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DEDICATED TO THE memory of my mom, Ila Elnora Gardner, who lived her faith quietly but steadily until she went to see Jesus face to face; and to my dad, Thurman Gardner, who just met Jesus last Christmas, a month before he died. . . . And to my husband Mark, who introduced my father to the heavenly father.
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Introduction

“IT’S NOT SUPPOSED to be this way,” my eighty-six-year-old dad moaned to my husband, Mark. For months Dad had been in either a skilled nursing facility or the hospital with heart attacks, pneumonia, and infections. But few procedures seemed to help. Dad’s body was wearing out.

“Well, Pops,” Mark replied, using his affectionate nickname for dad. “Your body is getting tired. This happens when people start to enter their last days.”

“I’ve been thinking about Jesus,” Dad croaked. Dad had always respected God, but kept him at a distance. Mark had encouraged him months earlier to think about entering a relationship with Jesus. At that stage of his life, Dad couldn’t talk very easily. But that December day in 2005, Dad told Mark he wanted to know Jesus.

“Do you want me to pray for you, Pops? Do you want me to help you ask Jesus into your heart?”

Dad nodded. Mark prayed, telling God that Dad wanted to know Jesus as his savior and friend.

“I do!” Dad suddenly burst out, sounding just like a groom at the altar.

“It is kind of like getting married, Pops, isn’t it?” Mark said. “You’re entering a relationship that will last forever.”

We noticed a subtle change in Dad’s life after that day, and he celebrated his first Christmas knowing the one who Christmas is all about.

The day after Christmas, Dad was in the ER again. His pain was relentless as we listened to a child scream, a woman yelling at a policeman and doctors, blips of machines and code calls.

“When I’m in pain, sometimes God helps take my mind off of it when I sing,” my sister-in-law, Vangie, told Dad. She took his hand and started in on the old hymn, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.”

Suddenly, that gruff croaking voice joined hers—we had had no idea he knew that song. As Dad sang about his friend, Jesus, his restlessness abated and his soul found peace and reassurance. Three weeks later, Dad met his friend face to face. Dad discovered during that Christmas season what some people know for much of their lives—the power and comfort of a friendship with Jesus.
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According to a June 2006 survey by the Barna Group, 51 percent of Americans say their Christian faith has not just affected them, but has actually transformed their lives. That’s what this book is about: Firsthand accounts by Americans, and others, whose lives changed when they decided to see what the Christian religion and Jesus Christ are all about. These everyday people come from all walks and demographic categories of life, were at various ages when they sought God, and came to God in different ways.

But they all, like my dad, found the peace their souls longed for. And they discovered that Jesus Christ was not just a person who lived in history, but someone they could have a relationship with today. May you be challenged and inspired as you read their stories.
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Like Son, Like Father

“DAD, I’M GONNA be okay. I’ve found God! I’ve become a born-again Christian.” Steve’s excitement exploded through the phone line. My wife Barbara and I had worried about Steve, the one of our six children who had floundered around trying to “find himself.” Now the alarm bells sounded loud and clear. Had Steve become involved with a cult?

Barb and I had taught our children by example that attending church was the right thing to do. However, despite my church attendance and volunteer work there, God always seemed distant to me. After the kids were grown, I slowly drifted out of the church routine. I rationalized that since I wasn’t getting anything out of going, there wasn’t any real reason to go. Although Barbara didn’t feel that close to God herself, she had continued to attend services alone.

Barb and I discussed Steve’s pronouncement. I quickly made a decision: “We’d better go visit him and see what’s going on.” 

A few days later we arrived in Las Vegas, where Steve lived. He immediately took us to his new church. I entered the building with my internal defenses raised, only to have them crumble as I watched in amazement. In all my years spent attending church, I’d never seen such sincerity in people as they prayed and worshiped God. I wanted whatever these people had. Steve explained to Barb and me that to be assured of eternal life with God, we needed to repent of our sins and receive Christ into our hearts.

Then the most amazing thing happened. I suddenly realized that this was what I’d been missing. I’d always understood I was a sinner, but I’d never grasped that what Christ did for me on the cross I could never do for myself—atone for my sins. I’d spent years trying to do that by going to church and volunteering there. Yet I’d never succeeded in earning my own salvation.

