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Praise for Beautiful Nate

In Beautiful Nate author Dennis Mansfield is painfully, brutally honest—about the life and death of his son Nate; about grief and loss and failure; and still manages, convincingly, to point the reader to joy, hope, and fulfillment. It is about triumphing over grief and shedding crippling guilt. It is more than just a powerfully written book of remembrance and confession. Beautiful Nate is an affirmation of the faithfulness of Jesus. As He says in John 16:33, “In the world you will have trouble—heartache, tribulation, and loss—but take heart; I have overcome the world.”

—Bodie and Brock Thoene, authors of Icon

Life is complex and at many times very painful—especially when the human heart is filled with unquenchable love for someone who never seems able to fully accept it. Although Dennis Mansfield’s book Beautiful Nate tells the heartrending narrative of a parent’s unrelenting love for one such boy, it does not deliver a message of despair, but rather one of authentic thanksgiving. This book conveys a gut-level honesty that Christianity in principle remains very nonreligious. It is an encouragement for all that we would not accept rejection based on the behavior of a person—but instead to love and give thanks for the glimpses God provides that illuminate the depth of who they truly are.

—Tri Robinson, author and founding pastor of Boise Vineyard Church

I’ve known Dennis for a long time and as a father I’m eager to read and learn what he has learned through such sorrow.

—John Eldredge, author of Wild at Heart

Have you ever sobbed deep in your soul? Throughout Beautiful Nate, Dennis Mansfield’s very vulnerable faith journey, he teaches each of us this profoundly simple truth: soul-deep pain can be a great teacher forcing us to keep focused on our family and, even more important, on our Lord.

—Bobb Biehl, executive mentor, board of directors member of Focus on the Family, and author of numerous books

It is easy as parents to be self-righteous when our children make wise choices and do not rebel—or to labor under an almost unbearable sense of failure when our children do not make wise choices. Beautiful Nate knocks us off our self-righteous pedestal and lifts us up from our gutter of failure and helps us see God’s desire and ability to meet us and love us in the midst of whatever our experiences are. Dennis tells his story with complete transparency, with a refreshing lack of platitudes, and laced with hope in a God who is able to bring life again to our dying souls and to redeem our most difficult experiences. Beautiful Nate is not a parenting book, but it will help you be a better parent. It is not a self-help book, but it will be helpful to you. It is not a theological treatise, but will help you wrestle with who God is. You will find yourself laughing at times, pondering often, and feeling tears as you live through life’s most cruel twists with Dennis and Susan. You will also see how God is meeting them, and in the process I believe you will meet God as well.

—Drs. Paul and Virginia Friesen, founders of Home Improvement Ministries and directors of Family Camp at Campus by the Sea,
Catalina Island, California

Dennis Mansfield tells a poignant, heartrending story of a Christian family where everything was supposed to turn out all right, but didn’t. This is the true account of a beloved son’s wayward choices and the devastating effects on his family. Dennis’s honest, soul-searching narrative serves to challenge some of the unrealistic expectations and false promises of formula-driven performance Christianity. Some will find comfort and camaraderie in discovering they are not the only ones who’ve read the books and heard the sermons and tried their best to do it right, only to find that family life in this world under the curse is not as simple or predictable as believers sometimes pretend. Yet there remains a hopeful note throughout—there is a redemptive God whose story is not done.

—Randy Alcorn, author of Heaven

An experience with addiction hits close to home. Many want to talk about it but don’t, many want to ignore it but can’t, many want to fix it but don’t know how. It’s lonely, scary, and can drive a family apart—unless God comes into this equation. This book will make you cry, make you laugh, and educate you on the real life of addiction and the impact on a family and how God can heal what really seems permanently shattered. My friend, my brother in Christ, and his family tell their story!

