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  To the Giver of every good and perfect gift . . . my Friend, my Healer, my Savior . . . Jesus.

  To my parents, Carl and Ruth, the two greatest gifts I could have ever received! Thank you for teaching me how to laugh, how to love, and how to stand . . . come what may. What an honor to be called your son!

  —Jeff Slaughter

  To God above all, for giving me this opportunity.

  To Rachel, my wife, partner, and best friend, and our sons Caleb, Joshua, Noah, and Jonah . . . all of whom work together to make my life full.

  —Randy Winton

  “What is to give light must endure the burning.”

  —Viktor Frankl

  “For He knows the way that I take; and when I have been tested, I will come forth as gold.”

  —Job 23:10


  FOREWORD

  EVERYBODY LOVES A GOOD STORY. ADD A GREAT DELIVERY TO THAT good story, and without even knowing why, the listener and the story become part of each other. “I had an aunt just like that.” “Our family does the same crazy thing!” “I’ve felt that heart-stopping wave of dread.” The truth is, all of us are living out a story; some just happen to be more interesting than others. Maybe it’s the way Jeff’s rural Mississippi Delta roots push through the cracks in unsuspected ways. . . . Maybe it’s the thinness of the veil, between the seen and the unseen world, which he communicates so well. . . . Maybe it’s the plainspoken honesty that marks his conversation, with Mama Ruth or with God Himself. . . . Maybe it’s because I first heard about his life, which began in Greenwood, Mississippi, at our dinner table, many years ago, when my children were much younger and Jeff was their piano teacher (long before any thought had been given to this book). I love a good story. A good one at the right time can change your life. Reading Jeff’s has certainly affected mine.”

  —AMY GRANT
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  CHAPTER 1

  JUMP!

  STEPHEN WAS LIKE MOST ANY OTHER KID I’VE EVER MET AT A SUMMER camp. First of all, he loved everything about it: the recreation, the Bible study, his group leader, the new friends he was making, and the nightly worship services. And, oh, how he loved to sing! He was adventurous, with this infectious laugh that made his blonde hair bounce.

  Every camp has “that kid” to whom every other camper is drawn. Stephen was “that kid.” Only a couple of days into camp, he and his dad could barely walk anywhere on campus without hearing someone call out, “Hey, Stephen!” With that bright, toothy grin flashing, he’d wave back and reply, “Hey, hey!”

  It’s common at camp for me to bring kids up on stage to sing the “Humpty Dumpty” song, do the motions with me for another song, or even to read a scripture. I had hung out with Stephen throughout the week and thought it would be great to honor his passion for life by asking him to read his favorite scripture during one of our worship times. So one night Stephen walked up on stage with his father, opened his Bible, and as his fingers lightly touched the bumps on the page, he read the 23rd Psalm from a Braille Bible to a hushed crowd. Though he was completely blind, Stephen understood that “the Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.” He read with such genuine, sincere, childlike faith, that there wasn’t a dry eye in the crowd.

  Stephen’s dad was a soft-spoken man who adored his son and helped him get around at camp. It was obvious Stephen loved having his dad with him and the conversations and adventures they shared were extraordinary. Because his dad didn’t want his son to miss out on anything, it was especially fun to watch them during recreation time. While there would be hundreds of kids running around, Stephen’s dad made sure they were right in the thick of things.

  Part of the recreation time was spent with kids running down a hill and flinging themselves onto a 40-by-100- foot gray tarp covered in soap and water. Building as much speed as they could, students would try to gain enough momentum to navigate awkward belly flops as gracefully as possible and roll off onto wet, sticky grass on the other side.

  Of course, Stephen wanted to be part of the action, and he wanted his dad and me to come along for the ride. I had watched Stephen’s father all week long and admired not only how patient and loving he was toward his son, but also how he encouraged him to take advantage of his spirit of adventure. Countless times that week Stephen experienced life at camp just like the rest of the kids.

  This day would be no different, and Stephen was beside himself with excitement. The giant slip ‘n’ slide has always been one of my favorite things at camp, so when Stephen asked me to do it with them, I was ecstatic. His dad explained exactly what we were going to do while Stephen unsuccessfully masked the giggles coming from within him.

