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One who cannot testify to God's grace and goodness, let him
examine his eternal destiny.

"Look over there! There's arhinoceros eating a snake," a small
voice proclaimed. "So, | see adragon spewing fire and smoke
across the whole earth,” said a second. "Where isit? | wanna see
that," returned the first. Asthe older child pointed up and out
through the window, the younger sibling fought with his seatbelt
in order to get a better look. "I don't seeit,” he said impatiently.
"Why not, it'sright there,” rebuked the older. "See, there'sthe
head with its bumpy scales, and histail stretches beyond the sun,”
my daughter said convincingly as she dragged her finger across
the window. "Oh, | seeit now," exclaimed my son, "but did you
see my rhinoceros?" | took a moment from my driving to glance
skyward, as | wanted to see adragon and arhino eating a snake
too.

Looking for cloud patterns is an exciting pastime, especialy for
kidsin the car. | can't tell you how many times the previous story
has been played out. Often, one makes an extraordinary find, and
everyone else wants to seeit for themselves. Now, all don't
always agree on the shapes they see. Two can look at the same set
of clouds and see something entirely different. It's a matter of
perspective -- frame of reference. At the same time, we can pass
hundreds of cars with occupants not playing the game at al. These
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only see that there are clouds in the heavens -- just clouds, nothing
more.

Peopl e are shaped by the course of human experience. Souls are
redeemed by the willingness to see God's outstretched hand to
help us through each of those experiences. Some float through life
without seeing the imprint of God, as He carefully molds His most
precious creation, us. It is possible to have joy through the pain,
the tears, and the laughter. The Bible teaches about perseverance,
submission, and victory. It also teaches us to accept trials, because
God disciplines those He loves. This book documents afew of my
own life shaping experiences. Some may read and just see
coincidence. | choose to see adivine purpose in character-building
events, interwoven at the right time and in proper sequence.

The experiences | document are open to interpretation -- yours.

Y ou may only see astory, the clouds. Alternatively, you may see
a pattern completely different from mine. Regardless, just asin
cloud watching, I'd like to describe for you what | see, take you by
the hand over to my frame of reference, and patiently point out the
detail from my window on the world. Whether you agree with me
or not isnot really critical. What isimportant is what you'll see
when you return to your own window on life. Y ou may just find
the pattern you see over and over again is one of God's love for
you.

All scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken fromthe HOLY
BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®. NIV®. Copyright ©1973, 1978,
1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan. All
rights reserved.

1 A Testimony

For years | was concerned that | had no Christian testimony. |
grew up attending a Bible preaching, Baptist church. | was from a
middle class, dual parent family, and wanted for nothing. | had no
heart-wrenching lost-and-found story to tell. | knew nothing of
illegal drugs. | had done no jail time. My story was extremely
blasé, and | was embarrassed to tell others of my simpleton
"conversion” experience. Today | rgoicein the fact that | had
Christian parents, Bill and Doylene, who saved me the grief of
learning things the hard way. | am grateful | had parents who
provided a spiritualy healthy environment, where exposure to
God's word, God's expectations, and His road to salvation were
assured at an early age.

| recall my parents telling me at kindergarten age that someday |
may feel God calling me, and if | did receive such a message, |
could take a special bath. Now I'm sure that's not exactly how it
was related to me, but who knows how a kid's mind works
anyway? Needless to say, | was not like little Samuel from the
Bible who audibly heard God calling his name, but like Samuel
after he'd been prepped by his mentor, Eli, | was ready for that call
if and when it came.

| was a Jekyll-Hyde kid. | was a perfect angel in school and in
public, but at home | was alwaysin trouble. | was the second of
four brothers and fell victim to the four year rule. If there are at
least four years between siblings, then the number of life
threatening confrontations approaches zero. A child has sense
enough to recognize that someone four years hiselder, asa
generd rule, can inflict serious pain. A child also has the savvy to
know that a sibling four years his junior poses no real threat. My
older brother was a year and a half older than me, while | was
only three years older than son number three. My little brother
was awhole eight years younger, which totally exempted him



from all brotherly conflict. | got it from both sides, however, and |
received what seemed the lion's share of punishment. It appears
natural from the parental standpoint that if little Randy was
always involved, Randy must be the source of the familial strife.
I'm sure that all the positive feedback from outside the home had
my parents scratching their heads.

| don't have recollection of the particular year. | must have
completed either fourth or fifth grade when Vacation Bible School
rolled around. My brothers and | attended every year. It was great.
Where else can you get fruit punch and sugar cookies just for
saying a short passage or two from the Bible? Asit turned out,
everyone got juice and cookies regardless, but we didn't know
that.

This particular year | recall a specia guest coming for our
assembly time. He was an artist, and he painted a picture right
before our eyes. | loved art. Why, my kindergarten teachersfelt |
was gifted in art and encouraged my parents to take me to art
school at one of the local museums. | went for awhile. I'm not
sure why the lessons ended, but | still carry alove of art with me
today. Anyway, this guest artist painted a portrait of aresurrected
Jesus standing at a door, knocking. He said something was
missing from the painting. No one could guess what, although a
few tried. Then the artist added the nail scarsto the painting and
presented a crucified, ascended Lord who iswaiting for an
invitation to come into our lives. | had a strange reaction, just like
the joy and uneasiness that comes after placing the final piecein a
2000-piece jigsaw puzzle. | recall turning to my friends seated at
my right and left and asking them if they were going to go
forward during the invitation at the close of the worship service.
They weren't coming, but that didn't stop me. | wanted Jesus, and
| was ready for my special bath. The pastor said later in a
conference with my mother that | almost beat the organist to the
punch, | was down the aisle so quickly.

Wil that'sit -- my conversion experience. | can't say that | never
fought with my brothers again, because | did. The frequency
certainly went down though. For years, | thought my story just
didn't measure up. When people would share their testimonies
during youth ralies in high school, | never volunteered. Why, I'd
have to stretch things just to fill aminute, so | thought. Only much
later did | come to realize that atestimony is not only alist of
facts or events leading up to becoming a Christian, but it includes
any and all of life's situations which glorify God and His
character.

Reflections

It is expected of each and every Christian to have and share a
testimony. If we are ashamed of Jesus, He will not acknowledge
us before the Father in heaven. This generation is constantly
asking, "What have you done for me lately?* All Christians
should be ready and willing to answer if questioned, "What has
God done for you lately?" It's funny that those who are busy
serving others are the set that will always have an answer. How
would you answer that question?

In the pages to come, | indirectly set forth three overpowering
principles:

« divine appointment,
+ divineintervention, and
« divine purpose.

As | look back over life-shaping events, | am able to look to the
future with confidence in aloving, all-knowing, all-powerful God.
| wish to instill in you, the reader, that same confidence and
challenge you to recall your similar set of experiences. For the
non-Christian, this may be a frustrating task, as the struggle for
life's purposeis an elusive one. Even for the Christian, we are



often so engrossed in living for the day that we fail to see the big
picture. When you've confronted your past and can be thankful for
it, you are ready to embrace the future, regardless of whether its
extent is measured in years or minutes.

2 Pawnee

The summers of my youth were spent on my grandparents farm in
South Texas. Pawnee was a dying town, desperately trying to hold
on to itsidentity. Pawnee still had a school, a post office, a
convenience store, and a couple of churches. The Forty-Two
parties kept the community glued together. Funerals gave folks a
chance to visit, and people got the opportunity often. Pawnee was
surely atown in transition after the closing of the local cotton gin,
but Pawnee was awonderful place.

For city folk, Pawnee represented an entirely different world. It
was aworld of values: a hard day's work, a good education, a
hearty meal, a strong family, abig hug. Pawnee was the one place
where a budding artist had no difficulty selling his paint-by-
number masterpiece. For the curious, the day just wasn't long
enough, but in Pawnee, that didn't matter because another one was
right around the corner. The local attractions didn't keep drawing
my brothers and me back to Pawnee, because there weren't any. It
must have been those two notable residents of Pawnee, Doyle and
DelmaHair, or as we knew them, Grandad and Mim, that kept us
begging to go back time and time again.