—Pastor Tim D. Remington, Altar Church, Coeur d’ Alene, Idaho, and director of Good Samaritan Rehabilitation

Nate was a beautiful young man, but like others his age, he made some mistakes. In our precious times together I was able to see Nate’s heart and understand his confusion. I grieve Nate’s untimely loss and believe the journey in this book will touch you—and bring hope to circumstances that are not often understandable.

—Melody Green, speaker, songwriter, cofounder of Last Days Ministries

The thing about life is that it is so daily! We never seem to know what to expect or what is around the corner. The one thing we can never anticipate, however, is the loss of a child. There is no manual or preparation for that. This book has a riveting message for everyone! I first met Nate when he was twelve and can still picture him dressed in a Boise State football uniform for Halloween. He was an eager, adventurous boy who loved life—he was a beautiful boy! His loss was huge; his parents and siblings were crushed and left with many tough questions and many memories. Nate’s story, as told by his father, will captivate the reader and help change the lives of many as they read how this loving family is working its way through the most difficult challenge that any family can face—the loss of a child.

—Skip Hall, former Boise State head football coach

This story of two men, father and son, and their unfinished journeys, is a pearl bought at great price. It is a powerful book that looks at real life against the backdrop of a Christianity often painted in unrealistic colors. What happens when tragedy strikes a good Christian family? How to understand the loss of a son to drug abuse after following all the rules? This story of family conflict and human frailty nevertheless glows with the Lord’s redemptive presence. I have had the honor of being Dennis’s friend through much of this story, and I have been blessed to witness his pain, his struggles, and his faithfulness to Christ’s love. Regardless of your deep loss or disappointment, this book will leave you with renewed hope in our Savior’s relentless pursuit.

—David Ripley, political consultant, pollster, and founder of
Idaho Chooses Life

I am honored to call Dennis Mansfield a friend. He and his family have been through quite the journey, every step paved with many tears—every step paved with God’s unyielding faithfulness. In this book, Beautiful Nate, Dennis takes you along with him on that journey, and there can be no doubt that your life will be richer for it. You will grow closer to your own family, discover new strength for your own life journey, and, more than anything, fall all the harder on God’s most amazing grace.

—Bruce Marchiano, actor, author of Jesus, the Man Who Loved Women and Jesus Wept

It’s a rare moment when a leader openly admits that he and his family are imperfect. Beautiful Nate provides us with one of these rare moments. With refreshing candor, Mansfield reveals the imperfection that is residing under his own roof. Transcending the “self-help” and “how-to” genres, Beautiful Nate is a vulnerable, courageous, real-life account of a family that is shaken to its core. From the tough-love scenarios of a family that actively allows one of their own to experience the consequences of his choices, to the unconditional love of a father who regularly visits his son in jail, Dennis Mansfield demonstrates that goodness—and love—can prevail through the worst of circumstances. For those of us who seek to better understand the “big things” in life, Beautiful Nate is required reading.

—Austin Hill, national talk show host and coauthor of
The Virtues of Capitalism

Beautiful Nate captures the deep friendship and love of a father and son, as well as the subsequent difficulty involved in having that adult son be addicted to drugs. It also captures the hope that springs from being intentional as a family. The vulnerability and honesty of things that did not work is refreshing in Dennis Mansfield’s work. There are no formulas in child raising. There is only the love of Christ, which then direct everything else. Beautiful Nate speaks candidly and openly about this truth.

—Gary and Norma Smalley, authors, Founders,
Smalley Relationship Center



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: title]



As an infant, Nate was dedicated to the Lord, a practice often employed by followers of Jesus. During that dedication, I gave up my firstborn son to the God who gave up his firstborn son for me.

This book is a type of second dedication:

to Nate, who awaits me in Heaven

to Meg, whom I love here on Earth

to Colin, who learned true life in Christ from his siblings

to my bride, Susan, the love of my life


I am so very sad to hear of Nate’s death, which is such a great tragedy and tremendous loss.

I am deeply saddened too.