God was working on Barb’s heart at the same time, and together we prayed to receive Jesus into our hearts. When we flew home a few days later, our spirits were so high we hardly needed a plane, and we couldn’t wait to tell our family the good news so they too could know Jesus.

Soon after we returned to our home in Illinois, my dad began showing signs of Alzheimer’s disease. Caring for him became more and more difficult for Mom. I urged her to receive Christ and give Dad over to the Lord. God opened her heart, and before long she prayed to receive Jesus. Then my family got another shock. Mom was diagnosed with advanced cirrhosis of the liver. She died just six weeks later. Knowing she had gone to be with Jesus helped me accept her death a little more easily.

Alzheimer’s disease is no respecter of family circumstance. As we grieved the loss of my mom, the illness continued to rob my dad, who was now in a nursing home, of his mind and sense of purpose. We weren’t even sure he realized Mom was gone. Although I’d shared Christ with Dad before Alzheimer’s invaded his life, he’d resisted the message, and this gnawed at me.

Several months later, I had lunch with a Christian friend. Over dessert, I expressed my deepest desire. “I wish I could have one more opportunity to talk with my dad about God,” I said.

My friend looked me in the eye. “Maybe you can. Why not take him to the nursing-home chapel, place your hands on his head, and ask God to give him clarity of mind?”

At first the suggestion sounded like an impossible dream, but Jesus’ words from Matthew, “With God all things are possible,” showed me that as far as God is concerned, nothing is out of reach. I needed to step out in faith and go for it.

By the time I arrived at the nursing home a few days later, excitement over what might happen filled every part of my being. When I saw him, Dad offered me his usual childlike smile. Did the greeting mean he knew who I was? Probably not. For months, he had shown not even a glimmer of recognition at seeing my siblings or me. Today I prayed for a miracle.

I carefully led him out of the small room. “This way, Dad. Let’s take a walk.”

As we strolled down the well-lit hall toward the nursing-home chapel, I slowed my pace to match the old man’s shuffle. The only sound in the corridor was my voice as I rambled about the latest family news, how the weather had turned cool—whatever came to mind. A familiar sadness overshadowed my heart as I chattered. How had it come to this: my dad, living his final years in this institution. No matter how nice the staff was or how well decorated and clean they kept the rooms, it was still not a home. Perhaps it was just as well that Dad seemed unaware of his surroundings.

As we entered the chapel, I breathed a sigh of relief. The room was empty. We passed several rows of straight-back chairs, all facing a simple altar-like table, and I helped Dad sit in the front row. I took the chair next to his and turned to look at him, startled at how frail he’d become. He slumped against the chair back and let his head droop until his chin rested against his chest. Where was his mind?

I took a deep breath and whispered a prayer, asking God for help. Then I gently placed my hands on top of Dad’s thinning hair. “Lord, please give me the opportunity to tell Dad about You. Give him the clarity of mind necessary to understand my words.”

Suddenly Dad lifted his head and looked directly at me with watery gray eyes. “Hi, Frank. How are ya?” His voice was clear and resonant.

I almost jumped out of my skin and immediately breathed a prayer of praise and thanks.

Dad looked around the room. “Mom’s not here is she? She died, didn’t she?”

Tears filled my eyes, and I tried to blink them away. “Yeah, but she’s in heaven, and if you want to go there too, I can tell you how.”

I told him about my new faith in God and how Mom accepted Christ before she died. I then explained as gently as possible that if he repented for his sins and gave his heart to Jesus, just as Mom and I had, he could go to heaven too.

“I want to do that,” Dad said, nodding his head.

I gripped his hand. Hoping my voice didn’t shake too much, I began the same prayer Steve had led Barb and me through a few months earlier. Dad repeated the words, confessing his sin and making a commitment to Jesus.

We both said “Amen” together, and a grin stretched across my father’s face. “Now I know I’ll go to heaven and be with my wife and God.”

Then I watched in astonishment as Dad’s chin sagged until it again rested against his chest. I looked into his eyes—they were vacant again.

I helped Dad to his feet and led him back to his room. I would have liked to have enjoyed a few more moments with the “old” dad, but then it hit me: The old dad was no more. Now, thanks to answered prayer, he was a new man in Christ. I felt as though I were walking five feet off the ground. Barb and I thought we’d hit the true jackpot on our trip to Vegas, when our son led us to Christ, but what had just happened really took the prize!