A South Texas summer is unbearable as an adult, but for us, it was
okay aslong as we got to ride in back of Grandad's pickup truck.
We also knew that at the end of every trip to the field was a tall
cool glass of CocaCola", or at least a Standpipe Julep. For the
intellectually curious, a Standpipe Julep is afancy name for a
glass of water. Y ears passed before we figured that one out. No
one cared to try the unknown when a Coke was a sure thing on a
scorcher of aday. After it cooled off abit in the evenings, we
might sit on the porch for awhile. If there were ever four of us
under one roof, though, it was time for Canasta.



| don't know if other folks even play Canasta the same way as we
did. I've never had the opportunity to trade notes with another
Canasta player outside the family to check. The only way we
knew to add a new player was to get someone married off or have
ababy, in that order of preference to save time. Although we were
family, there was no mercy shown around the kitchen table. Often
we'd draw for initial partners, but the inevitable team challenge
would set the pairings for days and sometimes weeks at atime.
We'd play until one team had enough for the day, then bargain for
afinal hand-for-a-game to try and even the score. Y ou had to have
your "feet on the floor" to win.

Oh, we all settled into individual styles of play. Mim was a
straightforward, conservative player. Grandad was often the
gambler, taking cal culated risks that would surprise and frustrate
both the opposition and his partner. My older brother, Darren, was
like Mim. My brothers, Kreg and Trace, were more like Grandad.
| liked to keep everyone guessing by alternating between the
practical and the revolutionary. Losing was painful, but there was
aways another game. The boasting was much more difficult to
handle. Win or lose, every night ended the same way -- with a
midnight snack. Usually a bow! of ice cream would do wonders
for abruised ego. It hit the spot, and God knows, we needed the
nourishment for the grueling day of BB gun hunting and card
playing to come.

I'm sure there must have been afirst BB gun given to each of us
asabirthday or Christmas present, but | can't recall it. Why, we
had BB guns from the time we could walk. We'd make severa
hunting trips a day, up and down the dirt and caliche trails just
looking for things to shoot. | hate to say it, but birds drew our
attention above all else. After all, we were on afarm, and the fact
that Grandad had placed a bounty on certain birds naturally drew
our attention skyward. Not that we were blooming entrepreneurs,
because we really didn't have any need for money, but the reward
for bringing in the bad guy had a certain old west charm. | think
you can mark the maturity point for each of us aswe each
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individually turned our sights towards tin cans and away from
living things.

There are some creatures, however, that were difficult for usto
categorize as God's beautiful creations. Bullbats fell into that
category. That's what we called them anyway. Right about dusk,
they'd come swooping around the house, a half-dozen or so at a
time. They werefast. | never do recall seeing one land. In fact, |
don't really know what they looked like up close. Needless to say,
we never did bag one. It was fun trying though. We'd shoot in the
air at our rapidly moving targets. Every so often one of uswould
claim to have shot off atail feather, but there's no evidence for
that. Do bullbats even have feathers? We'll never know. When it
grew too dark to see, we'd retire our weapons, go back inside, and
claim victory over the bullbats nevertheless.

Ants were aso critters we'd show no mercy. It's hard to love
something that adults put poison out for anyway. | don't know
how many ants were decapitated with our pocket knives. Did |
mention pocket knives? Grandad gave us some fine specimens.
Cutting up antsis about all we ever used them for though.

Oh, when we were older, they'd come in handy around Christmas
time when an enthusiastic gift giver would get alittle bit carried
away with the Scotch® tape. Whenever therewas alull in the
unwrapping action due to technical difficulties, there'd be the
equivalent of arace to see who could pull out their pocket knife
first to get the ball rolling again. Did | mention we always
unwrapped presentsin a sequential order, prescribed by the luck
of the draw? Everyone was interested in seeing each gift, but none
of uswere willing to wait too long between presents -- kind of like
watching fireworks on the Fourth of July.

Anyway, roasting ants with a magnifying glass was a second local
favorite. A South Texas summer has plenty of sunshine to fuel
that activity. Why on some days, ants were about the only
creatures willing to venture out into the dull heat. As soon as one
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of uswould get bitten or stung (I still don't know which end of an
ant isresponsible), we'd move on to a safer activity. It was either
that or we'd unleash the full force of our vengeance on all their
relatives. It was important to end on a high note.

We'd aso go to the softer ground in search of doodle bugs. Some
people call them ant lions, but doodle bug is as good a name as
any for these guys. Doodle bugs make cone-shaped indentions in
the loose soil to catch their prey. A small insect, such as an ant,
which fallsinto the pit, cannot easily get out. The doodle bug
keeps a captive audience by throwing more dirt. In doing so, he
removes the debris which falls to the bottom, maintains the steep
angle, and waits for the prey to tire, get buried aive, fall to the
bottom, or escape. If theinsect is big or strong enough to free
itself from the pit, the doodle bug probably didn't want to meet up
with it anyway. There might be some question as to which one
was the food.

Somewhere under the dirt lies the doodle bug, just waiting. The
funinthis activity was in the hunting style. We'd carefully imitate
apoor, small unsuspecting bug, hoping that the doodle bug would
reveal his position. It was important not to create too large of a
disturbance, just aslight cascading of grains, or the doodle bug
would not dare move. Should this rule be violated, the only hope
was an offensive attack. Y ou'd have to poke the dirt with a small
twig trying to locate a doodle bug in retreat.

Unlike the ants, we never harmed the doodle bugs. We'd catch
them, let them tickle the palm of our hand, and place themin a
Dixie cup partially filled with dirt. We had a competition to see
who could collect the most, the largest, or the smallest, then wed
set them free. It was important never to set the ground rules ahead
of time so that each of us could claim some kind of victory based
upon our final inventory.

Rattlesnakes were fairly commonplace aso, so much so that we
always traveled with a hoe, just in case we'd happen onto one
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crossing the road. When Grandad would sight one, he'd stop the
pickup in the middle of the road and tell usto stay in the back.
Parking in the road was never a problem around Pawnee. Why,
meeting up with an oncoming car was proper reason to pull over
and chat awhile. Anyway, after a sighting, Grandad would grab
the hoe, quickly but cautiously approach the snake, and whack off
his head. The big ones might take a couple whacks. Then, he'd
pull out his pocket knife and cut off the rattlers for us. These were
trophies for us. They made great show-and-tell items when we'd
return to school.

Mim and Grandad had a number of cats and dogs over the years,
but the pair of animals with the most longevity was a couple of
Heinz 57 dogs named Ginger & Twiggy. Ginger was a male dog
with medium length hair of the same color. Twiggy was asmall,
long-haired, attention-seeking female dog of gentle nature. Ginger
enjoyed going hunting with the guys, but Ginger usually had a
different agenda. He'd go on arabbit chase, unaware that he didn't
stand a chance. Ginger had much better luck with mice and rats.
He had a peculiar hunting style when it came to rodents. He'd
literally hop through the tall grass. If he got lucky, he'd land on
some poor unsuspecting critter. | guess he figured surprise was his
greatest weapon.

It was hard to keep good pets around. Sometimes the dogs would
run off with strays. Sometimes the coyotes would claim the cats.
Y ou'd think that with the traffic of Pawnee that roadkills would
not be a problem, but | suppose the lack of road traffic heightened
the curiosity when a car or truck would happen by. | guess that's
what made Ginger and Twiggy special. They were around for the
long haul. Good dogs were needed to protect the property from
encroaching wild animals, e.g. coyotes, skunks, and snakes. Even
if he weren't alert enough to intercept an intruder, adog which
would bark to warn his master was worth his/her weight in gold.

| recall the evening when the dogs began barking persistently. We
took notice when the distinctive call of arattler chimed in. The
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dogs had discovered alarge one, directly under the front porch.
Mim and Grandad's old home was of pier and beam construction.
It was situated between two fields which were often planted in
mai ze, cotton, or flax. Our unwelcome guest must have wandered
in from that immense sanctuary. The first chore was to locate the
snake more precisely. Asit turns out, this was not a hoe job.
Access was a problem, and this would have definitely been a
multiple chop task. Grandad said it was time for the shot gun. It
was difficult to even get agood line of sight, but | recall later that
Grandad was surprised the snake didn't strike, because he was
unknowingly within reach. Well, a couple of shots did in that
snake. When we drug him out, we found the snake to be as big
around as my leg and over six feet long. Those were surely some
prize rattlers. Grandad was a great white hunter and number one
in our eyes.