I really liked Nate and saw so much potential and such a tender heart in him. But he was torn . . . in the valley of decision.

You are suffering more than words can possibly explain and I understand. It will take a while.

Nate’s death will bring many to new life, although today that’s probably not a great consolation . . . much better to have seen Nate come into a new life himself.

But in the years to come, it will be very meaningful for your family to see Nate’s story change the stories of the lives of other young men and women.

Everyone has their own journey in these times but all can unify in the great loss of Nate the son, and Nate the brother.

—Melody Green, widow of recording artist Keith Green, cofounder of Last Days Ministries


Titus 2:11–14

The Message

God’s readiness to give and forgive is now public. Salvation’s available for everyone! We’re being shown how to turn our backs on a godless, indulgent life, and how to take on a God-filled, God-honoring life. This new life is starting right now, and is whetting our appetites for the glorious day when our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, appears. He offered himself as a sacrifice to free us from a dark, rebellious life into this good, pure life, making us a people he can be proud of, energetic in goodness.



Prologue


Nineteen eighty was a year of change. It brought about profound new worldviews and new directions that naturally flowed from them.

It was a time of strange cultural bedfellows. Ronald Reagan invited Americans to dream again and to do so without a dependence on government to help fulfill those dreams. As a presidential candidate, Reagan spoke openly about our need to protect the family unit, to pray together, and to help our neighbors.

John Lennon had settled down as a full-time dad to raise his son while his wife worked. Eventually, he began recording again. He released Double Fantasy, his first album in five years. On that album was the song “Beautiful Boy,” dedicated to his youngest son, Sean.

Lennon sang of a world that included taking time for family and children, even taking time, as he wrote, to “say a little prayer” with your son or daughter.

The song mirrored Reagan’s value of life and place of honor he said children should take in our lives. In part, Lennon’s work on that final album reflected the dynamic tension in his life of living today while at the same time working for a future for his wife and son. He apparently even toyed with supporting Ronald Reagan for president in 1980, a recent documentary film contends (see http://jam.canoe.ca/Music/2011/06/28/18348856-wenn-story.html and http://beatlesstories.com/).

The lyrics and melody of John Lennon’s song “Beautiful Boy” are his legacy to a childhood protected (see http://www.songmeanings.net/songs/view/8687/).

The chapters of this book take their cue from Lennon’s work and often reflect Reagan’s vision for family; they tell a story about a beautiful, beautiful boy named Nate. It is the journey of our first child and our subsequent trials about which I write.

Nate was born in 1981 and died in 2009.

But more than that, this book is about your life and letting you know that you’re not alone in the current hard times for which you could never really have planned.

As John Lennon wrote in his song to his own son:

Life is what happens to you,

While you’re busy making other plans.



Part One




Building the “Perfect” Family




Chapter One


Beautiful Nate

It was a pre-spring day like so many we’d experienced in lovely Boise, Idaho. The snow was melting, and green tulip bulbs were quietly sending leaf shoots on their way through the thawing earth. Like in so many other cold-weather states, sand or salt is often used as a slide inhibitor for the spots of sheer ice that you can see and the black ice that you cannot. As I walked from our home to my car in the driveway, I heard the soft crunch, crunch, crunch of sand underfoot. Once at work, walking from the parked car to the office, the same sound greeted my ears. It was just the normal sound of a normal close-of-winter day in our life. The calendar marked the day as March 11, 2009.

I’m a self-employed businessman; I almost always have been. In 2006, my business partner and I developed a new firm that housed ex-addicts and ex-inmates after they had completed their time in jail or prison. In the parlance of the industry, these houses are called “staffed, safe, and sober homes”; each normally has from five to twelve men or women. It’s an unusual business and one that neither of us ever anticipated owning. Nonetheless, as businessmen, we saw a need to help ex-addicts, and we met that need with the tools and resources available to us. Both of us had sons who had brushes with the law due to drug abuse. Though our sons could not benefit personally from the houses that we developed (due to conflict of interest), as partners and fathers we saw how we could help other parents as they struggled with their sons and daughters in jail and in prison. Others joined us in putting time, treasure, and talent into this endeavor.