Dad never again recognized anyone or held a rational conversation. The following Thanksgiving Day, he died. I could only rejoice and thank God. What had happened that day in that nursing home was a miracle only God could have performed. Dad was in heaven with his wife and his God, and I had learned a valuable lesson: Never doubt God or hesitate to step out in faith. Nothing is impossible with God. Absolutely nothing.
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Dirty Laundry 

THE LAUNDRY BASKET bumped against my hip with each step leading down to the first floor of my apartment building, where a washer and dryer sat side by side under a bare light bulb. I dug into my jeans pocket for three quarters. Laundry. That was my routine every Friday night while my friends were having fun at the movies. A series of regrettable choices had left me married to an alcoholic, with the heavy responsibility of raising our two-year-old daughter. And I was only twenty-one.

I stared blankly into the washer’s tub as it filled. Thoughts about my life and how I’d ended up this way crowded against each other as I sprinkled detergent into the water. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I was supposed to be happy.

I dumped the jumble of socks and T-shirts into the murky water, hesitating when I came to my favorite blue shirt. I fingered its softness and remembered when another favorite shirt had disappeared from this very machine a few weeks earlier. I guessed some of my neighbors thought nothing of sneaking downstairs to take whatever clothing they chose from a full washer or dryer and claiming it as their own. I sighed and tossed the dirty shirt into the washer.

Back in the quiet apartment, I checked on my sleeping daughter and settled on the sofa’s thin cushion with nothing to do but wait for the rinse cycle. Weekends were always the hardest. I had nothing to do and no money to do it with. Too much time to think. At least during the week, I had a job to escape to. And Susan was there.

Even though I’d only known Susan three months, already I thought of the petite redhead as one of my best friends. She was fun and smart, and she genuinely cared about me. We had only gone to lunch a couple of times before she’d tenderly brought up my need for God.

I had brushed the crumbs off my lap and chuckled. “Oh, Susan! I’m already a Christian! My mom says I asked Jesus into my heart when I was three years old. I’ve been saved almost all my life!”

But I admired Susan for having the courage to do something I never do—witness.

I liked knowing Susan was a Christian like me. We spent nearly every lunch hour together and talked for hours. Susan’s favorite topic of conversation was always Jesus. Usually, I could take only so much of that, but listening to Susan was different. Her hazel eyes sparkled when she told me of yet another amazing thing she discovered about Him. She said He even made her laugh!

Susan’s Jesus intrigued me. He was so much more to her than what He’d always been to me—a bearded face in a picture frame. One night Susan came to my place and we talked for hours, as I’d told her about every wrong thing I’d ever done. I thought my mistakes and sins were too much for even Jesus to overlook. I figured that’s why He couldn’t be to me what He was to Susan. But she assured me I was mistaken, telling me about her own errors.

Even after that night ended, I kept thinking about her words, the tears she cried on my behalf, and her parting prayer for me. I thought about how real Jesus was to Susan, how she acted as if she really knew Him, and how she spoke of Him as if He was her best friend. Susan was in love, and I was jealous.

I jumped off the sofa, suddenly unable to sit still as frustration, doubt, guilt, longing, fear, and anger fought inside me as I headed to the kitchen for a glass of water. Why was this so hard for me? I’d been taught about God all my life. My mom knew more Bible verses by memory than anybody. I had spent every Sunday morning, Sunday night, and Wednesday night in church for my entire childhood. At age ten, I knew the books of the Bible by heart. If anyone knew what it took to be a Christian, it was me. So why did I feel like I didn’t know Jesus at all? Why was I scared of Him? Why did thinking about Him make me feel guilty?

I set my empty glass on the counter and looked at my watch, realizing the clothes should be ready for the dryer. I checked my pocket for quarters and headed to the first floor, trying to get a handle on my emotions. Surprisingly, anger had shouldered its way to the front of my emotional line, and I began tugging wet clothes from the machine with an unnecessary amount of force. Why can’t I understand? Why can’t I accept God’s love for me? Is there something wrong with me? Why is it so easy for Susan to love God and accept His love for her in return, while all I want to do is hide? How can she run to Him with open arms, when my first response to His nearness is to duck?

