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“Three Cans of Soup-A Christmas Story”

Prologue

The figure was dressed in black: black pants, black sweater, black jacket, and black stocking cap and with a black scarf wrapped around his lower face. He looked like a commando or ninja except that his movements were not limber, but was those of a person who was in need of more exercise.
 
It was cold this December evening. His breath made a fog and was coming with more frequency. Slowly, he approached the stone edifice of Central Church. Looking around and seeing no one so late at night, he quickly moved around to the side of the church and then to the more modern educational building. Feeling his way along the wall, he came to a window that was open a few inches even in the cold.

“I knew she would forget to close it,” the man mumbled to himself.

Pushing the window open, the man struggled to get through the window even though it was low. Putting his feet on a table just under the window, he accidently knocked pictures and a vase to the floor. At the crash he froze. Did anyone hear?  After a few moments, his breathing resumed a more normal pace.

Reaching into his pocket, he extracted a small flashlight. He made his way to the door and it opened into a hallway. He seemed to know his way around the building, for with no hesitation he turned to the left and proceeded down the hallway to two double doors. Pushing the doors open, he entered what was obviously a much older building. The smell of aged wood greeted him as he quietly made his way to two great wooden doors. Carefully opening the old doors, he found himself in the sanctuary.

Central Church had a long history. Its stone edifice looked outdated compared to the more modern educational building and offices that were attached. The sanctuary was classic. The wooden pews had been improved with cushions over twenty years before. The altar was large with a massive pulpit on one side and a lectern on the other. In the middle was an altar table used for communion, decorated with a crèche. Other things in the room betrayed the contradiction of changing times. A modern sound system complete with a retractable screen mixed modern and classic. The drum set pushed to the side revealed that, at times, a more modern beat greeted worship at Central Church.

Overlooking it all was a huge wooden cross. The story was that it was made from the wood from of the original church building that was replaced in the 1940s by the stone and wooden structure of the present. On the cross beams of the huge cross was a huge wreath, beautifully decorated, looking out over the congregation.

Without hesitation, the man opened a side door and extracted a long step ladder. Carefully placing the ladder in front of the cross, he slowly climbed to the top. Carefully lifting the great wreath, he discovered its weight made him lose his balance and he dropped it. Again he froze as the noise seemed to be so loud it could be heard all over town.

“No sirens or lights,” he thought to himself with relief. Climbing down, he picked up the great wreath and carried it down the aisle, out the great doors and into a lounge directly across from the sanctuary.

The lounge was beautifully appointed. A bronze sign hung on the wall announcing that the lounge was a gift from Benny and Rose Lewis. It was called the Rose Lounge in honor of Benny’s wife. Beautiful couches and chairs were arranged around the room. A white grand piano was tastefully set to one side. Dominating the room was a great fireplace of native stone. It was in the fireplace that the man placed the wreath. Taking out lighter fluid he had in his pockets, he generously doused the wreath and with a shout of joy, hurled a match into the fireplace. The resulting explosion was a bit more than he had anticipated as flames erupted and began to devour the wreath. Black smoke began to fill the room. Realizing that he had forgotten to open the damper, the man, with panic rising, reached through the flames to push the damper open, burning his arm in the process.

As the smoke cleared the room, an odor remained as the plastic and glass ornaments on the wreath melted or shattered. After a few moments, the man retreated from the room, rushed back down the hallway, went through the double doors and stopped at a closet. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a set of keys and opened the door. Taking a sheet of poster board and some markers, he rushed back to the lounge. By now the wreath was almost totally consumed.

“Why didn’t I think of this before?” he thought to himself. “This is no time to be a coward!”  Acting quickly, he wrote a message on the poster board. Then he retraced his steps, climbed out the window, and made his way home. Once home he changed clothes and poured himself a drink. Sitting down, he felt very good about everything.
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“One Year Earlier”

When Reverend Bill Thompson and his wife Sharon, along with their dog Jerry, moved into their new home it was the answer to prayers and dreams. For Bill the move to Central Church was the culmination of years of waiting for his turn to finally move up in the denominational structure. For Sharon the move marked the first time she could use her history degree; she had been hired as a teacher at the Maysville Community College.
 
Bill was fifty years old, Sharon two years younger. Bill was displaying some of the signs of middle age like graying hair, but anticipating this move had spurred him to exercise. He had lost weight and trimmed up. He still loved chocolate éclairs but now ate them sparingly. Sharon was also trim, energized by her new job as a history teacher. Her dark hair had the early streaks of gray, but these were easily covered over.
 
The oldest child, Robert or “Robby”, lived in St. Louis and worked as a driver for UPS. He was their oldest, and Bill continued to be disappointed that he had dropped out of college after only two years. Robby was tall, slightly over six feet and loved the single life. His life was filled with friends and living in St. Louis was exciting. His father, however, was also disappointed that Robby had no interest in the church. They had gotten into many arguments, ending with Robby usually storming off in one direction and his father in another. He had not yet figured a way to tell his father that he was interested in religion, just not his father’s. He was engaged in a study of Buddhism.
 
Lisa, Bill and Sharon’s daughter, had just begun at the University of Missouri in Columbia. She was her father’s girl. She worked part time at a local bookstore and no sooner had she settled into the dorm than she began attending a local church. She was athletically inclined and already had a boyfriend. She loved movies, books, and was really into Praise-style religious music.
 
So it was that for the first time Bill and Sharon were alone. Except, that is, for Jerry and a cat, Pepper. They were excited about their new home. With the kids away, Bill and Sharon now each could have a study. For the two of them it was their first “home” after having lived in church-provided housing throughout Bill’s ministry.
 
Maysville was a typical Midwestern community. It was a historic community having begun as a wild river town located along the Missouri River. With a major highway cutting through the town and a railroad, the town had had a rich future at the turn of the twentieth century. Politics led to the relocation of the main railroad line toward Kansas City, leaving Maysville to decline.
 
With a population slightly over forty thousand, the community still had vitality along with its history. The city boasted a thriving community college, and a rejuvenated area around the courthouse square that hosted quaint shops and a fairly new Starbucks. Recent industrial openings had led to a construction spurt and new homes. The city had all the challenges of most cities, including drugs, crime, and the growing problems along River Avenue. Recently, a casino had been built on the west end of Front Street promising to renew what the locals called their Skid Row. The one bright spot was the Second Street Mission, which provided hospitality to the increasing numbers of homeless people and transients who made their way into Maysville.
 
Moving day was all that Bill and Sharon had imagined and dreaded. Because of the changing weather in early December the moving van was late. When it finally arrived, flurries of snow were beginning to fall. Bill and Sharon wondered at the sanity of a December move in Missouri, but opportunities often did not occur on a time schedule.
 
Throughout the day church members arrived with food. Most had remembered that Sharon was vegetarian. Bill had tried to set the stage by pointing out that they could not disappoint members by not accepting or eating all the fried chicken or barbecue that would arrive. The only problem was that but for a few exceptions, most of the food was vegetarian.
 
Within an hour of the van leaving, Rose and Benny Lewis stopped by. Even though they did not hold any “official” positions, most people in and around Central Church knew that they pretty much set the agenda. The previous minister had discovered that the hard way.
 
Benny was medium height and trim for a person in his early seventies. His white hair gave him a distinguished look of wisdom. He had made a small fortune in real estate and development. They lived in Rolling Hills, which was a new “gated” community east of town near the new country club. Not only were they generous to Central Church, but their giving to the District level of the church, especially to new church development, had resulted in recognition throughout the denomination. Benny had served on the district church board and was close friends with District Minister Dr. Richard Pearl. It was the generosity of the central church toward the district level that meant that any pastor of the church would have immediate access to the district minister. This was something Bill had never had before. Already the Dr. Pearl had contacted Bill and invited him as soon as it was convenient to join him for lunch in Kansas City.

Rose was in her late sixties but, like Benny, did not look it. Her access to the very best of care had had its effect. Her eyes sparkled with self-assurance and her demeanor was more akin to nobility.

Benny and Rose brought a gift of wine and bread as they greeted the new pastor and his wife. Sharon gave them a quick tour of their new home, after which Benny motioned for Bill to join him in what would become Bill’s study. Bill pulled some boxes off of the couch and the two sat, sipping their wine. Outside, Jerry, a black lab, was exploring and announcing to the neighborhood that a new dog was in town. Benny frowned slightly and related that he had once had hunting dogs but kept them in a caged area. The two engaged in small talk for a time.
 
Benny looked right at Bill, paused and then said, “I hope we can be friends. I don’t know what you heard about our last pastor, Reverend Elliott, but he and I did not see eye to eye on several things.”
 
Taking another sip of his wine, Benny continued. “Now please don’t misunderstand: disagreement not a problem for me. I am a businessman and have been involved in local politics, so disagreement comes with the territory. But Reverend Elliott just did not seem to have what it takes to help this church to grow. I love this church. My family has been members for generations. The only exception is my son Derrick, who you might have heard is a member of First Presbyterian.”  Benny said this with a chuckle, but there seemed to be something more underneath his comment.
 
“I am excited to be here,” Bill said. “We didn’t have much time to really talk during my interviews but I picked up on how loved you and Rose are by the members of the church. Isn’t the lounge named in Rose’s honor?”

Benny bowed his head slightly and spoke quietly. “Yes. We gave most of the money and I was so grateful that the church decided to dedicate the lounge to Rose. She really deserved the recognition, but it was the church’s idea. I actually tried to talk them out of it, but in the end I felt it was quite an honor!”  With that Benny finished his wine and suggested they rejoin the women.

After they had left, Bill and Sharon compared notes. The couple was nice but Sharon pointed out that Rose was not all that pleased that Sharon was working.
 
“She sort of hinted that a pastor’s wife should not work but then added that times had changed since she grew up,” Sharon related with a smile. “She actually said that she felt a woman’s place was in the home!”  Then Sharon added that Rose was polite and gracious and had mentioned that they were personal friends with the president of the college.
 
That evening, Sharon and Bill retired to bed with Jerry and Pepper pushing for space on their king-sized bed. All in all, it had been a good day and a good beginning. Bill was anxious to get to church and begin setting up his office. Sharon was excited about starting at the college after Christmas. Christmas was a little over a month away.
 
Sharon leaned over and kissed Bill. After a few moments she said, “Wow, our first Christmas in our new home. I can hardly wait to begin decorating. Maybe we should just begin putting up the decorations as we unpack. . .”  Bill was already snoring.
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It took some time to travel from the suburbs to the church. The light snow that had fallen on moving day had now been replaced with a cold drizzle. As Bill approached the square he was again impressed with the quaint businesses and restaurants that surrounded the old courthouse. He turned east, and one block off the central square was Central Church. Bill noted that the large sign in front of the church had already been changed to read: “Reverend Bill Thompson, Minister”.
 
The church offices were located in the educational building that had been built in the 1960s and updated in the 1990s. With the sanctuary, educational building and large parking lot, Central Avenue indeed was still a large congregation by denominational standards. With an attendance of over two hundred, it was one of the larger churches in the district. However, Central, as many mainline churches, was now being dwarfed by the non-denominational churches popping up. One such church, New Covenant, was located near Taylor Street where Bill and Sharon lived. The huge edifice was very modern-looking and took up more than two blocks. There was evidence of continuing construction. Attendance, Bill had been told during his interviews, was in the thousands and growing. Some hoped that Bill could turn the slow but steady decline of Central around.
 
What made Central attractive was that it still had a large budget, supported primarily by the Lewis’s and their friends. The church also had a reputation for its generous support of the denominational causes, which placed its senior minister into a special category.
 
Central also had a staff. No longer would Bill have to be all things to all people. Suzanne, the associate pastor, was in her thirties. She carried a portfolio that included education, children’s ministry, and occasional preaching. Jimmy worked with the youth groups. Other staff included a secretary, financial secretary, custodians, choir director, bell choir director, and several organists. It would be quite a change from the small churches Bill had led in the past.
 
As Bill walked into the outer office with Jerry beside him he noted that the office was decorated in a style reminiscent of the 1980s. A potpourri of desks and chairs were arranged around the room. The computers and machines that crowded the tables looked out of place, as if two eras were being crammed together and protesting loudly. At the crowded table with a maze of wires sat Mabel, a slightly overweight woman in her early sixties. Mabel had been the church secretary for years. It was obvious from her demeanor that she was a professional. She greeted Bill with a cheery “hello”, reached over to pet Jerry and shared that she and her husband had three dogs.

“Is he a lab?” Mabel asked as she rubbed behind Jerry’s ear.

“We have no real idea,” Bill replied. “We think he is but we actually found him on the roadside. He is mostly lab but might have some other breeds mixed in. He is a delight, however!”

“He is so cute,” Mabel said as Bill pulled Jerry close to him. Looking back up, Mabel continued, “Well, again, welcome to the church. Many of us are really excited that you are here. Suzanne Crawford, our associate, would like to meet with you tomorrow or whenever you get settled in. I think she is going to drop by later today to see if she can help you and Sharon with anything.”

“That would be great. I met her during my interviews and she seems like a very good minister. I am looking forward to working with her.”

“She is a real treasure,” Mabel said handing Bill a set of keys. “Also, Jimmy is out of town visiting his parents this week. He will be back next week and wants to brief you on the Christmas party for the youth planned for the week before Christmas. He wanted to invite you to come and to share a devotional if you have the time.”

Mabel and Bill talked on for a few moments longer. Mabel explained which key went where, went over their computer passwords, and showed him around the outer office. After a bit, Bill and Jerry went into his office.

Bill’s office was nicely decorated. A large desk and high-backed chair seemed to dominate the room. A small couch and chair were at one end of the rectangular room. Bookcases dominated the other two walls. Stacked in the middle of the room were the boxes of Bill’s books and personal office stuff.

Bill began to unpack the first of his boxes. He opened the one marked, “Open first” and placed his personal mementos on his desk. There were pictures of his family, pictures of his parents, both of whom had died, and pictures of Jerry. Jerry set about exploring the room. He finally decided that the couch was a great place to stretch out and take a nap. Just as Bill was unpacking some of his books and placing them on a shelf, he heard his door open. Mabel poked her head in, apologized, and said someone wanted to see him. She whispered to him that it was Benny Lewis. There was something in the way she said those words that conveyed something more than a mere announcement.
 
Benny walked into the office right past Mable, extending his hand and telling Mabel that he would like some tea. “Bill,” Benny said, and then paused and added, “I never did ask you if you prefer Bill or Reverend Thompson?”
 
“Bill is fine,” Bill replied, standing up from his unpacking and gesturing for Benny to have a seat. Benny reached over and patted his dog on the head as Jerry acknowledged Bill’s command to take a seat in the corner, out of the way.

“Your dog is a fine one. Do you bring him to the office often?”  Benny said as Bill told Jerry to sit down and not to bother people.
 
“Sometimes,” Bill said. “Is that a problem?”

“Not at all,” Benny said but it was the tone that said what he really thought. Getting up, Benny continued, “I don’t want to bother you. I just came by to welcome you and to invite you and Sharon to join Rose and me at the Country Club Friday evening, say around seven?”
 
It seemed to Bill that this was not a question, but he and Sharon had always had a standing rule to consult with each other before making evening commitments. “Let me give Sharon a call and I will get right back with you. I think it would be great and no problem, but let me check first,” Bill said speaking much too fast, he noted to himself. He also noted the slight disapproval on the face of Benny at the suggestion that he had to check with Sharon. Catching himself, Bill quickly changed the subject as Benny nodded and began looking around the room at some of Bill’s books.
 
“You like this author?” Benny said picking up a book.
 
Deciding to take a neutral position and not admit that he actually loved that particular controversial religious writer, Bill said that he loved to read all kinds of authors.

“I really don’t think this guy is even a Christian. His views are just too radical for me, but I guess you ministers have to sort of know what the enemy is doing. Keep your enemies close and your friends at arm’s length!” Benny said with a laugh. “Well, I need to be going. If you and Sharon need anything, do not hesitate to call.”

With that he left. Mabel looked in and asked if Bill needed anything. She was going out to take some mail to the post office. Bill detected the slightest hint of a frown on Mabel’s face as Benny was leaving.
 
“Oh, yes. I made some coffee. Suzanne said she will stop by shortly. Anything you need?”

“No, and thanks for the coffee,” Bill said as once again Jerry and Mabel hit it off.

Suzanne arrived a few moments after Mabel left.
 
Bill welcomed Suzanne, as did Jerry.
 
“What a beautiful dog!” Suzanne said, rubbing the lab’s ears. She settled on the couch and Jerry immediately jumped up beside her.
 
“We named him Jeremiah after the prophet but it just didn’t seem to fit. So, we call him Jerry!” Bill signaled for Jerry to sit down, with no effect.

After a few moments of petting, Suzanne added, “I won’t take up much time; I just wanted to stop by and welcome you. I don’t know if you have been told, but we normally have a staff meeting every Monday. You are free to change that or cancel it, it is your choice.”  Suzanne had been instrumental in holding the church together after the sudden firing of Reverend Elliott. She had kept her opinions to herself, but Bill suspected there was more to the story than the official version he had heard from the church.
 
“No, Monday will be fine. I have heard good things about you and Jimmy. I am looking forward to meeting him again when he gets back.”
 
Bill looked at the stack of boxes and sighed. He hated this part of moving. Grabbing Jerry, he walked out of the office, told Mabel he was going to the hospital to check if any members were there and then going on home.
 
Arriving at home, Bill noticed that a strange car was parked in the driveway. Entering the house, Bill saw that two members had dropped by and were seated on the couch in conversation with Sharon.
 
Sharon stood up as Bill entered. “Honey, this is Sarah and Tom Jenkins. They just stopped by to welcome us and to bring us dinner. Spaghetti and salad,” Sharon added. Tom stood up and offered his hand to Bill. Tom was over six feet tall, balding but in good shape for someone in his early forties. Sarah stood and greeted Bill. She was younger than Tom. They had met at a singles group after their divorces. Tom worked as a consultant and Sarah ran her own travel agency.
 
“We know that you two are very busy,” Tom said, sitting down and sipping from his coffee mug. “We have moved before and know how stressful it can be. I can’t imagine how it is with all these new people for you to meet.”  It was not long before the couple got to the point.

Looking first at each other, Tom was the first to speak. “We don’t want to burden you but we felt we needed to share with you how some of us feel.”  Bill shuffled slightly and looked at Sharon with that the-honeymoon-is-already-over look.
 
“No,” Tom said. “You both need to hear this.”  Looking at Sarah, he continued slowly and quietly as though someone might hear. “We were very disappointed in how Reverend Elliott was dealt with. I don’t know if you know him, but Edward Elliott was our last pastor. We were very upset when the powers that be in this church fired him. He was trying to make some changes to attract younger people.”

“Like what?” Bill said. Sharon politely excused herself, sensing that the couple wanted to talk frankly with Bill. “If you don’t mind, I have to heat up dinner. Do you two want to join us?”

“Oh no,” Sarah said with Tom agreeing. “We won’t be long.”
 
Tom continued, “Now, we don’t want to come across as complainers. We are very happy that you and your wife are here. But some of us are not very pleased with how things are going at the church and you need to know that. We are hoping that you can help move some things forward.”
 
Remembering Bill’s question, Sarah added, “What Rev. Elliott tried to do was introduce some Praise music into worship and some multimedia. We even formed a committee to look at doing some remodeling in our sanctuary so we could do PowerPoint presentations and such. Ed introduced a lot of new ideas. He also got a lot of us involved in helping people in the community. He used to take groups to help out at the Second Street mission. But Benny and his group did not approve.”
 
“Of the worship changes or the social action,” Bill said, remembering Benny’s criticism of one of his favorite authors who advocated strongly that churches should be involved in justice issues.
 
“All of it. Benny would say that having a screen in the sanctuary disturbed the sacredness of worship. We never understood why he got so angry about going to the mission,” Sarah said with some rising emotion.
 
Tom continued where Sarah left off. “That’s right. Benny is known for his support of the mission and his help with the poor so the only thing we could figure is that he just had it in for Rev. Elliott.”   Pausing for a moment, Tom continued, “Ed was a real friend and was there when we needed him. We just thought his sudden firing was unfair.”

The words just seemed to hang in the air. All Bill could think to say was, “Thank you for sharing with me. I know that it was a painful time. The search committee hinted at that but never gave many details. I want you to know that I support helping people and I am open to all kinds of worship. I appreciate your support and ask for your prayers.”  Even as Bill said this he felt it sounded too patronizing. He had sensed that there had been trouble but his district minister, Dr. Pearl, had just said that Rev. Elliott had simply resigned for a better position. Bill had let it go at that, thankful for the opportunity to even be considered at a larger church.
 
Tom looked at his wife who had given him a look. “I am really sorry for how that sounded. But we just wanted to meet you and fill you in. We know you are the right person for our church...”  An almost invisible signal went between the two and they both rose to leave. Tom extended his hand and said, “Heh!  How about some time you and your wife and the two of us go out for a bite to eat?”
 
“That would be fine,” Bill replied, and with that the couple left. Sharon came out of the kitchen to bid them farewell. After they left, Bill sat down and stared at the wall for a few moments.
 
“Hard day?” Sharon said, sitting down beside him and placing her arm around him.

“A little,” Bill said. Then he added, “I think there are some skeletons in the closet here!”

“What was all that about the last minister?  I thought we were told he resigned to get a better position?”

“That is what I was told. It is strange that Dr. Pearl didn’t mention anything about it. I was under the impression that he just went on to bigger and better things.”

“Do you know him?” Sharon asked. “Maybe you could call him and find out what went on.”

“I think I might do that.”  Bill sighed and looked around the room still cluttered with boxes. “Well, I am hungry. I don’t know about you but I could eat a bite. This will all still be here tomorrow.”  With that, the day ended. Bill would discover that there were a great many skeletons in the closets of Central Avenue. Most of them would trace back to Benny and his friends.
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The first months were a blur of meetings, visitations, conferences, and getting to know the community and congregation. Bill’s sermons received positive comments. Christmas was especially memorable with the beautiful decorations. The centerpiece was a huge wreath provided by Benny’s family that hung over the cross. It dominated the sanctuary, which had been richly decorated in greens and lights. The choirs were beautiful and the special events of the season made the season one of the most memorable for Bill and Sharon. Their children had joined them for the holidays in their new home. In fact, as the New Year started Bill forgot about the red flags that he had noticed weeks before.

Early in the year Bill was invited to lunch by Benny Lewis and Gerald Shoemaker. Gerald was the moderator of the church. The invitation from Benny’s secretary came as a matter-of-fact call inviting Bill to join Benny for lunch at the Benson Country Club restaurant. No mention as to what the purpose of the meeting was. Bill assumed it was a friendly invitation.
 
The club restaurant was a stately place, done in a Greek motif, and conveyed the message of wealth and exclusiveness. It was one of two country clubs in the city but had the reputation of being the “real” one as the other one seemed to let anyone in.
 
Bill drove up in his new Honda Accord, another perk for being at Central. He was met by a young man dressed smartly in grey pants and a blue blazer who opened his door and told Bill he would park his car. For Bill this was like stepping into a world he had only seen on television.

At the door a hostess seemed to perk up when Bill said he was a guest of Benny’s. She led him to a table that sat before sparkling windows overlooking the golf course. Benny rose to greet and welcome Bill, as did Gerald. Gerald was retired from teaching at the Community College. He was tall, grey haired, a little overweight and had a habit of blowing air between his lips at the most odd moments. He liked things to be peaceful. His wife had died before Bill arrived at the church. Gerald seemed to have adjusted well. He spent a lot of his time traveling to visit friends and family, which meant that he was sometimes not on top of things. More than anything, Gerald just wanted to keep the peace and for things to run smoothly at the church.

“Order anything you want from the menu,” Benny said as he sat down at the beautifully decorated table. “The Reuben sandwich is great!  This is, of course, my treat.”
 
“Thanks, that is generous of you,” both Bill and Gerald said almost in unison. The three settled into small talk about family, sports, weather and instinctively avoided politics and the church. Their lunches arrived. Benny had a salad, as did Gerald. Bill had gone ahead and ordered the Reuben and added fries. He felt a like he should have ordered soup or a salad since he was the one who had the most food in front of him. Next time, he thought to himself. Just as Bill was raising his Reuben sandwich to his mouth, Benny interrupted.

“Well, I guess we had better get to the point of this meeting. I know we all have a lot of things to do. At least I sure do,” Benny blurted out.

From that point and for the next thirty minutes Benny unloaded a litany of complaints. Benny always couched his words with “several members have shared with me” and then proceeded to relate what Bill suspected was Benny’s own litany. The “concerns” ranged from the somewhat fair to the very unfair. Benny was upset that Bill had allowed a “rock” band play in worship. Benny also felt that Bill was not exerting enough leadership with certain members. He also felt that Bill was not working enough hours and related that he had driven by their home often and found Bill’s car in the driveway. He was happy, however, that Bill was no longer bringing his dog to the church, as several members had complained about that.
 
“A church is no place for a dog,” Benny said in between bites.

Bill sat stunned. He had really thought everything was going very well. He had thought the meeting was to discuss some new idea or just to get acquainted. Benny continued in a matter-of-fact tone.
 
“You know that leading a church is a 24/7 job. You know soul-saving is not an eight to five job,” Benny said as he pushed another piece of bread into his mouth. Then he added between bites of his salad, “That is one reason I did not go into ministry. It is such a responsibility.”  Pausing, Benny said, “You know we are only telling you this to help you.”  Gerald in the meantime just kept playing with his food, smiling and at various times agreeing with Benny.

Benny’s diatribe was interrupted by the server. After refills of coffee, Benny continued. “Now, please take this all as loving criticism,” Benny said, putting down his fork and looking straight at Bill. “You know I am a businessman and like all things, it takes a lot of work to be successful.”

Bill, who had lost his appetite by now, shared that he thought things had been going quite well.
 
“Now please don’t take this the wrong way,” Benny said with a smile. “We love you and are excited that you are here. But I’ve found that when there is something wrong, it is best to get at it early. Don’t you agree?”

“Well yes, I actually do,” Bill said.

Finally speaking, Gerald added, “I think your sermons have been great and have heard nothing but compliments about your calling. But Benny and I just thought that you should know there are some complaints out there.”  Gerald looked at Benny.

The three settled back into eating their food. Bill poked at his fries and left most of his sandwich on the plate. The subject turned to how Kansas City was doing and the colder weather developing. Benny asked if Bill played golf and when he said he did not, seemed disappointed. “Well maybe we can teach you. It’s a great game!”  Gerald, who was an avid golfer, agreed and spent the rest of the time talking about some of the courses he had played on, seemingly relieved that the subject was about something other than the criticisms.
 
When Bill returned to the office, Mabel sensed that all had not gone well at lunch.

“Enjoy your lunch with Benny?” she asked as Bill entered and headed straight to his office.

“Oh, it was great!” Bill said with obvious sarcasm.

“Well, I am surprised he waited this long before unloading.”

“Have you heard anything?” Bill asked, almost not wanting to hear the answer.

Mabel turned from her computer to face Bill. “You know churches, everyone has an opinion. I make it a point not to listen to gossip. That’s an advantage of not being a member here. I can lock my door and go home.”  Mabel paused and leaned forward on her desk, looking at Bill. “Actually, I have heard wonderful things about you. Your sermons are great and a lot of members like that you are talking about some of the current stuff. I sat here and watched Benny and some others destroy Rev. Elliott, the last minister. I have not said much, but it was really unfair. Benny believes he knows everything and frankly, as you have figured out, he has a lot of pull in this church. You need to know that the staff and I think you are doing a great job.”

“Thanks,” Bill said. Then he added, “I really enjoy all of you. I am glad to be here.”  Yet there was a nagging doubt brewing deep down within Bill. Had he made a mistake?  On the other hand, Sharon was so happy at the college. Did he have the right to disturb her happiness?  Where was God in all this?  Why was there always a Benny in every church?  Bill decided to stop by the Crispy Cream donut shop for some consolation.



 

-4-

Bill was always energized when he connected with people in their time of need. He made frequent visits to the nursing homes and hospital. He was at his best in times of grief. It was such times that reminded Bill of why he was in ministry:  to help connect people to something greater than themselves, to connect those with God and in that connection bring a measure of peace into their lives.
 
A week after the country club meeting, Bill was visiting at Memorial Hospital when Ruth, one of the nurses, asked if he had a moment. Ruth was tall and carried herself with great confidence. Bill liked her caring spirit and her dedication. He had invited her to church but she had politely refused, pointing out that she had to work almost every Sunday. Bill suspected there was something else and so dropped the subject. Yet, over the months he and she had grown to respect each other. This was not the first time Ruth had asked Bill to intervene or visit someone in need.
 
Ruth invited Bill behind the desk and began to tell him about the couple in Room 202. The couple had no church ties, although Ruth knew that at one time they had been active in a local church. Ruth asked if Bill could just stop by and make a connection. Their seven-year-old son, Benjamin was very sick. Ruth intimated that most of the staff did not think he would live much longer.
 
Bill instantly agreed to visit the family. One thing that Ruth liked about Bill is that he was a good listener and although he would invite people to church, there was never any pressure or any judgment if they refused.
 
Pausing for a moment outside of Room 202, Bill said a quick prayer, centering his thoughts. As he walked in he noted that it was a typical hospital room, except for the dozens of cards and drawings that were hung around the bed. Flowers and teddy bears sat on a small shelf. Sitting together on one side of the hospital bed were Rick and Judy Simmons. Their faces betrayed the seriousness of the moment. On the bed lay Benjamin, encased in an oxygen tent, silently sleeping, gasping for breath every moment or so. The “ca-chunk-ca-chunk” of machines broke the silence.
 
“I don’t mean to intrude, but one of the nurses asked me to stop by. I am Bill Thompson, senior minister at Central Avenue Church here in town. I understand your son is sick.”

Judy looked up at him, her eyes welling with tears. Rick looked out the window at something far away. “Who are you?”  Judy asked, the strain easily heard in her voice.

“I’m sorry to intrude. I am Bill Thompson, a pastor. I just stopped by to offer you my prayers and support.”

Judy paused for a moment. “I did not mean that the way it came out. I just didn’t hear your name. Thanks for stopping by.”  Judy was petite with dark hair. Her eyes were alive with passion. Rick was taller and was slightly overweight. Both of them appeared to be in their early thirties. Rick reached out and took Judy’s hand.

“Our son, Benjamin, has cancer and the doctors don’t think he has much longer to live. We have been battling this for a long time, but I guess the battle is about over,’ Rick said. After a pause, he added, “Ah, we don’t go to church or anything but we are glad you stopped by.”

Bill stood for a few moments in silence. Then he said quietly, “Look, I know you don’t know me. I just want to offer my support to you two in what has to be the worse time ever. I cannot begin to understand what it must be like, but I want you to know you are not alone in this.”