My wife, Susan, and I have three children: firstborn Nate; our second born, our daughter, Meg; and our caboose boy, Colin. We had an intentional, planned, and purposeful family. The kids grew up in a family environment of faith, fun, adventure, and travel. We often combined these elements and traveled across the globe, helping on foreign missions, assisting others who simply did not have the advantages we had as a family. Throughout these global jaunts, we would all be amazed at the commonality of people—regardless of the nation of region in which they lived. Children were born to parents, lived with them until maturity, and then went off to start their own lives. In the end, no matter what country, children became adults, parents passed away, and children buried their parents. This was the expected way to experience life.

On that date in March 2009, I left the office and went home to have lunch with my third child, Colin, then a homeschooled high school junior. Colin was attending a co-op school for home-educated kids, a school that brought students together twice a week in class and then allowed them to learn on their own for the other three days a week. On this day, my son was home working on math problems. Susan and our adult married daughter, Meg, were back at my office having their regular weekly Bible-study lunch with other women, including female ex-inmates. They came together once a week to mentor ex-addict women from a biblical perspective. Scripture was used as well as books from well-known female authors. The ex-inmates were treated with respect, honor, and dignity. Since the study was always held at lunchtime, food was provided, with special salads and hot dishes prepared by the nonaddict women attendees. Laughter and joy were always present, as were frequent tears.

As I walked through the door of my house, my cell phone rang. It was Meg. “Dad, come back to the office immediately. We just got a call from Missouri. There’s a problem with Nate.” The silence behind the phone call was deafening. If there were sounds of women laughing or talking, I did not hear them. The call from my daughter was forcefully factual, straightforward, and crystal clear: “Come now.”

There was a different tone in her voice than there had ever been during the previous ten years of dealing with her older brother’s drug addiction. I hung up and turned to Colin. “Nate’s in trouble again. Would you like to go with me to our office and find out what’s going on?” My youngest son paused, thought about it, and nodded. We headed out our front door and heard the crunch of snow-mixed sand under our feet as we walked on the icy driveway to our family car.

We drove the two miles from our home to what was then our family’s company office in complete and unusual silence, as if the Lord were preparing us for some very difficult times. As we got out of the car, we both looked slowly around the very normal outside comings and goings, similar to any office complex on any ordinary day, and then walked toward the entrance. Each step’s crunch of sandy salt on the sidewalk seemed to carry with it a preamble of the gritty brokenness that awaited us.

As I opened the door, I heard the Lord quietly say to my spirit, “Your life will never be the same once you open that door, but it will be all right.”

I walked in, turned the corner to my left, and saw my bride, Susan, sitting in a high-backed conference table chair next to our daughter and surrounded by their friends from the Bible-study lunch.

She was sobbing with tears I had never seen before. Susan looked up at me and said almost in a whisper, “Nate’s gone. He’s dead.”

Emotions buckled my knees, and even as a man of faith, I fell sobbing and moaning against the back of a chair at that conference table. At twenty-seven years of age, our beautiful boy, Nate, was dead—apparently because of drugs.

I was a leader in the national profamily movement. I loved my son. What happened to our intentional, planned, and purposeful parenting?

My mind stopped. My heart nearly did as well.

How had our family come to this? I was a leader in the national profamily movement. I loved my son. What happened to our intentional, planned, and purposeful parenting?

All the family legislation and marriage conferences we worked on suddenly seemed to amount to nothing; all the homeschooling, all the summer vacation Bible schools, all our parental warnings of “the outside world,” and all the energy in constructing a godly Christian barrier to that world seemingly amounted to nothing.

Why had all our efforts not worked?