Grandad had skill and wisdom, although he had only the
equivaent of an eighth grade education. | guess that's why he
always bragged on us for doing well in school. Grandad never
passed up an opportunity to tell the neighborsin our presence that
his grandsons got straight A'sin school. To Grandad, anyone we
happened across was a neighbor -- farm hands, bank tellers,
check-out clerks....

We'd ride in back of the truck over to Sefferina's or DeGoya's
place and wait for what seemed like hours for Grandad to finish
his conversation, much of it about how smart his grandkids were.
Given achoice, I'd dways rather go to DeGoya's, because he had
lots of kids, girls mostly. After bragging on us, Grandad would
ask us very loudly which of DeGoya's daughters would we like
for him to give us. Of course, thiswas al in jest and embarrassed
us greatly, but I always had my eye out for one of the older ones,
the one with long, straight black hair down to her waist.

Mim and Grandad were interested in our education, and we never
needed any financial incentives to do well in school. Not that
pressure was ever placed on usto excel, but we thrived on the
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kind of positive feedback we got from both parents and
grandparents. Embarrassing or not, nothing is a better motivator
than to hear praise in public for ajob well done. Grandad could do
that better than anyone.

We'd outgrown the bedtime story ritual, but Grandad sure could
tell some captivating stories. Some nights he'd escape from wild
Indians by catching aride on acrocodile. Other nightsit would be
abear. We all had nicknames at story time too. | was Possum
Holler. My older brother became Cooter Brown only after my
mother refused to allow her dad to use his originally assigned
name, Boliver Cagnasty. We may have outgrown the story time,
but we never outgrew the stories.

We did grow older, but not as fast as my Grandad. He had a
persistent cough. He'd given up cigarettes long before, but he
never could relinquish his chewing tobacco. The regular spitting
drove my grandmother up the wall. Oh, he'd cut down inside the
house. Periodically, he would incur the depth of my grandmother's
wrath when afairly full Dixie® cup would topple over. Inside the
pickup truck, though, it didn't matter. It was a man's truck. | never
entertained the idea of ever trying chewing tobacco myself. It was
adisgusting habit.

| think the first time | realized that Grandad wouldn't be around
forever was the time we all went to Austin to see the high school
girls state basketball tournament. One of my distant cousins was
playing for Conroe. We parked about a block and a half away and
had to walk. | had to double back a couple of times to check on
Grandad and offer him a shoulder. We made it. We werein no
real hurry -- just like Pawnee.

As | and my three brothers grew older, things changed. It became
rare that we'd all be in Pawnee at the same time. Too many other
things crept into our lives. | probably was least willing of al to
give up my time on the farm. Grandad went into farming after 19
years working with Magnolia Oil Company. | use the term
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farming loosely. It wasn't atraditional farm -- not the kind with
cows, chickens, pigs, and the sort. Around this part of South
Texas, people grew crops that most folks wouldn't recognize.
Cotton farming had moved out of the area, although | still
remember picking alittle when | was younger. Farmers around
Pawnee grew mostly things like maize and broomcorn.

Broomcorn is the plant that brooms used to be made of before the
advent of polyester fiber and imports from China. Grandad
became known as The Broomcorn King. | don't know if Grandad
was a good farmer or just fortunate. | think afarmer hasto be
blessed to make it bigtime. Anyway, | recall working with my
older brother in the broomcorn harvest season a few times. Once
we got paid to "stir" the broomcorn. Oh, we didn't do anything
like stirring. We just moved tied bunches of broomcorn from one
wagon trailer to another. It had some relationship to moisture
build-up -- I think. I remember wondering if and when Grandad
would come back to get us. Y ou see, he just dropped us off in the
field and said he'd come back to take us home when we were
done. | don't know how he was to know when we would be done,
but we were just kids and didn't think to ask. The Texas heat was
unbelievable, but the broomcorn made us itch beyond belief. Hot,
tired, sweaty, and ready to peel off our skinif we could, we
waited for Grandad. Maybe he was off talking to whoever would
listen. He liked to talk. It got to the point that we'd choose to stay
home with my grandmother rather than make the rounds with
Grandad, because you never knew how long you'd be gone with
him. He'd drive over to gab with roughnecks on nearby drilling
sites. He liked to visit afew familiesin the area -- people that
often worked in the fields for him. I've mentioned a couple of

them already. Well, we were thankful when Grandad did show up.

I've never been so ready for abath in all my life.

One summer, | happened to be visiting Pawnee for a stretch of
time by myself. | don't remember too much detail about how |
passed the time, but | spent my share outdoors. In the evening,
Grandad would have me put out some hay or cotton seed for the
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cows. One cow was penned up. She was getting ready to have her
first calf. | recall Grandad saying that cows often have trouble
delivering their first calf. After that, it's a piece of cake. When the
time was near, Grandad asked me to watch and alert him when it
looked like something was about to happen. | really didn't know
what | was looking for in the first place. When | thought | could
see something sticking out, | went indoors to warn Grandad.

It turned out to be afalse alarm that time. Oh something was
sticking out alright, but | guess not out far enough. After awhile, |
became convinced again that delivery was eminent. Thistime
Grandad agreed. When not much was happening, Grandad
decided that the cow needed help. He got out something he called
a"come-along" which looked to me more like an automotive tool
than anything else. The cow was uncooperative and decided to get
up. Grandad worked hard to constrain her movementsin the pen.
This delivery was apparently going to happen in a standing
position. Grandad reached in with the come-along tool to help pull
the calf out. He became worried about the calf's orientation. The
come-along tool wasn't working. When the calf finally came out,
it was not breathing.

| recall my grandmother crying and rubbing the calf to induce
breathing. It didn't work. Grandad said something about the calf
represented aloss of at least $300. Grandad asked me to drag the
calf out into the field, away from the barn, so the coyotes could
dispose of the remains. We tied the calf's feet together. | dragged
the dead baby until Grandad motioned from a distance that it was
far enough. | |eft the calf there in the field that day, but I've been
dragging the memory of that calf with me ever since. | never cease
to be amazed at the wonder of new life. Lifeisfragile. Every baby
bornisamiracle. | learned that in Pawnee.

| had finished my bachel ors degree and was attending graduate
school when the news came that Grandad was in the hospital in
nearby Kennedy. He had suffered a heart attack, and although we
were told everything would be aright, we quickly put together a
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family trip to visit him in the hospital. Grandad was in intensive
care, but we were given the opportunity to go see him one at a
time for only a minute or so each.

First of all, hospitalsinstill in me a queasy feeling at best. That
might seem strange for someone who ended up marrying a nurse.
| don't recall the exact order we were given, but I'm sure that | did
not go first. The moment | saw Grandad, | knew his situation was
worse than we'd been led to believe. Strangely enough, | was
obliviousto al the lab equipment and IV bagsthistime. As| held
Grandad's hand, we talked -- about superficial things mostly. He
said he really didn't feel that bad with the exception of difficulty
breathing. | was reminded of the time Grandad and | had gone to
Corsicana, Texas to visit one of his brothers who suffered from
chronic emphysema, following alifetime of heavy cigarette
smoking. The pain in each breath that | recall in my uncle's face
was now evident on my grandfather's. My minute was ticking
away, and | was encroaching on someone else's turn. When our
visitation period had ended, we took Mim to a nearby park to eat a
barbecue sandwich picnic lunch. After another hour or so, we
began the couple hour ride back to Austin. A few days later,
Grandad died of massive heart failure.

For the longest time, | looked back in anger that | only had a
minute or two with Grandad -- not enough time to tell him how
much he meant to me. Today I'm appreciative that | was ableto
just go in and hold his hand, because | didn't just have a minute
with him, | had one more minute added to a lifetime of
experiences and memories.