  “We’re all going together. When I say go, you run as fast and as hard as you can straight ahead. When we get close, I’m going to tell you to jump, and when I do, fling yourself out as far as you can onto that slip ‘n’ slide. Don’t be afraid, son. You just jump, and let the soap and the water do the rest. It’s gonna be a blast! You ready?”

  “Yes, Sir, Daddy, I’m not afraid. I got it!”

  “Okay, Stephen. Ready. Set. Go!”

  Stephen never hesitated, and he completely left his father and me standing there. He was off like a shot. Neither one of us helped Stephen in any way during that dash, yet he ran straight as an arrow at his target. His face was lit up like a Christmas tree. As we approached, his father was encouraging him to get ready.

  Fifteen yards remained, then ten, then five, and his dad yelled, “Jump!”

  I WASN’T PLANNING ON BEING WOKEN UP BY MESSAGES BECKONING ME from my phone, but at 6:30 on a cold December morning, that’s what happened. I am typically an early riser, but there was one morning following a long week of Thanksgiving travel between Greenwood, Mississippi, where I grew up, and Nashville, Tennessee, where I have made my home for more than twenty-five years, that I wanted to stay under the covers for a little longer.

  The first buzz from the phone was no big deal. I stirred a bit, rolled over, and adjusted my comforter around me. I opened one eye, but quickly closed it. A second alert came, then a third and a fourth.

  Before I knew it, my phone was vibrating so much that it had nearly shimmied off the nightstand. In a fog of sleepiness, a sudden fear came over me, and I bolted straight up in my bed wondering with sudden clarity if one of my family members in Mississippi was trying to reach me.

  When I looked at my phone, there were so many texts, emails, and Facebook messages that I didn’t know where to start. It soon became apparent (thank goodness) that none of these messages were beckoning me to come home to some family tragedy.

  “Jeff, I just read LifeWay’s blog on their website,” one message read. “What’s going on?” Another said, “Jeff, I just saw the news. So sorry to hear this, but we’re praying for the next step in your life.” As I scrolled through hundreds of messages on the same subject, one in particular caught my eye. It was from a friend in Oklahoma, and it read, simply, “The end of an era, not the end of a destiny.”

  As I read through the slew of encouraging messages from friends and strangers alike, I realized what had happened. The announcement of my decision to leave LifeWay had been released to the public. I made my way to my computer, pulled up the LifeWay Christian Resources website, clicked on the VBS blog, and began to read:

  For the past sixteen years, millions of children and families through VBS have benefited from a talented and enthusiastic music minister whose name is synonymous with VBS. Jeff Slaughter, the songwriter for LifeWay Christian Resources’ Vacation Bible School team, has decided 2012 will be his last season of writing, traveling, performing, and teaching with our VBS team.

  God has given Jeff new dreams and new visions. We will miss him and pray that God continues to use him. We want you to join us as we celebrate Jeff and his years of creative ministry at all the upcoming 2012 VBS preview events. At each event, Jeff’s contributions, creativity, and career highlights will be celebrated with a video tribute connected to the performance of the “Amazing Wonders Aviation” musical.

  Jeff was originally enlisted in 1997 to create high-energy music written specifically for each year’s VBS theme. With the introduction of “The Wild and Wonderful Good News Stampede,” Jeff and Life-Way’s VBS became synonymous. Since then, Jeff has produced twentytwo VBS themes and 133 songs (including thirty songs specifically for preschoolers) for both the mainline and Club VBS. Jeff’s contribution has helped shape VBS as it is known today. His music has reached into the hearts of kids, and the motions he choreographed have helped the lyrics become personal and the message of Christ memorable.

  Jeff has also been a highlight of these events, where he shares the stories behind the songs and teaches the accompanying motions firsthand. The VBS team appreciates Jeff and his creative contributions. We’ve had a tremendous relationship with him. God has not only used Jeff to impact the lives of millions but he has impacted each of us here at LifeWay.