“If you’d like, you can sit down,” Judy said, her voice faltering.

Bill sat down and remained with the couple for over an hour. They talked little. They just kept vigil over Benjamin. As Bill got up to leave, both Rick and Judy thanked him. Bill gave them his cell phone number and told them both if they needed anything they could call him anytime.

Over the next few days, Bill and Sharon, along with the associate pastor, Suzanne and other members of the church all visited Judy, Rick and Benjamin. There were moments of hope when it appeared Benjamin was improving and then everything would plunge again into despair. Benjamin died on a Wednesday. Rick and Judy asked Bill to officiate at the funeral. During the reception following the service, Rick and Judy made a point of talking to Bill.

“We really appreciate all the care you and so many have shared with us,” Rick said obvious moved.

Judy gave Bill a hug, “We really appreciate what you have done. I don’t think we could have gotten through this time without you.”

“Well, we appreciate both of you,” Bill said, tears forming in his eyes. “I can’t think of a harder time, but we want you to know that God cares and we care. There is no reason for such things as this, but please know God is walking with you.”

Judy took a deep breath and smiled. It was Rick who spoke next. ldquo;We have talked about it and we want to join your church. We know you have not pressured us and we really appreciate that.”

Bill was obviously pleased. “We would love to have you join the church.”

Rick continued, “Well, we used to be pretty faithful members at a church here in town. There were things we could not agree with, but the real break came with the judgmental attitude so many there showed toward us.”  Rick looked over at Judy, hesitating for a moment and then continuing with some anger in his voice.

“My brother is gay. We love him very much and we and the family have accepted him as he is. A few years ago he was diagnosed with HIV. We were pretty active in the church, Judy worked with the worship committee and I served on the property committee. But when we told some people about my brother, we got a visit from the minister and an elder who told us that being gay was sinful and that AIDS was God’s punishment. I was so mad I actually ordered the pastor to leave our house and to never come back. We never went back and never heard from anyone in the church!”
 
Bill looked at them with compassion. “I am so sorry about your brother. Please know that I do not believe that being gay is sin. I think it is just how some of us have been created. How is your brother doing?”

Rick began to choke up. Judy intervened. “He died a year ago.”

“I am so sorry for both of you and especially for you, Rick. You have lost so much. Please know that I believe that your brother, what is his name. . ..”

“Charles, but we called him Chuck,” Rick replied.

“Please know that Benjamin and Chuck are with God. I am so sorry for both of you.”

They hugged. Rick for the first time felt some of his anger disappearing. Bill found some of his anger disappearing as well. That was, until the next country club lunch.



 

-5-

The meetings with Benny were irritating Bill more and more. It was for this reason that he decided to make contact with the former minister, Rev. Elliott.

Rev. Elliott was serving a congregation south of Kansas City, so the two pastors decided to meet at a coffee shop in the Plaza. It was cold with a hint of snow falling as Bill entered the Barnes and Noble bookstore and walked up to the upper level to the coffee shop. Bill did not really know Rev. Elliott, but had met him a few times at conventions and meetings. Rev. Elliott or “Ed” was about Bill’s age but sported long hair tied back into a pony-tail and a graying beard.
 
“I think we met once at the convention,” Bill said as he sipped his Mocha and Ed stirred his tall-sized coffee.

“Really? I didn’t make the last one, so it must have been before that.”

“I remember that you got up and spoke in favor of the resolution to end the war. I thought what you said was right on.”

“Oh yes,” Elliott said. “That one got me in trouble also, if I remember.”

For the next few minutes they talked of families, graduate school and the weather. After getting a refill, Ed looked at Bill and said, “I imagine you are having some trouble with Mr. Benny!”

“Well actually, yes. But I suspect that I might have been told some wrong stuff about you and just wanted to get your take on things.”

“Well, actually, I don’t like to talk about it,” Ed said with a pained expression on his face. “I served there for many years, loved the people and then. . . Well, I don’t know what you heard—probably the party line that I went on to better things.”

“That is exactly what I heard, except Benny was pretty open that they fired you. Dr. Pearl said you moved on but hinted that there were some issues.”

“Oh yes, the great Dr. Pearl. Now he is a piece of work,” Elliott said and then hesitated for a moment.

“I hear you,” Bill said. “I have only been around for a few months and I already have sized up our DM as one who covers his rear all the time.”

“Of course you know that Benny and his family independently send money to the district as well as being the largest contributors at the church.”

Bill paused and looked around the room for a moment. “I usually don’t apprise myself of members giving, but I suspected as much. Dr. Pearl gave an award to Benny and Rose a few years ago and they seem to be especially proud of it.”

“Well, I just want to say that you need to watch your back. Has he started the county club gig with you?”

“Oh you mean the unofficial-but-official gripe sessions?  Of course. The same with you?”

“Actually, no. That was sort of the beginning of the end. I told Benny that I would talk officially about any complaints with the board or elders but I was totally opposed to any member having a special meeting.”

“Really!” Bill said thinking to himself that he had thought about that but decided it would be politically expedient to meet with Benny, convincing himself that he should keep his enemies close. He knew however, that he was just becoming more and more scared that things could go sour fast and he could be on the street.

Rev. Elliott shared that Benny had been upset at some of the proposed worship changes. Between sips of his coffee, Elliott shared how between Benny, his wife, and their friend Anita who ran the worship committee, he could never get anything done. The biggest gripe, he said, was his community involvement, especially with the Second Street Mission.

“I have heard about that mission,” Bill said slightly embarrassed that he had not taken the time to get down there, again sensing that it was a career-stopper. He could tell Rev. Elliott was sad about how things had turned out, but discovered that an ultimatum was given to him to resign or he would be fired. Benny had threatened to withdraw their support if something did not change.

With a note of sadness, Rev. Elliott said, “So I resigned, but really I was fired.”

“How are you doing?”

“Actually pretty well now. I am serving a neat church south of here that is progressive, loving and very spiritual. Of course, my wife and I have had to make some sacrifices as the money is nothing like at Central. But I can say I am quite happy. How about you?”

Bill lied. “Actually, Sharon and I feel very lucky to be at the church. I think Benny can be handled, and if you forget him it is a great church.”

“Well I hope you are right,” Rev. Elliott said, but Bill noted that he thought it was not something Elliott really believed.
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Sharon could not be happier. She had received her BA in history when she and Bill had married. Several years later she completed her Masters. The combination of children and frequent moves had prevented her from pursuing her dream. With the children gone, part of the reason they had chosen Maysville was that Sharon had secured a job teaching history at the community college.
 
Sharon had grown up near Midland, Texas. Her father had worked in the oil patch and her mother had worked as a clerk at the grocery store. In those years, she and her sister had enjoyed a wonderful life, owed to the fact that oil was king. However, in the eighties the downturn that hit the oil industry had a direct effect on Sharon’s family. At the time Sharon was in college. As the family struggled she had to work part-time to meet her college expenses. While she and Bill were dating, her father, depressed over his frequent layoffs, committed suicide.
 
This had hit Sharon’s family hard. Her mother had turned to drinking and no matter what Sharon and her younger sister tried, they could not get her to seek help. Sharon’s mother had died three years ago.

Sharon was torn. She loved Bill and had always supported him but as she detected his growing unhappiness, she chose to ignore it. She was not going to move again and she was not going to lose the one time when she was doing something she loved. Over the years she had been frustrated and then angry over the expectations congregations imposed upon her. She loved her faith, but one thing she and Bill shared was a diminishing opinion of the church.

When Bill returned from his meeting with Rev. Elliott, Sharon was anxious. She wanted to be supportive but she also wanted Bill to support her in her vocation. So as Bill related the conversation, Sharon agreed that Bill should stand up to Benny as Rev. Elliott had done. After all, she pointed out, the meetings were not official.
 
At this Bill seemed almost angry. “Official or not I feel that by meeting, you keep your enemy close where you can watch him,” Bill replied.

“Yes,” Sharon responded, “only if you don’t let it get you so down. You have stopped exercising, you go to the donut shop way too much and the sparkle is no longer in your eyes!”

“How would you know,” Bill barked back knowing within himself that she had touched the truth. “You are always preparing or studying and even though the kids are gone we spend less time together than before!”

Sharon could feel anger rushing to the surface. “What do you mean?  All those years I supported what you wanted to do. We went where you went. We put up with all the old biddies all to support you. Now that I am happy doing what I love, you are. . ...you are just jealous!!”

“Jealous!  Sharon, I am a minister trying to serve God. I thought we were a team. I thought you were as committed as I am.”

“Don’t you dare question my faith?  I have watched you become so timid. When we met you were out demonstrating against the war, working with the poor, and you had a light within you. Remember how you started that shelter in our first community?  Bill, something has happened to you. You seem more concerned about whether Dr. Pearl knows your name than anything else.”

“What do you mean?  I am the same person I always was,” Bill yelled back, grabbing his coat. “I need a break. I am going out.”

“You just do that!” Sharon barked with tears streaming down her face.

As Bill stormed out and Sharon rushed into her office slamming the door, they both were growing more frightened. Sharon did not know how much more she could take. Bill had changed. Maybe she had not supported him enough, she thought to herself. No, she told herself, she had and had gone to all those women’s meetings and kept her peace. No; she had watched, as had Robby, her Bill become someone else. He was scared all the time. He was always trying to please, now more than ever. She had hoped that coming to Maysville would be an answer to both of them. All she could do was hug Jerry, who had walked over to her and put his head in her lap. All she could do was to pray that somehow God would make things okay. But something inside of her said this was a futile prayer.
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The next day, Bill apologized to Sharon. Sharon told Bill she was sorry as well. She told Bill she loved him, but that he needed to understand how much she loved what she was doing.
 
Sharon looked into Bill’s eyes and grabbed his hand. “Bill, I will support you if you decide to stay or if you decide to leave. I just want you to know that I am doing something I love. We can work it out. We WILL work it out. I love you!”
 
“I love you too,” Bill said with tears in his eyes. “I know how much you and the kids have sacrificed and how much you have supported me. I thought a lot last night when I left.”

“Where did you go?”

“I just walked and thought.”  Bill paused and looked at Sharon. “I am not what I used to be. I don’t like all the politics and contradictions. But this is the reality of the church, I guess. I have decided to talk to Gerald about these meetings. If he would back me and I could get Benny out of my hair, I think I could make this work.”

They talked for a few moments more and then with a kiss they both went their separate ways.

Bill called Gerald and asked him to meet him at the church. He paced his office, rehearsing what he was going to say. He would be firm. He was the senior minister and the church had called him to lead. He picked up a tattered book about one his heroes, Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Bonhoeffer, a German pastor who had lived during the time of Hitler, had stood up to those who wanted the German church to be an agent of the Nazi party. Of course, Bill reminded himself, Bonhoeffer had been executed for his defiance. He opened the book to the famous letter Bonhoeffer had written from prison and read the poem "Who am I" once again. Bill was so engrossed in the poem he almost did not hear Mabel buzz him, interrupting his thoughts.

“Gerald is here, should I send him in?”

It was a Tuesday and it was snowing as Gerald entered Bill’s office. Mabel brought them some coffee. Gerald settled his over�six-feet frame into the stuffed chair in Bill’s office. They talked some about the church and then Bill paused and asked Gerald about the country club meetings.

“I really don’t see why we meet,” Bill said.
 
“Well,” Gerald said, taking his glasses off, looking intently at one lens and cleaning it with a tissue. “Well, Benny is an important member. I have found that we need to keep Benny happy. He can cause a lot of trouble and these meetings seem to be helpful.”

Hesitating, Bill decided to plunge in anyway, “You need to know that the constant criticism is taking its toll. Every meeting there seems to be something he doesn’t like. Wouldn’t this be better handled through the Church Council?  If there are legitimate complaints, we can deal with them, but these unofficial meetings are really a violation of our system.”

“You have a point. That’s why I’m there. I can keep control of the situation.”  Gerald was a sincere person, but just did not want to trouble. His first impulse was to accommodate. Gerald assured Bill that he was doing a good job. He was sorry about Benny, but pointed out that Benny had been the nemesis of several pastors over the years. Gerald continued by relating that Benny’s jovial exterior masked anger which a psychologist would say (if Benny would ever talk to one, which he would never do) that Benny was transferring his guilt or anger to the church. Gerald told Bill that Benny had shared with him that at one time he had considered the ministry. Gerald wondered if Benny might feel guilty about walking away from his call into ministry and instead dedicated himself to making a lot of money.

“When I was a professor,” Gerald continued, believing he had indeed analyzed Benny correctly, “I learned to accommodate administrators like Benny. You have to keep your eye on the goal and do what is necessary to teach.”

Gerald paused and sipped his coffee. Bill had the impression that one part of Gerald wanted to jump up and cuss out Benny but another part kept him peaceful and docile.
 
Gerald continued, “Benny is really a good and generous person. He gave most of the money for the beautiful lounge and we decided to name it after his wife because she has been so active here. I know Benny can be a pain, but I really think if you can just listen to him you will find him to be a great support.”
 
Bill could see that he was not going to have much support. “What about his thing about the Second Street Mission?”

Gerald paused and lowered his voice. “Oh yes, the mission!  I don’t know all the details about that but I think Benny and some others suspect that the director of the mission has some political ideas that are not, shall we say, correct.”

Here was the Second Street Mission again. Bill had yet to visit the mission, but had heard that it was one of the bright spots in the community. Benny, however, had been an ongoing critic, saying that the mission only encouraged the depreciation of that area of town. Bill had learned that at one time, Benny had wanted to buy the mission building along with several other structures in that area. He had a dream of turning the area into expensive condos and shops. However, other ministers in the community, including the minister of Central Church, had opposed his efforts. When a group of private individuals got together and purchased the building and did a renovation on the mission Benny’s plans were defeated. Benny responded by undermining and eventually pressuring their minister to leave. During Rev. Elliott’s ministry, his support of the mission became his undoing. For Benny, this would have catapulted him into a bigger league. Benny hated the mission and was determined that no minister lend any support to it.

Gerald ended their conversation by saying that since he was the church moderator; the meetings were in reality “official”. He hoped Bill would continue to come to them and show his willingness to work things out. Should Bill choose to not come, Gerald said that was Bill’s right but it could have consequences.
 
After Gerald left, Bill felt worse than ever. He had had criticism before but somehow this was different. This was his chance and once again someone was threatening it all. Bill decided to just tell Sharon that Gerald understood and that together they had decided to continue the meetings with Benny. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” Bill said, not really believing it.
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Winter was in the air. The summer had been better for Bill and Sharon. They had taken some time to visit the kids. Lisa had moved into an apartment with a friend, got a job and decided to spend the summer in Columbia rather than come home. As she said, Maysville was really not her home. Robby continued enjoying the life of being single. He and Bill would have regular arguments over why he did not go to college.
 
“Are you going to drive a truck all your life?” Bill would say
 
“Damn sight better than serving a bunch of hypocrites,” Robby would answer and away they would go in the never-ending argument.

After one staff meeting, Bill took the associate Suzanne aside. For years Anita had been the chairperson of the worship committee. Now due to health issues, she was resigning. Bill was wondering if Judy Simmons would be a good replacement. Rick and Judy had become very active in the church since joining and Bill remembered that she had enjoyed working on worship at a former church. In the months since Benjamin’s death, Bill and Sharon had built a friendship with the couple. Judy in particular, Bill discovered, had a degree in art and her home had several of her beautiful landscapes on the walls. She had given Bill and Sharon a beautiful landscape of the Oregon coast, near where Bill’s family used to vacation when he was growing up.

Suzanne thought it was a great idea. “Maybe with some new blood we can make some changes,” she said. “Boy that would be great. You have my full support. But please remember: Anita is best friends with Rose, Benny’s wife. There might be some territorial issues there.”

That evening, Bill stopped by the Simmons’ home. Rick and Judy lived in one of the renovated condos that had been built near the church. It was beautifully decorated with one of Judy’s landscapes hanging above the small fireplace. As Bill entered, Judy gave him a hug and Rick shook his hand and took his coat.

“So good to see you both,” Bill said. “We really enjoyed the dinner and movie we all went to last month.”
 
“I still laugh when I think of that movie,” Rick said. Judy brought in coffee and cookies. It was now more obvious that she was several months along. Rick and Judy had moved through the loss of Benjamin and were now excited about the prospect of having another child.
 
Bill added sugar and a little cream to his coffee, took a sip and leaned back in the stuffed chair. “I really appreciate all that you are doing in the church. Sharon and I especially appreciate the times we’ve been together.”  Pausing, he added, “So how are things going?”

Rick and Judy looked at each other, smiling, Rick looking at Judy’s belly. “Great, as you can see!”

“Sharon and I are so excited for you.”

They talked of the coming baby and other matters for several minutes. Bill, looking at Judy, finally said, “Well I did have another reason for coming by tonight. I want to ask you Judy if you would consider taking over the worship committee?”

Judy turned toward Rick and then back to Bill. “What would that mean?”

“Well,” Bill replied, “Anita has stepped down and with her several of her friends. If you were the chair it would mean asking some people to serve with you on the committee. The committee helps with worship, but more than that they oversee the vestments and decorations for special seasons like Advent, Christmas, and Easter.”

Judy had come from a tradition that had not observed seasons like Advent. Bill agreed to drop off some resources for her to read. As they talked, Judy became more excited about putting her artistic talents to work.
 
“You will have my full support in whatever you do. My style is not to micro-manage but to give a lot of freedom for creativity. Of course, there are some limits, but not many,” Bill said.
 
It did not take much for Judy to agree.
 
“Great,” Bill replied. “Now, coming up right away is Advent. It begins right after Thanksgiving. I can give you the notes from the committee and some resources if you stop by the office later this week.”
 
Bill was elated. Even though the decorations were beautiful, there had been no flexibility with Anita. Everything had its place and everything had to go as Anita wanted. Bill and Suzanne and others had had some new ideas that had never gotten anywhere with Anita. He was happy that there was new blood getting involved in the congregation. It would be a disastrous decision.
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The centerpiece of Anita’s decorations for Advent and Christmas was a huge wreath. It was a massive circle of fern that included angels, bells, purple ribbons and other stuff crammed into the circular monument. Benny and his wife, along with Anita, donated the wreath in honor of their parents. During every season the great wreath was placed upon the cross at the front of the sanctuary. The wreath, in fact, overshadowed the cross that, in effect, simply served as a platform for the great wreath.

Judy, as the new chair of the committee, was not particularly hostile toward the wreath. She actually thought that it was quite attractive in its own way. After Anita had resigned she had welcomed Judy to the committee and told her that at Central Avenue there was a true spirit of creative freedom. So when Judy suggested that they change from the traditional purple vestments to the new blue colors being used in many churches for Advent, her suggestion was greeted with enthusiasm by members of the committee. Members of the committee were experiencing a new sense of freedom now that Anita had retired; ideas that they would never have suggested with Anita at the helm now were put forth and greeted with enthusiasm by Judy. They decided to give a “new look” to the sanctuary. So it was that they decided to move the wreath.

Judy and the committee felt that the wreath was overshadowing the central cross and so decided to place it above the double doors at the entrance to the sanctuary. The great wreath should welcome people into worship.

The decorations went up right after Thanksgiving. Bill and Sharon were in St. Louis with Robby and Lisa. Robby wanted to show off his newly acquired skills as a cook. To his father’s joy, Robby seemed to be expanding his horizons and learning a trade that would get him out of being a delivery person.

Robby delighted the family with a gourmet roasted turkey, a new recipe for mashed potatoes, home-baked rolls, various vegetable dishes, recognizing that his mother was vegetarian, as well as wine and a home-baked desert. After dinner, the family settled down to watch football games on a new big-screen television Robby had purchased. It was then that Bill’s cell phone rang.

“Hello, this is Bill.”  Bill spoke quietly and got up and moved to the far side of the living room. He had thought about turning his cell off but left it on because he had thought he might get a call about Harold Peterson who was in ICU. He was surprised to hear Benny’s voice.

“Oh, Hi Benny,” Bill said, “Happy Thanksgiving!”  The family could tell from Bill’s tone that all was not right. Sharon motioned for Robby to turn down the television. She could tell from the one-sided conversation that the call was not about Harold. Sensing the growing tension in Bill’s voice, she got up and walked over and sat beside him, touching him. Robby and Lisa were engaged in their own conversation about politics.
 
“Yes, I knew Judy was going to change some things in the decorations,” Bill said, his voice growing tense.

Looking at Sharon, Bill rolled his eyes and continued. Sharon could only hear one side of the conversation; it was like listening in to a comic routine, only it did not seem funny.

“No, I did not know where she was going to put the wreath.”  In the pause Bill got up and began pacing and gripping the phone tighter.

“Say, Benny, you know Judy and Rick are new members, young members; the kind of people you wanted to attract. I think that we should not be too hard on them.....

“Well, Benny, I am here with my family right now. I understand your concern, but I am not just going to call Judy and tell her to put the wreath back on the cross and take down all that ‘new crap’, as you call it. Frankly, I think it is nice to see some changes. . .

“Yes, I hear you; Anita may be upset but she is no longer the chairperson of the committee.

“Well, I tell you what, when I get back. . . No, I am not coming back right away. . . I think this is not all that big of a crisis. . . yes, I understand what you are saying. . . well; I am not going to leave my family to come back. Have you called Suzanne? Oh, you did talk with her.
 
“Now Benny, you need to calm down. I don’t think this is a legitimate reason to fire Suzanne, she is a great associate. She is doing a great job. She can be rather blunt at times. Actually, I admire her.”

“Well that is your choice, you can call Gerald and the board but I really do not think this is that big of a crisis. . . ..well okay, goodbye.”

By the time Bill was through with the conversation and the five other phone calls that came his way, he could hardly settle down to enjoy the rest of their holiday. Sharon and Lisa had not seen Bill this upset in a long time. Robby just smiled with a “what do you expect, this is why I don’t go to church” look. But he too said he was sorry and hoped it all worked out. Sharon was not so sure and was also not sure about how she felt about it all. They were not going to move again.
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When Bill got to the office the next week, Suzanne was waiting to see him. As Bill walked into his office, Mabel just rolled her eyes and handed the two of them café mochas. “I thought you both could use a little pick-me-up!” she said as she closed the door to the office.

Suzanne sipped her coffee, composing herself, and spoke first. “I am sorry all this has happened and ruined your holiday. I thought I had it under control and I told people not to bother you and that I could handle it. Benny said something like a woman can’t really handle anything. That really burned me, but I kept pretty calm. Anyway, this is what happened as best as I can piece together:  Judy and her committee came up Saturday morning to decorate the church. She is really good. She had everything organized. Well anyway, they left about noon and sometime in the afternoon, a friend of Anita’s brought her to the church to see the decorations. I understand that she took one look and went ballistic. She stormed out of the church and hit the phones. She called Judy and told her off, called Benny, called everyone she could think of calling. I went over to Rick and Judy’s and I think I had the two of them calmed down. I tried to explain that churches are filled with imperfect people and that one of our tasks is to learn to love some pretty hard-to-love people. I think it worked. Then on Sunday, I heard that several people had called you and I could sense something was afoot. What, I didn’t know.”

Bill listened and tried to look calm. He wondered at the growing sense of panic he was feeling. It was like some hidden monster that kept stirring within his gut no matter what he tried to say to himself. He was feeling trapped. He caught the words “I think I will begin looking for another call after the New Year” and was suddenly brought back to the real world.

“Are you resigning?” Bill asked Suzanne.
 
A thought struck Bill and he looked at a photo on the wall. “This could be a way out,” Bill thought to himself, “Benny had never liked the idea of a woman minister and Suzanne’s resignation might appease Benny and save me.” 
 
In the moment that he had the thought Bill was furious at himself. “That would be wrong,” he said to himself, “and I would be nothing but a coward. It was time to take a stand.”  

Looking back at Suzanne Bill had made a decision. “I hope you are not thinking of resigning. You are not responsible, I am. You do such a good job and I am sorry that you had to take the heat on this one.”

Bill could see that his comment had begun to calm Suzanne down. As they talked, Bill assured her that Benny was just one member and that from his perspective the congregation would be supportive. Of course, Bill added, he really did not know if Benny was more mad at her or at him for not coming right back from St. Louis. “I will probably be fired—after all, as we all know, you don’t cross Mr. Benny!”

Suzanne looked at him with tears visible in her eyes. “I guess I did not think that you were on the hot seat. Maybe both of us should start packing!”  This brought a nervous laugh from both of them.

“All this over that damn wreath!”  Bill said and added, “I would like to see it fall down and smash into a thousand needles and pieces.”

“That would be an answer to prayer,” Suzanne said as she left.
 
As Suzanne left, Bill was actually thinking that the situation might be handled. Leaving the office he decided to go into the sanctuary to pray. Surely God would do something to help this to work out, Bill thought as he entered the sanctuary.

Looking up, he saw—perched right over the cross—the great wreath. He just stood and stared at it. “That damn wreath!!” he thought to himself. “So much for peace on earth!” Bill said and realized he was not whispering but almost yelling.
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Over the next few weeks things went from bad to worse. Tom and Sarah Jenkins came to see Bill. They spent an hour venting their anger and frustration and telling Bill that they were going to seek another church. The hardest visit that Bill made was to Rick and Judy. Bill tried his best to allow them to vent their anger but his heart was not in it. He was not surprised when they told him they would not be coming back to the church.
 
It was time for the monthly meeting with Gerald and Benny. Bill told Sharon that he was not going to attend.
 
“Finally!” she said and gave him a kiss as she continued grading papers. Bill fully intended not to attend, but the next day found that he was driving toward the country club as if he were going to his own execution. “I can handle this,” he said to himself. “God will work it out,” he said to himself.
 
As Bill entered the restaurant, he had little appetite. He could tell from the expressions on Gerald and Benny’s faces that this was not going to be an occasion when they would give him his Christmas bonus.
 
As Bill sat down Benny began as one with a mission. Benny did not address him as “Bill” but as Reverend Thompson.	

“Well, Reverend Thompson, I am sorry all this has happened during Christmas,” Benny said sipping his coffee. “Some of us are pretty upset about the way you have handled this wreath situation. I now have heard that two families are leaving the church over this. Some of us feel that you are not decisive and that lack of leadership is why this blew up and caused people to leave the church!”

Something changed within Bill. He suddenly felt warmth filling his body. It was not from the coffee or the glass of wine he had had before coming to the meeting. He suddenly did not feel afraid. He just smiled.

Benny continued with Gerald nodding in approval. “Now Bill, I don’t want you to take all this the wrong way. We only have the best interests of the church in our hearts. I recognize that you are pretty new and, well, it is Christmas after all.”

Gerald entered the conversation. “What we are saying is that the Board, well, at least I have assured Benny that this sort of thing won’t happen again. I have talked with Suzanne and assured her that her job is not in jeopardy and neither is yours. We just want your assurance that you will work with us. I took the liberty of calling Dr. Pearl and explaining the situation to him. He is very supportive of you and of our idea.”

“What idea is that?”  Bill said and could not believe the sense of calm he felt.

“Well, Dr. Pearl mentioned a leadership workshop that is coming up in March. It’s in Del Ray, Florida, at a retreat there. It is designed to help ministers improve their leadership skills and their communication skills. We would like to send you and Suzanne to that workshop.”
 
“A leadership workshop?”  Bill responded again with a calmness that impressed even him. “I think that is a wonderful idea!”

Gerald looked over at Benny smiling as if a great victory had been achieved. “Well, why don’t we order?”

For some reason, Bill truly enjoyed the meal that day. All through the conversation on politics and religion he just smiled. In fact he smiled all the rest of the day and all week.
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When Sharon heard about the meeting, she was worried. She realized that the decision to come to Maysville and to Central Church might not have been a wise decision. She was happy and more content than she had ever been. She was excited about her classes and her reviews were outstanding. She had found her calling.

At the same time, she noted that her enthusiasm for religion in general was waning. All her life she had been religious, attending church and praying regularly. When she met Bill and they were married she saw her role as his wife as a calling. The kids had come along and her time was taken in raising a family and supporting Bill in his ministry. Yet, the desire for her to make a real difference was always just under the surface.
 
Bill, for his part, had always been encouraging and supportive. When she went back to school to finish her Master’s in history he took over much of the cooking. She had to admit he was in some ways a better cook than she was. When she completed her degree, she was disappointed in not being able to teach, but instead worked in an office. Because of the small congregations, finances had always been an issue.

That is why when Central Church seemed very serious about hiring Bill as their minister she had followed through with an application to teach at the community college. It was as though God was finally working everything out. Bill got the job at the church and she was hired to teach history. The move to Maysville was an answer to all their prayers.

Now, however, she watched as Bill became more and more withdrawn. She began to realize that the interactions at the congregation were more toxic than she wanted to admit. So it was when she hugged Bill and had him sit down for a talk she was surprised at the calmness of his spirit. When she offered her support to whatever decision Bill needed to make including another move, he brushed the suggestion aside. “God will work everything out,” Bill proclaimed with an air of confidence. “I know what I must do,” he said but would not share details.
 
What Sharon worried about was not the words. “God will work it out,” was something she believed. What were strange were not the words, but that Bill seemed to really believe them. So she hugged Bill, kissed him and they sat together. They went out to dinner, returned home and enjoyed each other. The next morning they lay together, embracing. The only thing that bothered Sharon was the smile on Bill’s face, the cheery song he sang from the bathroom and the bounce that had returned to his step.
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That weekend, some two weeks before Christmas, the weather turned colder. A light snow fell and Maysville began to truly take on a traditional Christmas look. All across Maysville shoppers shopped, bells jingled, and people prepared for the holiday season. The “crisis” at Central Avenue was unnoticed by the citizens of Maysville and, in fact, by most of the members of Central. They were too busy with their shopping, decorating, and preparations to really notice what was going on in the inner bowels of the church.

That Sunday, Sharon was out of town at a conference for the college. Since the conference was being held in Columbia where Lisa was attending college, Sharon decided to stay over.

On Sunday the worshippers all got ready, cajoled the children, scraped the thin ice off of their cars, and headed for church.

Benny got up that day and got ready for church as if he were getting ready for battle. Rose, his wife, was not feeling well. Benny, on the other hand, was feeling great. He felt that things were back in control. These new pastors needed control. They were not wise to the ways of the world, not as Benny was wise. He had once thought about going into ministry. It had been the fondest wish of his father, but he had died while Benny was a young man. He had turned his back on that dream and instead had pursued the ambition of providing for his mother and his family. In that, he thought to himself, he had been very successful. He would serve God by being a leader in the church and at that he had also been successful. The wall of his study was filled with letters of thanks and awards that the church had given to him for his generous gifts. He had served on boards and committees and at Central he felt he was the true spiritual guide for the congregation. So as Benny entered the church that Sunday, he felt very happy. It was going to be a very Merry Christmas.