Chapter Two


Finding Love, Then Finding the Lord

Susan and I fell in love during college. We each independently transferred to California Polytechnic University from our previous colleges not realizing that merely changing universities would completely change our lives. Susan’s goal was to become an elementary school teacher, and I wanted to work in politics.

A chance meeting brought us together in a cute Southern California ice cream parlor where Susan waitressed during college. Susan later told me that as she approached the table where I sat, she heard herself ask the question: I wonder if I’m going to marry that man? But she quickly dismissed it as a silly thought. I had never met her before; we’d never talked with each other. Though I was seated at a table with a longtime girlfriend, as well as a close friend, Susan’s sweet smile and caring demeanor immediately impressed me. There was something spiritual about her that appealed to me instantly as she approached the table, “Hello, my name is Susan, how may I serve you?”

That first visit to the restaurant was followed by others (only without my former companions). A first date was followed by other dates—all centered on the deeper things of life. Susan and I talked about God from the start of our friendship. Though neither of us were professed Christians, we were in no way antagonistic to the claims of Christ. That openness helped us as we searched for God.

Susan and I met in January 1977 during semester break and quickly fell in love. I proposed marriage on the Fourth of July, and we were married in November—all in that same year.

Shortly after we married we realized that there had to be more to a great marriage than just the two of us. Maybe we needed to add God to our life together. Both of us had been raised with an understanding of God, yet our knowledge seldom made its way into our daily lives. I was raised a Roman Catholic, and Susan was a nominal Episcopalian. We understood that a sense of religion was useful, yet we struggled with how something like faith could be of practical daily value. Even though no one showed us how to search for God, we decided to strike out and try to find Him on our own.

Even though no one showed us how to search for God, we decided to strike out and try to find Him on our own.

Not that God was missing from our lives entirely, mind you. It just seemed that whatever methods we were using to bring God into our early relationship somehow needed to be expanded.

After getting married in November, we celebrated our first Christmas together. We wanted Jesus in our lives, but we were a bit unsure how a little ceramic baby in a bundle of red and green cloths, surrounded by oxen, sheep, and oddball human characters could be of any real spiritual value to us. Yet we were open to it.


Growing Up in the Sixties


Not unlike many young people in the 1960s and early ’70s, Susan and I were eyewitnesses to the many cultural trends that had so impacted America. Kids who became teens in the 1960s saw division and assassinations, political hope and military loss. My adolescence was bookmarked first by John Kennedy’s inaugural address of hope and vision, then later by Robert Kennedy’s assassination and the buildup of our military presence in Southeast Asia, with president-elect Richard Nixon’s unofficial campaign slogan being the ultimate cultural irony: “Bring us together.”

In a way, though, I had an extra-special seat as an eyewitness to many of these events due to my family. As the son of a noncommissioned officer in the U.S. Air Force, my first childhood memory was of sitting on my father’s shoulders watching President Dwight Eisenhower in his presidential limousine as he drove to the Capitol for his second inauguration, in January 1957. A few years later, while stationed in San Antonio, Texas, my father took my siblings and me to hear what would be President John F. Kennedy’s last formal speech—the day before he was assassinated. Continuing to grow up in Texas, I regularly saw President Johnson’s family, his cabinet members, and many heads of state who visited him there; all this between the ages of five and ten. When I was seventeen, President Nixon appointed me to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. After he left office, five years later, we corresponded regularly until his death. My front-row seat as an eyewitness to the history of the 1960s and ’70s allowed me, from my youth, to have a different perspective on important people and historical events.

The 1970s also gave full bloom to a different sort of historical icon; during the Jesus Movement, thousands of teenage Southern Californians began searching for, and finding, deep and personal relationships with Jesus Christ.

Though eyewitnesses to the movement, Susan and I were not participants, at least not as it started. We were, however, interested observers. National news organizations like Time and Newsweek carried cover stories of young adults being born again. With the limited breadth of my religious awareness, I simply did not understand why a person would want to be born differently than he or she was originally born. It did not make sense to me and seemed like some sort of easy escapism. My father had taught me that when times were tough, you did not escape, you simply got tougher.