My anger escalated, and I wanted to throw something. I vaguely heard the people moving around in the rooms above my head, but no one entered the hallway. I stopped, alone on the first floor with my daughter’s damp, pink sundress in my hands.

Unsure of what I was about to do, my eyes went to the ceiling and settled on a water stain that looked like California. I didn’t even realize my feet were planted hip-distance apart and my shoulders were back, as if I were getting ready to take on the laundry phantom who had swiped my favorite T-shirt. And before I knew it, I said what I’ve wanted to say for years.

“God? I’ve made a mess of my life. If you can do better, it’s yours. Take my life and make something good out of it.” I flung the pink dress into the dryer and slammed the door. My eyes fastened on California. “And I’ll know you’re real if my life starts to change.”

My legs felt weak as I climbed the stairs. “What in the world have I done?” I murmured. Had I just committed the unpardonable sin? Had I just challenged God? Had I dared the Creator of the Universe to love me? Then why didn’t I feel guilty or ashamed of myself?

I should feel something, shouldn’t I? I wondered.

I sat gingerly on the sofa, realizing I did indeed feel something. For the first time that I could remember, I felt heard. 

As I dressed for work Monday morning, I thought of what I’d say to Susan. Nothing out of the ordinary had happened during the rest of the weekend. I was determined that above all, I wouldn’t let myself be fooled into believing something that wasn’t really there. I planned to double-check every feeling or thought I had. This was going to be for real, or it wasn’t going to be at all.

Susan and I met for lunch as usual, and I let her take a few bites of her sandwich before I told her about my one-sided conversation with God. Her eyes lit up and her smile glowed. As I told her about the experience, and of the sense that God had really heard me, I couldn’t help but feel a little excited myself.

My day-to-day life changed little over the next month. I was still married to a man who got his paycheck at five o’clock every Friday and had drunk half of it by midnight. I was still, for all practical purposes, a single parent to my little girl. But now I was more interested than ever in the things Susan talked about. She showed me something in the Bible, and I wanted to read it too. When I prayed, I discover myself simply talking to Jesus, not following a script. Slowly, I became more comfortable telling Him things—my needs, my wants, my fears, and my dreams for the future.

The warm months of summer were nearly over and a definite crispness filled the air, especially in the mornings as I drove to work. I braked for a red light and thought about my goals for the weekend. It was time to get out last year’s winter clothes and see what would still fit my growing two-year-old. I would have to replace whatever didn’t. But I had to pay the rent first. How could I ever manage it all on my tight budget?

All Saturday afternoon I coaxed my uncooperative daughter in and out of those old clothes. Most things were snug, but the pajamas were way too small. When the fashion show ended, I determined the clothing I’d need to buy and estimated the cost. My heart sunk when I realized I simply didn’t have enough money for everything. Several evenings of frugal shopping confirmed my worries when I returned home with the bare necessities—and no pajamas.

Tell Jesus. The thought dropped into my mind like a coin into a slot. Why not? I lowered myself to the edge of the bed.

“Jesus,” I whispered, “my little girl needs pajamas. I know she could use her old ones for a while, but if . . .”

A solid knock at the apartment door interrupted me. When I opened the door, I recognized the woman who lived across the hall. Not knowing her name, I simply smiled. “Yes?”

And then I saw it. I barely heard her words of explanation, of how her daughter only wore it twice, of how she’d outgrown it so fast, and wasn’t my daughter about this size? My eyes were riveted to the white cotton nightgown she held out, the fabric sprinkled with pink roses. The gown, draped over a hanger, even had a matching robe.

I stammered a thank-you, too stunned to say more. I closed the door and stood in the silence of the living room, unable to take my eyes from the miracle in my hand. And in that moment, I knew.

Jesus was real. Everything the Bible said about Him was true. Not only that, but He knew who I was. He loved my little girl and me. And He had just proved it.

I hugged the gown and buried my face in its folds, letting the tears come. On the bottom floor of an apartment building, I had thrust my chin at God. And He had seen me there, with my dirty laundry, trying to make clean what would only become soiled again. He had been there all along, waiting for me. And one reluctant yes was all it had taken for Him to pour His living water over my heart, cleansing my soul forever.
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Fighting the Good Fight 

I TASTED THE blood on my cut lip and smelled the sweat of my own fear. The roar of the crowd faded beneath the sound of my own racing heartbeat and the grunt of my opponent as I landed the next brutal blow. I knew about the Christian ideal of turning the other cheek, but that was not for me. I was a fighter.