Two years ago, we began a new tradition. My daughter and her
cousin, who isjust afew years older, now spend aweek of their
summer vacation in Pawnee with Mim. Oh, it's not the same old
Pawnee -- alot more television and much less physical activity.
It's no longer aworking farm. The land is leased to other farmers
and ranchers, but at least there are cattle around and about to
maintain that certain feel. I'm happy to report that Mim is still able

17

to handle a couple of young kids. She has longevity in her corner.
Mim's mother was recognized by Willard Scott a couple of times,
and she lived in her own home, built in the 1890's, until she was
99. I'm glad to report that the Pawnee tradition continues. Pawnee
isawonderful place.

Reflections

Part of the attractiveness of Pawnee was the complete shift in
environment: from urban to rural, from rapid-paced to relaxed,
from self-centered to people-oriented. Many don't have that made-
to-order retreat |ocation, especialy as populations continue to
swell in our nation's urban and suburban communities. People
used to flee to the suburbs to get ataste of the Pawnee lifestyle
without giving up completely all the conveniences the nearby
metropolitan area has to offer. In response to this, | say that your
Pawnee need not be a physically remote place. Rather, Pawneeis
ashelter, ahaven, an ideal, wherever unconditional love can
replace anxiety. The exciting newsisthat I'm sure there are
thousands of other Pawnees out there eagerly waiting to be
discovered by America's urban youth.

Who were the people you looked up to in childhood? Was there
anyone there to heap on the praise? Was there anyone there to
declare you a success, regardless of the outcome? How about
today? People, especialy kids, can outperform all expectations for
those that believe in them. Unfortunately, the converseistrue as
well. People who are told they're losers and will never amount to
anything, can fulfill that prophesy will little or no effort. If you
had a parent, grandparent, teacher, or friend that brought the best
out of you, you should praise God for granting you that jewel in
your life. They have shaped you into you perhaps more than you
realize.
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For those who never had that unconditional encouragement while
growing up, you can fill that role for someone else. But you ask,
"What about me?' If it isnot in your character to give this kind of
praise, | urge youto try it. Y ou may find that the one who will
regard you as the apple of their eye will not be the only one being
reshaped. If that were not enough to keep your juices flowing, the
Bibleis crammed full of encouragement from our Heavenly
Father. Most of that is reserved for the Christian, but non-
Christian, if | haven't lost you yet, there is hope for you. Of all the
Bible excepts to choose from, the following passages are amongst
the most encouraging, in my opinion:

Isaiah 40: 28-31

Do you not know? Have you not heard? The Lord isthe
everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He will not
grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom. He
gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak.
Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stumble and
fall; but those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength.
They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow
weary, they will walk and not be faint.

Romans 8: 28
And we know that in al things god works for the good of those
who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.

Romans 8: 37-39

No, in al these things we are more than conquerors through him
who loved us. For | am convinced that neither death nor life,
neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor
any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything elsein all
creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that isin
Christ Jesus our Lord.
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3 ThePriceof Victory

Of al sports, basketball has aways been my passion. Asafive-
foot high school freshman, little opportunity was available to me
to play in organized team sports. | had skill, but not an
overpowering presence. | had a heart for the game, but mine was a
foot lower than the coaches wanted. Midway through high schooal,
| had set aside any ambitions of greatness on the basketball court.

| had stopped growing at 5'10". It wastimeto earn aliving
exercising mental ability rather than physical muscles.

While | was still attending college, my dad approached me with
the idea of officiating. By that time, he had done it for a couple of
seasons. | had no strong feelings, but | was curious about the
perspective on the game as an interactive fan sporting the zebra
stripes. The pay was next to nothing, $5 per game, but | couldn't
really call it work either. It wasn't work, but neither could | call it
fun. Besides, | was calling games alongside my dad. What could
go awry? It was a good father-son bonding activity, or so |
thought.

| cameto realize | was on the wrong side of participatory sports
when the first coach began screaming at me for calling a blocking
foul rather than an offensive foul. My dad came to the rescue with
an immediate technical foul call on the bench. At the end of the
game, the coach came up to me and apologized for his personal
attack, but | had already decided that | had more potential on the
player side of the game at thisjuncturein life. More is, of course,
arelative term. Other basketball-related opportunities were soon
to surface.

Somehow, someway, my dad became the coach of my youngest
brother's sixth grade Boy's Club basketball team. My dad, in turn,
asked me to help out. Supposedly there were tryouts and
something resembling a draft to partition players new to the
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league. At the first practice, there were definite signs of a setup.
Our team was mostly from a Hispanic margina neighborhood. It
was obvious that these boys had little-to-no organized basketball
experience. Their moms probably sent them to the Boy's Club to
get them off the streets and out of trouble. In the arena of height,
we came up short -- an extreme handicap in the game of
basketball | knew all about. At the second or third practice, we
were blessed with anew arrival, atall white boy. Tall he was.
Talented he was not. He was clumsy, as are most boys who grow
faster than their motor skills. | could already foresee that team
discipline was also going to be a problem.

A game or so into the season, | inherited the coaching job. My dad
got busy with work and had to miss afew practices. Needless to
say, it was atall order for a college undergrad to handle a team of
eleven sixth graders, mostly from the wrong side of town, by
myself. As anaive young man, | pushed forward. | was always
intrigued by the Boy's Club rule which said that at |east ten boys
must start and complete afull quarter without substitution. | put
together arotation to abide by the rules and minimize damage by
our least physically blessed.

The first game or two revealed that we had one exceptionally
talented boy. He could drive to the basket with lowered shoulder
and determination. Most sixth graders gracioudly cleared the lane
for him. He was our ace-in-the-hole. He carried us from
humiliating defeat to defeat. I'll refer to him as Juan, athough that
was not his real name. The first game or two also revealed that we
had one exceptionally untalented boy. He mostly watched us get
beat, except for the third quarter when he got a chance to
contribute. I'll call him, Jerry, although that was not hisreal name,
either.

Still early in the season, we came up against our South Austin
rivals. The stage was set. From the opening tipoff, the outcome
was apparent. We stunk! Our boys didn't take humiliation well.
The boys took the personal droning personally. They lost it. We
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got flagged with a few technicals. The bench became unruly, and |
could not control the action on or off the court. At the end of the
game, two men, the dad and step-dad of our tall boy, came up to
me. They said they'd pull their kid from the team if | could not
manage team behavior better. | knew | needed some help. His
name was George. George was his real name!

George was my best friend. It just so happened that he was 62"
and Hispanic -- just what | needed to help mold this mob into a
team. George worked hard with the guys on their play under the
basket. He showed them how to position themselves better on
offense and defense. He taught them how to leverage their bodies
to achieve an advantage over the opponent. He especially worked
with the tall kid. It showed. Our team steadily improved,
developing skills that weren't there before -- learning that
teamwork can win games. The winning spirit was contagious, as
we climbed to awinning record.

Near the end of the schedule was a rematch with our South Austin
rivals. Like Carrie Shrug, who though hurt from afall on her first
attempt, drew upon every ounce of strength within her for that
second vault to bring Olympic gold to herself and her team, like
the Dallas Cowboys looked forward to the rematch with the San
Francisco Forty-Niners after the Montana-Clarke National
Football Conference championship thing, our boys wanted a
second chance at those Longhorns.

The rematch came. To the total amazement of the opposition, our
team matched them point-for-point. In a slug-out performance
where the bench was as much into the game and under control as
those on the court, we hung close. At half-time, we knew we
could win. We stuck with pretty much our regular rotation from
guarter-to-quarter in order to meet the league regul ations.