Searching for Jesus

In our ignorance, Susan and I wandered through the great labyrinth of living by feelings. Both of us needed help in solving the puzzle of which specific religion was best for us. Susan knew a small number of born-again Christians, yet neither of us had the sense that we would ever embrace such a belief system.

Having left both our Catholic and Protestant roots, however shallow they were, Susan and I were hungry for something, anything that would feed our spirits. Many things offered to fill our void; however, not all of them are good, we discovered.

Some felt good—like Religious Science. We were married by a new-age Religious Science reverend, and our vows (as best we can now recall them) involved something about “staying together while everything is good” and “depending on father god/mother god” to help us maintain marital harmony as the years came at us. The whimsically religious words seemed spiritual enough for me. I loved the service because I loved my bride.

Now, with a spiritual addition to our mix, I felt that I was on the edge of truly getting it—of knowing it all. Life seemed beautiful, religion seemed workable, and since Susan and I believed that we were all born good, I thought it simply couldn’t get much better than this.

When a denomination offers its celebrants positive messages, absent the shadow of sin and Hell, there is a natural happiness that accompanies the services, rather than a supernatural joy. Many denominations that shy away from the traditional orthodoxy of the Christian faith feel that maintaining happiness and comfort for their supporters is the best route to take. Susan and I felt loved and welcomed in this environment. We simply did not know that we needed to be saved from sin and Hell.

But completing college as a young married couple took its toll. Work did, too. Stress began to build. Competing self-interests raised their ugly heads. There were more than a few angry shouting matches and slammed doors. Our apartment neighbors put up with so much from this terribly selfish set of newlyweds. What have I done? I asked myself. Did I marry the wrong person? I’m not sure Susan ever thought about divorce, but I believe any court would have given her mercy had she considered homicide. I was a self-centered jerk.

Competing self-interests raised their ugly heads. There were more than a few angry shouting matches and slammed doors.

In desperation, we determined to begin attending the church service of the new-age pastor who married us. We needed another dose or two of happiness and good feelings that we knew his church service would provide. Most of the church services concluded with the same song’s opening lyric: “Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me.” It always seemed to lighten the load of anger. Until the next conflict exploded.

Then in our first married spring, we decided to take in that same reverend’s Easter service message. He began with these words: “Now, I don’t want to sound like a Jesus freak today, but it’s Easter and bear with me because I’d like to chat with you about him.” Susan and I looked at each other surprised, as if to ask, Isn’t Easter the one time of the year that we should hear about Jesus? Why would that be considered a “freak” thing to do? Since he didn’t talk of the devil or of Hell, his message was funny and clever and even had a splash of hope. And despite his clearly disdainful review of blood and the Cross, his delivery was impeccable. He resembled Jimmy Carter in appearance and had that same sense of cardigan warmth about himself. But the death of Jesus was clearly an awkward thing for him.

After the service, Susan and I visited the church’s bookstore and could not find any books about Jesus or the early church or the tenets of Christianity. We were disturbed. It left us with questions: What did these people believe? How could they not believe in Jesus? It honestly gave us the creeps, and we felt conflicted. On the one hand, we loved the pastor who married us and we loved attending the positive church services. We loved singing songs and hymns and we loved the messages of hope and future vision. Yet there was a sliver in our minds, and we were in pain and troubled at receiving what was clearly only half of Jesus’ message. His death on the Cross meant something, yet it seemed so trivial to believe that the Son of God died on the Cross simply to make us happy.

Having determined that we’d eventually include children, by birth or adoption, in our marriage, the necessity of finding a “good” church seemed a necessity. The idea that kids need to go to church somehow attached itself to us. First, it seemed, we ought to become well versed in that elusive thing called religion so that we could eventually lead any little ones on that same path. If religion didn’t help us, even positive religion, we wondered what spiritual things would. We had no idea what to do.