  There are pivotal moments in all of our lives when we are defined by how we respond to circumstances. This was one of those moments for me. I wasn’t caught off guard by LifeWay’s announcement. I had made my decision to leave in November when I realized the Lord was leading us in different directions. Staring at the words on my computer screen, I knew there was no turning back now. The die had been cast, and what had been a terrific sixteen-year run was now over.

  Even though I knew I was doing what the Lord wanted me to do, during those early morning hours panic and fear of the unknown began to assault my heart as I wondered about the future. Knowing that my skill set is quite specialized and not something you’d find on Craig’s List, I was bombarded with visions of myself standing behind a counter asking, “Would you like fries with that?” However, my phone’s constant vibrating reminded me that people all over the world were praying for me, and their words of encouragement brought great comfort.

  Like Stephen’s story at the beginning of this chapter, I knew I had to place complete trust in my Father. God was asking me to jump into complete darkness and to trust that He knew the incredible joy and revelation awaiting me when I landed.

  I am so grateful for the sixteen years I was able to partner in ministry with LifeWay. They gave me an opportunity to build on a dream I had as young boy to lead worship and allowed me to carve out a niche with children’s worship music not common in the Nashville music scene.

  That niche opened a huge door just a few days later when Brentwood Benson Music called and wanted to develop an entire children’s music brand around my name. Brentwood Benson is home to the world’s largest Christian music catalog, and its songs have been recorded by virtually every major artist in the Christian music industry, including my dear friend Amy Grant. Even more so, they had established a relationship with Soles4Souls, an organization that was already near and dear to my heart.

  In the weeks between my exit from LifeWay and the day Brentwood Benson called, I struggled many times wondering where the Lord was leading me. The Enemy was constantly whispering in my ear that I was finished, that I would lose everything, that my identity was gone. It was difficult not to listen.

  But in His gentle, yet powerful way, the Lord kept reminding me that He would honor my trust and faith in Him. I stayed as close as I could to Him and watched in awe as He brought blessings into my life beyond anything I could have ever imagined.

  Growing Up Slaughter

  BEFORE MY MOTHER PASSED IN 2009, SHE AND I SPENT MANY HOURS going through stories of our family’s history. It was important to the both of us that I know everything I could. Little did I realize that new information would surface after all these years. Since there are six years between my sister Carla and me, we were talking about why Mama and Daddy had waited so long to have me. As she was recounting the story, I suddenly heard the words “. . . and you were conceived on the living room couch.” What? I did not need to know that.

  It seemed on that, uh, fateful night, Mama’s parents had come to visit for the weekend. Mama and Daddy owned a small, two-bedroom home, so my two sisters were in one bedroom, and Mama’s parents were in the other. My parents were left with the couch. “You know, hon, when you sleep that close together, things happen.

  ” So now, in a nutshell, you have met the Slaughter family. I am a direct product—literally—of a family that loves to laugh and tell stories and is bound with both uncommon love and exceptional strength.

  And when I was born in January 1965—one month late and almost eleven pounds—a journey began that has provided stories for laughter as well as ones of profound sadness. Along the way, we have experienced God’s grace at a level of pain so deep that we weren’t sure He could reach. Yet we’ve also felt His peace at a level of joy we never thought we could reach.

  Through tragedy and untold sorrow, to immeasurable delight and laughter, I think my Aunt Delores (who we call “Delo”) said it best: “Our family laughs so hard together because we have hurt so deeply together.”

  I am sharing it all in this book.

  I grew up in Greenwood, Mississippi, a town of 22,000 that was very Mayberry-like. We loved to play music, go to North Greenwood Baptist Church, and eat Sunday lunch at the Crystal Grill Restaurant. We made our own Halloween costumes and decorated Christmas trees Daddy cut down with popcorn garlands and homemade ornaments. We went swimming in Legion Lake on Sunday afternoons, learned to roller skate at the Twilight Skating Rink, and watched movies at the Twin Cinema on Saturdays. Carla worked there so I got in for twenty-five cents instead of the full price of seventy-five cents and I would stay all day.