As people arrived that morning they noticed a burned smell in the hallways. Gerald had received a phone call that morning from Bill, who told him he was not feeling well and that Suzanne would lead the service. Gerald made a point of checking in with Suzanne and offering any help. He had told Bill to take care of himself and hoped he would be feeling better soon.

Most people only noticed a putrid smell filling the hallways as they arrived. The trustees hurried around, looking for smoke or anything that might be giving off the slight oily odor. Finding nothing, they came to the conclusion that some kid had probably tried to make something and had burned something or other and that was what caused the smell. They opened a few doors and in time the odor seemed to dissipate.

The choir, the ushers, Suzanne, nor the liturgists noticed anything strange at first. They were busy getting ready for worship. It was Anita’s scream that alerted them. Arriving a little early, she had marched right into the sanctuary to look at her treasured wreath above the cross, just where it belonged. But, looking up at the cross, Anita saw nothing!

About the time that Anita screamed, Benny arrived. By now there was a large crowd gathering at the sanctuary entrance. The air was buzzing with conversation. Some noted that there seemed to be some excitement brewing.

Suzanne arrived and looked up at the cross. A slow smile crossed her lips. The wreath was gone!  Some kid had probably broken in and stolen it. The first thought that crossed her mind was “Thank God.”  But she quickly replaced the smile with an air of seriousness as she was approached by Anita and Benny.

“Where is my wreath?” wailed Anita.

About that moment an usher approached Suzanne and the others. “You have got to see this!”

A rush of people followed the usher to the parish hall. It was lavishly decorated with couches, tables, a grand piano, beautiful paintings, and sculptures that sent a message of affluence befitting Central Avenue. It had been a gift from Benny to honor his wife and was known as “The Rose Lounge.”  Church leaders had dutiful instructed youth and children workers that no child or teenager was to be in the Rose Room. There was just too much to break or ruin.
 
As they entered the hall, the strange odor greeted them. They all saw it at once. In the fireplace were the remains of the wreath. The decorative ornaments had melted, and a pile of ashes and grotesque shapes of melted plastic were the only things left of the beautiful wreath. The room and furniture reeked of a pungent smell and ashes had stained some of the nearby chairs. By the fireplace was a sign on poster board: “THIS WREATH HAS JUST BEEN BURNED BY THE FIRES OF HELL. MAY IT NEVER LIVE AGAIN.”   It was signed: “Your new prophet, Reverend Bill!”
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Bill did not answer his phone that afternoon. He sat in his chair, wine in hand, Bible open to the Prophet Jeremiah, smiling to himself. He had finally stood up to all of them, he thought to himself.

Bill was not aware of the quick meeting that was called after a tension-filled worship service. Benny had called for a special meeting of the Board to fire that “insane” pastor. How dare he desecrate church property and ruin the room he had dedicated to his wife?  When his wife had heard, she had to be given a sedative to quiet her down. Anita had been taken to the emergency room, she was so hysterical. Even Suzanne and others who supported Bill were perplexed, angered, and wondered if Bill had indeed had a breakdown.

Benny was adamant that charges needed to be filed and that Reverend Thompson should be arrested. Other voices argued for calm and restraint. Stan, a contractor, pointed out that the damage was easily repairable and that first they needed to talk to Bill and find out what was going on.

It was agreed that Gerald would contact the district minister and seek his advice. Until then, Suzanne had agreed to contact Bill and talk with him.

It was about at that moment that the police arrived. As Gerald and others looked at each other it was Benny who spoke up.

“I called the police. This is vandalism clear and simple. We need a police report for any insurance claim we might want to make. This is standard procedure. You can all decide later if you want to press charges but this is necessary,” Benny stated. Gerald nodded and thanked Benny for looking out for the church’s best interest.

What Gerald and the others did not know is that Benny had already placed some phone calls to people he knew. He had already made a decision, a decision he told himself that others were too afraid to make. A line had to be drawn in the sand.

And so it was that later that Sunday afternoon, Bill’s meditative moments were interrupted by the doorbell. At the door was an officer with a warrant to take Bill into custody. Handcuffed, he was led out of the house to the patrol car. In the distance, Benny and Rose watched with an air of deep satisfaction on their faces.
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When Sharon returned home Sunday evening, Gerald and Suzanne were waiting for her. She invited them into the house with the horrific thought that Bill had suffered a heart attack or worse. When they explained the situation to her she was relieved on one hand and furious on the other. Then her fury was replaced with worry. Her Bill had finally gone over the edge.

“Why did you have him arrested?!” Sharon asked, the anger rising in her voice. “He needs help, not jail. Why would you do that?”

Gerald looked away. It was Suzanne who spoke. “It was Benny. He called the police, telling us that it was necessary for any insurance claim. What we did not know is that he is friends with some important people and he called in some favors. He wanted Bill arrested—to embarrass him—and to make a point.”

“So you not thinking of filing charges, are you?” Sharon said, looking with growing anger at Gerald.

Gerald finally looked at her and said, “We decided as a board not to file charges but to see what our district minister recommends. It is obvious that Bill is having a kind of breakdown and needs counseling.”

His face took on a sad look as he added, “But it is not as simple as that. Benny has been calling a lot of people and has threatened to pull out of the church if Bill is not fired and some sort of justice happens. Anita went to the emergency room because she was so traumatized. Quite honestly, several board members want a meeting to fire Bill. When the story hits the newspaper and internet, well, I don’t think we will have any other choice.”

“No choice?” Sharon said, tears filling her eyes. “You all always have a choice. Bill needs help, but, you know, right now I am beginning to understand how frustrated he was. You obviously can’t stand up to Benny. Are you going to let him ruin our family and Bill’s whole life?”

Suzanne walked over and embraced Sharon. For a moment they held each other, both in tears. Suzanne looked up and said, “I am so sorry, for you both. I know Bill has been under a lot of stress and honestly, there is a part of me that wants to stand up and cheer!” She looked right at Gerald. “People don’t know the stress that we face in ministry. My counsel, for what it will be worth, is to help Bill through this time and not be vindictive. It is Christmas, after all. A little charity and love would be welcome.”  But even as she said this, Suzanne knew that Benny, when angered, was unstoppable. The last minister had found that out. Why she had stayed on was the question she was now asking herself.

After the meeting, Sharon drove over to the jail to visit Bill. She hardly recognized the Bill that came into the room. The smile of the last few days was gone and he entered the room unable to look at her. She fought her own urge to just yell at him and instead just hugged him. She told him it would be all right. They would get through this time. Then looking at him through tears she told him that a part of her wanted was proud that he had finally stood up. She saw a little bit of the old Bill shining through, the Bill that had marched for peace and justice, the Bill she had fallen in love with so many years ago. They would get through this and, she had to admit, there was a part of her that felt relief—maybe they could put a life together without the church.
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Bill was released the next day. The Church decided not to file any charges if Bill would resign, which he did the following week. The District Minister, Richard Pearl, arranged for Bill to undergo counseling.
	 
It was Christmas Eve when it hit Bill. That evening as the family gathered and tried to make the best of the situation, Bill seemed more despondent than ever. Sharon had even offered to give up her teaching job if Bill needed to move farther away. “I can always find another teaching job,” she had offered. Lisa seemed angry at her father for what he had done.

Robby seemed overjoyed. “Way to go, Dad!” he had said before his mother hushed him.

That evening, Bill excused himself and took a long walk. It had rained and the streets had a slender coating of ice. The air was chilly. Bill walked for a long time and finally sat on a bench in the park. Around him he could hear the sounds of Christmas Eve services.

He sat for the longest time. He prayed. Where was God in all this?  He had been so convinced that he was doing the right thing. In his mind he was like the great prophets, Jeremiah, who had created mayhem to make a statement of faith. Or was he just a fired minister who had embarrassed himself and his family?  Where was God in all this?  Why did people like Benny just seem to get one thing after another and here he was without a job, alone?  Maybe he had been wrong. Maybe God had abandoned him. Where was God?
 
 Bill had no answers that night. He only got cold and wet. He returned home and went to bed early. It was the worst Christmas ever. What he did not know was that it was going to get a lot worse.
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As the New Year began, Bill followed through on Dr. Pearl’s suggestion for counseling. Central Church decided to drop all charges if Bill would agree to counseling. What Bill did not know is that Benny and his friends had also worked out an agreement with Dr. Pearl; he would do his best to make sure Bill would never serve a church again. In this regard, Benny sweetened the deal with a generous gift to the proposed new district offices.

For Bill’s part, he actually believed that after the counseling he would be able to seek another congregation. Dr. Pearl, however, informed Bill that since he had been arrested, any background check would note that arrest and would end any chance of serving a congregation. Furthermore, he would not give his recommendation. He suggested that Bill find another line of work.
 
By spring it became obvious that nothing was going to develop for Bill. This made him more depressed than ever. As the financial reality hit, Sharon and Bill realized they could not stay in their home. Bill found a job at a local grocery store but was laid off. His next job was at Bartlett’s Book Store.

The one positive note was that everyone seemed to have forgotten about him. Bill changed his appearance, allowing his graying hair to grow long and adding a beard. He put on some weight.
 
Sharon, for her part, was very supportive and loving but in time she grew tired of Bill’s lack of initiative. Even when they lost their home she told Bill that as long as they could be happy, that was what was important. She confided in Bill that she had never enjoyed the last years of ministry with the expectations members had placed on her and watching Bill become someone she did not particularly like. She hoped that Bill would rediscover himself and return to the Bill she had once known and loved.
 
As summer turned to fall, tension began between Bill and Sharon. Bill was growing ever more jealous of Sharon’s success and happiness. Sharon was growing tired of Bill always being down. Sharon also wondered about God. It seemed especially cruel that just as she had found herself, Bill seemed to lose himself. From her perspective, she felt they still had many blessings. They had two lovely children, a warm home (although a lot smaller than their other home), each other, and she was confident they could get through this time—if only Bill could find his center once again. As the months wore on, that hope appeared to be less and less a possibility.
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Once again the seasons changed. The beautiful fall gave way to the cool of November. Thanksgiving was a few days away. Bill and Sharon were planning to go to Robby’s again. Bill, however, seemed more despondent than ever. It was a Tuesday when it happened.

Bill was home again. He said he was not feeling well. He seemed to not feel well at least one work day a week. Sharon was wrapping up her classes and getting ready for the Thanksgiving break. That morning she got up early, exercised, fixed a quick breakfast, and once again walked into the bedroom to find Bill still asleep. If he lost this job, she thought, they would be in real trouble.

“Bill. BILL!” she yelled, shaking him.

“Leave me alone!  Just leave me the hell alone!”

“Bill, you have got to pull yourself together!  I have class in thirty minutes. You should go into work today. You are in no way sick.”

Bill sat up. He glared. His beard and hair had turned a white-grey, which in another circumstance would make him appear a little like Saint Nicholas. But his expression was nothing like Saint Nick would wear.

“I told you I don’t feel well,” Bill blurted out, pushing Sharon away, flopping back into the bed and pulling the covers over his head.

Sharon’s voice turned stern as she looked at the lump in the bed. “Bill, I have just about had it with you. We’re going to Robby’s tomorrow and you look like shit!”

Bill pulled the covers tighter around his head.
 
Where was the Bill she had known?  Where was the Bill of faith and love?  Somewhere he had lost himself and she feared that he was also losing her. She gathered herself up and said, “Bill, I’m going to work now. I will be a little late. If you can manage it, I would really like you to get up, shower, shave, and look decent. Then if you can find the time in your BUSY SCHEDULE, you might clean out the closet and get the decorations out for Christmas.”

Bill ignored her and pulled the covers tighter around him.

Sharon stared at him, a tear forming in her eye and slowly making its way down her cheek. “Well, goodbye.”  With that, she opened the door and let Jerry into the room. Before Bill could react, she slammed the door and then slammed the outside door and left.

Jerry bounded onto the bed, only to be harshly rebuked by Bill. Jerry wasn’t dumb and retreated to the corner of the bed. Bill, for a moment, seemed to regret what he had done, but only for a moment. He flopped back over, pulled the covers up and slept the morning away.

Bill finally got up around two in the afternoon. He dressed (sort of), decided not to shower or shave, and sat down to channel surf. By the time Sharon returned home, Bill had gone back to bed.

Sharon sat in the dark room for hours that night. Her hand was slowly petting Jerry’s head, caressing his ears, thinking—and praying—and crying. Something had to change. Her stomach seemed to knot up. Bill had dropped out of counseling months ago. He was distant. They had not made love for months. She was getting angrier and angrier. The children had noticed. Inside her there was that knowing, awful truth that she might have to leave Bill. The very thought caused her to silently sob. She prayed and prayed and cried some more. All the time Bill seemed to be asleep, but he wasn’t.

As Bill lay there that night he also wondered about everything. He never should have destroyed that wreath. He never should have come to Central Avenue. It was his ego, his pride. He had been happy at his last church. No; not really. He felt like everyone was passing him up, getting the larger churches. Is that what it is about?  Is ministry nothing but a career like everything else?  Where was God?  Why had God abandoned him?  He had served for decades, put up with crap, done a lot of good, and changed a lot of lives. Where were the rewards?  He had lost his home, lost his ministry, lost his pride, and might lose his family. These were the thoughts cascading around Bill’s heart that evening until finally sleep took over.

The next morning when Bill awoke, he knew he had to make some changes. He would get up, get dressed, he thought. Where was Sharon?  He turned onto his side and noted that her side of the bed had not been slept in. He got up and walked into the living room. Sharon was sitting in the chair in the living room.

“Hi honey,” Bill said. “I’m sorry for the way I have been acting for the last few days. I have been such a jerk,” he said and looked to Sharon for a response.

Sharon said nothing. It was then that Bill noticed a suitcase packed and sitting beside her. “Bill,” she said, “we have to talk.”

Those words hung in the air. Bill had feared this moment, knew it was coming. Sharon was leaving him. He deserved it. He had not been much of a husband lately. All he could do was slowly sit down in the chair opposite her.

“Bill, this is hard for me to say. I don’t know what is wrong with you. You just seem to not see anything clearly. I’m sorry you lost the church and I am just as angry as you that they have forgotten about you. You don’t realize how hard it has been for me all these years. All those parties I went to, all the services I attended. Now please understand me I do not regret for one moment being a support to you. But time and time again I have had to bite my tongue as I watched you attacked and watched you not getting the respect you deserved. This last church was a nightmare. Anyway, that’s not what I want to say.”  She paused and drew in a breath. Bill slowly let a breath out. He knew what was coming next. He had counseled dozens of broken marriages and the knot in his stomach told him his was unraveling before his eyes. For some reason at that moment he began to feel anger, not pity. Strange!

Sharon continued. “Bill, I love you. The children love you. I’m not leaving you, if that is what you’re thinking. But I do need a break. I need some space. I think it is best that I go on to Robby’s without you. I think you need some time and space to sort things out. I don’t know any more if you want to stay in this marriage. I need time to think and so do you. So I called Robby and Lisa and we talked last night and we all think that you need to have some time to sort things out. What do you think?”

Bill could not believe the words. Did the kids not want him around?  All he could manage was, “Honey, I said I was sorry. Why are you leaving me?”

“Bill, you didn’t hear me. I am not leaving you. I’m going to Robby’s for Thanksgiving. We will all miss you, but in your shape, you will not enjoy one moment. We think you need some space, and I most surely do. It isn’t going to be much of a Thanksgiving, but I think this is for the best. Please hear me: I am not leaving you and I love you.”

Bill sat. It was as though the world were crushing in on him. All he could say was, “I love you and I am sorry.”  Then he added, “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we both need some space.”  Bill reached out for Sharon, but sensed this was not a time for hugs. Sharon got up, moved close to him, lightly kissed him, picked up her suitcase, said good-bye to Jerry and left. Bill did not see her tears nor did she see his. He thought last Christmas was the worst Christmas ever; he was wrong.
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For Bill’s family, Thanksgiving was not a day of thanks. Sharon, Robby, and Lisa had little appetite. They spent the day talking about their father and husband, wondering if the old Bill would ever return. This was the Bill who had a deep laugh, a sarcastic wit, and a deep love. Robby recalled all the times that his father had helped people, leaving the family to respond to a death or a crisis. At the time he had resented the interruptions, but for the first time, he began to appreciate his father. He remembered how they were once walking the plaza in Kansas City when a homeless man had approached him. Robby’s first impulse was to tell the guy to get lost, but not his father. His father had struck up a conversation and given the guy a couple of bucks.

“That’s so stupid,” Robby had said. “All he’ll do is by liquor or drugs.”

“Well, that will be his problem,” his father said. “Our problem is whether we help a stranger or not.”

Robby remembered that his father and mother often would set aside twenty or so one-dollar bills to hand out to the homeless on the plaza or at other public areas. Once, after they had handed out all their money, another homeless person approached them.

His father had said: “Sorry, all we can give you is a blessing. We’ve given all of our money to others.”

The man had looked at them. “So you are the ones. I heard about you guys. Look, you don’t have to give me anything, but let me give you something.”  The man looked at them and said, “Bless you all!”  Robby remembered that at that moment he had felt more pride than at any other time.

Lisa remembered how proud she was to see her father standing at the pulpit preaching away. She had always loved his sermons. Unlike Robby, she still went to church. She had even thought about maybe, just maybe, going into ministry. However, those ideas were now on hold, because of Central and what they had done to her father.

Sharon talked and remembered the tender moments. For some reason it was the times that Bill stood up for others that made her so proud. In many ways she was proud that he had destroyed that damn wreath, but she would never tell anyone.

For the three of them, Thanksgiving was a time of remembering and of hoping that somehow, somewhere, Bill would find himself and would once again find God or at least a reason to be.

For Bill, Thanksgiving was the loneliest time he could remember. He vacillated between despair and anger and sadness. He was gruff with Jerry and then playful. As he sat in his underwear through the morning, he also thought long and hard. Maybe Sharon was right; maybe this was all for the best. He had to admit that over the last few years he had lost his sense of joy with the church. All the fighting, all the administration, all the competition, and all the hate seemed such a contradiction. Jesus had been about love, welcoming all people, forgiving all people, loving everyone. The church seemed to be about success, welcoming only some people, and definitely not loving everyone, especially, it seemed to Bill, the people who served the church.

Sometime around noon Bill decided that he had to do something. He got up, went into the bathroom, brushed his teeth, and took a long look at himself in the mirror. He quickly shed his underwear and stepped into the shower. The warm water felt refreshing. Emerging from the shower, he actually felt a lot better. Going to the closet, he again felt waves of anger as he looked at the closet, stuffed full of clothes, some in boxes. There had been plenty of room in their other house, he thought. No, he was going to change things, he thought again. He reached into the closet and pulled out a pair of jeans, a bright green shirt, and western leather belt. He pulled on his tennis shoes and in that moment came to another decision. He would clean out the closet in the hall and put up the decorations for Christmas!

Opening the door to the closet, he was for a moment taken aback by the mess. How could something so small have so much stuff in it?  Jerry, sensing that his master was having mood changes, bounded around the room, excited.

“Well, Jerry,” Bill said, slowly lowering himself down, “we have one hell of a lot of work to do even finding the decorations!”

With that, Bill began to pull boxes out of the closet. They should have been more organized, he thought to himself. They had lights crammed in with keepsakes, ornaments with financial records, and, he wondered, where is the star?  Jerry was in dog heaven as he poked his head into one box and then another. In one box he discovered one of his long lost toys that somehow had gotten packed and forgotten.

Bill worked for some two hours with the result being a bigger mess than before. Toward the end he was just dumping the contents out and sorting through them. Something in one of the boxes caught Jerry’s attention. While Bill was poring through the ornaments, looking for the one his mother had given them, Jerry spotted an old, yellowed envelope. Grabbing it, he bounded off with his prize. Bill caught the movement out of the corner of his eye.

“Jerry, drop it!” Bill yelled. Jerry sensed a game and bounded off into the next room, gleefully placed a paw on the envelope and began to tear it open.

“Jerry, damn it, I don’t have time for this,” Bill said as he lunged after the bounding dog. Finally cornering Jerry, Bill grabbed the envelope from his jaws.

“Jerry, look at this, you tore it open. This might be something valuable like a lost lottery ticket or something.”  Bill reached over and patted Jerry’s head, who suddenly realized he was not in serious trouble. He bounded off to search the growing pile of treasures on the living room floor.

For some reason, Bill did not just toss the envelope away or stuff it back into a box. He paused and looked at it. It was an ordinary legal-sized envelope. On the outside was a faded date, “Christmas, Murray”. Finishing what Jerry had started, Bill saw three old soup labels fall to the floor and a note. The labels were from cans of Campbell’s chicken and rice, chicken noodle, and vegetable beef soups. The note said: “The best Christmas gift ever—from Mary Pond.”  Bill turned the labels over and over in his hand. Then he remembered.
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It was almost three decades before. Bill was graduating from the University of Oregon. It was a time before iPods and MP3 players, before the Internet, and even before computers had become a household item. Mechanics sneered at the foreign cars that were making an appearance in the country. 	Bill had not always wanted to be a minister. In fact, he had started at the University of Oregon majoring in political science or “poly-sci”, as it was called. He hoped to be a community organizer and perhaps to do something to change the world, or at least his corner of the world. Bill looked the part. His long hair and beard and his well-worn jeans made his family suspect that he had indeed gone off the deep end.

Bill’s family had attended church off and on. So when he had what he said was a religious experience in his junior year of college, they were as surprised as he was. Bill had just broken up with a girl, and his sisters always believed that on the rebound, he found God.

So after his graduation from college, Bill enrolled in a seminary in Texas. In August he loaded up his old 1964 Dodge Dart and began the trek to Texas. 	The day he left for Texas, it was humid in Eugene, Oregon. His family had moved to Eugene when Bill was young, so it was natural for him to attend the University of Oregon. He could live at home and have more money for other things. Thus when Bill loaded up his Dodge for the trek to Texas it would be his first real time away from home.

That day, as the last box was placed into the back seat of the Dodge, Bill’s father Milt, his mother Joyce, and his sisters (Julie who had just graduated from high school and Nicole, ten years younger), looked on. His mother made no secret of her feelings. Tears were welling up in her eyes as she said goodbye to her firstborn. Bill’s sisters would also miss him, but now each of them would have their own room. When the older brother moves, they had said to each other, they could spread out. They had actually hoped it would happen after Bill graduated from high school but no, Bill had stayed at home through college.

It was his father that Bill would always remember. The two of them were both acting like it was no big deal but knew that it was.
 
“Here, let me give you a hand,” Milt said. His hands were rough from years of working under the hoods of cars. He was a mechanic for the Chevrolet dealership in Eugene. He grabbed the rope that was wound around the car-top carrier that was perched on top of the Dodge.
 
“I got it,” Bill said, but before he could react, Milt had a hold of the rope and pulled the knot tight.
 
“Now, you drive careful and be careful with this load! I checked everything out. The plugs are fine. The oil’s changed. Did you put in the box of tools?”

“Yes, Dad,” said Bill with a little impatience in his voice.

The car was ready, but for several moments they all stood looking at each other. It was Joyce who made the first move, grabbing Bill and hugging him so that his breath left. “Now you call us when you get there,” his mother said, tears flowing down her face. Bill had a stoic look. He was not going to get emotional, he kept telling himself.

His two sisters each gave him a hug, almost acting bored with the whole affair. He was only going off to graduate school and probably would move back into the house after that, they thought. Milt stood off behind Joyce. Then Bill and Milt looked at each other, trying to figure out what to do. Milt thrust out his hand. Bill took it. “Take care, son, and drive carefully,” Milt said.
 
With that, Bill climbed behind the wheel, shifted into “R” and slowly backed out the driveway. He slowly drove down the street, waving out the window, turned right, turned left, and caught the freeway for a new life.
 
As Eugene faded into the background and the Dodge purred north toward Salem and Portland, Bill did not think of much of anything. He had decided to get to Texas by first going to Montana and meeting a friend of his that had also decided to pursue ministry. Paul Sinclair had been Bill’s friend all through high school. It was Paul who had invited Bill to his youth group and gotten him started back to church. It was he and Paul who had had hours of discussion about God, religion, music, politics, and Miss Wilson their strict high school math teacher. Paul had gone off to college at the University of Washington and Bill to the University of Oregon. They had kept in touch all through college. In their junior year they had taken a trip to L.A. and barely escaped being arrested because of some of their antics. It was a further strange coincidence that they had both come to the conclusion to go into ministry and had chosen the same seminary. So Bill was traveling to Red Lodge, Montana where Paul and his wife now lived. Together they would make the trek to Texas.

The miles passed by. Bill turned east at Portland, crossed over the Columbia River and began the journey across the deserts of eastern Washington. Somewhere, Bill did not know where, he pulled over to the side of the road to have lunch. His mother had packed him a lunch of some of his favorite things. There was cold chicken, potato chips, and her famous potato salad. The latter was stored in a container filled with ice to keep it cold. Also in the container were several bottles of Coca-Cola, by now ice cold. Bill got out of his Dodge. It was a hot day and the desert made it seem even hotter. Eastern Oregon and Washington contain some of the most desolate land in the nation. Little rain made it over the Cascades to this parched area. To Bill it looked like the end of the earth.
 
He found a rock to sit on and decided that shade was a luxury he was not going to enjoy. He spread out a blanket, sat down and unpacked his lunch. It was then that it hit him. He was really leaving home. Oh, he had been pretty independent during college and his folks were great in that they treated him differently after high school. This was different. This was real. He knew his sisters were already moving the rest of his stuff out and redecorating his room. He was surprised that he cried and cried. He slowly rewrapped the chicken, gulped down the coke, and got back into the Dodge.

Noon gave way to afternoon. One mile gave way to another and the land looked as uninviting as ever. Bill had planned to pull off the road, throw out a blanket, and sleep by the roadside. As he looked around at the large expanse of nothing he told himself he would drive until he dropped before he would stop in this expanse of nothing.
 
Suddenly, Bill’s spirits quickened. Was that a pine tree he just passed?  Was there another?  And another?  It was pine trees!  The air flowing in the open windows seemed cooler. As Bill climbed toward Spokane his heart rate increased. This looked more like home, more like the lush beauty of the Willamette Valley. Bill drove on, his spirits higher, past Spokane and crossed the border into Idaho. It was then that he saw it!  There stretching out before him was a beautiful lake, nestled between gorgeous mountains. The sun was rapidly slipping into the west, but this was the most beautiful sight Bill had ever seen. He did not know it at the time but he was entering Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. This is where he would spend the night!

Bill took an exit and realized that he was very, very hungry. He spotted a sign that read: “Ted’s Café, Home-cooked Food.”  He slowed the Dodge and pulled into the gravel parking lot. Bill actually did not compute that he looked more or less like a hippie. He had trimmed his hair and cut off his beard, but he still retained a nice mustache. His jeans and sandals, striped shirt and vest, and necklace identified him to the patrons as one of those “damn hippies”. When Bill walked in he was aware that all eyes seemed to be looking in his direction. Maybe this was not a good idea, he thought to himself.

Bill sat down in a well-worn, red-leathered booth and opened the menu. He looked up as the waitress brought him some water. She was gorgeous. Tall with blonde hair, her name-tag read: “Sadie”.
 
“Can I get you something to drink?” Sadie asked with a definite accent. Bill would later learn that it was a Texas accent but at the moment it just sounded strange but nice.
 
“Water would be just fine,” Bill said, very aware that he was on a tight budget.

“Are y’all ready to order?”  Sadie said cheerfully.

“Yeah; I‘ll have a hamburger, fries, well done on the hamburger, and, ahh, onions, no mustard, and a little mayo, if that’s okay?”

“Sure is,” Sadie said, quickly writing down the order. “Say, are you a pro-tes-tor, or sumthin like that?” she asked quietly.

“No, I’m on my way to seminary, in Texas,”

“Texas?  That is where I’m from. I come from near Abilene but my folks moved out here when I was a teenager. What is a sem—in—ary?”

“Sorry,” said Bill. “I am going to be a minister and seminary is, well, it is where you learn about the Bible and how to be a minister.”

“You don’t say?”  Sadie said with a big smile. She turned to a man behind the counter, dressed in an apron, who Bill assumed was Ted and said louder, “Hey, Ted we got us a preacher-man here. The young man is on his way to Texas to be a preacher!”

“You don’t say,” Ted said in a deep voice. “Well, for a preacher the meal is on the house!”

Bill interrupted, “No, no, that is not necessary.”

Sadie looked at him and said, “No use arguing. Ted used to be a preacher of sorts himself. We’re both Baptists. Nice to meet you!”  With that, Sadie turned and gave the order to Ted, who went behind the swinging doors to start the order. For some reason the information that Bill was a preacher caused the conversations in the café to return to normal. Bill guessed that a preacher trumped a hippie, at least at Ted’s.

His meal was one of the best he had ever tasted. Most likely it was because he had basically skipped lunch and was dead tired. It was good, though.

As Bill finished, he reached into his pocket and left a nice tip for his free meal. He got up and thanked both Sadie and Ted.

Ted, grease-covered but with a pleasant smile said, “Say, kid, I don’t mean to butt in, but if you are going to Texas how come you’re up here in Idaho?  Your car license says you’re from Oregon. Do you realize Texas is way south of here?”

“I am on my way to meet a friend in Montana. Then we’ll head to Texas.”

“Just wanted to make sure you weren’t lost or sumthin’,” Ted said with a hearty laugh. “Say, I went ahead and cut you a piece of pie.”  Ted held out a brown paper sack. “Don’t want you to starve on your way to Texas.”

“Thanks!” Bill said, grinning ear to ear. “You are both so kind. God bless you both!”

“Hope so,” said Ted.

Bill turned to leave, and then paused and turned back. “There is one thing you could help me with. I plan to throw my blanket down and sleep by my car, but I was wondering if there is a good place to do that around here?”

Ted scratched behind his ear and thought for a moment. “Yep, if you drive down this road a little more west, you’ll see a sign that reads ‘KOA Campground’. Just turn in there and tell the guy that Ted sent you. He won’t charge you and will let you bed down there. It’s a lot safer than on the side of the road.”

“Thanks, thanks a lot.”  And with that, Bill left Ted’s Café feeling that this was going to be a wonderful adventure. He got into the Dodge, started it up and headed down the road. Within a mile he saw the sign for the KOA campground. It was dark as he turned into the campground. The man at the gate did just as Ted had predicted. When Bill told him, “Ted sent me,” the man just waved him in and told him a good place to camp for the night.

“Ted’s a right good fella,” the man said. Bill just smiled and nodded.

As Bill unrolled his blanket and lay down, he had never seen such a beautiful sight. It seemed like there were millions, no trillions of stars arching across the sky. It was not long before he settled into a deep sleep.