The third quarter was upon us, which carried our weakest line-up.
It was time to insert our third quarter exclusive boy. Jerry was
unconfident. That lack of confidence was magnified in game
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situations. It was not unusual to have only ten kids show for a
game, but for this big one, we had all eleven. | had the option of
holding out one player, but | didn't. | called for the regular third
guarter line-up to check in, including Jerry. The opponents
quickly keyed in on our weak link with swarming defense. We
lost the ball once and turned it over a second time down the court.
One of our players whispered to me, "We have eleven players. We
don't have to play Jerry.” | responded, "1 know," but | stuck with
my guys. The next time down the court, Jerry's inability to handle
adouble team resulted in a steal. It was at that point that | turned
to Juan and said, "Go in for Jerry." That was the first time Jerry
had not played the entire third quarter. It was the first time he had
been pulled from action.

| was too busy to notice Jerry's reaction either in coming off the
court or sitting out the remainder of the game on the bench. In
retrospect, | should have given him aword of encouragement,
devised a strategy to deal with their swarming defense, and
reinserted Jerry, but I didn't do any of those. With Juan now in the
game, our opponent's game plan unraveled. The game wasin the
balance until the final minute when we went ahead for good. As
the clock ticked down to zero, our team erupted. Our rivals were
in astate of shock. Was this the same team they kicked around
and humbled a couple of months ago? We were not the same
bunch of guys we were at the season opener. We could shoot, we
could rebound, we could pass, and we could defend. As an added
bonus, if we could defeat our final opponent, we'd proceed into
the playoffs. Our confidence level was going supernova-- that is
all of ussave one.

Jerry was a no-show for the remaining practice and final game.
We lost that game and missed the playoff action. But it didn't
matter. By everyone's standards, the season was a resounding
success -- everyone's but mine. We won the game that gained us
respect as ateam, but | lost the respect of one boy as his coach. |
was hurting. You see, Jerry reminded me of me. | could see
myself in Jerry's shoes. | guess that's why | ook back on that
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game as alow point in my life rather than the pinnacle of my
coaching experience. I've not coached since. Perhaps | never will.

Reflections

At acritical juncture in the game, | pulled one boy from the action
in order to secure a chance at victory. We won the game, but at
what cost? What's really important in life? Winning the game?
What's not important in life? Losing the game? Christian hope
restsin our victory in Jesus. The game that really countsis already
over. It was fought more than two thousand years ago on a Judean
hillside. Satan was defeated then and still sits defeated today.
Unfortunately, some are living without that knowledge. Don't you
be one of them. Read on. Know the score. Celebrate true victory.
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4 A Lifemate

| lived a boring life by most standards throughout high school and
college. | didn't date until | was a senior in high school. School
work came first. Physically, | was less mature than my peers. |
had an August birthday, but | think one extra year wouldn't have
changed much. | was also kind of small. As ahigh school
freshman, | was under five feet tall and weighed less than 100
pounds. | had discovered girls, but girls hadn't discovered me.
That was fine.

At the end of my junior year, | went off to Houston for an
engineering summer camp held at Rice University. | had never
been totally on my own before. | knew no one in Houston, and not
asoul knew me. After my parents drove off, there | was on a
college campus, getting a taste of what it was like to be
independent. Of course, | wasn't financially independent, but
neither did | want to be.

At that camp, | found myself in the midst of other students with
high academic standards from all over Texas and Louisiana, and
some of them weren't guys. Although there were afew
stereotypical girls who had interest and talent in science and math,
some appeared to be regular folks -- just like me. Naturally, |
didn't consider myself anerd at all. A few girls, in fact, were quite
pretty. One was particularly cute, and she was attracted to me too.

| quickly found out that | didn't even know how to handle a
girlfriend. In aromantic moment, | thought a soft, gentle kiss was
appropriate. | was indoctrinated into the world of French kissing
rather unexpectedly. | felt very awkward. What was this girl
doing? | did all | could do just to keep from biting her tongue. |
was treading on new ground, but | also knew that when the
summer session was over, we'd go back to our respective lives
hundreds of miles away. | was just me, and that seemed to be
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good enough. The summer session did end. | had learned a lot
about engineering, but I'd never look at girls the same way again.

When | return to Austin, |1 resumed my norma summertime
activities. Swimming offered a cool break from the Texas sun.
Now my parents have their own pool, but back then, we had to use
the municipal pool. It was afew miles away. | was of driving age,
but both of my parents worked, leaving no motorized transport for
the recreational driver. | enjoyed riding my bike over and back
anyway. Over was okay because you could look forward to a
refreshing swim. Back ... well, back kind of defeated the purpose
of going to the pool in the first place. By the time I'd get home, I'd
be hot, sweaty, and tired. | discovered, though, that if | got on my
bike with wet clothes and with a wet towel around my neck, by
the time | reached home I'd be dry and considerably more
comfortable. On one such excursion, | was confronted by a couple
of girls| knew from school at the pool entrance. For some reason,
they wanted to talk to me. They had my divided attention as their
swimming attire made it difficult to converse coherently. |
honestly don't remember the second girl, but the first was about to
change my life forever.

When school began again, | entered the dating world. It took
considerable courage for me to ask out my bikini friend, but | did,
and she said yes. We went on a handful of dates before | was
informed that she was also seeing someone else. That didn't really
bother me, but I don't know why not. | guess | didn't know any
better. | continued to casually date that same girl for the next five
years. | was definitely in love, but | was never the boyfriend.
There was always someone el se in the picture to keep mein close
friend status. | knew for certain that one day she would be my
wife, and | told her so. God's will was never so clear to me. When
she was involved with other guys, 1'd date others too. More than a
single date with the same girl was ararity though.

Over that time period, | developed patience that would rival Job. |
look now upon that period as a gift. God was molding my
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character like alump of clay. Many timesthat'swhat | felt like -- a
pile of gelatinous mush. Nevertheless, time was my aly. When
you're a plane in aholding pattern, you learn how to conserve
energy. You learn how to stay above the clouds and ride with the
currents. Y ou recognize that it's not your turn and staying where
you areisfor your own good. Y ou also learn not to sweat the
small stuff. If | was ever to develop ulcers, | would have then. |
worried alifetime's worth of worrying over those years. | gave
new meaning to the phrase waiting on the Lord.

Today, | have no worries whatsoever. | occasionally have deep
concerns, but never worries. | recognize what is under my control
and what isn't. | know that events inside and outside my sphere of
influence are being handled by my heavenly Father, who never
worries abit, so why should |. The Bible teaches it, so | choose to
believeit and live it. That doesn't mean that | am afatalist,
because I'm not. | do not believe that | am disconnected from this
world -- that it doesn't matter what | say or do because what has
been deemed to take place will happen with me or in spite of me.
In the book of Proverbs, the Bible says that only afool does not
avoid danger. | know God has given me an intellect and expects
me to make the most of it, just as any other gift, spiritua or
otherwise.

Back to my story ... One Christmas season, my Sunday School
department decided to have a party. The class directors offered
their home as a gathering place. | had invited my non-girlfriend,
and she had agreed to accompany me. There | was. | was with the
girl of my dreams among Christian friends. Christmasis a great
time of year too. People are cheerful and relaxed. Aside from
specific nationally recognized days like Valentine's Day or
Mother's Day, Christmas is perhaps the only time of year when
people have a freedom to express love to others without coercion
or guilt. The party wasin full swing when something I'd never
have anticipated happened. The doorbell rang. Another couple
joined the party. | didn't recognize the guy, and the girl had only
come to our class once or twice before. | suddenly felt weird. |
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found myself almost wishing that | hadn't brought my dream date.
| had thoughts of wanting to trade places with whoever the
stranger was so that | could be with his date. She was beautiful,
but she hardly spoke aword all night -- and certainly not to me.
Her name was Rose. She had an exotic appearance -- dark skin,
high cheekbones, long black hair in tight waves. Still, she had a
sophisticated countenance reflected in her clothes, her posture, her
smile, and her quietness. When the evening ended, | decided that |
had to find out more about this new girl, but that depended
completely on her returning to visit our Sunday School class --
something completely out of my control, but | was an expert on
those situations.

Thankfully, she did return, and from the classroll, | was able to
match a last name, an address, and a phone number to my Rose. |
called her one day to ask her to join me for lunch on campus. You
see, | dso knew that we attended the same university. | can't tell
you which one, but it is the big one in central Texas with 50,000
students or so. A rendez-vous on campus definitely had to be a
planned event.