  I was the youngest of three and the only boy. (My sisters have always called me “Joseph,” the favored one from the Bible story.) Vickie was born first, followed by Carla eighteen months later; then the “incident” on the couch produced me some six years after that. My father was a Mississippi Delta man’s man and had hoped his son would be as well. However, I loved music from the very beginning, and I can remember straining to reach up high enough to touch the keys on our piano. From the outset, it’s all I ever wanted to do, and I came to learn later—despite horrific bullying and self-doubt—that it’s what I was born to do.

  My parents met and fell in love in 1951 after a game of “Spin the Bottle” at Mama’s fourteenth birthday party. Their love affair lasted fifty-two years.

  Carl Lee Slaughter was the firstborn son of Fred Alfred and Ora Lee Slaughter. I always thought it was cool that Daddy’s birthday was 11/22/33. Three years later his sister, Margie, was born and their family lived in Sumner, Mississippi. He loved woodworking even as a teenager and was an award-winning athlete. His daddy, whom we would have called “Tapaw” had he lived, passed away in 1957 of lung cancer at the age of forty-nine.

  Elinor Ruth Pinion was the second of seven children born to Elmer and Louise Pinion in Brazil, Mississippi. Betty Jean was the oldest, followed by Mama then my Uncle Hot, who got his name because of his temper. Four years after, four more babies followed: Aunt Delo, then Aunt Linda, and then Glenn and Mike.

  When I was three, Glenn and Mike were killed seven weeks apart in car accidents. Mike was nineteen and a talented musician whose goal was to become a music minister. Of everyone in our family, I am told I’m more like Mike than anybody. He died on November 8, 1968. Glenn, who was twenty-one and had decided to become a minister as well, was killed on December 27, 1968—Mike’s birthday.

  Faith always played a big part in our family’s life . . . and Mama led the way. She fell in love with Jesus at a church service when she was twelve years old—which is not all that unusual in the Bible Belt, until you consider that both her grandfathers and her own daddy were atheists. The first thing she did when she got home was to tell her daddy about the decision she had made. She was so sincere and so sweet when she looked at him with those big, brown eyes and said, “Daddy, I’m going to Heaven, and I just don’t want to be there without you.” That was all he could take.

  Right then and there he called the preacher and told him, “If Ruth feels all this joy, then I want to know more about it myself.” By the end of that conversation he told that preacher to “add him to the list” because he was getting baptized with his daughter. I’m told that night when a Pinion—someone from a family whose members were known to mock Christianity—walked the aisle, folks were “jumping the pews” and shouting in praise for what the Lord had done.

  And so the foundation was set.

  In the following pages, you will read more of my story. There is great joy as well as great sorrow interwoven within these chapters.

  I hope what you realize by the end is that God is always there, holding you up and leading you. He has never forsaken the Slaughter/Pinion family, and He will never leave yours either. In whatever way you may connect to my story, I pray that once you have read it, you will not be afraid to stand on that cliff and obey when the Lord says, Ready. Set. Jump!


  CHAPTER 2

  IT’S ALL TRUE

  THE GREEN ROOM FLOOR OF THE MOODY BIBLE INSTITUTE IS NOT THE kind of place you want to find yourself curled up in the fetal position, wailing and trembling, but that’s where I was and what I was doing a few weeks after my father died in 2003.

  Sure, maybe I had a good excuse. After all, the amount of stress from many months of caring for someone terminally ill can’t be measured, and the grief that comes with watching someone you love deteriorate so drastically before he finally takes his last breath is more than some can bear. But for me, it went even deeper than that.

  It was January 2000, two days after my thirty-fifth birthday, when my sister Vickie called me from Greenwood, Mississippi, with terrible news. Through her tears, she had to tell me that our father, Carl, had Stage 4 spindle cell melanoma, a very aggressive cancer. I was so stunned and so numbed by her words that after I hung up the phone, I couldn’t think straight enough to decide what to do next. It felt like the bottom had just fallen out from under me.