The next morning was spectacular. The sun rose above the mountains and gave the world a fresh look. Bill, sleepy but energized from a good night’s sleep, rose early, just as the sun was peering over the mountains to the east. He rolled up his sleeping bag and ate a quick breakfast of rolls he had purchased the night before. Soon he was driving east toward Montana. As he began the climb over the Rockies his small Dodge struggled. As the altitude increased, Bill began to wonder if the little car would even make it over the Great Divide. Coming up behind the double logging trucks was no problem, since he could not outrun them. The problem was when they came up behind him. Several times he pulled to the side of the road to let the monsters pass.

Finally the little Dodge and Bill were through the worse of it. He left Idaho and entered Montana. Soon the miles drifted behind him and he approached the small town of Red Lodge, where his friends were waiting. It was evening when Bill finally arrived at the home of Paul and his wife Lynn. Red Lodge was a very small town with a rustic flavor, where Paul worked with the Forest Service. Paul and Lynn had moved there after graduation. Lynn had grown up near Billings and wanted to live close to her parents, at least during their first year of marriage. However, for reasons similar to Bill’s, Paul had decided to enter seminary, and so the three friends would make the journey to Fort Worth, Texas, together. When Bill had gotten Paul’s call that he, too, had decided to enter ministry and had at the same time decided on the same graduate school as Bill, it seemed to him to be a miracle. He would be going to school with his best friend.

Paul was shorter than Bill, with a stocky build. His dark skin came from the fact that he was one-quarter Cherokee, something he was very proud of. Lynn was slightly taller, well-proportioned with dark flowing hair. Lynn had grown up in Montana on a ranch and loved both the outdoors and horses. Bill thought that his best friend was the luckiest person on earth to have married someone like Lynn. Bill had been Paul’s best man at the wedding a year ago.

That evening the three ate a hearty dinner of roast beef, boiled potatoes, and green beans followed by Lynn’s famous apple pie. They settled down after dinner to several Coors and swapped stories.
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The next day the three worked finishing packing up the trailer with Paul and Lynn’s furniture. They left a little after noon. That evening, they spent the night with Lynn’s parents in Billings. Bill learned where Lynn had gotten her cooking skills from as her mother treated the family to a feast of baked chicken, roasted potatoes, green beans, salad, and cherry pie for desert.

The morning dawned cloudy. They dined on eggs, sausage, biscuits, and coffee. Lynn’s mother made sure that they would not go hungry on the trip. She had prepared sandwiches, chips, several slices of cherry pie, and included a gift of a cooler stocked with soda pop and a few beers for good measure. It was late when the small caravan started their journey for Texas. They planned to camp out along the way.

The first stop was at the Little Bighorn Battlefield Memorial where General Custer had made his infamous last stand. The sun was making its way down behind the horizon when Paul, Lynn, and Bill arrived. The visitor’s center was closed, but the three began walking the battlefield. As the sun set and the lingering shadows grew, the three stared out at the monument where Custer had made his last stand. It was a surreal moment for Bill.

That night they stopped at a Texaco station for gas and the owner invited them to pull their vehicles into the vacant lot next door and camp out. Bill could not remember sleeping so well.

The next day they loaded up and continued the journey. They traveled through the vast lands of Wyoming, through Denver, and on to Kansas where one of Paul’s relatives lived. There they showered, were treated to great Midwestern hospitality and after a good rest, continued on. They skirted the handle of Oklahoma and finally entered Texas. For the three it was as though they had entered another world. Although Paul had lived briefly in Oklahoma when he was very young he had spent most of his life in the West. It seemed that they were indeed strangers in a strange land. That evening the little caravan drove into a West Texas town; the sign read: “Wheeler”. They stopped at a local restaurant. They expected some stares but found none. Men wore western hats and boots, women listened and giggled, and the waitress spoke with a definite Texas drawl.

“What is an enchilada?” Bill inquired.

Paul gave him a quick definition as the waitress approached.

“Can I hep you?” she said with that definite drawl. She was slightly overweight and had blondish hair that was tied in the back with a colorful bow.

Paul ordered for all three. “I think we will each have the three-enchilada dinner. And a beer.”

“Sorry, this is a dry area. We don’t have a liquor license.”

“Oh, then three Cokes!”

The dinner started with a basket of corn tortilla chips and a reddish sauce. The chips and sauce were amazing. So too was the dinner. Paul and Bill had remarked that three enchiladas did not seem like much and maybe they should have ordered more. Their eyes widened as the waitress brought three huge enchiladas, a bowl of refried beans, rice, and more chips.

“We can never eat all this!” Lynn said as she looked around the rustic room.

“We can sure try!” Bill and Paul said together. They all launched into the feast as if they had not eaten for days.

“I wonder where we can stay tonight,” Paul mused.

“I don’t know if these folks will take to a bunch of strangers camping out. We could get a room, but my money is pretty tight.”

“Let’s ask that nice-looking sheriff or marshal over there,” Lynn said, pointing to a tall man who was dressed in a white western shirt, western hat, and bright badge, with a six-shooter strapped around his waist.

“I don’t think so,” Bill said, turning his gaze away from the officer. Too late, he thought. The officer had gotten up from his stool and was sauntering over to them.

“You three from out of town?”

“Yes sir,” Paul answered, quietly.

Lynn smiled and added, “We’re from Montana,” she said. “Bill is from Oregon. He and my husband are going to be studying to be ministers and we’re on our way to Fort Worth so they can start seminary.”

“You don’t say. Well, my name is Henry and I’m the local law around here. Anything you kids need?”

Paul hesitated, but then volunteered, “We could use a place to camp out for the night. Is there any place we can throw some sleeping bags down and get some sleep?”

“Sure is. Just take this road to the north, just out of the parking lot. Go a few miles and you will come to a nice city park. Got a pond, ducks, trees—we’re right proud of it. You can camp out there.”

“Is it safe?” Bill inquired.

“Oh, me and my deputy patrol it several times a night. Mostly we’re looking for lovers and such. I think you’ll be safe. I want to welcome y’all to Texas and I hope you have a safe trip.”

The three looked at each other and smiled. They were going to enjoy Texas!



 

-22-

It was hot and humid as the three drove into Fort Worth. Auburn Divinity School was actually a part of Southwest Christian University. For decades the seminary had trained ministers from many denominations, offering challenging courses in biblical studies, theology, psychology, social ministry, and the practical aspects of being a pastor. The center of Auburn was a Colonial-style chapel. Southwest Christian University was spread over a wide area and was noted as one of the leading liberal arts universities in the nation.

The seminary had arranged for Paul and Lynn to rent a home nearby. Bill, being single, had been placed in the student housing, a complex of apartments overlooking a pool. The apartments were clean but the complex was from another era. Bill had been assigned to apartment twelve.

The threesome arrived at Paul and Lynn’s home in mid-afternoon. Their house dated from the 1940’s and had two small bedrooms, a small kitchen, a living room and the real plus was a laundry room. Paul backed the trailer up the gravel driveway and the three began to unload the few possessions of the Sinclair household. They would all spend the night there, and then unload Bill’s things in the morning.

The next day, they awoke to the loud rumblings of a Texas thunderstorm and downpour. “What the hell is that?” Bill cried out.

“Thunderstorm,” replied Paul. “I remember them from my days in Oklahoma. We’ll have to get use to them.” A boom shook the house and the rain began pouring down.

Paul thought a moment and added, “Then there are the tornados.”

“Tornados?” both Bill and Lynn said together.

“Yeah, we are now in tornado country. I remember one hit my grandmother’s town once. It looked like someone had taken a sledge hammer to everything.”

“Well, I hope God is on our side,” Bill said as another boom shook the house.

The storm played itself out within an hour and the sunshine returned, and so did the humidity. Bill and Paul went over to the seminary to get Bill moved in and to check things out. They found the apartment complex located just behind the seminary and found apartment twelve. A knock on the door brought them face to face with David. David was lanky, had a full beard, short hair and was dressed in jeans and a shirt that had seen a better day.

“Oh, are you the new roommate?” Dave grunted. Dave White had been a geologist before deciding to enter into ministry. Bill and Dave would become good friends but that would be later. Dave opened the door, grunted and returned to his room. Before entering his room, he pointed to the second bedroom and said, “You can have that one. This one is mine and I would appreciate it if you would keep out.”  With that he entered the room and closed the door. Before the door closed, Bill caught a look into the room. There were two beds. Dave’s side looked like a tornado had struck it. In the corner sat a radio set. Dave was a HAM operator and had built the unit himself. Around the room were boxes filled with various parts and other junk. All of this was on one side of the small bedroom.

The other bed was neat, with sheets pulled tight. The dresser was meticulously organized. Bill would later discover that Chris and David were like the “odd couple”; except Dave could not stand Chris and Chris could not stand David.
 
“Interesting,” Bill said as both he and Paul broke into a silent laugh.
 
The rest of that day Paul helped Bill get settled. He and Lynn had invited Bill to a home-cooked meal at their home. Bill was grateful that he had his best friend and Lynn as companions. He was beginning to feel lonely. He was beginning to feel like he should reload his car, turn around and return to Oregon. Having friends would help. It did.

The next day, Bill walked the short distance to the seminary. He had an appointment with a Mr. Scott, who ran the student field service program. Each student was encouraged to work in a church setting during the three-year program. The field service program placed students throughout the area, usually in small congregations that could not afford a full-time pastor. The program provided real experience and students were evaluated on their skills and performance. For Bill a placement was necessary not only for the experience, but for the income. His budget was going to be tight. Even with the scholarship he needed steady income to pay his rent, food, and other costs.
 
Mr. Scott was tall, over six feet. He wore a blue sports jacket, white shirt, tie, slacks, and polished shoes. He had served as a senior minister in a large congregation for decades. He had been the field service director for several years. It was his job to find a place for each student.

“Come on in,” Mr. Scott said, briefly looking at his notes. You’re Bill Thompson?  I’m Harold Scott.”

“Dr. Scott, it is good to meet you,” Bill said extending his hand.

“Just call me Mr. Scott. I don’t have a doctorate, a reality that some here give me a hard time about. I am just a mister, not a doctor. Have a seat.”

Bill sat down. His nervousness was evident.

“How do you like Texas?” Mr. Scott said.

“It’s hot. That storm this morning was something else!”

“Oh, that wasn’t much. That is just part of Texas, especially this time of the year. Now, how do you like your accommodations?”

The small talk went on for some time as they exchanged things like where they were born, what they liked to eat, and so forth. Mr. Scott was pleasant and had the kind of personality that gave permission for a person to share. Bill had the impression, which turned out to be correct, that this was really an interview. It was Mr. Scott’s job to get to know the students and then match them with an appropriate situation. Over the years, he had proven to be good at working to develop young ministers so that by graduation they had the skills to take on a full-time congregation with all of its complications.

“Well,” said Mr. Scott finally, “I imagine you are here looking for a placement. Well, you really won’t need one until the semester begins next week.” He shuffled through some papers before finally holding one up. “Now, you don’t have much experience.”  Pausing and looking at a list of possible congregations, he continued. “Here’s a nice little congregation. We’ve been supplying them with a weekend preacher for decades. I don’t really think they have ever had a full-time minister. It is small, but with the stipend the income is not too bad. It’s a three-hour drive north. Here, take a look at it.” Scott handed the paper to Bill.

Bill looked at the paper that gave a profile of the congregation. “Mur-ray,” he said slowly, pronouncing it Mur-ree. “Is that right?”

“Yes, Murray, Texas. But it’s pronounced ‘mur-Ray’. There is a little church up there that has been a very good training ground for pastors. Murray is located north of Denton.”

Bill thought for a moment and then said reflectively, “I was really hoping for something a little—well, a little larger.”

“Well, maybe in time. Everyone has to start somewhere. Why don’t you go up there next Sunday?  I will call Sam, he’s the head elder of the church, and tell him we’re sending you up there. Now, you will have to preach, but I am sure they will handle the rest of the service until you get your feet on the ground.”

“Preach?” Bill said. “I have not done much preaching. Oh, I did a little while in college, but not like this.”

Mr. Scott rose from his seat, thrust out his hand and grasped Bill’s. “I’m confident you will do just fine. Now I have some other appointments waiting. You know, you have to sometimes just jump in to learn to swim.”

“Or drown,” Bill said under his breath as he thanked Mr. Scott and left.

That evening, Bill again went over to Paul and Lynn’s for dinner. He told them his experience with Mr. Scott.

“Were you assigned someplace?” Bill inquired.

“No, in fact I didn’t even get over there. I’m not worried. Today I hit the streets and have an interview at the Safeway down the street. I’m not sure I will even take a church for a time. I need to really decide if this is for me,” Paul said between bites of pie.

“You’re probably smart. Me, I’m the stupid one. Just jumped right in without checking the water. They even want me to preach on Sunday,” Bill said with a wistful tone to his voice. He added, “Guess I better get a haircut, shave, and get my suit cleaned.”

Bill returned to his apartment. Opening the door, he did not see Dave anywhere around. Chris was sitting on the sofa sipping a soda and watching the one television in the place. It was Chris’s television so he determined what would be watched, most of the time.

“Hi, HO,” Chris said lifting up his Coke. Chris was short and somewhat overweight. His face was pock-marked, the result of a childhood sickness. He was neatly dressed in pajamas, silk-like robe, slippers, and had placed a coaster on the table for his drink. “How did your day go,” he said between sips.

Bill again went through his day and asked Chris if he had received a placement, forgetting that Chris was a second-year student. “Oh, I’m an associate pastor, one of the associates, down at First Methodist downtown. It’s a great position and a real learning experience. The minister is fantastic and the church, well, it is one of the largest Methodist churches around.”   From the dress, new car, and even attitude Bill figured that Chris had always had it good.

“Say, I want to ask you about your roommate,” Bill said. “Dave, is it?”

“Oh, yes,” Chris said rolling his eyes. “He is a strange one. He’s so messy I cannot stand it. He’s always working on his radios, always hauling in more junk. We have an understanding: I stay out of his way and he stays out of mine. I would have moved into your room but they have assigned you and another student to that room already.”

“A roommate?” Bill inquired with disappointment. “I guess I thought I would be alone. The semester starts Monday.”

“Your roommate is named Ernie or something. He is from Taiwan and is over here studying for the ministry. I don’t like all these foreigners coming over here taking advantage of us, especially all the students from over there.” As Chris said this, he made an assuming look Bill’s way. “We Americans have to stick together, if you know what I mean.”

Bill hesitated and then remarked, “Well, I really don’t have any prejudices one way or the other. My best friend is part Native American and in college I dated a girl from Japan for a while. I think Ernie and I will get along fine.”

Chris said nothing. He changed his gaze back to the TV and began sipping his soda. Bill figured the conversation was over. As he walked down the hall toward his bedroom he saw Dave walking from the bathroom to his bedroom.

“Heard what you said,” Dave said giving Bill a thumbs up. “He is a real asshole.”  With that he went into his room and closed the door. Bill did the same but could not sleep worrying about what in the world he would preach about on Sunday.
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Sunday came all too soon. If Bill could have something to do about it, he would have preferred several weeks before his first test. The way the system worked, the local congregation had the final say. In truth, all they had to do was convey to Mr. Scott that they did not like a particular student and Mr. Scott would just inform the student that he or she was not going back. This could happen at any time and gave an air of uncertainty to the process. The church evaluated the student-preacher and this evaluation along with the course in practical ministry determined one’s grade. The actual course lasted two semesters but most students remained in their student parishes or moved up to another situation during their seminary time. The experience was invaluable.

Bill left early in order to allow ample time to become lost. He traveled up I-35 to Denton, turned east, then north until he finally arrived at the small town of Murray. Murray was a community of about three hundred. There were two full-time ministers in the community. One minister was at the Assembly of God Church and the other at the Baptist Church. Mrs. Tyndale, a member of Bill’s church, would later say that in the early 1900’s, a tornado came through town. With her dry wit she would tell the story. “Yep, that tornado came down the street and took out the Methodist Church, hopped over the Baptist Church, and then took out the Christian Church.”  Then after a pause she would reflect, “After that the Baptist Church just seemed to grow and grow!”

As Bill pulled up to the small brick church he saw a group of people waiting for him. As he got out of his car, Sam, an elder at the church, greeted him. Standing by Sam was Juanita his wife, Mrs. Tyndale, Sam’s brother Wilber and his wife Mary Lou, Bobby and Mary Ellen, Emily and Daniel known as “Buddy”, Mabel Simmons and Mary Pond. As they greeted Bill and showed him into the sanctuary, Sam warned him about the hole in the entrance floor. “Have to fix that one day,” Sam said as all the members stepped over the foot-and-a-half-wide hole in the floor.

The sanctuary had the smell of old. The wooden pews were in a semi-circular patter with a centered pulpit and an old piano that had seen better days off to one side. What Bill noticed was the beautiful stained glass windows. What he also noticed was that the pews were dusty except for fourteen round clean spots where people sat, week after week.

Emily was the pianist and she dutifully told Bill the hymns for Sunday. Everyone sat down. Bill walked to the front and thus began his first Sunday at the little church in Murray. He was dressed in his blue suit, white shirt, and tie, and he was quite a contrast to the rest of the congregation. Some were dressed in bib-overalls and others dressed in sports jackets that were from another era. His sermon that day was on the love of God, based on John 3:16.

Emily banged out the hymns, all of which, Bill noticed, had something about blood and death in them. He and Emily would later go to war about the choice of hymns. It would be the first of many battles during his ministry.

Sam and Juanita were obviously the leaders of the congregation. Sam worked for the county and Juanita was a homemaker. They had one strapping son, Bobby, who played tackle for Denton High School. Sam was sixty, medium height, but always carried a cheerful Texas grin. Bill would discover that Sam was a model of what an elder should be. He looked after the many widows in the congregation, fixing their plumbing, repairing their appliances, and taking them to the doctor in Denton. Sam was wise, gentle, and had a laid-back humor that Bill would come to love. His wife Juanita was still beautiful, even though she was only a little younger than Sam. She had a genuine Texas accent that just made her all the more lovely.

Emily was average height, a little overweight, and yet had strength born from years on a farm before she and Buddy moved into town. Buddy was tall and carried his better-than-six-foot height with grace. He always had a Stetson hat perched on his head or held in his hand.

Mrs. Tyndale was related to Sam but Bill never figured out how. Mrs. Tyndale’s brother lived with her and was over one hundred years old. Bill would discover that her brother, Wyatt, had settled in North Texas shortly after the Oklahoma land rush. He loved to tell the story of how he and his brother were on his way to the rush when their wagon broke down. By the time they arrived at the starting point all the good land had been taken. “So we turned around and went to Texas, where we have been ever since,” he would say.

Mary Pond was just a little over five feet tall. Her grey hair set off her bright blue eyes. She was quiet, but it was obvious that life had treated her harshly. Bill would later find out from Mary’s friends that Mary’s husband had run off with a younger woman many years before. Mary never remarried, and did seamstress work around the town to support herself. She resided in the old family home two blocks south of the church. It was a two-story, early 1900’s home that was badly in need of new paint. Mary lived in two rooms downstairs in order to cut down utility costs. In her living-bedroom she had cut out magazine pictures from all over the world, mostly from National Geographic. She would say, “Someday, I am going to travel to these places,” and she would then go on to talk about Italy, Germany, or Hawaii as though she had really been there. All the widows would talk about Mary and shake their heads in disbelief.

“We don’t really understand her,” they would say. “Some time back her ex-husband got Parkinson’s or something. Well, he didn’t recognize anyone or anything. That other woman had died some time back and so Mary found out he was alone in a nursing home. So she went EVERY DAY and took care of the louse, every day, mind you. She would feed him, sit by him, take care of him and he did not even know who she was.”

The widows would pause and then add, “Now I could understand her doin’ it if he knew who she was. That would have been sweet revenge. But we don’t understand how she could go there and keep him when he never knew she was even there.”

“What does Mary say?” Bill would ask.

“Oh, she just shrugs her shoulders and says something like, ‘the Lord always forgave and hepped even those who were rascals,’ or somethin’ like that.”

They would shake their heads and talk about what they would do to any man who ever jilted them.
 
Bill got through his first sermon, somehow. After the service, he went over to Sam and Juanita’s for a wonderful dinner of fried chicken, green beans from the garden, fresh tomatoes, something called “fried okra”, mashed potatoes with cream gravy, homemade biscuits, ice tea, and apple pie for dessert. Bill would discover that one of the great perks at the church was the wonderful cooking.

As Bill made his way home that evening he thanked God for such a wonderful day. Nature seemed to cooperate as he looked out across the expanse of open fields and saw the beautiful sun dipping down into the west. Bill knew that he was where he should be and was doing what God had called him to do.
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As the first semester began, Bill relished most of his classes. The income from the small church had proven inadequate so Bill had taken a job at a local grocery store. He worked as a clerk most evenings, except weekends. One advantage of the grocery store was that the meat department’s manager allowed him to select a cut of meat that the manager was going to pull from the display case. The meat was still good, but the lighting had discolored it, making it impossible to sell.

Bill and Dave had by this time struck up a friendship, especially because Bill would bring home a nice cut of steak or something every night after work. Chris had decided not to participate in the evening feast, since he was not convinced it would be profitable for him. So Bill and Dave split expenses on eggs, milk, bread and other such things, keeping them in a section of the refrigerator with a label for Chris to keep his hands off of this stuff. Most evenings, Bill and Dave would cook up a meal, then hit the books, and finally crash by two in the morning. Down the road, there was an all-night restaurant that served great spaghetti and chili. Sometimes Dave and Bill would make that journey and partake of food that would generally keep them both up even later. Bill with his short hair, clean shaven face, slacks and shirt made quite a contrast to Dave with his old, worn jeans, full bearded face, old army shirt, and worn-out sandals. Yet, the pair was becoming fast friends. Actually, it soon became a threesome with Bill’s roommate Ernie joining in, although Ernie always kept a polite distance.
 
Every Sunday, Bill would put on his blue suit, white shirt, and striped tie, pick up his Bible and his notes and climb into his 1964 Dodge Dart. He actually enjoyed the three-hour trip to the church. He looked forward every Sunday to leading worship and then being hosted by one of the families. The little church had actually shown some growth. The most recent addition was a peanut farmer and his family: Peter, Suzie Q and their three children, Joey, Charlotte, and little Angie. It had been years since the little church had had children running around. Soon another family joined the little church; the Tucks were from the small sub-division that was growing up outside of Murray. No one had paid any attention to it because it was considered a subdivision of Denton. Bill, however, had taken one Saturday afternoon to walk the newly-paved streets and leave a brochure about the church. The effort had paid off with the Tucks and their two children.

Sam and some others had even gotten together and fixed the hole in the floor. One Sunday, they proudly showed off a concrete walkway that ran from the church down to the main road. Bill could not believe it. Now he would no longer have to slosh through the mud to get to the church entrance.

Perhaps everything was too good. It seemed to be like that. It all came to an end one November day. Bill had been taking a class on practical ministry. He decided that the worship service needed something to lift it up. So during the week, he designed a bulletin. Prior to that, Bill was just handed a list of the songs by Emily that she would be playing. Bill noted that the list was very, very short. The worship service followed the same pattern every Sunday. So on this Sunday, Bill produced a bulletin. He had inserted a “call to worship” that they would read together. He listed two scriptures to be read and included some new hymns out of the church hymnbook. He avoided any hymn with “blood” or “washed” in it. He was proud of his first effort to master the mimeograph machine that the seminary secretary had graciously allowed him to use.

It was cloudy and there was a little chill in the air as Bill pulled up to the church that November Sunday. Sam greeted him and Bill asked him if he would hand everyone a bulletin.

“A bulletin,” Sam exclaimed. “How nice!”

Looking at it, Sam quickly showed it to his wife, Juanita who said, “Real nice!”  Juanita was too gracious to mention to Bill the misspellings and other errors. She had been an executive secretary at one time, before she and Sam had settled in Murray. That was the way of Sam and Juanita. They saw their role as encouraging and training young men and women for the ministry. Over the years they had done a great job.

It was Emily who harrumphed when handed the bulletin. She took one look at it and set it aside. “We don’t need a bulletin here at all,” she said, loud enough for others to hear. “And I don’t know these hymns. Young man, I gave you a list of the hymns I would play and there is not one of them on this list. I WILL NOT PLAY THESE!”

Bill could sense the tension rising. Sam came over to see what the problem was. He listened for a moment and then took Bill aside.

“I really understand your point. I get tired of singing the same old hymns again and again. But Emily has been playing the piano for a long time and even though she can be a real toot sometimes, she is a nice person. We sort of just put up with her. She is a self-taught piano player and gets real nervous about playing something she has not practiced and practiced. But you are the pastor; tell me what you want to do and I will back you up.”

Bill thought for a moment. Other members were arriving and wondering what the corner conversation was all about. They could see Emily perched on the piano bench, arms folded, glaring in the direction of Sam and Bill. Some strained to hear the conversation, but Sam was good and was speaking just loud enough for Bill to hear and no one else. Bill thought and thought. He had learned about compromise, and faith taught about forgiveness and grace. Yet, he was not wrong in wanting the congregation to sing new songs or to have a bulletin.

Then he answered, “I think we could work out a compromise. If you can get Emily to agree to us having a bulletin, I can agree to pick hymns she knows, from her list.”

Sam smiled. “You’re learning. You are going to be a fine minister, Bill,” Sam’s eyes twinkled as he spoke. “I think we can talk her into that.”   Sam walked over to Emily, still perched on her piano seat, leaned close to her and began talking in a low tone. Bill could see that she did not like some of what she was hearing, but then a triumphant smile broke across her face and she looked in Bill’s direction. Without a moment hesitation she began to bang out an opening hymn, turned and announced to the congregation that they were beginning with “Washed in the Blood”, hymn number 210. With that the service began. Bill figured he had come out of his first church scrap pretty soundly.

After the service, Emily, followed by her husband Buddy, gave Bill a nice handshake. “Nice sermon,” Emily said with a smile that had a hint of the devil.

“Thanks,” Bill said, also with a smile. One of the last people through the line was Mabel Simons. Mabel was one of the many widows in the church. She always wore a beautiful hat and was dressed in a forties style.
 
“What a nice sermon, Reverend Thompson.”

“Thank you, Mabel.”

“Oh, you are to join me for dinner. My house is down one block at 231 Maple. That is, if you don’t have other plans?”

One of the traditions was that someone took the preacher out for the noon dinner. Actually, Bill counted on an invitation, as it was one of the best meals he would have all week. Mabel had yet to invite him. He was not sure how it worked, but he only got one invitation on a Sunday. He suspected they worked it out among themselves during the week. The Sunday before, Bill had been invited to the Benton’s peanut farm for Sunday dinner. They lived on several acres of land in which Pete struggled to make ends meet from his peanut crop. The farmhouse was in great need of paint. The previous Sunday had been hot, not unusual for Texas, so they had eaten out on the screened-in porch. Susie Q, Pete’s wife, had once been a honky-tonk piano player in various bars before she and Pete had met. She had long blonde hair that was tied up into a ponytail. She was rough around the edges, but had an inner sweetness that shone through. The family did not have much, but always put on a good dinner for the preacher when he came. You just had to sometimes brush the bugs out of the ice tea, served in jars, before sipping. Bill always stayed late when invited to the Benton’s. Suzie Q would bang out some numbers on their old piano and they would all sing. Pete would be churning homemade ice cream and the evening would end with ice cream and more ice tea.

Mabel lived in a two-story wood frame house built in the 1930s. Her yard was beautifully kept and even in the changing season still looked neat and tidy. Her front porch had an old swing with a flower-pattern seat. Her house was always meticulously clean and organized. Mabel’s husband had died four years before of a heart attack. Around the house were pictures of her husband, Don. The two of them had had no children, but there were many photos of the two of them scattered around the room.

Bill was invited in and handed an album of photos of Mabel’s family and of her time with Don. As he thumbed through the neatly kept pages, Mabel excused herself to finish up dinner.

“I hope you like okra,” she said from the kitchen.

“Sure do,” Bill yelled back, and then thought that he had really not acquired a taste for what seemed to be the vegetable of the state. He did like fried okra but the boiled kind was hard for him to swallow. It felt too slimy and he had the feeling that he was eating something that people shouldn’t be eating. The fried, however, was quite delicious.

“I am frying the okra if you don’t mind,” the voice from the kitchen said.

Bill breathed a silent prayer and said, “I love fried okra!”  With that, he turned back to the photo album. Apparently, Mabel’s parents had been born in North Texas on the family farm. Her grandfather, who had come to Texas from Missouri after the Civil War, had started the farm. The story went that her grandfather had grown tired of the guerilla warfare that was fracturing Missouri and so left the northern city of Maryville for Texas. He settled around the Denton area but missed Missouri a lot. So after the war he decided to move the family back to Missouri. He took a trip back north to scope out land leaving the family to begin to get things ready. Somewhere around the Missouri border he met a family going south, wagon loaded. They stopped to talk and Mabel’s grandfather asked the family if the feuding and fighting was any better since the war was over. “Nope,” they replied, “if anything it is worse with that fella Jessie James and all!”  Right then Mabel’s grandfather turned his horse around and never gave Missouri another thought. Bill loved history and the picture album was like taking a trip back into the past.

Soon Mabel called Bill to dinner. Sitting down, she asked him to return thanks and then they both dug in. Mabel had fixed quite a meal. There before them were roast beef, fried okra, and corn on the cob, bread, and mashed potatoes. Bill filled his plate several times.

“Now, you must leave room for my famous chocolate cake,” Mabel said with a big smile on her face.

“Chocolate cake!  Wonderful!  I always have room for chocolate cake.”

“Well, I am not one to brag,” Mabel said with a smile on her face, “but I believe God gives everyone certain gifts. You, for instance, are a great preacher!”

“Thanks,” Bill said turning a light shade of red.

“Well, my gift is baking. I have been baking for years and years. My husband Don always said, ‘Mable, what a treasure your cakes are.’  And then he would only eat a piece and insist that we share them with the neighbors. Since his death, God rest his soul, I have continued baking and I take the cakes around to the neighbors. Oh, they love the cakes.”

“Well, bring me a large piece,” Bill said.

Mabel brought in the most beautiful-looking chocolate cake Bill thought he had ever seen. Even the icing, which was made from scratch, had little swirls in the chocolate, making the cake a work of art. Mabel gave Bill a huge piece and eagerly waited as he took his first bite. Bill slowly bit into the cake and noticed a crunchy feeling as he chewed. In an instant Bill knew that this was probably the worst piece of chocolate cake he had ever allowed into his mouth. There were granules of pure sugar that crunched with every bite. His mouth full of cake, with some chocolate around the edges of his mouth, Bill smiled and gulped down the cake. He quickly grabbed for his glass of water and drank.