My name is Somchai—“macho man.” As a Muay Thai kick-boxer, my duty was to deal out and counteract lethal blows, aiming at victory and ruining the career of the opponent in the ring. The satisfaction of delivering vicious, lightning-fast punishment was one way to overcome my own body’s agony after the match was fought and won. I owed it to myself, my reputation, and my hordes of faithful admirers to obtain victory. I rode high on the waves of their supportive cheers and the excitement I generated as I contended in furious battles of brawn and wits. And I paid my fans back handsomely with the huge amounts of money they made when I won. Yes, I was invulnerable.

After the match, I felt their love and concern over my bruises as I jumped from the ring and they touched me for luck. Often hurting badly, I’d stagger only later, when no one could see. It didn’t matter if the pain made me sick to my stomach, for soon these good fellows would take me out to the best of Bangkok’s nightclubs. They would ply me with liquor to dull the soreness of my ribs and the stiffness of my battered thighs. After all, I was the triumphant warrior straight from a glorious battle, or so they continually assured me.

I don’t know why it never occurred to me that while they were getting richer and fatter, I was suffering more and more. But popularity is a strong drug; a little is not enough. I was proof to them of what it meant to be a real man. I was making good money, too, and one day I’d buy a big home and a flashy car. I would be on equal footing with a man who deals in gold jewelry. I would also have my pick of all those beautiful girls we Thais are so proud of.

After recuperating from my battle scars, the rigorous training sessions would begin again. But after each match, I noticed it was becoming more difficult to gain peak physical condition. Somehow I never realized that the drinking, smoking, and carousing were softening me up for something more painful.

One night after a long session with my warm-hearted friends, I doubled over in an agony that would not quit. I cannot remember much of it, but my parents took me to the nearby Bangkok Christian Hospital. I saw their anxious faces as I moved in and out of consciousness. I had stomach ulcer perforations, they told me. They said something like, “The doctors operated on you, but don’t worry; you are young. You can start over again.” Even through my pain, I thought I would fight again. I believed in myself. Pain was not something new to me. My career was my life!

But the fighting spirit began to leave me as dreary day followed day, and I was confined to my hospital bed, wondering why my friends weren’t surrounding me. Each day I invented new excuses for their absence, until finally the bitter truth sank in like the venom of a cobra strike: They didn’t care. Even now they’d be fawning over other young hopefuls. While I lay there, helpless and friendless, they were surely enjoying themselves and getting even richer. A heavy blanket of depression settled over me. I sank so low I didn’t care if I died. My life was over anyway. The fight was gone.

Right there, at the point of my deepest need, God stepped into the ring of my life. A small group of young Christians from a nearby church visited the hospital to say hello to patients and sing a few cheerful Christian songs. Some of them even told about their relationships with God. They were around my own age, and their faces radiated their belief in their Jesus. I had never seen or heard anything like it before. I listened closely to everything they said.

They didn’t need to convince me I was a sinner—I knew I needed a Savior, and I responded immediately when they asked if anyone wanted to have a relationship with Jesus. And after I asked Jesus into my life, the great weights of disappointment, frustration, and bitterness left me. I felt as fine as I always had in the ring before a match.

When I left the hospital, my old “friends” weren’t interested in the change of direction in my life. They considered Christianity a Western religion, and I think they sensed that I’d lost my desire to reach the heights of the boxing sphere at any cost. Instead, God had replaced that fighting energy with a hunger for spiritual things. Needing some new guidelines to follow in this new life ring, I began to go to the same church as the young people who had visited the hospital. I still didn’t understand so much, so I decided to attend Bible college and learn more about this whole new Christian experience.

The next step after that seemed a natural one. Because I was proficient in English, some missionaries asked me to teach them the Thai language and customs. Some time later, a member of the Pocket Testament League challenged me to join their organization in distributing tens of thousands of copies of the Gospel of John translated into Thai.

I met my dear wife, Saenthong, in Phuket while I was ministering. She gave me two fine sons who are now old enough to enable her to travel with me. Saenthong was raised by missionaries and became a schoolteacher. Now she ministers in women’s and children’s meetings and regularly writes to people who want to learn more about Jesus through a correspondence course. We also interpret for evangelists from other countries when they visit our country. And we were deeply touched when large church groups from America came to help our tsunami-ravaged coastline. Some of those Christians were doctors and nurses who ministered to our many orphans.