And such a search would have to take place as we also sought our professional directions. At twenty-three years old, neither Susan nor I felt there was a rush to solve this spiritual problem, since we did not yet have any children on the way. It would be solved, we both felt, but we’d do it in our time, as we moved ahead with our careers.

Like so many other young couples with newly earned college degrees in the late ’70s and early ’80s, the doors for professional jobs in our chosen fields opened quickly for us. Employers needed solid employees. With President Reagan’s election came economic good times. Susan was hired as a public school elementary teacher, and I was hired to help candidates in the Los Angeles GOP primary and general elections. During this time, I came in contact with the well-known political figures of that era: Reagan, Ford, Dole, Kemp, George H. W. Bush, and many others, including the founders of California’s Proposition 13, Howard Jarvis and Paul Gann. My career in politics seemed to take off.

If religion didn’t help us, even positive religion, we wondered what spiritual things would. We had no idea what to do.

We managed to keep ourselves busy so that the bickering would remain limited—but it was there. By our first wedding anniversary, an unintended Band-Aid for our afflictions came in the form of a puppy. This new acquisition necessitated a move at the pointed suggestion of an unhappy apartment manager. So we moved.

God’s providence throughout these many quick events was amazing. The four words “hopeful,” “hurt,” “help,” and “intentional” were with us all the time. We were a hopeful young couple who loved each other and also wanted to love God—yet we hurt each other and had no real help. We were intentional in our search for the Lord and equally intentional in our love for each other. We were young people, driven to actively pursue an elusive God. We would not give up.

Young Faith

The Lord of the Universe did not give up on us, either; he did not let us down. He found us a house-behind-a-house to rent (for our puppy and for our souls). Our home’s lawn was huge for the dog. The landlords’ hearts were huge for us—they loved us and they loved our dog. Their house was directly in front of our little bungalow. They were solid Christians.

Each Friday the landlords opened their home for a Bible study—something we had never attended. Eventually, we decided to join them. What we found was quite amazing. In the past, I would often mock people who were smokers or had the ugly tattoos of the 1950s. It was also not beyond me even to mock those who participated in self-help groups like Alcoholics Anonymous. “I’m Tony and I’m a down-and-out-alcoholic, blah, blah,” I would laughingly say to others.

The Bible study turned out to be an AA Bible study where everyone smoked cigarettes. And under the blue haze of tobacco smoke hung the tattooed arms of searching men and women who held tightly to their Bibles. Initially, I did not want to be around these smelly, tattooed crybabies—they were not professional and they were not my type. But somehow my mockery no longer worked.

The Bible studies concentrated on the essentials of traditional Christian faith. I learned that man was created in God’s image, that there really were two people named Adam and Eve, that their actions changed all of creation, and that mankind fell. I learned that Christ redeemed us and that Satan is real and that he’ll spend eternity in Hell. I also learned that those who refuse to accept Jesus as their Savior and Lord would join him there. More important, these raw and unvarnished Friday-night Bible studies spoke of hope: I learned that Christ actually died for me and that this positive message was the clarion call for all mankind, for all who were willing to humble themselves before Him.

Initially, I did not want to be around these smelly, tattooed crybabies—they were not professional and they were not my type.

In the past, I did not want to hear of Hell and sin, but this small Bible-study group of ex-addicts and ex-inmates spoke truth with an eloquence far greater than anything I had ever heard from the reverend who married us.

In a wonderful twist of irony, God used the things I did not like to produce the things that saved my life and the life of my bride.

God brought all these people into our lives to lead us and show us a personal relationship with Christ. On January 20, 1980, Susan and I were baptized in the Christian faith. It seemed clear from the start that, as believers in Jesus, we needed only to pursue Him with our whole heart, soul, spirit, and mind and He would be there to solve our every need—almost like following a formula.
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