“Well what do you think?”

“It is the most interesting flavor I have tasted,” Bill said trying to think of a way to be diplomatic. Finally he thought to himself, “Oh hell, I can always be forgiven later” and said aloud, “Mabel you surely have a real gift. Thank you so very much. Aren’t you having a piece of cake?”

“Oh I seldom if ever eat sweets. Woman has to maintain her figure, you know, even at my age!  No I just make the cakes for everyone else. My joy is just seeing the joy in their eyes.

Many times during the next few minutes Bill wished that he not taken such a huge piece. Little by little he worked at the piece of cake until finally getting the last one down. Pushing his chair back he exclaimed, “My, my, what a wonderful dinner. Mabel, I hate to eat and run but I need to get back to Fort Worth. Got a test tomorrow and I have to study hard.”  Actually, Bill’s stomach was already beginning to rumble.

“Oh, sorry to hear that. But I understand, I surely do,” Mabel said masking some disappointment. “Well why don’t you take the rest of the cake along and you and your friends can have a midnight snack or whatever.”

With that, Bill said his goodbyes and left. As he loaded the cake into his car the thought of dumping it along the road occurred to him. As Bill was driving toward Fort Worth he decided what he would do with the cake. He would give the cake as a gift from him and David to Chris.

Later, Bill asked Sam about Mabel.

“Did she once have it and somehow lost it?” Bill had asked.

“No,” Sam said in his usually reflective way. “No she has never had it.”

“Well, she says she gives cakes to everyone in town.”

“Oh yes, she does. We all don’t want to hurt her feelings so we just throw them away a section at a time. That way if she drops by, well, she sees more of the cake gone each visit. Her husband Don was a real saint. He would bring me one of the cakes and tell me to take it to Denton and throw it out. He never wanted to hurt his wife’s feelings.”

Sam thought for a moment and then added, “No, you just don’t eat your cakes. Why one time our son came back in from football practice and saw this cake sitting on the counter. It was one of Mabel’s cakes. Well, Bobby ate the whole thing, right there,” Sam said and paused, then added almost as an afterthought, “We had to take him to the emergency room to have his stomach pumped.”
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Bill could never figure out why Christmas was always important to him, but it was. Growing up, Christmastime provided some of the best memories. His whole family would go across Eugene to his uncle’s home for Christmas Eve. His uncle “Red”, named for his flaming red hair, and aunt had a larger home and often hosted family gatherings.

The family custom was to gather at his uncle’s home on Christmas Eve for an Italian feast. Although there were no direct ties to Italy, the family did have some indirect ties; besides, they all loved Italian food. Bill’s uncle “Red” had been a pastor in the 1940’s. Perhaps it was his uncle’s passion that had sparked the interest in ministry within Bill. Even though his uncle had left the ministry only after a few years so he could support his family, his uncle never had lost his passion for the church.

So on Christmas Eve the family would gather and sing carols and the children would dress up in bathrobes and act out the Christmas story, complete with a reluctant dog named Ling who was forced to be the one and only sheep. On the way home, late at night, Bill’s father Milt would always suddenly slow down the car.

“I don’t believe it!” he would exclaim looking out the window of the old Plymouth his gaze turned toward the dark night.

“What is it?” Bill’s mother would exclaim, usually awakening Bill’s sisters.

“Do you see that, over there, in the sky,” Bill’s father would say.

His mother Joyce would look and then exclaim, “Oh, Honey, I see it, that red dot moving across the sky.”

Bill and his sisters would be straining to see.

Milt would then say, “I think its Santa. I don’t think he has gotten to our house yet!”

“Well, honey,” his mother would say, “step on it. We need to get home and get these kids asleep so he doesn’t miss us.”  For some reason Bill never had trouble going to sleep even after he had discovered the secret of Santa.

Then on Christmas Day, they would all awaken to find the cookies and milk left for Santa gone, eaten by the mysterious visitor. New presents would have appeared around the Christmas tree. After the ritual of tearing open the gifts, Milt and Joyce would set about preparing the turkey and dressing.

During college the family tradition continued even though his Grandmother Thompson died during his third year of college. They had grown too old for the “Look at that red light in the sky” trick, but Bill cherished and looked forward to the family gathering every year.

Thus when Bill got news that the family had all gone together to get him an airline ticket to return home for Christmas, he was overjoyed. Paul and Lynn had invited him to go with them back to Lynn’s folks in Montana rather than be alone. David and his new girlfriend Cheryl had also invited him to her home in Dallas for Christmas. Chris and his girlfriend had extended him an invitation but Bill would have rather eaten another of Mabel’s cakes than accept that one. So when the ticket came in the mail and Bill climbed aboard the airplane bound for Portland and then Eugene, he knew it would be a good Christmas after all.

When Bill arrived in Eugene it was raining. It was quite a contrast from the 70-degree weather he had left in Fort Worth. His dad, mom, and sisters were waiting for him. Julie, the older of the sisters, was in college at the University of Oregon. She was majoring in art and from her dress was also majoring in being a counter-culture person known as a “hippie”. Nicole was much younger than Bill and was just entering junior high school. Both his sisters seemed to have grown leagues since last seeing them a few months ago. After the hellos, hugs, and kisses, Julie motioned to Bill to step aside.

In almost a whisper she said to Bill, “We have to talk. After you get settled why don’t you suggest that you and I go out for coffee?”  That was all she said, for by that time, Bill’s dad Milt was gathering up the bags and leading the way to the car.

“You have got to see my—OUR—new car. We just got a brand new Buick with a V8, air conditioning, everything! I’ve always wanted a car like this,” Bill’s dad said with great pride.

“Air conditioning? In Oregon?,” Bill said, hustling to keep up with his father. 	“Your mother said the same thing, but I say what the hell!”	

There in front of them sat a beautiful Buick with a white top. Ever since Uncle Red had gotten his Buick, Bill’s dad had wanted one worse than ever. It was a beautiful car. The rain was beading up on the sparkling shine.

“Will we have room?” Joyce asked as they caught up to Bill and Milt

“No problem,” Milt said as he opened the huge trunk. Bill’s suitcase and carry-on looked lost in the huge trunk. “We can always put Nicole in the trunk.”

Nicole did not appreciate the joke and gave a disapproving glance. After some maneuvering they all piled into the Buick. Bill’s dad seemed to relish every moment and spent the first few minutes explaining every detail to Bill. Then he started up the engine and eased the automatic into drive and left the Eugene airport, turning onto the highway and headed for home.

Arriving at their ranch-style home, Bill felt suddenly safe and secure again. When the family first moved in when Bill was in high school, the house occupied the last street in the sub-division. They had a wonderful view of the hills. In only a few years’ time, new streets were laid out and new homes were built. Now the view from the backyard was of fences and the roofs of a seemingly endless number of homes. In spite of the lack of view, for Bill, he was home.

“You have your old room,” Milt said as he hauled in the suitcase and small carry-on.

“No, I don’t expect Julie to give up her room,” Bill said as he followed his dad into the house.

“No problem,” Julie said with a smile. “I am staying over with friends for the holidays.”

“I just don’t know what to do with her,” Bill’s mother said, throwing up her hands. “Look at her!  She is worse than you ever were. The beads, the long hair, and her boyfriend look exactly the same and he drives around in that damn VW van. The sixties are gone, the seventies are gone. I wish your sister would realize that.”  Julie said nothing. Bill thought that this had been a recurring conversation. Bill actually had to admit that his sister had really grown up in the few months he had been gone. He was secretly cheering her on.

“Say, Julie,” Bill said as they entered the house and deposited the baggage. “How about you and I take a break and go for a soda or cup of coffee?  You can tell me all about school and about this new boyfriend of yours.”

“Love to,” Julie replied, putting her coat on again. “We can take my car.”

“What?” Bill’s mother said, and gave Bill one of her looks. “You just got in; don’t you want something to eat?”

“There will be plenty of time for that later. If you all don’t mind, I’d like to see the old campus again, just for old time’s sake. What time is dinner?”

“Same as always: six o’clock,” his mother said. Then she did something strange. She looked at Joyce and said, “Yes, I actually think you two should talk. Just don’t be late.”   His mother kissed Bill lightly on the cheek just as Milt was reentering the room with two beers.

“Julie and Bill are going out for a while,” Joyce said turning toward Milt.

Milt with a surprised look on his face said, “What? He just got in. Don’t you have time for a beer?”

“Julie has to get to her friend’s house. Why don’t we have that beer after dinner, Dad?” Bill said, moving toward the door with Julie in the lead. They climbed into her small Toyota and drove off toward campus. They stopped at a familiar coffee-house near the campus. They ordered espressos and after some small talk, Bill finally said, “What was that look you gave me at the airport?  Is everything all right?”

Julie looked first down at her cup, then around the room. Tears began to form in her eyes, “No, things are not all right. You need to know,” she said, obviously having difficulty forming the words. “Dad has cancer.”

The words hung in the air. They seemed unreal, as if a stranger had said them. Bill sat in silence, as did Julie. “What did you say?”  Bill knew he had heard correctly.

“Cancer, Dad has cancer,” Julie said quietly so that no one could overhear. “About a month ago Dad went to the doctor about a lump in his breast. They told him it was cancer. He did not want to tell you because he was afraid it would spoil our Christmas. You know Dad, just ignore everything and it will be okay.”

Bill sat in silence for a few more moments. “Is he going to be okay?”

“We don’t know. They’ve scheduled surgery after Christmas. They should have done it before but he didn’t want to ruin Christmas.”

It was as though something finally clicked in Bill’s mind. “What a minute. Did you say he has breast cancer?  That is something that hits women, not men. They must be wrong.”

“Bill,” Julie said taking his hand and looking deeply into his eye. “Dad has cancer, breast cancer. We thought the same thing, but the doctor said it happens. It is very, very rare in men. The doctor also said that the treatments that usually work on women don’t work on men, something to do with hormones and such. But the first step is surgery, then radiation, and then chemo.”

“Why didn’t Dad or Mom say something?”

“Mom wanted me to tell you. I think Dad also wanted me to tell you, although he acts like he wants to keep it all to himself.”

“What about Nicole,” Bill said his voice quivering?

“Well, Mom has not told her anything yet except Dad is sick and has to have an operation after Christmas. I think she should tell her the truth and I plan to do so later, but not now.”

Suddenly Bill felt anger. He could not determine why or where it was coming from, but he was suddenly angry. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

“Bill, I told Mom they should have written you or called you when the doctor told us. But Dad insisted that it was no big deal and to not bother you. There was nothing that could be done and he thinks after the surgery it will all be okay.”

Bill just glared at Julie for a moment, then his emotions changed again and he sat swirling his espresso. “Sorry I took it out on you. It is not your fault. Cancer,” Bill said, repeating the word again and again. They talked for a while longer and then got up to leave.

“How are you doing?” Bill asked as they were leaving the shop and nearing her car. It was raining again, a light rain that was so common in western Oregon.

“I’m okay,” Julie replied as she unlocked Bill’s side of the car and rushed around to her side.

As they settled into the car Bill asked, “And this boyfriend of yours?”

“Oh, Jason. I really like Jason and I think he really likes me. We have a lot in common. Dad doesn’t like him because he looks like a hippie, and you know how Dad is about hippies. I am surprised you survived your college with your demonstrations and long hair and all.”

“Barely,” Bill said as they began the drive home.

“No, I’m in love with Jason. I think he is the one for me.”

The words seemed just not to fit his little sister. Bill just could not think of her as growing up. Crap, he did not even have a girlfriend. That thought depressed him for a moment. “Is he?”  Bill said.

“Is he what?”

“A hippie?”

“Well I guess we’re sort of a new version of hippie. His father is a doctor in L.A. and Jason and his family are all well off. Jason is studying to get into law school, so if that is ‘hippie-ish’, I guess he is.”

“Kind of a modern hippie,” Bill said reflectively.

“No,” Julie said. “Actually, Jason is pretty serious about his career. He doesn’t want to work for some corporation and is not all that interested in getting rich.”

“What does he want to do?”

“He wants to work with poor people. Help them with the law. He’s even talking about going into politics so he can change some things.”

“You love him?”  Bill asked in his big-brother tone.

Julie reached over and gave him a slight push. “Yes, I do.”  Then she added, “You’ll get to meet him. He’s joining us at Uncle Red’s on Christmas Eve.”

“Oh, I almost forgot about all that,” Bill said as they pulled up to the driveway of their home. As Bill got out and they both raced through the rain which by now was falling steadily, Bill knew he needed a beer. What a crazy and sad turn of events, he thought as he opened the door and reentered their home.
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The Thompson family rarely talked about serious things. Bill had been taught to suck it up and to above all not to show too much emotion. Bill did not mention the talk with Julie when he got home and shared a beer with his dad. He talked about the cancer with his mother early the next morning but everyone seemed to avoid the subject whenever Milt entered the room. It was as though if everyone ignored it the cancer would just go away.

It was not until the next morning, Christmas Eve morning, that Bill had a chance to bring the subject up with his dad. His dad, excited about the new Buick, invited Bill to come out to the garage and look at the engine and the car more closely.

They looked down at the engine. Milt began explaining about horsepower, torque and so forth. Bill listened politely. He understood some about such things but had never really been interested in cars, to his father’s disappointment.

Finally, about the time his father was pointing to the carburetor, Bill said almost too loudly, “Dad, hold it a minute.”  Milt looked up from the engine. “Julie told me about the cancer. Why didn’t you say something?”

“She did what?”

“She told me. I am family, you know.”

Milt could sense his son was upset. “Oh, you know me, son.”

“No, I don’t,” Bill said looking up into his father’s eyes. Bill was five feet eight inches, and his father was six foot two. Bill had always admired his father’s muscled arms, honed from years and years of mechanical work. His protruding belly was both a sign of age and a sign of going out with the boys at Lou’s bar a little too often.

“You know I don’t like all that shit about feelings and such.”

“This is not about sharing your feelings, Dad; this is about you having cancer.”

“Well, it’ll be okay. I’ll have a little surgery next month. They will take the tumor out and it’s just no big deal.”

“Did the doctor say breast cancer, Dad?”

“Yeh, somethin’ like that.” Milt began to again look at the engine. “Rare in men, he said. The doctor, I mean.”  For the first time Bill could hear a tremble in his father’s voice.

“Rare?” Bill repeated.

“Yep, wouldn’t you know it but I would get a women’s disease. It is embarrassing. Now don’t you go and blab it all over. I’m just telling people at the shop it is a little surgery for a tumor. No one has to know. Christ, how embarrassing.”

“Dad,” Bill said and then again louder, “Dad!”

“What?”

“I’ll pray for you.”  Now, normally when Bill brought up religion, the family changed the subject. It was not that the family was non-religious; they just did not attend church much. They also thought it strange that Bill had decided to go into the ministry. Milt still thought it was a phase that he would get over. He had always dreamed of him and his son opening up an auto repair shop. He had given that dream up when Bill showed absolutely no interest in cars. What was strange was what Milt said next. He looked at Bill and Bill could see a small tear in the corner of one eye. “I would like that, son.”

That evening they gathered at their uncle’s home as they had for years. For a while, Bill forgot about his father’s cancer. Everyone was having such a good time singing, laughing, drinking, and singing some more. Bill in particular took a liking to Jason, even if his dad and uncle kept giving him an unkind stare, and then when Jason turned toward them, the stare would suddenly turn into a smile. Jason even volunteered to participate in their bathrobe tradition of acting out the Luke story of the birth of Jesus. The dog-sheep had died a year before but had been replaced with a cat that did not appreciate the attempt to recruit her into the play. She hissed and ran under the bed not to be seen for the rest of the evening.

The pasta and ravioli was fantastic. Bill’s uncle had ordered the sauce from a restaurant in San Francisco that shipped it up in a box filled with dry ice. This year the family decided not to do the light tour. But on the way home Milt stopped the car, looked into the sky and said, “Joyce, I don’t believe it. I think I see the old man up there. I even think I see his sleigh.”  It was a memorable Christmas Eve.
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When Bill arrived back at his apartment in Fort Worth, in some ways, he was glad to be back. He had spent the last few days at home taking long walks and praying. He had spent time with his dad, finally agreeing to learn something about cars. His dad kept assuring him that all would be well. Milt told him he should concentrate on his studies and if there were any need they would let him know. His mother, Bill knew, was very worried and did not share the optimism that his father had. That is what he loved about his father. Milt never gave up and always could see the bright side in every situation. Bill hoped that he had inherited that portion of his father. Deep inside, however, Bill felt he was more like his mother, more pessimistic or “realistic”, as she called it.

Bill had called Paul and Lynn about his father and soon after arriving back in Fort Worth he joined them for dinner. Bill and Paul spent most of the evening talking about fate and God and reassuring each other that things would be all right.

Somewhere deep within Bill there was a nagging question. The same question would haunt him throughout his life. The question was, “Why”?  Why when one is faithful and doing good things do lousy things happen?
 
Another test of this question occurred a few weeks later. Bill absolutely loved traveling to the church in Murray, preparing and delivering sermons, and getting to know the people in the church. It was ironic that about the time that Bill’s father was undergoing surgery, Bill had his first death and funeral. While out hunting, Wilber, Sam’s brother, had died of a heart attack. Sam said that Wilber had just sat down after crossing a fence. He died right there in Sam’s arms.

This was a first for Bill. He made an appointment with Mr. Scott, their field service director, to talk over the dos and don’ts of funerals. The funeral was scheduled for Saturday morning so Bill planned to go up to Murray in time for the calling hours on Friday. The custom for that area was for the family to sit at the funeral home and receive guests all the day before the service. The night before the service, Bill was invited over to Paul and Lynn’s for dinner and a few beers to relax.

“I am sure glad I am only an associate minister,” Paul said sipping his beer. Paul had finally taken a position as an associate minister, working primarily with youth. Paul sipped his beer and continued. “The senior minister and the other associate do the funerals. I just do my job with the youth.”

“Yeah,” Bill said. “But Mr. Scott helped me a lot. I also called the funeral home in Denton and they helped clue me in on the traditions around here.”

Lynn entered the room and, overhearing the discussion, said, “Say, how about we relax a little. Honey, why don’t you put on that new comedy tape you recorded last week.”  Paul had recorded an old comedy routine by Bill Cosby off of a record onto tape. They listened, howled, and drank the evening away. One routine was especially appropriate. The comedian was talking about funerals and how people so often say, “Doesn’t he look natural!”  He remarked that of course no one could look natural because they were dead!  The comedian then reflected that when he died he wanted to put a recording into the casket that said something like, “Hi, I am Bill, don’t I look natural?”  The combination of friends, beer, and laughter made Bill’s tension vanish.

The next day after class, Bill climbed into his Dodge. He was wearing his one blue suit. He clutched his notes that were crammed into a Bible, carefully laying them on the seat of his car. The drive seemed to go much too quickly. Arriving at the funeral home, Bill nervously entered. In the center of the viewing room was the casket. Inside the casket was Wilber. Bill had not really gotten to know Wilber as well as he would have liked. Mary Lou, dressed in a black dress, was standing at the casket, looking in at Wilber who was dressed in the only sport coat that he owned, the same outfit he wore to church every Sunday. Bill walked up and gave Mary Lou and hug.

“I am so sorry,” Bill said. He really meant it, for in recent months he had truly coming to love these people. His eyes were tearing up from the emotion in the room. The director of the funeral home, Bret Stevens, was standing off to one side watching. He had given Bill a pat on the shoulder and an encouraging word when Bill had arrived.

Mary Lou looked up at Bill and said with all seriousness, “Doesn’t Wilber look natural?”

It was too much. Bill bit down hard on his lip and responded, “Yes,” and then quickly left the room. Going into the director’s office, Bill collapsed into a chair and broke out laughing, trying to keep his laughs as quiet as he could. Stevens, the Director of the home, seeing the young minister fleeing the room, quickly responded and followed the young minister into his office.

“Is everything all right?” Bret said with a compassionate tone. “I saw you overcome with tears and quickly leaving. It happens sometimes.”

About that time Bill looked up. There were tears streaming from his eyes but his expression was not one of grief, but the look of one trying to hold back hysterical laughing.

“I don’t understand, “Bret said, looking confused.

Finally getting control, Bill told Bret the story of the comedy routine that he had listened to the night before. Bret remembered the routine and said it had been a hit around funeral homes. Bill told Bret about how Mary Lou’s first words were: “Doesn’t Wilber look natural?”  Bill apologized as Bret looked on with the stern look a father might give a child for being inappropriate.

“I will let you get control of yourself,” Bret said opening the door to return to the family. A few moments later the door was flung open. Bill looked up to see Bret holding his mouth, trying to contain laughter.

“She said it again!” Bret said, “Right when I got there she said it!”  Then a moment later Bret looked at Bill and said, “I will never forgive you for this. Do you know how many times in a week I hear, ‘doesn’t he look natural’?  I will never be able to keep a straight face again.”  Bret and Bill would become good friends over the next few years. Bret became a mentor for Bill and in many ways was better than many of his teachers.
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That evening, Mrs. Tyndale, a member of the little church, offered Bill the use of the spare room for the night. Her home was immaculate. When she fixed coffee, she served it in a matching coffee set. The cup and saucer were placed on a handmade doily. As they sat sipping their coffee, Bill asked about the tornado story she had told him. Mrs. Tyndale said that she was a little girl when the twister had hit.
 
“Yes, I remember it,” she said sipping her coffee. “It hit on Easter Sunday. I think I was five, maybe six.”

“Did it hit during worship?”

“No, No, my goodness, no!”  Mrs. Tyndale said stirring her coffee, which sat within a flower decorated cup and saucer. “But I remember my mamma had gotten me this beautiful Easter hat. I was so proud of that hat. No, the twister hit after church. We had gotten back home when we had to rush down to the shelter. As we were going down into the shelter, I remembered that I had left my hat on the seat in church. I just darted out, but my father grabbed me. He jerked me right back into the shelter. I cried and cried about that hat.”

“What happened?” Bill said pouring himself more coffee and offering Mrs. Tyndale the same.

“Well Mamma said we should pray about my hat so we did. All of us gathered around and prayed real hard. We could hear the twister outside. Then it was gone, just like that!   Well, we got out of the shelter and a lot of trees were down. We looked up the street at the church and it wasn’t there anymore. It was just a pile of boards and stuff all jumbled up. I cried and cried. My mamma said for us to go and have a look. So my daddy and mamma took me to the church and there was my hat, sitting right on top of all that mess, hardly anything wrong with it.”

“That is quite a story,” Bill said, obviously impressed.

“Just a minute,” Mrs. Tyndale said, rising from her chair and going to the closet. She opened the closet door, pulled down an old hat box and took out a yellowed hat. “Here it is!”

Bill took the box and hat and held it in his hands. “This is the hat?”

“Yes, this is the hat that the Lord spared. I have kept it all these years just to remind me that sometimes prayer is answered.”

“Wow,” was all Bill could think of saying.
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The next day, Mrs. Tyndale fixed Bill scrambled eggs, biscuits, and bacon. She said he needed a hearty meal before the service. Bill thanked her for her hospitality and gathered up his notes, Bible, and suitcase and left for Denton and the funeral.

He arrived early. Bret Stevens greeted him and again related the “doesn’t he look natural” story. Stevens told Bill he had called the other funeral director and told him the story just to share the misery. Bret then walked Bill around, showed him the small pulpit in the chapel. The room was plain. Directly behind the pulpit, there was a wooden lattice hiding the organ. Bill met the organist, Alice who played at the Methodist Church in town. Bill carefully placed his notes on the pulpit, and then retired to the director’s office to await the beginning of the service. Fifteen minutes later Stevens opened the door and said, “We are ready.”

Bill walked up to the pulpit and for a brief moment his mouth seemed to not work. Sam, Juanita, and Bobby were all seated on the front row. Sam gave Bill a confidence building smile. Mary Lou sat beside Sam, her face red from crying. Bill stepped up to begin. As he did, the director, Bret, reached over and turned a switch to turn on the air conditioning. As the fans came to life and air began to flow, what Bill had not realized, nor had the director, was that there was a vent just above the pulpit. Before Bill realized it, all his notes fluttered one page at a time off of the pulpit, right past him, and slid under the bottom of the wooden lattice behind him. In a moment all his notes were gone. No one sitting in front noticed. Director Stevens noticed and both hands went to his face reflecting the horror that Bill was feeling inside. Bill looked around for a moment like a child caught in the act of stealing a cookie. Then something seemed to happen. Bill felt a sense of peace. His composure returned. He looked up and began.

“Friends we have gathered here to honor and celebrate the life of Wilber.”  And with that he delivered a beautiful funeral. He remembered the prayers and most of his meditation. He actually amazed himself.
 
After the service, Bret Stevens was the first to reach Bill. “I am so sorry,” he said. “That has not happened before. I don’t know what I was thinking. But you did just fine.”

Bill smiled, “I was so nervous, I went over the service so many times. I guess I had it memorized.”  He paused. “I don’t know, Bret, if I were a betting man I would say you did it on purpose just to get back at me for last night.”  Bill smiled ear to ear as he said this. Bret laughed, “I wish I had thought of it. That is good.”  And thus Bill’s first funeral ended with something he would remember for his entire ministry. As Bill drove home he wondered if he would have to soon attend another funeral: his father’s.



 

-30-

In January, Bill received word that his father’s surgery had gone well. His mother relayed that the doctor was realistic but held out some hope. His father would start a chemo treatment instead of radiation. Bill wanted to be there, but his bank account was getting very low. The job at the grocery store and the church brought in enough income to live, but not enough to afford a trip out west. He was grateful for the meat manager who gave him cuts of meat. He and Dave continued to enjoy the late night meals. Sometimes he would take a piece of roast over to Paul and Lynn’s and Lynn would work her magic and they would have a feast fit for kings, not seminary students.

Seminary was exciting. Bill loved his New Testament courses and especially loved his history courses. He was doing well in classes and all seemed to be going pretty well. That is usually when the other shoe falls.

It was a warm Thursday when Bill received a call from Sam at the church.

“Bill, this is Sam.”

Bill wondered who had died. He prayed it was not Bobby or Juanita. He prayed that it was not the sweet Mary Pond. Bill had developed a special love for Mary. She was quiet and always positive. He had been in her family home several times visiting with her. She lived in two rooms to make her Social Security check stretch to cover her costs. When Bill had asked her why she had tended to her ex-husband after he had treated her so horribly, she would just smile and say, “I think that is what the Lord wants us to do. We just don’t forgive the people we like. We have to forgive the people who have hurt us.”  That was Mary. The walls of her room were plastered with photos cut out mainly from National Geographic. She would talk about the places around the world that she always wanted to travel to. Yet, as she talked she seemed to know so much about the places that one could believe she had actually gone there. Mary lived frugally. She refused to take help, and preferred to make it on her own. One day she took Bill to her cupboard and opened it. There was a box of cereal and cans of Campbell’s soups. They were stacked two high.

“This is how I make it,” Mary said proudly. She then added, “I have a bowl of cereal and my coffee in the morning; then I have a can of soup for lunch and a can of soup for my dinner. That way I buy fourteen cans of soup a week and I can live on my budget.”  Mary paused, “Of course I get invited out sometimes and every once in while I cheat. But if I stick to this I can live on what I have. I was always taught to do that.”

“You have a can of soup a meal?” Bill asked

“Yep, and it is healthy and keeps my weight down.”

Bill hoped that it was not Mary that Sam was calling about.

“It’s Buddy,” Sam said. “He got sick last night and they took him to the hospital in Dallas. It looks like he is going to have surgery. Why I am calling is that Emily is not going to play on Sunday; she will stay in Dallas with him. So I guess we can just sing without the piano.”

“I am sorry to hear about that,” Bill said. For some reason he had the opposite reaction to Emily that he had with Mary. He really disliked Emily. That was something he had to work. “I can run over to Dallas and see them. Which hospital are they in?”

Sam gave Bill the information. Bill decided that he could go to Dallas on Friday, and then drive on to Murray. Sam offered to let him stay at their house.

Bill wondered about what to do for Sunday. He still was wondering after he had visited Emily and Buddy in the hospital. Emily had told him that it was going to be a long recovery, there was something wrong but she did not understand all the medical jargon. All she knew is that her Buddy was very sick. They had a daughter in Dallas and she would be staying with her until Buddy got back on his feet. She apologized for leaving the church in a lurch with no piano, but she pointed out that Buddy was her first priority. Bill agreed, and after they shared a prayer he left for Murray.

He wondered what to do all the way to Denton. As he turned onto the highway for Murray he suddenly had an epiphany. He drove right by the turn-off for Murray and headed for the Benton farm. He remembered that Susie Q had told him she used to play honky-tonk piano in bars before she got “saved.”

Arriving at the farm, he saw Pete out in the field working. Pulling up in his dusty Dodge, Pete waved.

“Hi preacher!” he yelled from the field.

“Hi Pete, how are you doing?”

“Just fine. Come on over here.”  Bill got out of his car and walked across the field of peanuts. Pete took a red bandana out of his pocket and wiped his brow. “You want to see how peanuts grow?” Pete said, stooping down onto the ground.

Bill got down on his knees and looked as Pete pulled one of the plants up for Bill to examine.

“The peanuts grow on the bottom?” Bill asked.

“Yep, right here,” Pete said pointing to the cluster of peanuts on the bottom of the plant. “Come harvest, this should be a pretty crop this year.”

Pete and Bill spent the next few moments talking about farming and how hard it was to make a living. “Say, is Susie Q up at the house?” Bill said, rising to his feet. “I need to ask her something.”

“Yeh, I think so,” Pete said. “What you need?”

“Well, Sam called,” and with that Bill told Pete all about Emily and Buddy and how they needed someone to play the piano while Emily was out.

“Don’t know what she will say. Just have to ask her,” Pete said. “Go on up to the house up yonder and give a holler.”

With that, Bill left Pete. He climbed into his Dodge and drove up the dusty road to the house. The house looked like something out of a “Grapes of Wrath” movie. Bill found Susie ironing clothes. Her dress was stained with sweat from the hot Texas sun. Even with the windows and doors open it was still hot. Their mangy dog ran to greet Bill.

“Reverend Bill,” Susie Q said as she attempted to straighten her hair and gave a quick look around the living room. “What brings you out here?”

Bill stepped through the broken screen door and took a seat. He told Susie Q about Buddy and Emily and then asked her if she would play the piano on Sunday.

“Oh my,” Susie said. “Love to. Now mind you, I haven’t played in church for a long, long time. Not since my mamma took me to that little Baptist church when we lived in Arkansas. I play pretty spirited, if that is all right.”

“I think it would be great!” Bill said. “Could liven us up a bit.”

Liven up was an understatement. The little congregation had not sung like that ever before. Susie Q had a true gift, and with her fingers the old hymns came alive. Toes were tapping, hands were clapping, and everyone was having a great time.

