlookers continued to watch the drama unfold. The sharp smell of burning polyurethane from the interior of my truck cut through the smoky haze. And in the backseat, my beloved Takamine guitar—the one my youth pastor had played before it became mine—slowly burned.


With his eyes stinging from the smoke, Matt’s vision gradually began to adjust to the darkness. He could now make out the useless roadside audience beyond the truck. Though none had come forward to help, he was confident someone would have at least called 9-1-1. Beyond the stranger’s intermittent hoots and hollers punctuating the night, the roar of the fiery flames filled the night air.


Still unconscious, I quietly moaned in agony. Most of my pants had been burned away, leaving exposed flesh smoldering. It was evident that my legs and arms had been burned but there was no way to gauge my internal injuries. Matt still didn’t know if I’d live or die. Putting one hand on my chest, and lifting the other to the night sky, he began praying, “Jesus, You got us this far and I know You’re going to save him. You have to save him.”


Suddenly, a figure emerged from deep within the lush beanfield, walking toward us through the high grass. He was wearing a button-up shirt and dark pants, gripping in his right hand the handle of a bag that hung at his side. His presence was nothing like that of the frenetic lunatic running in circles. Nor was it like that of the silent, impotent crowd. Rather, the person walked with confidence and purpose. Lit by the glowing blaze, his silhouette was crisp and clear. In the same way that a child can pick out the distinctive form of a trusted parent, or a husband can identify the outline of his bride, there was no question in Matt’s mind about the identity of the person who was calmly approaching.


It was Jesus.


Help had definitely arrived.










CHAPTER 3 HELPERS



As Matt kept one hand on my chest and his singed arm raised to the heavens, the bent figure of Christ knelt down beside us, setting what appeared to be a medical bag on the grass to His side and opening it.


Tilting His head up, He looked directly into Matt’s eyes, and said, “Matt, you are alright. You’re going to be fine. And Mike’s going to be fine.”


Then He leaned over and began working on my body. He reached inside me like a mechanic might reach under a car hood and began fiddling around, occasionally pulling a useful tool from the bag. Though I wasn’t physically splayed open the way someone would be during a surgical procedure at a hospital, Jesus had access to every part of my body. He worked wordlessly as Matt prayed.


Calmed by the Savior’s purposeful presence, Matt finally said, “God, You are so good, God, You are so good. Jesus, You can do it. Save Mike. Save Mike.”


As Matt prayed, a second figure approached. There was also no question about this man’s identity: His brimmed hat and uniform signaled that he was an officer with the sheriff’s department. With one glance at my burned and swollen body and hearing my low, pathetic moans, the deputy spoke into a radio on his shoulder.


“Dispatch, we’re going to need a bird,” he said. Then he turned to Matt. “We need to get him further away. That car’s gonna blow up.”


“We did that,” Matt protested weakly, but helped the deputy drag me further from the blaze.


Pivoting his attention from the officer back to my body, Matt noticed that the Good Physician was no longer visible. Still running on adrenaline and too weary to process what had just happened, he again joined the officer in hooking me under my armpits and pulling me further through the thick growth of beans, doubling my distance from the truck. Then Matt dropped back down to my side, speaking words of assurance.


Within minutes an ambulance raced to the side of the road and, directed by the officer’s shouts and the crowd’s pointing fingers, rescuers brought a backboard to where I lay in the field. As the deputy communicated with the paramedics and his dispatcher, Matt realized that a helicopter had been canceled because it couldn’t have landed in the depths of the soybean field. Instead, the ambulance would be transporting me to a clearing in a local park a few miles down the road.


As the paramedics carefully slid me onto a backboard and walked me swiftly to the waiting ambulance, flashing red lights still spinning, the deputy turned to Matt and said, “You need to come with me.” They would drive together to tell my parents what had happened.


Numbly dutiful, Matt said, “My car is over there.”


“Meet me at Red Bridge Park. Do you know where that is?”


The park was right across the street from Hidden Bay, the site of his family’s lake house.


“Yeah,” Matt said. “I’ll meet you there.”


He trailed the officer to Red Bridge Park, where he saw the helicopter waiting in a field adjacent to the parking lot. The inside of the ambulance was still lit up, and Matt could see it was empty because I’d already been loaded into the chopper.


“So where does his family live?” the officer asked as Matt slid into his passenger seat.


“Elderberry Road.”


As the sheriff headed for our home, Matt called his mom.


“Hey Mom, Mike’s been in a really serious accident and he’s being life-lined down to Methodist Hospital. The sheriff and I are going to tell Mike’s parents right now. I need you to meet us at their house…’kay, bye.”


My parents had known Matt’s folks for years through church. And they were patients at my dad’s dental practice.


After a few moments of silence, the officer instructed Matt, “You’ll need to tell them.”


Shocked, Matt shot back, “I’m not telling them! You need to tell them.”


The officer pushed back, “No, you need to tell them.”


“I’m not comfortable with that,” Matt protested, feeling a bit surprised to be arguing with an adult, especially a sheriff’s deputy. “I really think it’s better if you do it.”


When they reached Elderberry Road around midnight, Matt guided the deputy to my family’s home. The inside of the house looked dark, but the front porch lights were on.


As Matt walked up the sidewalk toward our front door, he glanced down and realized that he’d put on the shirt he’d used to put out the fire on my legs. Brownish bloodstains from my body had dried on it. He reeked of smoke and was blackened by soot.


The officer rang the doorbell, and my sister Rachel, who was nineteen, answered. When she saw Matt, who looked like he’d been spit out of the bowels of Hell, standing beside an officer, her face went pale.


“I’ll go get Mom and Dad” was all she said.


She dashed upstairs, then quickly returned with my folks—my mom in her pajamas and my dad still dressed. Their faces already registered confusion and concern.


“Are you Mr. and Mrs. Kinney?” the deputy asked.


“Yes,” my father said.


“And your son is Michael?”


“Yes,” they both said, unable to hide their anxiety.


The officer coolly announced, “He’s been in a serious accident. He’s badly burned and is being taken to Methodist.”


That concluded his presentation. (So maybe Matt should have told them.)


My mom, a seasoned nurse, dashed upstairs to get dressed. After the officer’s swift exit my dad, stunned, lingered in the doorway.


Matt assured him, “Dr. Kinney, it’s gonna be okay. Jesus was there, and it’s gonna be okay.”


For a moment, Matt’s calm confidence convinced my dad that it was going to be okay. He is a man of faith, and nothing could have meant more to him in that moment than Matt’s certain assurance of Christ’s presence.


The bright glow of headlights cut through the darkness as Matt’s parents pulled into our driveway. His mom, Joni, hurried inside to stay at our house with Rachel and my little brother John, thirteen, who was still sleeping. When my mom swept back down the stairs, Joni gave her a quick hug and sent my parents and Matt out to the waiting Chrysler minivan so Matt’s dad, Jim, could drive them to Methodist Hospital. My dad got in front, and Matt sat with my mom in the back. Still high on adrenaline, he babbled words of comfort and hope for the entire twenty-minute drive, insisting that Jesus had helped me and that everything was going to be okay.
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