  My father was only sixty-six years old and lived in Mississippi with my mother, Ruth. My sisters, Vickie and Carla, also lived in Mississippi. I had been living in Nashville trying to build my music career. After Vickie’s call, I began looking around the room simply trying to focus on something. Through my blurred vision and confusion, I saw the awards that hung on my wall and the sheet music sitting on the piano my parents had given me when I was fourteen. And, all of a sudden, I didn’t care about any of it any more.

  I just wanted to go home.

  THE NEW DECADE (AND CENTURY) WAS SUPPOSED TO BRING WITH IT A clean slate. Only sixteen months earlier we had buried my fourteen-yearold niece, Mallorie, after she had been killed in a four-wheeler accident at a Labor Day weekend family reunion. Our emotions were still raw, and we desperately needed a new start.

  Having just celebrated my birthday on January 10, it seemed that things were definitely taking a turn for the better. Only forty-eight hours later, though, all that changed with the phone call from my sister.

  As I stood looking around my living room, I thought about how in addition to his forty-one-year career as a road construction foreman to support his family, my father had taken the time to become an accomplished carpenter. All of his pieces were beautifully crafted and had some special element that made them uniquely his. In the living room of my duplex sat both a coffee table that was one of his first creations as a high school woodshop student and an entertainment center that he had made for me after he retired. I was teaching piano and voice lessons in the homes of some of Nashville’s wealthiest families to help make ends meet. In one particular home was this entertainment center that I loved, but knew I couldn’t afford. So I took a picture of it and gave it to my daddy. From that snapshot, he made an entertainment center that I wouldn’t have traded for all of the expensive ones I had seen.

  After I looked at the things he had so lovingly made me, I simply did the only thing I knew to do. I picked up the phone and called my friend Amy Fenton, who was the children’s pastor at the Church at Brook Hills in Birmingham, Alabama, to ask her to have people start praying for my dad. She emailed the entire staff, and it wasn’t long before Rick Ousley, then the senior pastor of Brook Hills, called and said, “Jeff, I just got word about your father from Amy, and I started praying immediately. I felt God tell me to call you and say this: ‘Remember, today, it’s all true.’”

  Over the next few minutes, Pastor Ousley quoted to me, among other scriptures, Psalm 46:1 (“He is a very present help in times of trouble”) and 2 Peter 5:7 (“Cast your cares upon Him, because He cares for you”). After every other verse, he would stop and say, “Jeff, remember, today, it’s all true.”

  Because I had performed at children’s events at the Church at Brook Hills, Rick remembered some of the lyrics I had sung from VBS songs and worship songs, and he began to quote some of those lyrics back to me. In soothing, hushed tones he would repeat those words I had sung hundreds of times, and every now and then would add, “Jeff, remember, today, it’s all true.”

  My father was everything I wasn’t but thought he wanted me to be, so I spent the majority of my life thinking I was a big disappointment to him. He was this rough, tough, hunting, fishing, football-playing, tobacco-chewing, Mississippi Delta man. What he got in me was a tenderhearted musician who liked to fish every now and then. And because he was from that generation of men who rarely expressed affection for their sons, there wasn’t much to otherwise sway my idea of our relationship.

  When I was younger, I tried to be what I thought he wanted me to be. It seemed as if he didn’t think he’d have to teach me anything, that somehow by the miracle of DNA and good genes I would just know things he knew. For example, when I’d go down to his workshop sometimes, I’d feel all anxious because I knew eventually he was going to ask me to retrieve a tool for him. “Son, grab me a Phillips screwdriver.” I had no idea what he was talking about, so I’d start sweating and grab the first thing I thought might be the tool, hand it to him, and stand there, hoping against all hope I had somehow—by a miracle of God Himself—handed him the right one. “Phillips!” his big voice boomed when I handed him a flat-head. “I said Phillips! Does that look like a Phillips-head screwdriver?”

  One time, when I was nine years old, he thought I might be showing a bit of an interest in bird hunting, so he took me to an Otasco Store on a Saturday morning and bought me a .410 shotgun and three boxes of shells. We went to this old cotton field not far from our home, and close to where my daddy loved to bird hunt.