After the service, Juanita came over to Susie Q.

“That was really fine playing!  I loved it. Say Susie, have you ever played for a choir or anything?”

“Well, back in my former life I used to play while this gal sang. It was kind of a band of sorts.”

“If we pull together a choir, a small one, could you play for us?”

“Sure thing,” Susie said, gathering up her music just as Pete and the kids gathered around her. Bill, overhearing the conversation, had a smile ear to ear. Things were really looking up at the little church.

And so it was. The little choir came together and the service had never been livelier than it was with Susie Q playing. Buddy’s surgery was followed by a long time of recuperation. One month moved into two. During this time the music flowed from the little church’s piano. Then Emily and Buddy came home.
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That particular Sunday, Bill arrived early. Bill handed a bulletin to Susie Q and Sam handed out bulletins to the members. Attendance now had grown to close to forty. Other changes had been made. Sam and a few others had gotten together to put carpet on the platform and to redo the floors. Bill, along with Dave and Paul, had made a weekday trip to help sand and varnish the pews. The little church had taken on a whole new look.

Emily had heard about Susie Q and the changes from her friends. When she entered the sanctuary she looked like a bear searching for a victim. She marched up to the piano and glared at Susie Q. Susie obediently moved over to a nearby pew. Emily sat down. She took one look at the bulletin and got up. Bill stood at the pulpit ready to begin the service and looked at Sam with a plea for help.

“What is all this crap?” Emily bellowed. Rising from her seat, she began to move from person to person.

“We are going to have to get rid of this preacher right now. I don’t know what gives him the right to come in here and make all these changes. No one asked me about a choir. I thought I was the pianist around here. We need to have a vote right now and get rid of this preacher.”  All the time, Emily was glaring at Bill and looking at her friends who were looking down at the floor. The newer members looked around nervously.

“Well, I will tell you I am leaving right now. I will be back after your service and we will have it out.”  And with that Emily left. Bill just stood, mouth open.

It was Sam who broke the mood. “Well, I guess she had her say. Folks, sorry for that. Susie, will you play like we have planned? We will have a meeting later and sort all this out. Bill I think we can begin.”

It was, to say the least, not one of Bill’s better Sundays. He was angry, but worked to keep it from showing. He really did not remember much about the service. After the service, Emily had returned and was waiting, arms folded, at the back of the church. Beside her was her husband Buddy. He looked like he should have been back in bed, but he was there to support his wife. Bill did not know what to do. This was a student church and all it would take is a phone call to Mr. Scott and he would not return next Sunday.

Bill could think of nothing to say. For the first time he felt a knot growing in his stomach. Gathering up as much courage as he could, Bill looked at Sam and said as firmly as he could, “Sam, I am sorry this has happened. I think it is best for me to go on. I don’t know how you all are going to sort this out but you all need to do something. Let me know if you want me back next Sunday.”  With that, Bill left pausing to say hello to Buddy who smiled back until he got an elbow in his ribs.

When Bill got back to Fort Worth, he stopped over at Paul and Lynn’s and told them about the incident.

“What a bitch!” Lynn said, giving Bill a hug.

“It is the name of the game,” Paul added. “I heard of one guy that was asked not to return because someone thought his handshake was too wimpy and that he might be not being manly enough!”

“I don’t know,” Bill said “Maybe I should have stayed and fought more. All I could think of doing was what I did. So I hope that if it goes the way I think it will, I just hope that Mr. Scott can find me another spot soon. The money is not much, but I need all I can make.”

When Bill got back to his room, Dave was more direct. “I would have just decked her and taken my lumps!”  Dave was beginning to discover that he was not fitting into the preacher mode. He was great with radios and anything related to media, but his people skills were problematic. In later years Dave would go on to work within the media division of his denomination. He would win awards for his creative productions.

“Well, I may have a Sunday off,” Bill said as he went over to the table and cracked open his history text. “I need to get this done before tomorrow.”

Monday, Bill made an appointment with Mr. Scott and told him what had happened. “These things happen,” Mr. Scott said. “The church is filled with people and people get their feelings hurt. Sounds like you handled the situation as best as you could.”

“I don’t know,” Bill said.

“Well, you never know. You do what your heart tells you and just have to remember that God works through all things to bring them to good. Now, get on back to class. If they do call I can send you out to another church right away. You have done a great job, Bill.”

Bill really appreciated the encouragement that Mr. Scott gave. Sometimes the student preachers really messed up and Mr. Scott had to be the diplomat with angry churches. Sometimes it was the other way around, and then he was the cheerleader to discouraged students.
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It was a long week for Bill. He found it difficult to concentrate. He had a major history paper due in two weeks and he had difficulty focusing. Dave and he made several trips to the all-night restaurant for chili and spaghetti. Chris tried to apply his counseling techniques, trying to assure Bill it was all for the best. Ernie said he would pray for Bill. Ernie, who was from Taiwan, kept to himself. Although personable and friend, Ernie had a mysterious side to him.

As Friday approached Bill decided to begin a sermon. Since no call had come and Mr. Scott had not told him to come by he assumed that he was going back to Murray. He decided to preach a sermon on love and forgiveness. It just seemed appropriate.

Sunday, he again put on his blue suit and got into his Dodge to make the trip to Murray. As the miles rolled by his stomach got tighter and tighter. What if they were waiting to tell him the news when he got there?  He would miss the church but he was prepared to move on. Sometimes you had to take a stand. Was he too harsh?  Should he have known that it would upset Emily?  Was it just his ego and drive for success that led him to contact Susie Q in the first place?

As he pulled up to the church he saw people going in. He got out of his car, straightened his suit coat and tie, and walked in. The first person to meet him was Emily. She had a firm look on her face, a look that could kill but she said slowly, “Reverend Thompson, what hymns do you want me to play this morning?”

“I beg your pardon?” Bill could not believe what he had just heard. Emily had never asked for the hymns. She had handed what she was playing to him.

“What hymns do you want me to play?” she said again. Others in the church were looking in their direction.

“Well, what would you like to play this morning?” Bill answered.

Emily’s face softened and she named five different hymns and asked Bill to pick three. He chose the three and proceeded up to the pulpit, Emily to the piano.

“Oh, by the way,” Emily said looking up at Bill, who was just ascending the two steps to the platform. The little choir will be continuing and Mrs. Benson will be playing for them.”

“Great,” Bill said. He took a deep breath and began the service.

After the service, Bill went over to Sam who was talking with some other people.

“Hi, Bill, how was your week?”  Sam said.

“Fine,” Bill said. He paused, and then added, “What in the world happened this week?  I really expected a call that I wouldn’t be coming back after last week.”

“Oh, that,” Sam said almost dismissively. “Well, we love Emily, we all really do. But over the years she has just about run off every decent student preacher we have had. We just held a meeting after church and decided that Emily could go and join the Methodist Church down the street. Buddy we said could stay.”  Bill looked at Sam with a questioning look but all he could see was that Sam had an ear to ear grin.

All Bill could think of saying was, “Thanks!”
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That summer Bill decided to take more classes. He was trying to finish graduate school in three years and he needed to take summer classes if that was going to happen. News from home was not good. The cancer had spread to his father’s bones and the prognosis did not look good. Bill’s mother told him he should try to come back before the holidays. Uncle Red would cover the ticket if he would just let them know when he could come. Bill decided that August, after summer classes and before the fall, would be best. His mother assured him that his father was not in immediate danger, but the doctor said that he most likely would not survive the battle.

Buddy, Emily’s quiet husband who always wore a Stetson western hat died. He had never fully recovered from the surgery months before and kept getting weaker and weaker. When Bill received the call, he cut his last classes and headed up to Murray.

He stopped by Emily’s house first. Their daughter from Dallas answered his knock on the door and asked Bill to come in. Emily was sitting on the couch, crying. When she saw Bill she immediately got up, rushed over to him, and threw her arms around him.

“Bill, Bill,” she cried. “I have lost Buddy, I have lost Buddy!”

Bill, at first surprised by her reaction, embraced her with a deep hug. He assured her that Buddy was with God and that she could count on the whole church to be there for her. Judging from the food on the counter, the church had already responded, along with the other churches in the small community. That was the way it was in communities like that. People took care of each other, especially in times of death.

The funeral was on Saturday. Once again it was held at the funeral home in Denton. The chapel was packed, as many people had appreciated the quiet, gentle spirit of Buddy. Bill regretted that he had not gotten to know Buddy well. With the tension with Emily, Bill tried to make his visits there infrequent. That was understandable, but Bill thought there should have been some way to bridge the gap. That was what grace and faith were all about. He was learning, but knew he had a lot more to learn about churches and people.

After the funeral, everyone gathered at Emily’s for lunch. The church had gone all out bringing food and beverages. The gathering went until late in the afternoon. As people were leaving, Emily went over to Bill and again hugged him.

“That was a fine service, just fine,” she said fighting tears. “Buddy would have been proud of what you said.”

“Well I hope it was comforting, Emily,” Bill said holding both her hands in his and looking deep into her eyes. “Just know that the Lord loves you and so do we.”  What was strange to Bill is that he really meant what he said. He really did have a love for this battle-scarred woman.

“Pastor Bill,” Emily said after a few moments, “my daughter and family are headed back to Dallas. I was wondering if you were planning to spend the night here in Murray. You wouldn’t want to drive back tonight and then make the drive tomorrow again for worship?”

“Well I had thought about staying somewhere. I thought I might ask to stay with Sam and Juanita.”

“Well, I would be honored if you would stay here tonight. I have a room at the back of the house. It has its own bathroom and everything. I would consider it an honor if you would stay here.”

Bill just could not believe what he was hearing. Was this the same Emily who had tried to get rid of him only a few months ago?

“I would be honored to stay,” Bill said.

Bill wondered if he had lost his mind. He would be trapped for an evening with Emily. Was this the smartest or stupidest thing he had ever done?  After all the guests had left, Emily put on a pot of coffee and told Bill he could put his things in the room and make himself comfortable. Bill went out to his car and took his overnight bag. The room was nicely decorated with a big four-poster bed, nightstand, and dresser.

“Was that your daughter’s old room?” Bill asked as he came back into the living room.

“Yes it was. We keep it now for her and her husband and the grandchildren when they come here.”

“Grandchildren?   I have only seen Carrie a couple of times and never with grandchildren,” Bill said.

“Oh yes, I have five grandchildren,” Emily exclaimed. Then she paused and said that Carrie and her son-in-law did not really like church so they visited during the week, seldom on the weekends.

“That must be why I haven’t seen them much before today,” Bill said. Emily got up and poured them both cups of coffee.

“Do you want to see their pictures?” Emily said already carrying in two large picture albums.

“I would love to,” Bill said and sat down beside Emily and began looking through the albums. At each picture Emily told about the circumstances, where they were and why they took the picture. Bill, as he looked through the album, was seeing a whole new side of Emily. As the talked he found out that she once had a dream of being a professional piano player, maybe even playing for a symphony.

“What happened?” Bill asked.

“Oh, girls did not have careers. It was hard times and well I had to get a job. We lived in Dallas at the time and me and Buddy met at a church social. He was from here and always wanted to return. Well, Buddy was pretty traditional, as you know. When we got married he said I should put all those silly ideas aside. He would support us and I was to raise the kids. We only had one girl even though we tried and tried.”  Emily paused and her eyes were teary again. “We did lose two children at birth. Buddy never was the same after that. One of them was a boy.”

“I am sorry,” Bill replied beginning to understand that underneath the roughness of Emily was a lot of pain.

“Oh, my, my,” she said, “I am going on and on. You must be tired.”

“No, No, go on,” Bill said. He was tired but here he was and Emily was actually sharing with him. He was feeling like a real minister. It was a good feeling.

“Well, Buddy was a good husband,” Emily said again.

“A good husband?” Bill replied giving the last sound a little uplift giving Emily a chance to add to her thought.

“Yes, he was a good husband and I will miss him.”  Emily paused for a moment. Bill sensed she was thinking about if she should say any more. Surprisingly she did.

“Well, Buddy wasn’t perfect, you know. You don’t live together all these years and don’t have your spats and such.”  Bill leaned back a little. Maybe this was a little too much sharing. Should he go on to bed or encourage her?  His answer came a moment later when Emily just continued.

“Like that damn truck of his!” she said with a twinge of anger. “He never let me drive. In fact he never even would let me learn to drive.”

“You don’t know how to drive?” Bill asked.

“No, Buddy always did the driving.”

“How did you get to Dallas when—err—when Buddy was so sick?” Bill said.

“Sam took me. We followed the ambulance and then Carrie drove me around.”  Then after another pause, “My friends think I am crazy but I want to learn to drive. I am sixty-five years old and I think it is high time I learn to be more independent. They keep telling me that I am too old, over the hill.”

“Emily I don’t think you are too old to learn new things. God, I hope I am never too old to learn new things.”  Bill thought for a moment and then blurted out, “Emily, I will teach you how to drive. We can go out after church tomorrow, take the truck and I will teach you.”

“You will?”  Emily said, a smile forming on her face that seemed to have taken on a whole new brightness. “Bill, I really appreciate you. You are a real peach. Some gal is going to have a real steal when she finds you.”

“Well so far that isn’t happening.”  Now they were into territory that Bill was sensitive about. He was beginning to wonder if he would ever meet someone. He had dated some while in seminary but when he called again, he just got excuses. Dave had a girlfriend. Even Chris had a girlfriend. Paul was married to a wonderful woman. Even his sister had a boyfriend. Not him.

The tables seemed to turn and now it was Emily listening.

“Honey,” she said and Bill was surprised by the word. “You just have to be patient. I was older when I met Buddy. You just have to be patient. You will meet the right person and when you do you will know it.”  Emily just smiled at Bill.

“Well, I am not your mother,” Emily said getting up, “but it is late and you need to get some sleep or I will get in trouble tomorrow for keeping the preacher up too late.”

In his room, Bill sat on the edge of the bed. What a mystery God was. Here an enemy was now a friend. As Bill went to sleep that night he dreamed a strange dream. He dreamed of a beautiful, dark-haired young woman. He dreamed that they met and fell in love. He dreamed that the love of his life was not far away.
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The next day after church, Bill took Emily out to a West Texas field in Buddy’s old Ford pickup truck. As they lurched around the field, gears grinding, Bill began to think that ol’ Buddy knew something. Emily was a pretty good piano player but driving was definitely not her talent.

Over the next several weeks Bill continued the lessons. Emily improved even to the point that they went out for a ride on the side road. She told him that all her friends were telling her she was crazy. Bill kept reassuring her.

One Sunday after church, Bill noted that Emily seemed really down.

“Is something wrong?” Bill inquired as they were walking out of church. Bill was now a regular guest at Emily’s home when he came up on weekends. He actually liked his room because unlike some of the other places he stayed, Emily respected his privacy.

“I failed the test,” Emily finally said.

“What test?”

“Oh, I took the written test last week and failed. All my friends say that they told me so. I guess it is not in it for me to drive.”

“Emily, just take it again.”

“I am too old. What was I thinking?”

“Emily,” Bill said turning toward her. “Now, you don’t need me telling you about life, but here goes. You know that we all fail sometimes, we fall down and we have to pick ourselves up. You are not too old to learn something new. Just walk right in and take that old test again and keep taking it until you pass.”

“You think so?” Emily said with a sign of hope in her voice.

“I will help you practice. I can shoot the questions to you and give me the answers. Just like studying for a math test or something.”

So for the next two weeks Bill quizzed Emily, trying to get her ready for the driver’s test.

One day, Dave answered the phone at their apartment. He went into Bill’s room and slowly opened the door. Bill was seated at the desk, studying.

“Heh, there is someone on the phone for you. I think it is that Emily person you have told me about.”

Bill got up and rushed past Dave to the phone. “Crap, I bet she failed her test again.”  He picked up the phone and heard an excited voice on the other end.

“Bill, I just had to let you know. I passed!!”

“You passed?”

“I passed and not only that, I took the driving test and passed that. I have a license.”

Bill actually could not believe what he was hearing. Even with all his encouragement, on one level he believed that she probably would not get her license.

“Congratulations!”  Bill said feeling very satisfied himself.

The next Sunday, Emily drove up to the church in a new Ford; not a pickup, but a real four-door car. All her friends were saying that they could not believe that this was the same Emily. In the weeks following, Emily redecorated the kitchen, redecorated the living room, bought new clothes and even began taking piano lessons.

Emily and Bill became close friends. When Bill would finally meet the girl of his dreams, Sharon, Emily would be the first person he told of their engagement. She would play at their wedding and was there for their first child. When Emily died it was Bill that the family flew in to do the funeral.
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During the August break, Bill traveled back to Eugene to visit his family. His father seemed to have rallied from the treatment but the prognosis was still not good. It was hot and humid in Eugene when he arrived. Julie met him at the airport.

As they drove to the house, Julie filled Bill in.

“Dad has had a rough time. They have tried a couple of treatments but they have not really worked. The cancer has spread.”

Bill could feel his stomach knot up as they drove along.

“When I spoke with Mom,” Bill said, “She has been saying everything is getting better. She said Dad was back to work.”

“Yeah,” Julie said glancing at Bill and at the road. “He’s not working full time. The company is working with him. He is just getting weaker. I think he and Mom are both are in denial, but who can blame them.”

Julie pulled into the driveway. There, waiting for Bill was his father, mother and Nicole. As Bill got out of the car, his father was the first one to reach him and gave him a big hug. Milt had lost a lot of weight and looked much weaker. Part of the difference was that his hair was gone, even though he did not have much to begin with. His muscular arms were not as big as before. But the one thing that Bill noted was that his Dad’s eyes were bright and full of fight.

Joyce had prepared all of Bill’s favorites for dinner. Her pork chops were to die for. They feasted on pork chops, little potatoes with lots of butter, green beans with mushroom soup, and homemade rolls. For desert they had apple pie with ice cream. Nicole proudly announced that she had baked the pie.

After dinner, Bill and his father went into the backyard to share a beer.

“Everything going well at school?” Milt said.

“Yep. I am really enjoying my studies, but I am really enjoying my church.”  Bill then told his dad about Emily, Sam, and Mary Pond. He got so involved in telling about school and church that he almost forgot that his dad was sick. Finally, the little voice in his head finally overruled his conversation.

“Dad, how are you doing?”

Milt paused and looked out over the backyard fence. The Coburg Hills could be seen in the distance. “Not well,” his dad said.

“What do you mean, Dad?”

“Well, for now I am really feeling pretty good. But the doctor said that it will be a real tough battle and the odds are not with me. You may not know it, I never talked about it much, but I have faced death before.”  Bill leaned closer to his dad as Milt continued. Many years ago I was in a bad accident. I was trapped in a car for some time. I thought I was going to die in those moments. It wasn’t really all that bad.”

“What happened?” Bill said.

“Well, I obviously survived. I got out, spent some time in a hospital, and pretty much recovered. But I decided at that moment that I was going to live life and whatever came my way I would keep my head up.”

Bill just sat and looked at his father. He had never seen this side of his father. Milt continued, “Anyway I have been here before. I am not ready to give up. Milt paused for a moment and then his voice picked up, “Heh, let’s see if there is a game on.”

That was the last that they talked. The rest of the visit was an effort to act like everything was going to be fine. Bill had never prayed as hard as he did that week. Yet, deep inside he seemed to realize that this battle was not going to be won. When he said his goodbye to his father, they hugged and shook hands, his father almost refusing to let go. Somehow Bill got the impression his dad was saying goodbye for good.
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In the fall, Bill had signed up for a course working with the poor of Fort Worth. The pastoral care professor, Dr. Charles and a local African American pastor, Dr. Simpson, taught the course. Each Monday, the small group of students would work as chaplains in nursing homes that had primarily poor persons as residents. Then in the afternoon the students would debrief at Dr. Simpson’s congregation. For Bill it was an eye-opening experience.

One Monday he was asked to call on Emma. Emma was in her late sixties but looked as if she was in her late seventies. She was a small, frail African American woman whose entire world now consisted of her bed, small nightstand, and chair. When Bill arrived she was sitting up, propped up by pillows. Her roommate was snoring away in the adjacent bed.

“Good morning,” Bill said as he slowly entered the room, looked around, and tried to adjust to the prevailing odor present throughout the nursing home.

Bill continued as Emma looked up at him and smiled. “I am Bill Thompson. I am a student at the seminary and we are working at this nursing home as chaplains. I just wanted to stop by and visit with you for a moment.”

Emma looked up and lightly smacked her lips, “My, my, you are a tall boy!”

“Not really,” Bill said. “But thank you for the compliment.”

Emma just looked at him and smiled. Bill at this point was beginning to get nervous. “May I sit down?” he asked.

“Sure, child,” Emma said and just looked at him and continued smiling.

“Well,” Bill said fumbling for words. “How are you?”

“Jus’ fine.”

“Is the food good here?”

“Jus’ fine.”

“Do you get out much?”

“Not much, but it is jus’ fine.”

The minutes seemed to drag by. When Bill glanced down at his watch an entire four minutes had passed. It seemed like an hour. Rising from his chair, Bill said, “Well, it has been a pleasure talking with you. I have some other visits to make. Do you mind if we pray together?”

‘That would be jus’ fine,” Emma said and automatically closed her eyes and bowed her head. Bill noted that she did not offer him her hand and he decided not to reach out for it. Bill said a short prayer and left.

Next, Bill stopped by an African American man who was sitting in a wheelchair. Both of his legs had been amputated.

“Hi,” the man said pushing himself over toward Bill. “Are you one of those Reverends that I hear is out calling today?”

“Yes,” Bill said and sat down by the man.

“My name is Phil, short for Phillip. He was one of the disciples, I think.”

“Nice to meet you, “Bill replied. “How long have you been here?”

“Oh, for years. Too long,” Phil said. “So you are a student?”

“Yes, at the seminary,” Bill replied.
 
“That Baptist school?” Phil asked.

“No the other one,” Bill replied.

They sat in silence for a few seconds then Bill asked, “What did you do, err, I mean before you got in here?”

“I used to be a hobo,” Phil said with a note of pride.

“Oh really?”  Bill replied genuinely curious.

“Yep, I rode the rails during the 40’s and 50’s. Started during the depression years. Do you know what a hobo is, young man?”

“Well, I don’t think I do,” Bill replied. Actually, he had an idea but this was proving to be a better conversation than what he had with Emma.

“Well, let me tell you,” Phil said. Bill noticed that Phil’s English was actually quite good. He suspected that Phil was more than he let on.

“A hobo is different from a bum. I was a hobo. We hobo’s worked for a living; we just didn’t hang around for very long. Got that itch to move on. A bum doesn’t want to work and is just looking for a handout.”

“Guess I did not know the difference.” Bill interrupted. “Go on, were you always a hobo?”

“Well, actually, I finished all the way through eleventh grade. I did some teaching and then worked in a factory back east for a while. Then the depression really got goin’ and I was laid off. I couldn’t find a job, so I hit the rails. After the depression was over I just found out that I liked the life of a hobo. I liked to read, so I could read all I wanted, work a little and then move on.”  The more Phil talked the more he seemed to want to share. “As a hobo, we had a whole code among us. You pulled into an area and you could read the messages left and find out if there was work, if they were friendly, and if there were not too many bums, and if the local law was open to us. If not, you just moved on.”

“Fascinating,” Bill added.

“Yep, and you had to be familiar with all the trains, schedules and such. You had to know which ones were long-distance haulers and which ones stopped at every little village and town. It was hard but I loved it. I made a lot of friends along the way.”

“Were you hungry?”  Bill inquired.

“Sure, you get used to that. But among us hobos we shared what we had so you never starved. We had something called ‘hobo stew” that I still miss. This crap here is awful. By the way, I am a little short today. I am pretty thirsty. Could really use a Coke.”

At first Bill tensed. He was being panhandled. What should he do?  Should he give in or resist?  Phil might have been good at this at one time but he was pretty transparent now. What the heck, Bill thought, it is only a quarter.

“Sure, here,” Bill said reaching into his pocket and giving Phil a quarter. Phil had a big smile on his face. He had that smile as he quickly rolled his wheelchair to where some buddies were seated after Bill left.

When Bill returned for debriefing, he shared his concerns about Emma and Phil with Dr. Simpson and Dr. Charles. Dr. Simpson was the first to speak.

“Sometimes it is difficult to break through. Folks just don’t trust people, especially white folks. So you just have to keep trying.”

Dr. Charles added, “Bill, were you bothered by the fellow asking for money?”

“No, not at all. I just wonder if it is for his good to give him money.”

Dr. Charles thought for a moment. “If it does not bother you, it is harmless. It is probably the one thing he could do well in his life. He just doesn’t realize he isn’t doing it as well.”

Bill felt better after the discussion. He continued calling on Emma and little by little she seemed to open up. She especially enjoyed hearing about his adventures in school and about the adventures at the church. At the end of each visit she would say, “My, my, your mama must be proud of you!  You comin’ down here to visit us? What a nice boy you are!”  Bill felt pretty good about his visits with Emma. As far as Phil went, he just made sure that he had plenty of quarters. Each time he tried to make it more and more difficult for Phil but in the end he would give in, Phil would smile and then brag to his friends about the stupid preacher that he panhandled every week.

Bill was feeling pretty good about his visits to Emma until Dr. Simpson explained to him what Emma was really doing. “She is really putting you in your place. She grew up in a time when you could never directly tell a white person what you thought of him. What she is really saying, and I hate to burst your ego, is that you sit in your ivory tower and come down to the poor section to make yourself feel better.”

Bill looked crestfallen. “You mean all this time and all she is doing is telling me to get lost?”

“Oh no. She is enjoying your visits. But when she over-praises you she is really telling you that she has to stay here and you can go back to your nice place, your nice safe place.”

“What can I do?” Bill asked.

“Just keep going, keep visiting, and one day she will trust you.”

That day did not come for several more weeks. One day as Emma and Bill were having their usual surface conversation, Emma suddenly stopped and looked hard at Bill. Then she said, “Okay. I will buy what you’re selling!”

“Excuse me, Emma, I don’t understand?  I am not selling anything.”

“You’re not selling Bibles or something?” Emma asked with almost as much surprise as Bill had over her question.

“Emma, I told you we are just a group of students coming down here to visit. We are not selling anything!”

Emma looked at him and this time her smile was different, almost motherly. She reached over to the drawer in the nightstand and slowly opened it.

“I believe you. I want to show you something.”  She pulled out several boxes of rocks. The rocks were nothing special, just gravel and rocks that one could find anywhere. Emma had them sorted according to shape and size. With great joy she began to show Bill her secret and private rock collection. Afterward, she began to tell Bill about her real life. She went on to explain how in her neighborhood people would come through, act like a friend and then always sell you something. Sometimes they disappeared before you ever got what they sold you. Bill could not believe the hard life that these people had endured and were still enduring.

Later, when Bill shared this with Dr. Simpson, Dr. Simpson had an all-knowing smile. “Bill you made a real breakthrough. She really trusts you. That is something very special.”

“Is it true what she said about people coming in and talking religion and then taking her money?”

Dr. Simpson looked over at Dr. Charles and they both nodded. “Bill, it is rough for these people. Lots of people come through promising all kinds of things and take what little money they have. She probably liked you but did not trust you until she showed you her rock collection. You have a real friend now.”

For Bill this experience at the nursing home was why he felt called into ministry. Ministry was about helping people find God and find themselves. Over the years, Bill would discover that this aspect of ministry energized him. Yet, as the years moved on he would forget all this. Instead, Bill would become caught up in what so many become caught up in—the push for recognition and success. For now, however, he knew that here was “where it was.”
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As the semester drew to a close, Bill was continually short of cash. Expenses had been more than he anticipated, especially since the Dodge was beginning to act up. The work at the grocery store and the little church brought in barely enough income to manage. The bad news from the family was that although his father was holding his own, they too had run through resources with the growing medical bills. Bill knew that since he had just been home, this Christmas he would have to stay in Fort Worth.

As the holiday approached, Bill got more and more depressed. Most of the students were heading home for the holidays. David was going home to Indiana, Paul and Lynn were going out to Montana and then to Oregon, Ernie was staying on campus and Chris was headed to his home in west Texas. Chris had been nice enough to invite Bill but he politely thanked him and said he had other plans. Except he did not have other plans, except work and more work.

At the church Bill, Emily, Sam, and others donated some festive decorations for the little church. They put a tree on the small platform and decorated it in with handmade ornaments, paper chains, and strung popcorn. Susie made a special star for the top. Emily and Bill worked on some special music for Christmas Eve. It would be the first Christmas Eve service the congregation had observed in memory. Most of the time the student pastors were away for Christmas, as a result Christmas Eve services seldom happened at the Murray church.

The Sunday before Christmas Eve, Bill was invited over to Emily’s for dinner. She also invited Mary Pond to join them. Bill had developed a special love for Mary. Perhaps it was how she was able to care for the ex-husband who had jilted her or perhaps it was her loving and willing spirit. Bill was still impressed with her system of making ends meet. “I have a can of soup for lunch and one for dinner,” she would say. “That way,” Mary explained, “I use two cans of soup a day. So I go and buy enough soup for two weeks and can live on my budget.”

After Emily, Bill and Mary said grace, the conversation turned to Christmas plans. “So Bill, are you going home to your family?”  Emily asked as she cut into a piece of pot roast.

“No, not this year,” and Bill’s answer betrayed his disappointment.

“I am sorry to hear that. How is your father doing?” Emily asked. Mary continued quietly eating and listening.

“Dad is doing better, but the outlook is still not good. He is still going through treatments for the cancer, and at least for the time being seems to be holding his own. He is working a few days a week and that keeps his spirits up. What are your plans?” Bill said trying to guide the subject away from his family situation.

Emily smiled and said, “Well, after our Christmas Eve service I am leaving the next morning to visit my daughter in Dallas. I will spend Christmas with my grandchildren.”

“And you, Mary?” Bill asked.

“Oh I will just be around here. Most folks in the town are taking off so someone has to hold down the fort.”  Mary paused and then added. “Actually I have been invited over to the Tyndale’s for Christmas dinner. It should be real nice.”  Mary paused and looked kindly at Bill. “So, what are your plans?”

Bill really did not want to go into this. He thought about whether he should just make something up or tell the truth. The truth was that this Christmas he had no plans. There was a celebration at the Wesley Center, a Methodist center for divinity students. He probably would go to that or just stay home and feel sorry for himself. He was really sad that Paul and Lynn were going to be gone. They had invited him to Montana, but at the point when they were making plans, he still hoped something would come through from the family. Paul and Lynn had left the day before, and although Bill waited by the phone, no call had come from the family. Deep inside he realized that if it were at all possible for him to go home his family would pay his way. He understood about the medical bills but he still wanted to be home for Christmas. Bill thought for a moment and decided to put up a good front.