Rose didn't know who was calling her. | guess | blended in with
the woodwork pretty well. Having an introverted personality, |
never attracted attention. | never wanted to attract attention to
myself. Later Rose admitted that she only agreed to meet me
because | was a Christian. She didn't know who was going to
show up at the sandwich shop that day for a harmless luncheon
engagement, only that she might recognize me as afamiliar face
upon meeting.

That was amost our one and only meeting outside of Sunday
School. During lunch, | found out that she was considerably older
than | would have guessed, she was Hispanic, she had served in
the U. S. Navy, she was divorced, and she had a daughter who
was already 10! | really didn't know if | wanted to hear any more.
When the lunch ended, my mind was racing as to what | should
say in parting. For some reason, of all possible actions, | asked if |
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could see her again. She said she didn't know, but when pressed,
she asked meto give her acall.

WEell, the next encounter or so exposed even more reasons for me
to back away. Asit turns out, Rose was dirt poor, she was in debt
to her neck, and she was an emotional roller coaster. | listened in
shock to her life story. Rose never knew her parents. Y ou see, her
father murdered her mother in ajealous rage when she was a
toddler. She grew up in asmall Texas town with an overbearing
grandmother and aloving, but passive, grandfather. She had
married out of necessity and was a parent by the age | first began
dating. Rose had grown up in a culture in which prejudice was
openly displayed between Hispanics and Anglos. Rose had not
valued education earlier in life, especialy in high school. This
was the kind of person | would have gone great lengths to avoid
just afew short years earlier. However, Rose was now trying to
make her life situation better. She could use some help, and there |
was.

| suppose there was very little we did have in common. | never
missed a college hometown football or basketball game. She'd
never gone to aone. | liked outdoor activity. She avoided
exposure to the sun. Despite serving in the Navy, Rose could not
swim. Despite living in Hawaii when married to her Marine ex-
husband, Rose never went to the beach. Rose did like to jog. |
didn't, but | did it to keep in shape for an occasional 10k race. |
had always been close to my family. Rose didn't know what it was
like to have parents. All she knew were in-laws, and she didn't
desire any more exposure on that front. | reacon we had littlein
common beyond living in the same town, attending the same
university, and going to the same church.

| don't even know how Rose ended up at my church. It wasa
considerable distance away. Besides, her daughter was enrolled in
a Christian school at another Baptist church with lots to offer. It
could be nothing short of divine appointment.
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After more than two years of dating, Rose confronted me. Her
memory of those events is somewhat different, but | recall Rose
informing me that an old boyfriend was returning to town. She
wanted to know where our relationship was going then and there.

| choose to interpret the remainder of the conversation as Rose
asking me to marry her. | was not really thinking that far ahead,
but | loved Rose and thought | could bring stability to her troubled
life. Despite our differences, we set our minds upon arelationship
which would culminate in marriage. We still had arather large
looming problem. Rose was going to school on the Gl Bill, and in
less than a year, she'd owe Uncle Sam three years of service
somewhere as an Army nurse. She had jumped from the Navy into
the Army for better career opportunities as amilitary nurse. I,
however, was still afew years away from earning my doctorate
degree and would not be going anywhere anytime soon.

When Rose graduated, she received orders to report for duty in the
San Francisco Bay area. We knew that carrying on along distance
relationship was against the odds. At the end of one year apart, we
hastened a reunion by planning a wedding ceremony. Rose took
care of invitations and her dress. | took care of the rest.

After two years of separation, Rose came back to Texasfor an
August wedding. The invitations had gone out long ago, however,
Rose didn't quite get the dress thing taken care of. She was okay
from the neck down, but the veil which was custom-madein
Mexico didn't make the trip. Rose had her daughter, Angie,
sewing extra beads on a store-bought substitute the night before
the wedding. | wasn't upset at all about the window dressing, but |
was concerned that the window might not show up. | got word
she'd arrived at the church only five minutes prior to the scheduled
ceremony. We got alate start on marriage, but it transpired. The
service was great, and so was the reception -- the work of an
expert planner. We had two songs at our wedding. | had written
them both. One was a love song, the other a prayer. The words to
the song of prayer had particular relevance to our relationship's
survival through physical separation.

30



Lord, | missed her today.
Keep with her | pray, and
One day we two will be
One, united in you,
Two hearts burnin' to do
All in the name of the Lord.
We will regjoice in your
Love, unbounded and true.
Praise, we lift it to you
In hope these things | pray,
All in the name of the
Lord, | missed her today
Keep with her | pray, and
One day we two will be
One, united in you,
Two hearts burnin' to do
All in the name of the Lord.
We will rgjoice in your
Love...

| lacked about six months to receive my degree. Rose owed Uncle
Sam an additional year. In lieu of atrue honeymoon, | drove back
to Californiawith Rose and my step-daughter, Angie, now 16.
After aweek or so, | flew back to Texas to resume my studies. We
were separated again. Although it would be short-lived, | wasn't
sure when and where we would be able to initiate a life together
under the same roof. Asit turned out, it was almost one year to the
date. Today, | tell Rose that the first year of marriage was the best.

Reflections

Have you ever been separated from someone you love very much?
| have. God has. Y ou see, God loves us all beyond measure, but
we are separated from God by the smallest of sins. We are God's
handiwork, and God wants nothing more than to be reunited with
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usinthislife and throughout eternity. John 3:16, probably the
most quoted verse of the Bible, says, "For God so loved the world
that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believesin him
shall not perish but have eternal life."

Aside from our relationship with God, the most important loving
relationship we enter is with our spouse. Who is beside you, and
what set of circumstances brought you together? Better yet, what
kind of commitment do you have to that person? As my wife
constantly reminds me, | have to love her. We took an oath before
God. The breakup of amarriage is not just between two people,
even when no children are involved. Can you break a contract
with God? | can't. Perhaps, some of those getting married by a
Justice of the Peace are doing so in the thought of excluding God.
Surprise, the marriage contract is no less. The Bible cites marital
unfaithfulness of a spouse as grounds for a divorce, but Malachi
2:16 says God hates divorce. For those who have experienced
divorce, as has my wife, God is merciful. The churches of
Americaare full of peoplejust like you.

For those who are unmarried, don't be consumed by looking for a
spouse. Singles are the most easily mobilized population for
Christian service. No matter what our marital status, we should be
in search of God'swill. In doing so, your chances of finding a
faithful lifemate will skyrocket. If we spend our time looking for a
mate in nightclubs and bars, we greatly increase the work before
us to separate the wheat from the chaff, assuming there is any
grain in those establishments beyond the pretzels.
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5 What ToDo

| had been interviewing on campus through the placement center
the fall semester after getting married. | was able to see most of
the recruiters who came to interview for chemical engineers with
Ph.D.'s. Not many came. Silicon Valley was going through a
correction period. The chemical industry was depressed. The
Graham-Ruudman Bill was responsible for afreeze at all the
national |aboratories. The price of oil was taking the biggest nose
divein modern history. Then the call came from a government-
affiliated laboratory out of Livermore, California, just a short
drive from where Rose worked in the San Francisco Bay area. The
job description was a perfect match. The puzzle pieces appeared
to befalling into place.

| arranged for an interview trip, went, and returned, confident that
| had made a good impression. In the next couple of weeks, | was
left hanging. | had heard stories about companies wanting to see
who was really interested in ajob. Follow up conversations could
certainly be construed as showing sincere interest, so | decided to
call up the fellow that was responsible for bringing me out there. |
mustered all the courage | could manage just to terminate the call
with dignity after the person on the other end of the line said that
they'd found a better match for the position. | wasn't worried, just
depressed. | couldn't help thinking that God set things up for me,
and | somehow with this free will thing blew my opportunity.

A few weeks passed before | received a call from arepresentative
of amagjor oil company. I'd interviewed on campus with one of
their representatives. | recall walking out of the campus interview
thinking that was one of my most awkward experiences ever. The
interview was frustrating, and seemingly pointless. | had little
opportunity to discuss my qualifications, asthe interviewer was
interested in minute details of unimportant tasks. Despite, my own
expectations, | received a follow-up telephone call. Another guy
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from the same company was coming into town and wanted to take
me out to dinner. That evening, | was as relaxed as someone on
the hot seat can get, | suppose.