  He actually took a few minutes to teach me how to hold the gun, sight my target, and gently squeeze the trigger when I was ready to shoot. Then he had me shoot a few rounds at a pie-tin target he had nailed to a tree. When he thought I was ready, he took me into the cotton field and left me in a place to hunt all alone. He left his tender-hearted, nine-yearold musician squatting down in a cotton field by himself, with a brandnew weapon that he had shot exactly two times.

  To be honest, though, I had a great time. I shot at everything. If it moved, I shot at it. If it was stationary, I shot at it. I used every single shell in those three boxes. And, in the end, three dead birds lay in my wake. Obviously, all the commotion lured my daddy back.

  “Daddy, I killed three birds! I killed three birds!” I could barely contain my excitement.

  He smiled. “That’s good, son. Get your stuff. We’re going to go to another spot.” Then he looked around. “Where are all your shells?”

  “I used them all.”

  “You shot up three boxes of shells and only killed three birds?”

  “Yeah . . . but I killed three birds.” I was still pretty proud of my accomplishment. He just turned and walked away.

  After that, he had me retrieving his birds. When he clipped one (apparently, he wasn’t as good a shot as his nine-year-old son), I saw that the poor bird was still alive, and I ever-so-gently scooped him up and carried him back to my daddy. My heart was breaking for this bird, and I wondered how we might fix him.

  “Daddy, he’s still alive.”

  “Yeah.”

  “Now what?”

  He answered that question by grabbing the bird and placing it between the knuckles of his index and middle fingers and swinging it around and around until its head separated from its body. It’s called wringing a bird’s neck, and I was shocked. After I screamed and all the birds in the surrounding trees flew away, our one and only hunting trip came to an abrupt end.

  We just weren’t close, my daddy and I. We were so different that there wasn’t any part of either of our lives where we related to each other. But I so wanted it to be different. I didn’t hunt ever again or fix cars or chew tobacco, but I always wanted to be the best at everything I did, because I desperately wanted to make him proud. When it came to grades, I worked to have the highest grade-point average in the school. It wasn’t simply enough to be in a club; I wanted to be elected president. Still, no matter what I did, I never thought it would be enough to measure up.

  I was twenty-six when he found it necessary to tell me that if I never married and had sons of my own, our family name would die with me. And that was the last straw. I had been in counseling throughout that year for some abuses I had suffered in my childhood by a family member. It was during that year that my counselor had told me that I needed to write a letter and voice my feelings about my dad. I didn’t have to mail it to him, necessarily, but I needed to write it out so that some healing could begin to take place.

  Just before his birthday in 1991, I sat down and poured my heart out to him in a letter. In essence, the core of the letter said, among other things:

  Daddy: I have hated you all of my life, but now I realize I don’t really hate you at all . . . I just don’t know you. I don’t know your favorite color, what your favorite food is, or what your dreams were as a young man. And you don’t know me. If I have problems or issues in my life that require me to seek advice, you are not one of the people I would call. Not only are you not at the bottom of the list; you are NOT ON the list at all. But, in my perfect world this is how you and I would get along . . .

  I spelled it all out in the letter, and along with it sent him a recording of a song I wrote for him titled “Never Too Late for Love.” I put both in a package to take to the post office, because I knew that if I put it in my own mailbox, I’d probably grab it before the mailman came. A few days later my mom called to tell me he received it on his birthday. “What did he do?” I asked.

  “He cried, Jeff. He cried so hard that he shook.”

  About a month later, I went home for Christmas. I noticed a difference in him immediately. He was more present with us than I’d ever seen before. He would sit down at the table and listen to conversations we were having. At one point I had gone into the guest room to wrap some presents. He walked in, pushed the wrapping paper rolls on the bed out of the way, and sat down. My heart stopped. I couldn’t think of anything to say. How do you start a conversation like this? I was so touched, though, because I knew what a huge step this was for him.

  “Mama said you got my letter.” It took everything in me to get those words out.

  “Yeah, I did.”

  I swallowed hard and fought desperately to hold back my tears. “What did you think about it?”

  “It was alright,” he said gently.