“Oh I have some nice plans. There is a big dinner at the Wesley Center for students who are in town. I plan to attend that and be with friends. It should be real nice.”

Emily and Mary both smiled and Mary added, “Well I am glad you have plans. You know you can always join me and the Tyndale’s for Christmas.”

“Thanks,” Bill said, outwardly smiling but inwardly wanting to cry.

For the next few days Bill’s attention was focused on preparing his sermon and other details for the Christmas Eve service. They had even put together a small choir to sing a medley of Christmas carols. They had talked about having a living manger scene, but wiser heads prevailed.

As Bill was typing his sermon, Chris was the last one to leave the apartment. Chris and Bill had never really connected. Chris was so uptight, always puffing on his pipe, holding it like he had pictured Dr. Freud, and trying to make wise comments. Only in Chris’s case wisdom was a reach. “Sorry you can’t join us in Midland for Christmas,” Chris said as he carried his numerous bags to the front door.

“God, Chris, you are only going to be gone a week.”

“Oh, I like to travel with everything I might need.”

Bill looked at the large bag Chris was carefully laying over his suitcases. Inside the bag was a beautiful pulpit robe that Chris’s family had given him. Most students could hardly afford a suit, let alone a pulpit robe. “You are taking your pulpit robe. Are you going to preach while you are there?” Bill asked, more in jest than seriousness.

“You never know. My home church just might ask me to preach. You can never be unprepared. I even have typed out a sermon just in case. How is your sermon coming?”

“Fine,” Bill said, and returned to his slow typing.

Chris began the process of hauling his bags down to his car. Bill thought about helping, but he was just not in the mood. As Chris gathered up his briefcase, a beautiful leather briefcase, again something most students only dreamed about having, Chris paused and looked at Bill.

“You know something I have always wanted to do over Christmas?”

“No, what?” Bill replied with a hint of sarcasm.

“Well at the Methodist Church downtown they serve Christmas dinner to people who have nowhere to go. A lot of transients go there. I have always wanted to do that at Christmas. I think it would be nice to do something like that. You know, celebrate the gift of Christ by giving a gift.”

“Oh really?” was all Bill could muster and then returned to his typing. Then he added, “I am sorry, Chris. Merry Christmas!  I hope you have a safe trip. Don’t worry about me; I will be exhausted after the Christmas Eve service. I am looking forward to going to the dinner at the Wesley Center.”

Chris smiled and said, “Just a thought. You have yourself a Merry Christmas.”   Chris turned and left.

The apartment seemed larger than it had ever been. For a moment Bill was a little annoyed at the suggestion that he would go and work on Christmas Day. He could have worked at the grocery store but had asked for a week off months in advance. Oh well, Bill had a sermon to finish.
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The weather turned chilly as Bill made his way north to Murray. The service was planned at seven p.m. They would light candles, sing carols, read the Christmas story and listen to a short sermon. It was not the same as the bathrobes, Italian dinner, and light tour but it would have to do. Bill was excited about sharing Christmas Eve at the church. He had been gone the year before. Actually, he had mixed feelings that evening. One part of him wanted to be home and the other part was excited that he was leading worship on Christmas Eve.

The little church seemed to shine that evening. The attendance had grown to forty but that night the church was packed with almost seventy people. The singing was enthusiastic, the decorations were beautiful in spite of being hand-made and looking amateurish. It was the thought that counted and everyone had pitched in to make the evening inspirational.

As Bill stood at the back of the church wishing everyone a Merry Christmas, Sam and Juanita passed by him, paused and indicated that they wanted to say something to him.

“Say Bill, we know that you need to get on back to Fort Worth, but if you have a little time we would like you to stop over at the house for a moment.”

“Thank you, Sam.”  Bill thought for a moment. It was almost three hours back to Fort Worth and it was already almost eight o’clock in the evening. “Why not,” he thought to himself. “Sam, thank you, I will be right over.”

After the last person had left, Bill turned off the lights and closed the door and walked the block and a half over to Sam and Juanita’s place. Their house was lit up with decorations and he could hear music coming from inside. As he got to the door, Juanita welcomed him with a kiss. Inside their living room, right in front of a huge Christmas tree, Bill saw most of the congregation. As Bill walked in they all shouted, “Merry Christmas.”  Bill could not believe it.

Sam stepped forward and spoke. “Bill, we just did not want you to get away without knowing how much we all appreciate you. You have given this little church new life and we really appreciate it. We have some things here for you, not much, but the thought is a lot.” On a small table were gifts, some wrapped and some not. Bill just stood looking.

“Well I can’t believe it!” Emily said. “He can’t think of a word to say!!” and laughed. Everyone laughed and approached Bill, giving him hugs, kisses on the cheek, and handshakes. “Well, why don’t you open your gifts?” Juanita added.

There were many nice gifts. As Bill opened Emily’s gift he could not believe it. It was a leather briefcase. She looked at him and smiled. “You are going to be something someday. I want you to go in style.”

Sam and Juanita, along with Mrs. Tyndale and a few others, handed him a gift certificate for a new suit from Lazarus Department Store in Fort Worth. “We are getting tired of that old blue thing you wear. We were in Fort Worth and this should get you a nice suit. If it is more than this, just let us know.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Bill said. And he meant it.

Suzie, Peter, Joey, and Charlotte gave him homemade preserves and a huge bag of peanuts. The Tucks gave him a pen and pencil set. Mabel Simmons gave him one of her special cakes. Sam and Mary Lou gave him homemade bread and a cake. Sam whispered in his ear, “You know about Mabel’s cakes, this one is fine.”

After all the gifts were opened, Juanita invited everyone to help themselves to the refreshment. As Bill was stuffing his mouth with cheese, crackers, and little sausages, he noticed Mary standing to one side. She was holding a crumpled bag in one hand. Bill walked over to her.

“Mary, I want to thank you for your invitation. I hope you have a Merry Christmas.”

“Here, this is for you. Merry Christmas,” Mary said as she handed the bag to Bill.

Bill slowly opened the bag and looked inside. Inside were three cans of Campbell’s soup: a can each of chicken and rice, chicken noodle, and vegetable beef. Bill looked at Mary, who was standing off to the side smiling. Bill slowly took the cans of soup out of the bag. “Mary, I don’t know what to say,” Bill said. “You really need this more than I.”

“No, you need to know that we really care for you, I really care for you. I have watched how you handled Emily and how you forgave her and even became her friend. Bill, you have a real gift.”  With that Mary stretched up to Bill and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

As Bill drove home that evening he had never felt so close to the people of the church or to God as he did that evening. The new briefcase sat beside him. Inside his pocket was the certificate for a brand new suit. Yet, the gift he could not stop thinking about was the three cans of soup.

Three cans of soup, Bill thought. She is giving up three meals for me. It was like the gift of a widow long ago that had put two coins into the offering in a Temple, unnoticed by everyone except a poorly-dressed Jewish rabbi standing to the side. Jesus turned to his disciples and told them that she among all had given the greatest gift that day. Everyone else had given out of their abundance but she had given all she had. This gift was like that gift in so many ways.

As Bill drove home that evening, he determined what he would do on Christmas morning. Angels come in all forms and who would have thought that Chris would have been an angel sent to help Bill. He would get up and go to the Methodist Church and serve Christmas dinner to others. It would be one of the best Christmases he would ever celebrate.
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Jerry was pushing on Bill’s leg when he was brought back suddenly into the present moment. Jerry needed to go outside. Bill got up from his stuffed chair, walked over to the back door and let Jerry out into the backyard. Jerry bounded around and then quickly got down to business. The weather was crisp with the smell of snow in the air. After a few moments, Bill let Jerry back into the house. Jerry was obviously happy to be back in the warmth. He shook his whole body and then bounded off to fetch a toy. Jerry seemed to sense that something had changed. He brought the old stuffed dog toy in the shape of a football to Bill, who threw it across the room. Jerry bounded and leaped as he caught the football and brought it back, tail wagging.

“Jerry, you and I have some work to do. We need to clean up this mess and get these decorations up. Then I have something to do.”

The rest of the afternoon, Bill worked feverishly putting up the artificial tree, placing the ornaments, lights, and other decorations on the tree. He put the Santa and his sleigh on a table. He and Sharon had bought this elaborate wooden replica of Santa and his reindeer several years ago. For Bill it brought back memories of those wonderful Christmas Eves in Oregon.

Walking into the kitchen, Bill fixed Jerry some dinner. Taking out the phone book, Bill looked up the number of the Second Street Mission. During his time at Central Avenue Bill had referred several transients to that mission. Located on Second Street just off the railroad tracks, the mission was in what most considered a less than desirable section of town. Salvador Ramirez and his wife Maria had run the mission for several decades. Salvador’s wavy white hair and tanned face gave him a distinguished look even though he was in his late seventies. The mission had been his dream. He had been born in San Antonio, Texas and educated as a teacher. He had taken a job in St. Louis and then after only a few years had come to Maysville. Maria had been born in Kansas City and had met Sal when he was in St. Louis. Sal gave up teaching and instead acted on a dream and passion of his. He started the mission.

After several years, the original mission moved from its first location to its present location on Second Street. The building that now housed the mission had originally been a department store. Now the first floor consisted of a large dining room that also served as a general-purpose room. Next to it was a professional kitchen donated by the local Kiwanis Club. Several side rooms functioned as offices, meeting rooms, and were used by volunteer counselors, physicians, and dentists who occasionally donated time to the mission. The second floor had been remodeled to house both individuals and families. Although it was not the best accommodations, it was warm and cozy. The third floor was used for storage. Many years ago a grant from an anonymous friend of the Mission had provided funds to remodel part of the third floor into a nice apartment for Sal and Maria. The Mission provided beds for homeless families and transients, a kitchen that served meals each day, and a spirit of love and welcome that Bill had seen infrequently in his life. He and other pastors had taken turns volunteering as spiritual counselors. However, because of his own problems and schedule, Bill had only been to the mission a few times.
 
Bill had also noted while he was at Central that Benny Lewis was especially hostile toward the mission. He wondered why, but then Benny was hostile toward just about everything. He did remember how Benny had continued to criticize the last pastor for spending too much time at the mission when he could have been building up Central. Although Central still provided some funds to the mission, Benny had been able to get the support reduced to minimal.

Bill dialed the number of the mission. Maria’s sweet voice filled the receiver.

“Maria, this is Bill Thompson, Reverend Bill Thompson. I don’t know if you remember me but I used to come down to the mission from time to time.”

Maria paused for a moment and then cheerfully said, “Reverend Bill, how nice to hear from you. I remember you. You were at Central Avenue, weren’t you?”

“Yes, I was,” Bill said, and ended it there.

Maria continued, “Sal and I were just talking about you the other day.”  There was just a hint of a Spanish accent in her words. “We were saying that what happened to you was so unfair. How are you doing?”

“Well, better today than yesterday,” Bill answered. Then he added, “Well, I know it has been a long time, but. . .” Bill hesitated and then continued, “Why I am calling is to ask you, are you serving a Thanksgiving meal this evening?”

“Well, actually we served our main meal at noon today. But there are leftovers that we have made into sandwiches and soup for the evening meal. Do you have someone who needs a meal?” Maria asked.

“Well, actually yes. I was wondering if you needed some help tonight serving dinner. I would like to join you and help out if I can.”

“That would be wonderful!  We would love to have you come down here and help out. I make wonderful turkey soup and we still have some turkey for sandwiches and I have also used some of the turkey to make some enchiladas. Just come on down. When can we expect you?”

“Let me put on my coat and I will be there shortly. Thanks, Maria.”

“Well, thank you.”

Sal and Maria never asked questions. That was one of their true gifts. People arrived at the mission with all kinds of stories and most did not want to share their pasts. Over the years Sal and Maria had developed the ability to just accept people as they were and where they were.

Bill put on his coat, gathered his gloves, gave Jerry a pat on the head, and headed out. The Mission was actually not far from where they were now living. In truth, the mission was worlds apart from most of Maysville.

Maysville had a thriving business district, had several factories, and some very nice homes, especially west and north of the community. Yet, the old town, where the original town site had been, was run down. You could buy a cheap thrill, a lady for the night, or drown your sorrows in one of the many bars along First Avenue, East. The Second Street Mission was an oasis in a dry land. Its “Welcome All” neon light was a huge contrast to the buildings around it. The community and churches supported the mission, some because of commitment and others because of guilt. Most people knew that such a place as First and Second Street existed, but carefully avoided the area. In many ways the area could have been on another planet.

Bill had not driven down through the area for longer than he cared to remember. He had brought some youths down to the mission months before the wreath incident. But since being fired, he had all but forgotten places like the Mission. As he pulled up and parked, there was a familiar feeling to the place. Not only had he loved working in the course he had taken during seminary but over the years some of his best experiences had been when he had worked with the cast away people of life. During one church he had volunteered to work at the local Salvation Army in their prison halfway house program. Though the world of most of the “fellas” was so different from Bill’s, Bill had discovered that he had had a real talent for dealing with such persons. The men used to love it when Bill would ask them to define some slang term they had used. They would laugh and call him a “square” and then tell him that they appreciated that he never tried to relate to them by using their language or jargon. “You are just Bill,” they would say. “Square Bill, but we appreciate you.”

As Bill walked into the mission, music was playing and Christmas decorations were up. Sal saw him and rushed over extending his hand.

“Reverend Thompson, it is so good to see you.”  Then Sal’s face changed and he looked at Bill and added, “I was so sorry to hear of what happened at your church. What have you been doing since then?”

Bill drew in a deep breath and said, “Not much, Sal, not much. Mostly feeling very sorry for myself. That is why I decided to come here tonight. It is time I do something for someone else.”

“Well, God bless you,” Sal said and Bill knew that would be the end of the questions. “You know where to go; Maria and some volunteers from Our Lady Immaculate are back in the kitchen serving. As you can see, we will be full tonight.”

Bill looked around the packed room. Non-matching tables that had been cast away from other churches were crowded into the dining hall. The place was buzzing with conversation that competed with the Christmas music coming out of the speakers. In one corner was a huge Christmas tree, decorated with ornaments made by people who had lived at or passed through the mission. Above the door was a huge wreath, complete with red chili peppers and white angels. As Bill looked at the wreath, he had a short twinge of guilt.

Maria and Sal were both only about five feet six inches tall, but their hearts were huge. When Maria saw Bill, she hesitated for a moment and then rushed over to him, wiping her hands on her apron, and gave him a hug.

“Reverend Thompson, so good to see you.”  Then holding him at a distance like a mother she added, “You look good. You were always a little too thin. I like the beard; it looks a little like Santa Claus.”  Maria had that way of somehow being honest without appearing to be so.

“You look good as ever, Maria. But call me Bill. I am just Bill now.”

“Well okay, Bill,” she said, but somehow Bill sensed that from her point of view there should be a “Father” or “Reverend” in front of the name. Maria was from the old school that always respected ministers even if they did not deserve the respect.

“How can I help?” Bill asked. The serving process was already well under way.

“Just go over there,” Maria said, pointing to the big crocks of soup. “You can help serve there.”  Bill thanked Maria again and walked over to take his place behind the counter. The first person that came up to Bill was a mother who could not have been more than twenty-five. She had two small children with her. They both looked pre-school age and were dressed in clothing from Goodwill or a similar place. It was the girl’s bright eyes that caught Bill’s attention.

“Hi there,” Bill said looking down at the dark-haired little girl. “What is your name?”

“Susie,” the girl said and turned her head away burying her head in her mother’s coat.

“She is shy,” said her mother as she held out a bowl to Bill. Bill took the bowl and filled it with steaming vegetable and turkey soup. Then he filled two other bowls, one for each one in the family. “Thank you and God bless you,” the mother said, moving down the line.

“God bless you,” Bill said and noted that the little girl was looking at him and smiling ear to ear.

That is the way it went throughout the evening. There were tall people, short people, thin people, and hefty people. There were families with men who had the vacant stare and look of defeat. There were single men who had the hard look of having been on the road a long time. There were many “Emma’s” and “Phil’s” who were similar to the people Bill had met in seminary. These were the unseen victims of society that good society does not see or notice. Bill never felt more alive than he did at that moment.

When at last the last person had been served, Bill joined the volunteers who were washing the dishes. Finally, after all the dishes were washed and put away and those staying the night tucked into their beds, Sal, Maria, Bill and several of the volunteers sat down to share their meal. As they gathered around the table, Sal asked Bill if he would like to pray. At first Bill was going to decline, but then for some reason he accepted. His prayer was short, expressing thanks for the food and love shown at the Mission. Bill thanked God for Sal and Maria, the volunteers, and then added something that caused Sal and Maria to just look at each other with a curious look. Bill said, “And thank you for Mary Pond and three cans of soup that has once again become the very best gift.”
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When Sharon returned to their home late Friday, she was feeling bad. She had really gone too far, she thought as she drove up into the driveway of their small home. Bill, she thought, would have every right to leave her, not the other way around. She loved her husband, but she also wanted him to get that spark back. On the way home she had decided that leaving Bill was not an option, though the thought had crossed her mind. She would try to be supportive and understanding and perhaps in time Bill would find himself. As for herself, she was actually relieved to be out of the pressure of Bill’s career. She was, for the first time in her life, really content. Her teaching at the college was something she always had wanted to do. Her only wish is that Bill could find the same kind of joy.

As she stopped the car in the driveway and got out, she was going over what she would say to him. It was unfair to have left him in that way. She and the children had actually had a miserable time because she was so miserable. Part of her hoped that Bill would be waiting and part of her expected him to not even be there. As she got out of the car, she saw Jerry running toward her, tail wagging. Bill was standing on the front porch—smiling. As she tentatively walked up to him, he reached out his arms toward her.

“I am so sorry,” he said as he embraced her and gave her a deep hug.

“I am the one who is sorry,” Sharon said, tears forming in her eyes. She looked at Bill and began to half laugh and half cry. “You shaved; you shaved off your beard!”

“Yep. I was really tired of it.”

“You look great,” Sharon said pulling back a few inches and taking a good look at Bill. “Where did the smile come from?”

Bill hugged her and led her into the house. Sharon was further taken aback when she saw the tree standing in the corner, decorated, its bright lights twinkling.

“You decorated!” Sharon said and now was crying.

They held each other for a few more moments. Bill had coffee brewing and after carrying in Sharon’s luggage, he sat down and told her the story—the story of the three cans of soup, the story of going to the mission, and the story of finding himself.

“I’m hungry,” Bill said after finishing his stories. “Let’s go out to Olive Garden and celebrate!”

“I have a better idea,” said Sharon. “Let’s order pizza and stay in. I think we have some catching up to do.”

That night Bill and Sharon were like when they were much younger. They ate pizza, listened to old Rock and Roll music, made love, and slept more soundly than either had slept for ages. Jerry seemed to have noticed the difference as well; for the first time in months he joined them, cuddling up on the end of the bed and ending up the night squarely between them.
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The next day, Bill and Sharon went shopping. They had not been shopping together for months. They bought presents for Lisa and Robby, presents for each other, new decorations for the home. They ate at Lucia’s Italian Restaurant just off of downtown. When they drove by Central Church, Bill even commented that the old church seemed to be doing quite well.

“I might even buy something for old Benny,” Bill said as they drove by.

“I don’t think so. That would be a little too much grace for my blood,” Sharon said and both laughed.

After shopping and eating, Bill took Sharon by the mission. He introduced her to Sal and Maria and told Sharon that he was going to volunteer to work at the mission several nights a week. He could go there after he got off work at the Bartlett’s Bookstore. He would still reserve a day off so the two of them could spend time together. Bill explained that this was important to him.

“If this is what gave you your smile again then I am one hundred percent for it. You need to do what you feel you need to do,” Sharon said as they were driving home. “I may help as well,” she added.

“I would love to have you there with me. Sal and Maria have done such a wonderful thing. All these years they have been there, serving people, providing a home for the homeless. All those years I was more worried about what people thought of me, worried about my career as a minister, and never realized that the important moments were when I was helping people. Remember when we used to take the money when we went to Kansas City?”

Sharon smiled and said, “I remember, in fact just the other day Robbie mentioned how proud he was when you did that.”

As the weather turned colder and flakes of snow began to transform the city, others noticed the change in Bill. Every morning he got up early and spent time in prayer and meditation. Then he walked a couple of miles. Later he moved into jogging. In the weeks leading up to Christmas he dropped several pounds, his face took on a glow, and his spirit became infectious.

Several nights a week he would leave the bookstore and make the short journey to another world: the world of Second Street. He would join Sal and Maria and the few volunteers as they prepared and served meals. People seemed comfortable approaching Bill to talk. Some wondered where the white beard went. His face now had the look of old Saint Nick even if he was more and more not looking the part. What Bill did look like was a person who had finally found his place, and it took some fifty years to do so.
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Maysville took on the look of Christmas. Uptown, the shoppers were filling the streets. The Big Wheel Mall was packed with the sounds and look of Christmas. The recent snowstorm gave a picture-book quality to the community.

Along Second Street some of the shops and cheap apartments had put out decorations. Three blocks away on Fifth Street, you could hear the familiar ring of the Salvation Army bell. There was no bell ringer on Second Street. There was, however, the mission, Sal, Maria, and Bill, along with others. Many nights, Sharon joined Bill at the mission to prepare and serve meals. Bill visited the Rotary Club uptown and approached them about providing funds to buy gifts for the homeless people at the mission. After his power-point presentation, several persons who had lived in Maysville for years commented that they had no idea of what lay just blocks away from their businesses. The club decided to underwrite the purchase of clothing, toys, and personal hygiene items for most of the people at the mission. Bill visited other service clubs and got similar commitments. Several churches also made regular contributions. Christmastime was a generous time. The combination of all this meant that Sal, Maria, Bill and Sharon went on a shopping spree to end all shopping sprees. They purchased an outfit for every adult and two outfits for each child. Each child got a special toy. Each adult got a special gift.

A week before Christmas, Bill, Sharon, and volunteers set about adding to the decorations in the main dining hall of the shelter. Bill and Sharon had purchased a twelve-foot artificial Christmas tree. With some of the donations, they purchased decorations for the tree. As Bill was standing on a ladder to placing another huge wreath over another door, Bill thought of the irony of everything. Sharon had arranged for the chorus from her college to hold a special concert of Christmas Carols at the mission. Bill even dressed up as Santa Claus. The irony was that it would have been easier before he lost the weight and the white beard. The volunteers put together a special menu of refreshments. The Mission was crowded both with families staying and visitors from the street. As they sang “Here Comes Santa Claus” to “Joy to the World”, Bill thought that this was what Christmas should be.

When the gifts had been handed out, a homeless man approached Bill and Sharon. His name was Larry. He gave them both a hug.

“I wasn’t always this way,” Larry said. A new scarf was wrapped around his neck. Larry straightened his new coat, and held his new gloves in his hand. “I used to have a family.”

“Well you will always have a family here,” Sharon said looking caringly at Larry. Larry was average height and thin from living on the street, but behind his long hair and bearded face were two bright, intelligent eyes.

Larry coughed and continued, “I used to have my own construction firm and a pretty damn good one at that.”

“What happened?” Bill asked as the three sat down.

“My fault and not my fault,” Larry said looking down and then away. He added, “You are a minister, aren’t you?”

“Well I used to be,” Bill replied. “Now I work in a bookstore and work down here.”

Sharon gripped Bill’s hand, smiled and added: “Honey, you are more a minister now than you have been for years.”

“Thanks,” Bill said with a tenderness that had not been present for much too long. Looking at Larry, Bill said, “Yes, I guess I still am a minister.”

“Well,” Larry began. Bill and Sharon could tell he was having difficulty. “As I said I had a family, my own business, and everything. Then things went sour in the building market. I had to lay off several of my workers. Competition from those new places, you know the story. Anyway, I started drinking more. I always told myself I could stop. Well, I drank myself right out of my company, my family, and home. I tried to get help but times were tough and still are. My wife left me; I don’t really blame her.”  A tear began to stream down his cheek. Sharon and Bill both instinctively reached out and touched his shoulder, almost at the same time.

Larry dabbed his eye with a tissue. “Well, I hit the streets, moved from town to town and here I am. No one seemed to care. People avoided me. Then about two months ago I met this person, well he was a minister of some kind of church. That was before I came here. Anyway he talked to me about straightening out my life and getting off the booze. He prayed for me and you know I have not touched a drop since then.”  Larry paused, tears now streaming freely down his cheek.

“That is great,” Bill said quietly.

Larry continued, “Well nothin’ much changed. I guess I thought things would just, you know, sort of change but it didn’t. Well, I hit the road, came here about a week ago and I was thinking of going in and buying a bottle again. Then I stopped by here last night. Sal, I think that is his name, well Sal was so nice and gave me a place to stay. Then tonight with this party and these gifts, I don’t know what to say.”

“Maybe it is time to make that change,” Bill said. “Let me tell you about another person who was down and out and a gift changed his life.”  Bill then told Larry the story of how he had been fired from his church, how he had almost lost his family, and how when he remembered a gift of “Three Cans of Soup” given by a lady the gift changed his life.

“I was almost where you are. Remembering that gift brought me back. That is why I am here.”  Bill got up and walked over to his hemp knapsack and pulled out three cans of soup. Returning, he handed them to Larry. “Larry, I am passing on to you the gift I received from Mary. Mary could hardly afford to give anything but she did. I am giving you this to let you know that people care about you. You have a place here. Sal, Sharon, Maria, and I will work with you, if you are willing, to help you get back. I want you to remember whenever you look at this soup that you are loved and that there are people who care.”

The tears flowed. The three hugged. Sal, who had been listening to the conversation, came over.

“I don’t want to intrude,” Sal said looking at Larry. “But did I hear it right that you know about fixing things?”

Larry pulled back and looked at him. “Well I may not look it but I am very, very good at fixing things!”

“I have a proposition for you. We need someone to do maintenance around here. Our old maintenance guy got sick and won’t be coming back. The pay is not much but room and board is included. We also have some things that we need to change around here. What do you think?”

Larry looked at each one and then smiled a smile that was deep. “I don’t know what to say!”

Without hesitation Bill, Sharon, and Sal all said, “Just say yes, and Merry Christmas.”
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As Christmas Eve approached, the mission never looked better. Larry shaved off his beard but left a long mustache. His new work clothes looked great. He even had a ring to hold his new set of keys. His small room consisted of a bed, dresser, and night stand with a small closet. Sitting on top of the dresser were three cans of soup and on top of the soup was a miniature crèche.
 
When Robby and Lisa arrived at the Thompson home on Christmas Eve, they were as shocked at the change in their father as Sharon had been. The small house was decorated brightly for Christmas but it was not the decorations that shined through, but something else. Robby was the first to arrive, followed an hour later by Lisa. The family settled down after Jerry had made a time of greeting and greeting again. He had never figured out why some people seemed to disappear. No matter, everyone was home as it should be. He bounded off with the presents and had a look of sincere contentment on his face.

“Wow, this place looks great,” Lisa observed. She went over to the tree and began looking at the various decorations. “Oh I remember this one; we got this one when we took that trip back to Oregon.”  She was fingering a myrtle wood ornament that they had picked up on the Oregon coast when she was a small girl.

“Want a beer? “Bill said and held one out to Robby and Lisa. Robby took the beer and sat down. “Dad, you look different!”

“Well, I shaved off the beard and have lost a few pounds.”

“I’ll say you have,” Lisa said sitting down beside her mother. Turning she said, “Mom you look great too!  Have you both been exercising or what?”

“As a matter of fact, we have. We signed up at the college workout center. I have a free membership for me and one other and we just never took advantage of it until now.”  Sharon stood up and twirled around. She had indeed lost pounds; firmed up, and looked much younger dressed in her jeans and bright red Christmas sweater. “Your Dad has done even better.”

“Wow, you said Dad had changed but I never dreamed. Dad you look great!”

“Thanks,” Bill said. Bill was also dressed in jeans and a red sweater. He was also wearing his most recent new purchase, a pair of western boots.

Robby was the first to notice. “Wow, Dad those boots are awesome!  You sure look good. So, what is this mission thing you have been talking about?”
 
Before Bill could answer Sharon said, “Well, you can find out for yourselves. We plan to go there tomorrow on Christmas Day to help cook, that is if you two don’t mind. You can both come along if you want.”

“Aren’t we going to eat here?” Lisa asked and gave Robby a quick glance that said, “What is the matter with them?”
 
Sharon patted Lisa’s hand and added, “Don’t worry; we will have our turkey with all the trimmings. You’re Dad and I don’t expect you to go. We are going over after we open our presents and will be back in the afternoon.”

Lisa gave Robby a look. Robby said, “I am not much into that. I guess if you two want to go we can stay here.”

“Well, you can both come and join us,” Bill added. “It is what Christmas is really about. Sharing and giving.”  Bill then paused and added, “But like we said, it is up to you; we don’t expect you to come.”

Sharon broke the mood by standing up and asking Lisa to give her some help in the kitchen. “We are having pasta, salad, bread, and wine,” Sharon announced as she made her way toward the kitchen. Lisa got up and followed her mother into the kitchen. Bill changed the subject to football asking Robby if he had made any of the games. As Sharon and Lisa entered the kitchen Lisa grabbed her mother on the shoulder and said, “What is with Dad and you two?”

Sharon looked at her daughter, smiled and said, “You know when I was there at Thanksgiving and after I got home I told you that we had worked everything out?”

“Yeh.”

“Well, we really have. I have never seen your Dad so at peace. When we were at the Bethany Church I saw him at peace and really enjoying everything. Then he changed. I think he got all caught up in being successful; you know, getting a bigger and better church. I knew it wasn’t him. You and Robby did not see the changes but it was happening a long time before we ever moved here. It was like he forgot why he went into ministry. It was all about his career and being successful.”

“I saw that,” Lisa said as mother and daughter fell into old routines of making the salad, boiling the pasta, and stirring the sauce.

Sharon continued, “Well you know how after your Dad lost the church he even changed more. I really thought we were going to lose him. Then when I came home at Thanksgiving after that stupid leaving. . .”

“It wasn’t stupid, mother. You needed to get away,” Lisa interrupted her mother, putting her hand on her mother’s hand.

“Thanks honey, but I did leave and I came back knowing that I might leave your father. I prayed and prayed all the way home. One part of me did not want to leave but another part of me could not imagine living the rest of my life just as it was going.”

“Mom,” Lisa said. “I didn’t know.”

“Of course you didn’t know.” Sharon said, “You didn’t need to know. Anyway, when I walked in the door and saw the tree up and saw the change in your Dad I could not believe it. Then he took me down to the mission and I saw how he was, well, he was just alive again. Your old Dad was back, the one I met back in grad school.”