Shortly thereafter, | was contacted by that company's employee
relations staff about a possible interview trip. | realy didn't want
to work for an oil company. You see, | had plenty of exposure to
oil company representatives who didn't paint avery attractive
picture to a young, reserved, Christian engineer. Our university
research program had sizable industrial sponsorship, mostly from
oil companies. Each year, we'd put on areview of our progress
and invite sponsors to come. The meetings had aloyal following.
Although there were afew bright, articulate fellows, sensitive to
the life and experiences of the graduate student and the need for
mentoring relationships, there were a handful of rivals who
delighted in placing themselves and their company logo
centerstage. The ego battle often had graduate student casualties.
These people with suits and ties would even enter shouting
matches. | don't think | ever attended a meeting without hearing
obscenities being traded, asif this were the mode to strengthen a
technical position. 1, too, had to make presentations to this
audience -- something | was truly scared to do, but | survived. QOil
companies had atainted reputation in my books from the onset.

Alas, my job options were dwindling, so | made the trip. Over the
next month, I made trips to Tulsaand Los Angeles, also to talk
with oil companies. These weren't my only leads though, because
| al'so went to Louisiana and Tennessee concerning positions with
chemical companies. Meanwhile, the price of oil was diding fast,
and taking my job opportunities with it.

The peoplein Californiareally wanted me. That felt good. They
very quickly made me an offer of employment. | reflected back on
my descent into the Los Angeles area on my on-site visit. I'd

never seen brown air before. That image was difficult to shake. As
it turns out, the offer was really low, sort of diffusing their verbal
praise. | knew what a competitive salary was, and that wasn't
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close. With the California cost of living, | knew that | could not
accept such an offer. Finaly, | was forced to make adecision. The
California company had instituted a hiring freeze. They called me
to assure me that they could sgueeze me under the wire, but | had
to accept their offer pronto -- like during the same telephone
conversation. | let the job go unfilled.

The people in Louisiana wanted me too. The job was more what |
was trained to do as an undergraduate. The company appeared to
want Ph.D. level peoplejust to raise the caliber of personnel. That
isan admirable position as an employer, but | smply wasn't
impressed. I'd also never seen swampland before | was escorted
from my hotel in town to the physical plant site. | was learning to
appreciate Texas at record pace. The company wanted to send me
to their headquarters for a follow-up interview with the upper
management. | knew this meant that | was their prime candidate
for the position. A couple of days after being given the name of
the contact in North Carolinato call to set up the second trip, |
dialed the number. | relayed the message that after some careful
thought, | did not want the Louisianajob. | thought that there was
no sense wasting the company's time and money any longer. Even
though my options were thinning, my patience was not.

| then received an offer from the first oil company. In the end, this
was my only card left on the table. | accepted the offer, and set a
starting date. | informed Rose that she needed to pack her bags for
amove back to Texas -- that is, when Uncle Sam was finished
with her.

The day after | reported to work, my employer announced a hiring
freeze. | started with an oil company under the worst economic
conditions for that industry in modern times. Although | was naive
about my circumstances, | knew that | wasn't in this city by
accident. But wasiit the job or something else that brought me
there? I'd spend years contemplating that one. Meanwhile, six
months into my new job, the company announced it would
undertake sizable layoffs. Ten years and three rounds of layoffs
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later, | was still one of the employed. | remarked to others that |
was the sole fixture in our organization. Everything just keeps
changing around me. I'd basically been in the same group,
addressing the same R& D issues, but I'd had five first line
managers, seen six section managers, educated four division
managers, and experienced three company name changes.
Throughout it all, I tried to do good work, since the Bible says we
should work as unto the Lord, but | still wonder what | was doing
there. What great work awaited me there, if any? Perhaps, I'd
already done it. Who knows? God knows!

Reflections

Jesus was 30 before initiating his 3 year public ministry that
would lead him to a Roman cross. Like his earthly father, Jesus
was a carpenter. Jesus was part of the work force just like you and
me. Can you imagine the craftsmanship which must have gone
into a piece of furniture or a home built by Jesus? Jesus knew
about foundations, as evidenced by his parable found in Matthew
7:24-27.

Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and
puts them into practiceis like awise man who built his
house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose,
and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did
not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But
everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put
them into practiceis like afoolish man who built his house
on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the
winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a
great crash.

Jesus knew what iswas like to put in a hard day's work. He knew
what it wasto put forth your best effort. One day Jesus exchanged
histool belt for aband of loyal followers. Jesus was a carpenter, a
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teacher, a poet, apriest, adoctor, alawyer, an accountant, ajudge.

Jesus was a motivational speaker, a consultant, a cook, awaiter, a
weatherman, a servant, a winemaker, a student, afisherman, a
caterer, and is now our mediator with God, the Father.

Does your present job honor God? Why do you do what you do?
In this revolving door job climate, we need to stop and ask
ourselves:

+  Why am | here?

+ Isthere anything else | should be doing?

« Havel positioned myself for what God has in store for me
next?
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6 My Miracle Baby

| found myself in the foyer of Plano General Hospital. Rose's
water broke in the wee hours of the morning, and we drove the
short distance to the hospital after she convinced me to get out of
bed. | did manage to get in afew more hours of sleep -- waiting
for the contractions to get serious. After retiring from the baby
businessfor 17 years, my wife wanted me to experience
fatherhood. However, it was made perfectly clear that this was the
end of the line. We knew that we wereto have agirl. The
amniocentesis told us that long ago. There were to be no surprises.
| had no say-so whatsoever as to the baby's name. It was to be
Courtney Rae Hazl ett.

At 7 cm dilation, Rose requested drugs, and off we went to the
normal delivery room. Just prior to giving up our pleasant
apartment style birthing room, | made afinal telephone call to our
insurance carrier. You see, Rose wanted atubal ligation. The
insurance company, however, would apparently rather pay for
baby after baby. | gave them one last chance to change their
collective minds, but alas, all wasin vain. Asaman of few
resources, | reluctantly informed Rose and the medical staff that
we would settle for one medical procedure today. The doctor
couldn't get to her tubes. It seems there was a baby in the way. So,
we had a baby girl.

A couple of years later, the 94th General Hospital was called to
active duty service. Someone named Saddom was causing alittle
trouble. Courtney was three years old--just out of diapers. | was
relieved because Pampers and Huggies didn't make any larger
sizes. Courtney was indeed a big baby. At the age of two weeks,
Courtney was still under her birth weight, so the doctor told uswe
needed to supplement mother's milk with formula. By the age of
three months, Courtney had ballooned and continued to be alittle
hefty for her age, despite the use of diluted formulafrom that
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point on. Anyway, we shipped Rose off to Germany for an
undetermined time period. | was a single parent. We managed. We
led highly structured lives.

| specifically recall the day we said goodbye. We drove Rose out
to the reserve center. A large number of chartered buses were on
hand. All reservists, now active duty personnel, were to be
transported by bus from Dallas to San Antonio, where they'd catch
adeparting flight to Frankfort. The word was that Rose's unit
would befilling in for regular active duty personnel in hospitals
throughout Europe who were displaced into the Gulf region. We
knew, however, that there were no guarantees. Casualties were
expected -- lots of them. Word spread that 50,000 body bags had
been shipped. A bloody war with poison gas and biological
weapons in use was anticipated. One looming question remained.
Did Saddom have access to a nuclear arsenal?

There we were, dropping Rose off at the reserve center. |
remember being in a hurry. Rose gave Courtney and | a small

kiss, turned with duffel bags across each shoulder, and walked off.
We believe we caught a glimpse of her through awindow as the
buses pulled away, but it may have been wishful thinking. It
wasn't the kind of goodbye 1'd expected. It wasn't like the
Hollywood movies where couples needed to be pried apart. There
were no lingering kisses. Just like that, it was over. | didn't know
if I'd ever see Rose again. | drove home with Courtney feeling
quite empty.