  For my daddy, that said it all. He was a man of few words, but with those three I knew he was telling me that he was ready to start trying to heal the broken places between us. To try and start redeeming all the lost years.

  He had finished building my parents’ house in the country, and the day after Christmas we started moving their furniture to the new place. We rode in his truck together, and for a while it was pretty quiet, which made it an awkward ride. Finally, he started telling me all these stories about growing up and how he and his dad were so close—“best friends,” he said—and when my grandfather died of lung cancer at forty-nine, his world was crushed.

  “His nickname for me was ‘Buddy,’” Daddy told me. “I couldn’t do anything without talking to him first. I was twenty-three, newly married, and had a baby, and he wasn’t there to answer my questions anymore. I started getting sick, and the doctor said I was developing ulcers. He told me I had a choice to make. I could either let my daddy’s death destroy me, or I could get over it, go home, and be the father and husband I needed to be.” And then, in a more somber, near-whisper, he admitted, “I decided that day that if I ever had a son, he would not depend on me the way I depended on my daddy.”

  “So, you did this on purpose?” I asked incredulously. “Don’t you think you went a little overboard?” He just looked at me. Through his embarrassment and my chagrin, somehow we found enough humor in my question that we both were able to laugh.

  From that moment on, our relationship blossomed, and for the next eight years we got closer and closer as father and son. Finally, I felt like he was proud of me.

  Truth is, he always had been.

  ONCE THE INITIAL SHOCK OF MY SISTER’S CALL WORE OFF AND I WAS ABLE to make my way home, I knew Daddy’s diagnosis was a death sentence. Because it was Stage 4, the doctor had given him six months to live. In fact, because of the rarity and aggressiveness of this cancer, there were no treatments available.

  I remember hearing Daddy say once that if he ever was diagnosed with cancer, he’d just run out in the woods and blow his brains out. As I made the four-and-a-half-hour drive home I couldn’t help but think about those haunting words and wondered if he still felt that way. As I drove I began to pray to the Lord, “I’ve written him a letter, I hunted with him—okay once, but we do go fishing—I wrote him a song, I’ve tried to do everything I can to build a relationship with him these past few years. Lord, is there anything I haven’t done that I need to do?

  And I felt the Lord tenderly say, You’ve never kissed your daddy.

  When I got to my parents’ house, it was late in the evening, and Daddy was already in bed. I went back to see him, and we started talking. My heart began to race when he said, “I always said that if I was ever diagnosed with terminal cancer, I’d go out in the woods and kill myself.” I nodded and swallowed hard.

  “Well, son. You don’t have to worry about that, because God has given me an incredible peace about it. Even though there isn’t a treatment. . . .”

  “There is a treatment,” I interrupted. “We are going to stand on the Word. Tonight I’m going to write down every scripture I can find on healing, and we are going to claim God’s healing power over you every day.”

  As I started to walk out the door to grab my Bible and go to the kitchen table to begin my search of the scriptures, I walked back over to the bed, bent down, and kissed my daddy for the first time in my life. I was thirty-five; he was sixty-six. Instantly, whatever fragments that might still have existed from that emotional barrier that once separated us were completely demolished. He smiled and hugged my neck, and nothing in the world could have meant more to me in that moment.

  Over the next several hours I used a Concordance and found every scripture in the Bible on healing; they filled up the front and back of seven pages. When my dad woke up the next morning, I gave him those papers.

  “This is your treatment,” I said as I handed him the scriptures. “Read these over yourself every single day.”

  True to his nature, my father was a disciplined man. So, if he said he was going to do something, you could count on him to keep his word, just like one counts on the sun to rise every morning. He read every one of those scriptures every day until the day he died—thirty-nine months later. Those worn and weathered, tear-stained pages that he carried with him everywhere he went sustained him and strengthened him to long outlive the six-month death sentence he was given. At his funeral, his coffin bore a secret drawer, so it was only fitting that those seven pages of scriptures would be placed there.

  The Lord truly did redeem the lost years in those three years and three months.