“Yeh,” Lisa said. She had heard the story again and again of how they had met while her Dad was finishing school and got married in the Murray Church with Sam, Emily and Mary Pond. She had heard the story but had really not paid much attention.

Sharon continued, “Your Dad was something else when we met. I could see something in him, gentleness, a commitment and I could see how he had changed the people at that little church. I fell in love with your Dad right there.”

“Neat,” Lisa said between sampling the salad.

“Anyway, when I got back from Robby’s last month it was as though the old Bill was back. He took me down to the mission and I have to admit I wasn’t hip on the idea. Once I got there and saw how your Dad was I fell in love with him all over again. I do wish you and Robby would consider joining us.”

“I don’t know, Mom.”

About that time Robby and Bill stuck their heads into the kitchen and offered to help. “Everything’s ready,” Sharon replied. “But you two can set the table.”

That evening was one of the best Christmas Eves that any could remember. They ate, they laughed, and they talked. After dinner they all sat down and watched a DVD, It’s a Wonderful Life. Sometime around nine in the evening, there was a knock at the door. Opening the door, eight carolers broke into a medley of Christmas Carols. They ended by all saying “Merry Christmas” and began to leave, bundling themselves from the cold.

“Thank you,” Bill said extending his hand to an older man in front. “That was great, but where are you from?”

The man smiled and answered, “We are from St. Joseph’s. We were down singing at the Mission when Sal asked us to come by your house.”  Bill and Sharon then recognized many of the faces as persons who had worked as volunteers at the Mission. “We just want to wish you all a Merry Christmas.”

As they left Bill turned to Sharon and gave her a huge kiss. “Merry Christmas,” he said. Robby and Lisa looked at each other. It was a Merry Christmas indeed.
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Christmas Day was bright and clear in Maysville. The Thompson clan got up early and opened gifts. The gifts were nothing like in past years when the family had more money to spend. In many ways the gifts were better because each one was given with love. Bill gave Sharon a copy of The Ingoldsby Legend; or, Mirth and Marvels, by Thomas Ingoldsby, which had been published in 1856. Sharon had always loved collecting old books and this one was in great shape. Bill had set it aside when it had come into the bookstore one day.

Carefully turning the pages, Sharon smiled, “Where in the world did you find this?”

“I work in a bookstore. Someone came in to trade this for something else and I snatched it up.”

“Thanks. And here is your gift.”  Sharon held out a small box, wrapped in red paper with a small white bow. Bill carefully took off the wrapping and carefully lifted the lid. “Oh my!” he said picking up in his hand an old pocket watch. “Is this what I think it is?”

“Yep, it was your grandfather’s. I found it in a box packed away.”

“But it works!”  Bill said as he opened the watch and looked at the old markings.

“I sent it to Robby and he took it to a special place in St. Louis. They restore things and the old watchmaker was able to get it working.”

Looking at Sharon and Robby all Bill could say was “Thanks”. Then he added, “I have something else for you.”  He reached into the pocket of his robe and pulled out a small, long box.

Sharon took the box wrapped in green paper with a gold bow and opened it. After opening the box, all she could do was look at it and then back at Bill.

Lisa finally broke the spell. “Mother, show us!”
 
Sharon held out a box that contained a beautiful necklace. “Bill, this looks expensive!”

“Well, I know. It wasn’t all that expensive. A woman at the mission makes jewelry and I bought this from her. Besides, I just wanted to give you something special. You have been with me through everything and I just want to say ‘I Love you’ in a special way.”

Bill gave Sharon a kiss, to which Robby replied, “I don’t know if we really like the new you. You guys are going a little overboard, don’t you think?  Besides, I’m hungry.”

After breakfast and showers, Bill and Sharon were getting the turkey ready when Lisa and Robby walked into the kitchen. “Do they serve a dinner down there?” Lisa asked.

Her mother looked at her as she was lifting the turkey out of the refrigerator. “Yes, but we were not planning to stay, we were just going to help serve.”

“Dad,” Robby said. “Lisa and I talked last night and, well, why don’t we all go down to the mission and make a day of it. We are going to be here all week and we can have the turkey later. Anyway, we would like to spend Christmas as a family and this mission seems to have done something pretty wonderful for you two. Anyway, we would like to join you.”

“That is the best present you could give us,” Bill said. Looking at Sharon he said, “Well, I guess we can put all this away and head on down there.”

Sharon looked at both her kids, Robby towering above Lisa, and said, “Thank you both. Merry Christmas.”

They all squeezed into the Saturn and made the drive down to Second Street. Robby commented that it looked like a smaller version of St. Louis. “I sometimes have to make deliveries down to the Skid Row area and other places even worse than this.”  They pulled into the small parking lot on the side of the mission.

“Looks rundown,” Lisa commented. “Look at all the people lined up!”

“We go in the back,” her Dad replied as they got out of the car and made their way to the back entrance. Entering through the small storeroom, they entered the kitchen. Sal and Maria’s voice could be heard above the commotion as dozens of volunteers worked to put the finishing touches on Christmas dinner. Sal and Maria gave Bill and Sharon hugs as they entered and introduced Robby and Lisa. Sal motioned for someone to come forward. “This is our grand-daughter, Anna Marie. She just graduated from Northwest Missouri State and will be teaching at the high school after January.”  Lisa Marie had flowing dark hair. She also had the brightest dark eyes. Bill noticed Robby noticing. Maria added, “She is going to help with the cooking and things in her spare time, if she has any.”  Maria gave her granddaughter a quick hug and they both quickly made their way to the serving table. Robby seemed to stumble over himself offering to help her.

Sal held up two aprons for Lisa and Robby and told them they could serve the rolls and butter at the end of the line. Bill and Sharon took their place at the head of the line serving the potatoes and turkey. Sal went out into the dining hall, which was packed with people, and offered a prayer and then invited people to come forward and be served. Robby and Lisa later said that they never worked so hard and enjoyed it more. A steady stream of people, single young men, older men, mothers with children, even a few teenagers came through the line. All had the look of people who had seen too much and endured too much.

Lisa noticed that many seemed to know her mother and father. Lisa and Robby watched as person after person wished their parents a Merry Christmas, handed them a little hand-made card, or shook their hands. “How could people with nothing be so generous,” Lisa thought. By the time everyone was served it was late in the afternoon. The serving line looked like a battleground. Those who had shelter in the Mission returned to their rooms, others hung around the warmth and shared stories and coffee.

As Bill was taking pans over to the sink to get ready to wash, an older gentleman approached him. His apron was splattered with food and sweat ran down his tanned face. Bill had met him before. He was Vince Lawrence, President of First National Bank and an elder in the Brice Street Presbyterian Church. Vince was also chairman of the Mission Board. Many years before, Sal and Maria had turned the deed of the Mission over to an independent board that would oversee its operation. Sal and Maria took a modest salary and housing allowance. Later the board authorized an apartment on the third floor of the building, right above the rooms for the homeless where they could live rent-free. This freed up more funds so that the Board could provide health care and retirement for couple. Bill had once been approached to be on the board when he was the minister at Central but had turned down the offer because he was, at the time, too busy and stressed to add one more thing. He had met Vince several times at the mission but their conversations had only been casual.

“Bill, I want to thank you and Sharon. Are these your kids?” Vince wiped his hands on his apron.

Looking at his two children with pride, Bill said, “Kids, this is Vince Lawrence, president of the bank here in town.”  Bill then added, “Vince is one of the faithful volunteers down here.”

“Thanks, I have always had this place in my heart,” Vince replied. “Your father and mother have really brought a new spirit to this place.”

Robby smiled and replied, “I can see why, it is sort of infectious. Most people don’t even see or know what is going on right under their noses.”

Vince again welcomed them and then pulled Bill to the side. “Bill, I know we don’t know each other very well but I would like to meet with you to talk something over with you. Do you have some time this next week?”

“I don’t know, what is this about?” Bill replied, and for some reason he felt some of the old anxiety rising to the surface.

“I know you work and Sharon works, but if you could I would like you two to join me sometime this week or next, whenever it is convenient. I will take you to O’Malley’s for lunch, my treat.”

Sharon by now was at Bill’s side. Again Bill asked what it was about, but Vince just smiled and said he would rather wait until they had lunch. “Oh, by the way, I have also invited Sal and Maria to join us.”

“Well, this week the kids are here, how about the week after the New Year?” Bill asked. “Sharon doesn’t start back to class for another week, so how about Tuesday?”

“Fine with me. Just come to the bank and I will take you all to lunch.”

Bill looked at Sharon and wondered what this was about. She just shrugged her shoulders and said, “Maybe it is just a thank you!”

With that they went to work cleaning up. It was late in the evening when the volunteers and Sal, Maria, Bill, Sharon, Robby, and Lisa all sat down to their Christmas Dinner. As they toasted and prayed and sang, other volunteers had arrived to get ready for the evening meal. They ate turkey, dressing, potatoes, green beans, salad, and tortillas, enchiladas and refried beans, which was an odd combination to say the least. It reminded Bill of the stories his Dad had told of Thanksgiving Dinner with their Italian relatives. “First they would bring out the Italian food and then after that they would bring out the American food. We would eat until we burst,” Milt would say.
 
Throughout the evening Bill could not lose the thought, “I wonder what Vince wants to talk to us about?”
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It was cold but clear on the Tuesday that Bill and Sharon were to meet Vince. O’Malley’s was a popular restaurant. Its menu consisted of fresh salads, pastas, and wonderful sandwiches. As Bill and Sharon drove over to the restaurant, parked and walked up toward the door, they were still perplexed by this meeting. They had been invited to too many things that seemed innocent, only to discover there was an agenda. Bill hoped that it was not to break bad news. He had heard that a group of investors wanted to tear down the Mission and several other buildings to make room for restaurants, parking garages, and shops. The investors believed they could transform what they considered an eyesore into a profit-making venture. Bill wondered if Vince was involved and wanted to break the news. Central had taught Bill that sometimes things do not work out as one wanted.

Vince was waiting for them at the door. He again introduced himself to Sharon and escorted them to a table that he had previously reserved. The table was set back in a corner so that they could have a quieter conversation.

“I hope you like Italian,” Vince said. He was dressed in a black-striped suit, white shirt and red-patterned tie. It was obvious he had come to the restaurant directly from his bank. Vince added, “They have a lot of things here, but their pasta dishes are great.”

“Love it all,” Bill and Sharon said simultaneously.

They sat down and quickly a server took their drink order. Vince told the server that they were expecting two other guests. For a few minutes Vince asked Sharon about her teaching and Bill about his work at the bookstore. It was not long before Sal and Maria were making their way back to the table.

Vince rose and gave Sal a hug and then gave a hug to Maria.
 
“So good to see you two!”

Sal and Maria seemed overly joyful. The Christmas season always caused people to be more generous. The Mission was a reminder that everything was not going well in the world. The recent layoffs from Maysville’s plants only added to the general misery of many. Christmas seemed to be one time of the year when people became conscious of the suffering of others and at the same time generous in their support of programs like the mission.

“We have not ordered yet,” Vince said sitting down again. He beckoned for Sal and Maria to do the same. When the server returned, Vince asked her to bring them a bottle of wine and some breadsticks.

Vince began the conversation. “It looks like we did pretty well this season.”  Turning to Sal he said, “I think I faxed over to you the present financial status and it sure looks good!”

Sal, sipping on his water, smiled and said that this was one of the best years that the mission had had. Sal had started it both with a vision and passion for helping those who seemed to have nowhere to go. In the beginning he and Maria had rented two rooms several blocks from the present location of the mission. Sal, who had skills in carpentry, had built most of the kitchen himself. They scrounged some tables and chairs and opened a soup kitchen. At the time Sal and Maria were working full time and would come to the kitchen in the evenings, prepare and serve a meal, and hopefully give some hope to those without hope.

Their efforts came to the attention of some influential people who approached Sal about expanding his outreach. The donors bought an old department store and along with volunteers transformed the old building into the present day mission. For a time it was just Sal and Maria’s ministry. Fearing that some might raise questions and being concerned about being ethical Sal had approached several interested persons in forming an independent board and becoming a non-profit organization. It took two years to complete all the paperwork, but the Second Street Mission was born as a non-profit outreach.

Although Sal, Maria, and many volunteers were motivated by a deep Christian faith others who worked at the mission represented other faith traditions such as Judaism, Islam, Hindu, and Buddhist. There were several volunteers who claimed no religion but only a passion to love their fellow human beings. Sal wanted the Mission to be independent of him. His dream was that the Mission would go on long after him.
 
The server returned with wine and breadsticks and took their orders. Talk turned to families, what they did on vacation, how their Christmas celebrations had been and so forth. Lunch arrived and attention shifted to enjoying the wide variety of dishes that each one had ordered.

Bill was nervous and did not say much during the meal. He still wondered if the purpose of the lunch was to break the bad news to Sal. As if on cue, when the main meal was finished and desert orders had been taken, Vince took a deep breath and turned to Sal.

“Sal, I just want to say that when you talked to me a couple of months ago I was really saddened by what you said. I also was mystified with how hopeful you were that God would somehow work things out. Then when I saw these two working at the Mission I knew that I never should have doubted what you said.”

A smile and nod in the direction of Bill and Sharon accompanied the “these two”. Vince paused again and looked at Sal, who took a sip of wine and interjected.

“What Vince is trying to say is that I met with him some time back and told him that I would be retiring at the end of this year.”

Bill and Sharon said a simultaneous, “No.”

“Yes, Maria and I have dedicated our lives to the mission. We have watched it bloom and grow and we have seen thousands of persons helped. But I have some health problems and so does my lovely Maria.”  Sal patted Maria’s hand, who then took over the conversation.

“Sal and I both prayed and prayed that God would send someone our way to take over the mission. Then, Bill, one day you showed up. You were bruised like so many that come to the mission. But we watched a wonderful transformation. You told us about the gift that Mary had given you, the three cans of soup. Well that gift is now you. You have brought so much joy and you have a real gift. We both see it.”

Vince looked at Bill and his voice took on a more business mode. “Bill, I am aware of the troubles that you had with the Church. I am also aware that you have not been very happy since you left the church. As far as I am concerned, and this goes for other members of the Board, that is all ancient history. What we are getting at is that we would like you to succeed Sal as Director of the Mission. We can pay you a modest salary. In fact, we will include a housing allowance, pension, and health care. We have been doing that for Sal and Maria for some time. Now, we don’t expect you to live at the mission but if you choose to that is okay with us. If you choose to take the housing option, we have some plans to expand the mission by remodeling the upper floor into some apartments where families could live while they get back on their feet. Anyway, that is all more detail than you want, forgive the banker in me.”

Bill sat stunned. He had not seen this coming at all.

“Bill,” Sharon finally said, giving him a nudge under the table. “Say something.”

“Well I don’t know what to say!  Sal, are you really retiring?”

Sal smiled and looked at Maria. “Yes. We hoped that God would send us someone and we believe you are that someone, Bill.”  Sal paused and then continued, “Maria has been in charge of the kitchen and she has trained a wonderful replacement for herself. Sophia will be hired to run the kitchen. Our granddaughter will also help at least for a while. Larry, you met him, will handle maintenance. Bill you will be the director and manager. It is a big job, but I know you can do it.”

The desserts arrived and as they began eating them, Sharon interjected something that had been bothering her. “I do have a question. This may sound silly. But, well, this has been something Sal and Maria have been doing together.”

Vince immediately sensed the real question. “Sharon, we really appreciate your help at the mission. We do not expect you to step in as a couple. Besides, as you will find out, the salary is not all that great and you two deserve much more. No, we don’t have any expectations of you. This is not like a church. I have been on my church council several times and I know the pressure on a pastor’s spouse and all the ‘two for one’ pressures. We hope you will be supportive but we are really just seeking to hire Bill.”

Sharon looked relieved and said, “Thanks, I appreciate that.”  Then added, “Sorry for being so paranoid, but in some ways I have enjoyed this time. There have not been any Church functions that I have been expected to attend and no extra duties, or anything. I have just enjoyed my work at the college.”  Then Sharon added again, “Not that I am complaining. I did not hate being a pastor’s wife. There were a lot of rewards. . .”

Bill patted Sharon’s hand and finally spoke up. “It was no picnic for Sharon after I left the church either. She has been by my side all these years, put up with me and especially in this last year, put up with me not at my best. In fact, I am still healing. I am curious, though. I have not been involved very long at the Mission. Why me?”

Vince turned to Sal and said, “Over the years I have learned never to question the wisdom from this man. Some of the things he has told me have seemed impossible, like expanding the mission to include the homeless. Then it just happens. I have learned to trust the instincts of this man.”

Sal spoke up. “Bill, I know that this is going to sound strange. But I hope you as a man of faith understand that sometimes things happen for a purpose. When you walked in to the Mission that first time I knew my prayers had been answered. You are the one God has sent. I pray you will accept the offer.”

Bill looked at Sharon and she could see that there was excitement. She was so thankful that this new spirit was taking hold of Bill. Sharon looked at Bill and said, “Bill, I think this is what we have been looking for, but it is your decision.”

So here it was, Bill thought. After so much wondering, so much anger, here it was. Should he think about it?  No, that was the practical Bill returning, the one who measured his responses, wondering what others thought. No, things were going to be different. He had destroyed that wreath without thinking and contrary to what so many said Bill saw the act as one of the few courageous things he had ever done. No, this was not the time for caution.

“I accept.”  Bill said.

Sal and Maria looked at each other, smiled and said, “God bless you, Bill. This is where you belong.”

Vince added, “I am glad that you said that. Next week we can meet to work out details. Sal will stay on for several months to help train you. Maria will be working with Sophia to teach her to run the kitchen. Let’s have another bottle of wine and celebrate!”

And with that Bill Thompson found himself where he always knew he should be. He was in the trenches, where the forgotten lived, living out the love of God in reality. It was the best Christmas ever.

Bill and Sharon took a long walk later that day. They walked and talked, as they had not done for too long. They expressed their love for each other. They again apologized. They again hugged. They also thought about getting something special for their dog Jerry. It was he, after all who had found and opened the package with the three soup labels. They both began to laugh about the antics of their clumsy but lovable dog.

“Angels come in strange ways,” Sharon said. “Perhaps Jerry has always been watching over us both.”

They made their way back home.
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During the next year Bill’s life changed. He lost even more weight. His almost daily jog coupled with regular workouts toned him and made him look younger. His doctor was thrilled that the “new” Bill reduced his cholesterol, lowered his blood pressure and got off of most of his medication. Bill loved going to the mission, to work. Sharon loved the “new” Bill; actually the old Bill reborn.

Sal and Maria retired by summer. Reverend Bill had moved into leadership with the same spirit of Sal and Maria. Bill always greeted the guests and residents with a smile. He never put down a person because of their situation or lifestyle. And he insisted that the same level of respect be shown by everyone toward everyone. Sophia had taken over the kitchen duties, expanding the menu by introducing more healthy food purchased at a generous discount from the new organic market that had opened in Maysville. For Sophia what you ate was as important as what you did.

Larry had also blossomed over the year. He re-grew his beard and tied his long hair into a ponytail. His construction skills were transforming the Mission. Work had begun on the third floor apartment transforming the area into smaller apartments that homeless families could stay in while they were putting their lives back together.

Lisa was doing well in college. Robby seemed to be visiting more often. His father’s new vocation was especially interesting to Robby. He had disliked the Church, but at the mission the principles of love seemed to be blossoming.

Bill had managed to expand the visits of local physicians, dentists, and counselors to the mission. The United Way and several other local organizations had actually increased their support, especially medical services. Bill’s newest innovation had been to add financial counselors and employment counselors to help people rise from the depths of despair to hope.

Some in the business community were enthusiastic in their support while others were not. Because of the downturn economically, there was an increase in people seeking help at the mission. Community resources were always stressed but now the strain was causing real problems.
 
During that first summer, Bill hit upon an idea that seemed to attract the attention of many within the larger community. During an interview about the mission with the local newspaper, Bill had told the story of “The Three Cans of Soup”. The paper asked him to do an expanded version of the story. Other papers picked up the story. This led to several interviews on local radio and television. In the fall, Bill published the story in a national magazine as part of a major piece called “Poverty in America”. This led to an increase in awareness and giving to the mission. Bill was able to incorporate the story of the “Three Cans of Soup” into a brochure and plaque that graced the entrance of the Mission. The phrase “Where One Gift Leads to Another” was added to the sign above the Mission.

So it was that as another Christmas approached, Bill and his family were counting blessings. Bill had even been asked by his denomination to talk about the subject of homelessness and poverty.

Yet, something was bothering Bill. Many civic leaders were hesitant in their support, as though someone was behind the scenes, pushing against the mission. Bill decided that he needed to talk to Sal.
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Sal and Maria had retired and moved to a community near Kansas City. Over the last few months Sal’s health had deteriorated. Sal had discovered that he had prostate cancer and the prognosis was not good. It was a beautiful fall day when Bill drove to Kansas City.

Arriving at their modest home, Bill parked in the driveway. He slowly got out and made his way to the door. “I have not been very good at keeping in contact,” he thought to himself as he got to the door and rang the bell. Before he could think another such thought the door burst open and a smiling Maria hugged him.

“He is not doing too well, although he won’t admit it,” Maria said quietly as she took Bill’s coat and motioned for him to be seated.

“How are the treatments going?”

“They are hard on him but we hope they will help. We may be looking at hospice soon,” Maria said through tears.

“I am so sorry.” Bill gave her a hug.

From the bedroom Bill saw Sal emerge, walking slowly, pushing an oxygen tank ahead of him. Bill noted how much older Sal looked.
 
“Bill, Bill,” Sal said reaching out to give Bill a hug. “So good to see you.”

Maria helped Sal as he sat in a chair and rearranged the oxygen.

“This thing is something else,” Sal said readjusting the oxygen. “I have heard such wonderful things about the mission and the changes you have made. You were quite famous recently with that TV thing and all those articles. I was so proud!”

Maria got up and went into the kitchen, emerging a few moments later with hot tea and cookies; homemade, of course.

“I am so sorry to see you like this,” Bill said. “How are you doing, really?”

“It does not look good,” Sal said. “We all have our time and I have had a very good life. What more can you do than help people and see your dream grow into what it did.”

“Surely, the treatment will help,” Bill said, more to interject some hope. “We all die,” Sal said philosophically. “The real point is how we live.”

“How is Sharon doing?” Maria interjected, changing the subject.

“Fine, we both are doing fine.”  Bill paused and then decided to be more truthful. “Actually there is a little problem.”

“Problem?” Sal and Maria said together.

“Oh, not with the mission or with Sharon and me,” Bill said pausing. Then he shared his concerns, noting how some in the business community seemed supportive but then held back as though something else was going on.

Sal settled back in the chair. ‘Let me tell you a story.”  He continued after a bite of cookie. “Many years ago some people approached me with the idea of running for public office. They said they would be willing to back me. I was, to be honest, honored. I imagined myself becoming a councilman, then maybe a representative to the state House.”

“So what happened,” Bill asked?  “Did you win?”

“No, I dropped the idea,” Sal said pausing. “You know that some things seem too good to be true and they turn out to be just that. I began to ask why I had been approached—what was the motive. Then one day while I was talking to Benny Lewis, he let it slip. The council position paid some but not enough. Mr. Lewis offered me a job with his company should I accept the nomination and guaranteed that he would grant me the time off I needed to do my job. He offered me much more than what I was getting at the Mission. It just was too good to be true. Honestly, for a few moments I considered it.”

“Not too much,” Maria interjected. “Sal considered it for the family but I straightened that out right away.”  There was intensity in her comment that Bill had not seen before. “I told Sal that all I wanted was for he and our family to be doing something good, serving God and I was just suspicious!”

Sal laughed. “Yes she really was. I think she saw through the offer before I did.”  Taking a sip of tea Sal continued.

“Well one day an angel came to visit me.”

“An angel?” Bill said.

“Yes, one of those angels God sends our way if we are listening. This angel was the minister of Central Church, Joe Reed.”

Bill paused and remembered seeing Joseph Reed’s picture in the hallway with the portraits of other ministers. What had impressed him was how short his ministry had been. When his own ministry had ended so abruptly, Bill had wondered if Reverend Reed had had similar problems.

“Yes, Joseph Reed. He was at Central many years before me. He also had a short ministry.”

Sal looked troubled. “I fear it was because of what he told me that his ministry was so short. He never said but I always wondered. He resigned about three months after he told me some things.”

“What things?”  Bill asked.

Looking right at Bill he said, “It was about Mr. Lewis. It seems that Mr. Lewis had some grand plans of his own. He had plans for buying up a lot of land and buildings including the Second Street Mission. He felt that he could develop the area into Condos and shops and this would make him very, very rich.”

“He is rich!”  Bill interrupted.

“Oh, much richer than he is today. Mr. Lewis wanted to belong to the exclusive club of the very rich. He wanted to be a mover and shaker in state politics. He wanted to have the kind of money that would generate more money and more influence.”

“And?”

“And the mission was standing in his way.”

Bill began to see. It all began to fit. Why Benny had been gracious in other areas but seemed not to be gracious about the mission had never added up.

“Anyway,” Sal continued, “Joe told me that the plan was to get me away from the mission, into politics or being offered a good job and that would open the way for Mr. Lewis to close the mission, buy up the buildings and build his little empire. After Joe left it all made sense. It fit. Mr. Lewis had no love for the poor, no matter what he said. I knew that I had to remain at the mission, it was my calling in this confusing world.”

“So how did Benny—Mr. Lewis—react?”  Bill asked.

Maria spoke up. “Well, it has been a struggle. But a lot of other people were so supportive that there was not a lot Mr. Lewis could do. He kept trying to find something on Sal, start rumors about Sal and me; you know the stuff the Devil does. That Mr. Lewis is evil, pure evil.”

“I don’t know if I would use that term. . .”  Bill said but before he could finish Sal interrupted.

“Bill, I don’t use that term much. I tend to think, as you know, that every person has the light of God inside and all we have to do is nurture that light, encourage it. But, every once in a while the real thing comes along—evil I mean. I have watched Mr. Lewis operate, what he did to Reverend Reed, Reverend Elliott and you—it is evil!”

Maria interrupted, “Mr. Lewis has never forgiven Sal for staying on. He knew that with Sal at the mission he couldn’t touch it. He has never given up his dream and has passed it on to his son. As we were getting older we talked often about what would happen to the mission if something happened to us or we just got too old to protect it any longer.”

Maria reached over and patted Bill’s hand. “And then you came in that one evening and we knew there was someone who would protect these people when we were gone.”

Bill looked at both of them. Sal and Maria had always had a spirit that just emanated from them to others. They had saved so many, including him. He remembered something a professor had said to him once before. Bill had been very frustrated with their calling at the nursing home for the poor when he was taking the course in seminary on poverty.

“We just come down here for a few hours once a week. There is so much more that could be done,” Bill had said.

The professor, whose name Bill had long forgotten, just looked at him and said, “But for that one hour you make a real difference. Just think what their days would be like if no one came to see them. That is the way it happens: one hour, one minute, and one person at a time. We do our best and trust that God will fill in the gaps. Those people probably wait all week for your visits. It is about all they have to look forward to.”

Bill said his goodbyes and prepared to leave to return to Maysville. He now knew what he needed to do. He also had to thank Mary Pond once again. Three cans of soup given in love had touched so many lives, many more than Mary would ever realize. Each person he had helped or would help would demonstrate that sometimes a gift is more than we can ever imagine.

Before he left, Bill turned to Sal and gave him another hug. As Maria walked him to the door Bill told her that if she ever needed anything she was to call him, right away. Then he headed back to Maysville.



 

“Postlude”

Christmas that year was beautiful. A light snow fell on Maysville. The mission looked more festive than ever. Robby and Lisa again joined Sharon and Bill at the mission. Robby even shared with his father how he had volunteered at a similar mission in St. Louis. Lisa was still at college. She told her parents about how she had organized students to volunteer at local nursing homes and at a local mission in Columbia.

The Mission had changed. Robby and Lisa noted the physical changes, but they also noticed how their dad seemed to be at the center of things, shaking hands, giving hugs, serving up food, and seemed to know everyone by name. There were some very rough-looking people who seemed to soften when they talked to their father.
 
“Are you related to Reverend Bill?” asked one older woman, missing teeth, but sporting some clean new-used clothing.

“He is my Dad!” Robby said and noted the pride that he felt when he said those words.

“Bless you and bless your dad, he is a saint,”

Robby just smiled.

Whereas in the past the volunteers waited until all were served to eat, Bill insisted that volunteers take turns and join the community for dinner. After dinner they all joined together in singing carols. Bill emerged from a side room dressed as Santa. Robby and Lisa smiled at each other, remembering that a little over a year ago their father would not have needed extra stuffing or a fake beard. Presents were handed out and then Bill went to the front and sat on a stool.

“I want all you to know that on this Christmas you are all somebody. The world is cold outside but in here it is warm. I have a special gift for each of you. Many years ago, many, many years ago I received a special gift from a special lady. Her name was Mary Pond. She lived alone in an old, beat-up house. I remember she had pictures on her wall, cut out from magazines of places around the world, places she would never go. Well, I was a young preacher in my first church, going to school, and preaching on weekends. My dad was very sick and I was disappointed I could not afford to go back home to visit him for Christmas. I was feeling pretty sorry for myself. Well, Mary was a quiet person with a big heart. When her ex-husband who had left her for a younger woman, then got sick and was put in a nursing home, Mary took care of him until he died, even though he never recognized who she was. She helped people, took care of people when they got sick, and was always someone who would compliment a young preacher. Mary got by on her small Social Security check by doing something special. She told me about it one day. She took me to her cupboard and told me that she survived by eating a can of soup for lunch and another one for dinner. There in her cupboard she had the soup stacked two cans high, one for each day. Well, that Christmas the little church had a party for a very lonely preacher. They gave some nice gifts. The last gift I opened was this old paper bag, given by Mary Pond. When I opened it and looked inside I could not believe what I saw. There in the bag were three cans of soup: chicken with rice, chicken noodle, and vegetable beef. Mary had literally given me three meals. I knew that she would go hungry so the young preacher could have a Christmas present. That gift has inspired me through the years and ultimately is what brought me here.”

Bill paused and pulled a framed picture out of an old sack. Within the frame, made by Larry, were the three faded labels from the soup. Handing the picture to Larry, Bill said, “We are going to hang this right over our door so that everyone who comes here will know that here there is gift, a gift of love, and that everyone is always welcome. Each of you is a gift and my prayer and Christmas wish is that you will see that truth. Merry Christmas!”

The nails rang out as the framed picture of soup labels was placed over the entrance. At each pounding Bill knew that he was where he was to be. Sharon approached his side, as did Robby and Lisa. Larry finished by hanging the framed picture.

“Mary,” Bill thought, “What a gift you did give!”

-THE END-
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