Our king, Rama IX, is the “Defender of the Faiths”—faiths, plural—so our choice of religion is not restricted by politics. Because I belong to the Evangelical Churches of Thailand, I am certified by the government to share Christianity at any institution where people have a willingness or an interest to hear the message I present. Because of this, many doors are opened to me. I can freely enter government Buddhist schools, hospitals, prisons, and even marketplaces. Buddhists will listen to anyone, so it is even easier for them to hear the true Gospel. Although they will not stand for anyone denigrating Buddha, there is no need for me to take jabs at their beliefs. I simply uplift Jesus by explaining His sacrifice. Our land has a mix of many other races and belief systems, which are based on the existence of both good and evil spirits who must constantly be appeased. Miniature spirit houses, for placatory offerings of food or flowers, are built outside homes, schools, businesses, and shopping malls. It’s a wonderful ring in which to defend the faith and champion Jesus.

Because there is such great need, I have never lost my excitement and enthusiasm for telling my people about Jesus; for offering them the salvation that depends on faith in Him alone; and for sharing with them that unlike our national religion of Buddhism, Jesus promises joy right here on earth as well as the surety of one day having a home in heaven for eternity. I feel the same enthusiasm and adrenaline for this fighting in the spiritual realm as I did when I was fighting earthly contenders.

And so, the work that Jesus began in me—a champion who once thought he had the world at his feet—continues. Once I fought for prizes and fame; now I fight for faith, so others may receive the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus!
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Born Again? Oh No!

“WON’T YOU PLEASE come to church with me today, Mom? It’s Easter Sunday,” my daughter, Mary Beth, pleaded as she stood at my bedroom door.

I had been to a party the night before, so I just groaned. “I have a headache.” I didn’t want to go to church that day, or any day—especially not to that church.

Mary Beth was fifteen years old when she became, of all things, a born-again Christian.

“Born again?” I had silently cried. “Oh, no!” As a single mom raising my kids alone, I worried about this new turn of events in my daughter’s life. During the next few months, I waited for her to lose interest in this strange new fanaticism. But as time passed and she became more involved with her new church, I grew increasingly concerned.

Plenty of hippies live in Southern California, and it was hippies who came to our home to take my daughter to church. They arrived in a van hand-painted with flowers, its sides emblazoned with slogans such as “Jesus Lives!” “One Way,” and “Hallelujah, the Lord is coming soon!”

Mary Beth would come home from the church meetings and exclaim, “Oh, Mom, you really should visit this church. The youth leader looks like Jesus. And they have rock bands that play right in the church. It’s sooo neat!” That description did nothing to allay my worries.

Time passed, and for the first time my daughter and I were not getting along. Although she radiated a new softness and sweetness, she would say things like, “Mom, you’re going to hell if you don’t accept Jesus.” She even said that I would have to go through “the Tribulation,” whatever that was.

I knew I would have to do something. She was obviously not outgrowing this phase that was creating so much friction. I decided I would visit her church to see just what kind of a cult she had gotten into. I would explain to her what was wrong with it. And after that, I would no longer let her attend church there. So one balmy April evening, Mary Beth and I headed to “cult headquarters”—but only after I had fortified myself with a vodka tonic.

As we approached the church, I could hardly believe my eyes. Cars were parked for blocks around this little chapel. Are all these people going to church? I wondered. It isn’t even Sunday.

With its beige stucco walls, red-tiled roof, and arched doorways, the building stood like a Spanish mission in the middle of a bean field, with scores of young people flowing toward it. We couldn’t find a parking place nearby and had to walk a couple of long blocks to reach the church. Now I could see why my daughter had insisted that we arrive an hour early.

The church courtyard was filled with hundreds of kids, all dressed like hippies. Some of the kids wore “love beads” or huge wooden crosses on leather necklaces. Some had little wire-rimmed glasses perched on their noses. Several wore sandals and others were barefoot. But they all wore huge smiles.

My apprehension faded. I’ve never seen so many happy faces at church, I thought. Kids hugged and greeted each other enthusiastically. They were shouting things like, “Praise the Lord,” “God bless you,” and “Far out, sister! Glad you’re here!”