  AFTER MY DAD WAS DIAGNOSED IN JANUARY 2000, I STARTED GETTING sick just two months later. My sinuses were flaring, I was always congested, and I could barely sing. I was teaching vocal and piano lessons nearly every day and doing weekend events. I had been working with LifeWay for about three years at that time and had flown out to Glorietta, New Mexico, in April to play for a Ski Explosion event. On the flight over I was so sick that I could barely talk by the time I got there.

  I was losing my voice. What I was experiencing was not the normal raspy sound you get from having a “tired voice.” Something was wrong, and I was getting really worried. My stress level was already high because through those few months, every time my dad went to the doctor, he got a bad report.

  Still, throughout that time, I remember the Lord reminding me, Jeff, remember, today, it’s all true.

  I finally made an appointment with a vocal clinic in Nashville, and the doctor ran a scope down my throat, where it was discovered that a polyp had developed on my vocal cords. The doctor was adamant. “If you don’t have surgery to remove it, you will do irreparable damage to your cords, and you will never sing again.” I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of surgery, so I asked him if there was an alternative. “Why don’t we put you on total vocal rest for ten days—no singing or talking for any reason; not a single word—then come back and we’ll scope again and see what happens.”

  Driving home from the clinic, I was wondering what God was doing. First, my daddy was diagnosed with cancer, and now I’d lost my voice. Two of the things I loved the most were being taken from me. When I walked in the house, the first thing I did was to put a message on my answering machine explaining that I would not be returning any calls for a while. Then I contacted some friends and invited them to come over that night and pray with me. My friend, Jenna, brought anointing oil she had gotten on a trip to Israel. We prayed and prayed and spoke of God’s faithfulness.

  Just before midnight I told the Lord, “With the last words I get to speak for ten days, I will bless Your name. I know I will sing as long as You allow me to. I love You, I trust You, and I know You will be faithful to me.” As midnight covered us, those were the last words I uttered for ten days.

  With a notepad and pen to write what I needed to say, I did all my voice and piano lessons, my banking, grocery shopping . . . everything by hand. I would mouth the words “I can’t talk” to people, and I would write them notes.

  On one of those days, I went to a Mapco convenience store down the road, and the lady behind the counter greeted me with a warm smile and a loud, Southern voice. “How ya doin’, darlin’?” I mouthed the words: I can’t talk. She nodded and winked at me like she understood. Yet when I brought the items to the counter to pay for them, she smiled again and then whispered, “Do ya wanna a bag?” Just because I couldn’t talk, she whispered to me like that would help us communicate better. I paid for my items and walked out, doing all I could not to laugh out loud.

  I have never been in a situation where I felt so handicapped. When you can’t talk, you can’t go through a drive-thru to order food, pick up a phone and order a pizza or call a friend, or Skype with your family. It certainly makes for awkward—if not comical—situations. I had people talking loudly to me as if I were deaf, and on two occasions I had people grab my notebook after I had written them a note and return written communication to me.

  Finally, the ten days passed—albeit very quietly, as I realized I hadn’t turned on either the television or the radio throughout that time—and I returned to the vocal clinic to have another scope of my vocal cords.

  There was no change.

  Again, the doctor insisted I have surgery, then follow with up to a year of vocal rest; and, again, I insisted I didn’t have a peace about going through with this procedure. His alternative was to send me to this singing therapy thing where the exercises all consisted of operatic techniques. I eventually voiced my concern to my therapist: “I work with kids and if I sing like this at my events, I won’t have any events to worry about cancelling.”

  All the while, the Lord was nudging me to contact Marjorie Halbert, one of my great music professors at Belmont University and one of my first vocal coaches; she would know what to do to help me. When I called her and explained my situation, her reaction was brief and to the point.

  “Get in here.”

  Within the first thirty minutes of my visit with Marjorie, I knew I wouldn’t need to have surgery. With the right vocal and breathing exercises, she had me singing better than I had in months. The interesting thing was that, at the time, I was under contract with Student Life Ministries to record a kids’ worship project, and I hadn’t been able to lay down the vocals on the tracks. I had written the music but couldn’t finish the project because I couldn’t sing. This was April, and the camps started in June.
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