When we went inside, the rock band started to play, and all the kids began to sing. The atmosphere of love was so thick you could feel it in the air, and it settled around me like a soft, warm blanket. An ethereal glow filled the place. In that moment, I knew! This was not a cult, but the real thing—an alive and loving church.

The name of the church was Calvary Chapel, and a man named Chuck Smith was its senior pastor. It was one of the first churches to reach out to the flower children and other youth in the drug culture. This came to be known as the Jesus Movement.

I loved it! I loved all of it that night: the sweet, loving, friendly kids; the youth leader who looked like Jesus; and the rock band called Love Song. With tears in my eyes, I settled into my seat and let the love flow over me.

The message that night, delivered by the buckskin-clad, hippie preacher, was simple, direct, and dynamic. He spoke about the love of God and about the saving grace of His Son, Jesus.

After attending meetings there for a short time, I rededicated my life to the Lord, and Calvary Chapel became my church, too. Our home became peaceful, and my daughter became my best friend. I stopped searching for fulfillment in all the wrong places and in wrong relationships. I finally found the joy and peace, which I had been searching for all my life, in my walk with Jesus. “Old things are passed away . . . all things are become new” (2 Corinthians 5:17).

Thank you, Lord, that you used my daughter to lead me back to you. And thanks for showing me what being born again really means: a lifelong walk as a new person, with Jesus at the center of my life.

Born again? Oh yes!
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A Worthwhile Life 

“TOM LACY, DON’T you think it’s about time you did something worthwhile with your life?” Earl Butler, my coworker, blocked my path to the sales manager’s office and poked the middle of my chest with his index finger. This wasn’t the first time. I knew Earl was a Christian and wanted to start a conversation so he could preach at me.

Auto salesmen develop quick comebacks, so I had one ready. “I’m selling lots of cars, making big bucks, wearing nice clothes, eating good food, drinking good booze, and taking care of my family better than ever before. I am doing something worthwhile with my life,” I shot back.

But it bothered me that Earl would demand an answer to such a question. His plea seemed urgent and forceful, and it made me feel defensive. Who did Earl think he was? After all, he knew I took my wife and five children to Sunday school and church every time the doors were open. Wasn’t that worth something? Why was he being so pushy? I brushed his hand aside, and went to get my deal approved. That was the worthwhile thing to do at the moment—not answer Earl’s probing question.

My response probably didn’t satisfy Earl because he knew the other side of my lifestyle, too. I was an alcoholic. I was always either getting drunk, in the middle of being drunk, or sobering up from being drunk. I eventually reached the height— or depth—of my drinking. I wasn’t chemically addicted to the drug alcohol, but I was emotionally dependent upon it. Alcohol is a depressant, and takes a heavy toll on the body and the brain. I became openly depressed. A person’s life runs on four tires: physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. During that time of my life I was running on four flat tires.

I couldn’t blame my drinking on my past. As a child, I had gone to Sunday school and church. I filled my blue-ribbon attendance awards with gold stars for learning Bible verses and winning Bible drills. But no change took place in my heart or in my life. In fact, I dropped out of Sunday school and church when I was fourteen. I drank my first beer at seventeen—that’s when I got hooked.

But just because I was hooked didn’t mean I was a bum. Didn’t Earl realize that? I was doing something worthwhile. Couldn’t he see that? I had always been a hard worker. I worked every day. With every job I’d ever had, I’d started at the bottom and worked my way up to the top, or else I’d left for a better position.

In fact, I had earned top dollar in the printing industry. To earn any more, I would have had to travel, and I didn’t want to be away from my kids that much. So, after thirteen years in the printing field, I got a salesman’s job at the large auto dealership where my brother-in-law worked.

I had taken a couple of weeks off before starting my new position, thinking the break would rejuvenate me. It didn’t. I became depressed to the point of being suicidal. I believed my family would be better off without me and planned to take my own life on June 27, a day when I knew no one else would be home.

At ten o’clock that morning, I started to stand up from the sofa to get a sharp butcher knife from the kitchen. But I felt an unexplainable force pressing on the top of my head. It literally drove me to my knees. Without hesitation, I prayed, “Lord, I don’t know why you would listen to someone like me; but I pray you will bless me and prosper me. Amen.”
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