Two months later, the war was over. When Rose was to arrive
home after six months of deployment, debriefing was to take place
in San Antonio. | bought avideo camerajust to capture the
reunion moment -- another disappointment. Courtney and | drove
from Dallasto San Antonio for the big reunion. We arrived
outside the compound where Rose had indicated she was staying.

| cranked up the video camerato capture what surely wasto be a
dramatic moment. Courtney yelled at me all the way up the
corridor to stop the video camera. When the two did greet one
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another, there was very little emotion. It was like Rose had just
been away for aweekend, but | knew better.

We wanted to attend the decommissioning ceremony the next day.
We checked into amotel for that night, since there were no
vacancies at the military guest quarters. My parents were to drive
down from Austin to attend as well. The next morning we arrived
at the appointed time and place only to find out that the location
had changed as well as the time. The ceremony was aready over.
So much for pomp and circumstance. Rose was disappointed to
have missed the send off, but she was free to leave the base and
her unit, so we headed for home.

After returning, Rose was technically still on the active duty roster
for two additional weeks. At thistime she began to inquire about
receiving atubal ligation while under free medical care benefits
from the military. | can't recall what went wrong, but time ran out.

Meanwhile, we scheduled atrip to Hawaii for later that summer. It
was to be sort of afamily vacation to celebrate the homecoming.
Time passed quickly, and we were in Honolulu before we knew it.
We had afriend on Oahu who let us stay in his single bedroom
condo for two weeks. Major Lawrence Chang was a wonderful
friend. Rose was his nurse when he came into the base hospital in
San Francisco for eye surgery. Mr. Chang was legally blind,
diabetic, and handicapped -- so he told us. He was a Pearl Harbor
survivor. Mr. Chang was a survivor. Hiswife had died afew years
previous. He had no children. He had alienated the majority of his
living relatives, but he had his friends. He kept a condo and a car
available for any friend who wanted to come visit him in Hawaii.
We took Major Chang up on his offer.

Oh, we aso invited my step-daughter, Angie, to go with us. We
had fun, but we had no privacy in our one bedroom guest quarters.
Asthe time drew near for the vacation to end, Angie was suddenly
stricken with fever blisters around her mouth. Her bouts with
Herpes simplex B were usually brought on by stress and always
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required a good dose of antibioticsto clear up. Though it was
getting late one evening, she insisted upon driving to the nearest
medical clinic to see adoctor and get a prescription. That evening,
after Courtney was asleep, was our one and only romantic
encounter in Hawaii. Only God knows what stressful event
brought on Angi€'sillness while on arelaxing tropical escape.

The following month, Rose insisted on having the tubal ligation --
insurance or no insurance. | had dropped Rose off in the morning
at the hospital for her outpatient surgery. She had gone by the day
before for her pre-op laboratory tests. There was nothing | could
do, so | went on to work. | was depressed. That was truly the end
of the line. Short of adoption, there would be no more babies.
About two hours later, | received a phone call at work. It was
Rose. She said that the surgery had been canceled due to
something which showed up on one of her |ab tests. Rose told me
she was pregnant. | was filled with joy but scared, knowing how
much Rose never wanted to go through childbearing again. Rose
had atough time carrying Courtney. She had developed Carpal
Tunnel Syndrome in her wrists during the final couple of months
and experienced a great deal of pain. Of course, maternal age was
aways arisk factor.

At that point, | prayed that the baby would be another girl. Rose
went on record that she wanted no boys. We lucked out with
Courtney. Knowing that we would find out the baby's sex long
before delivery, | feared for Rose's emotional well-being should
she be forced to carry a boy for severa months following the
genetics screening.

Rose began to get very large. About four months into the
pregnancy, Rose was diagnosed with gestational diabetes. Several
weeks of attempted dietary control werein vain. Rose graduated
to insulin injections. She even had me giving her shots --
something | never thought | would or could do. We went through
the battery of tests given to older mothers. Everything checked out
okay, but we were going to have a son. Rose was enormous, and
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we weretold just the week before her due date that the baby
would be over nine pounds as aresult of the unchecked diabetes.

Finally, the day came. Just as with Courtney, it all began with
Rose's water breaking. Labor contractions were small, slow, and
irregular. The doctor initiated pitocin to speed things up a bit. The
doctor watched the fetal monitor intently. The baby's heartbeat
indicated stress, and the decision was made to take the baby by C-
section. | wasn't sure that | could handle observing the procedure
at my wife's side, but | summoned what courage | could.

When Creighton was delivered, his umbilical chord was found to
be wrapped around his neck twice. But Creighton made it. He beat
the odds. God strung together an unbelievable series of eventsto
produce anew life -- poor insurance, a modern-age war, a
scheduling problem, a Hawaiian vacation, a bout of fever blisters,
acanceled tubal ligation, a struggle against diabetes, a stress tet,

a C-section, an umbilical noose. | know that God has a special
plan for Creighton, because Creighton is my miracle baby.

Reflections

Psalm 127:3
Sons are a heritage from the Lord, children areward from him.

Lifeisfragile. New lifeisamiracle. The fact that it happens so
frequently has reduced the miraculous to the ordinary, the
common. Genesistells us we are fashioned in God's image.
Exactly what that means has been a subject of debate by
theologians for centuries, but it does elevate mankind over the rest
of creation. I'm sure God agonizes over one abortion more than
the plight of al the whales and baby seals. Which cause is more
apt to stir your emotions?
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Do you know the circumstances of your own miraculous entry
into thisworld? | encourage you to find out in as much detail as
possible. In the same vein, parents, tell your children how
precious and special they are. By relating the details leading up to
their entry into thisworld, you will be setting the stage for their
own sense of purpose and self-worth.

Many churches today have baby dedication ceremonies. These are
more for the parents than the kids, as parents are challenged to
make a commitment to their child. If you are a parent, what
commitments have you made to your children? A generationis
emerging with little or no commitment between parent and child.
Make sure you are an exception. When he/she is old enough,
make them aware of your covenant. Y our child will have a head
start on all his/her peers which will pave the way to success.
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7 Unconditional Love

When we had Courtney, Rose, Angie, and | were livingin an all
adult apartment complex. We figured you can hide a baby just so
long. In the Old Testament, Moses family found they could hide
him no more than about three months before resorting to placing
him in the basket boat and casting him out among the reeds of the
Nile for Pharaoh's daughter to find. We thought it prudent to begin
a search for another placeto live. We wanted a house to give us
more room. After along, unsuccessful search process, we
basically ran out of time and had to settle for something less than
we wanted.

When it cametimeto close, it was discovered that some
paperwork hadn't been filed. When | approached the apartment
leasing office about getting a one month extension, | was
informed that our unit had, in fact, already been leased. We had to
vacate. Fortunately, the owner of the home was willing to go
ahead and let us move in, since she had already moved out with
the exception of afew items she kept in the back part of the house.

The home had a huge back yard. We had a 4.5 pound Chihuahua
which went wild with so much space to roam. A few hours after
moving in though, Max, our Chihuahua, was nowhere to be found.
Max was a gift by my brother-in-law to my step-daughter. When
Rose left Texas for her three-year military assignment after
graduating from nursing school, Max came to live with me. | later
took him back to Angie on one of my many tripsto California.
Max was not real smart, but he was cute -- ugly cute. Max would
come sit in my lap. I'd place him inside my jacket. He liked it
there, so secure and warm. As are most Chihuahuas, Max was
hyperactive. He shivered in anervous sort of way.

Still, for such alittle dog, Max could make some noise. He was a
good watchdog. Why, when we were living in the apartment, Max
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chased away a would-be burglar. Max was locked up in the
bathroom, but the guy who broke our window to enter the
apartment didn't know that. It was a good thing, becauseif he'd
have been able to see what was making all the racquet, he
probably would have been nabbed by the police, stricken with a
case of uncontrollable laughter. This was no laughing matter
though. Max was missing.

Max found a holein the fence. Any other time, | wouldn't have
been concerned. Max had gone on unscheduled strolls before and
aways returned. Thistime was different. He didn't know where
home was. | patrolled the entire neighborhood, but it is hard to
spot ablack 4.5 pound Chihuahua, especialy if he is not ready to
be found. | felt sick. | think it was the next day when a neighbor
came over carrying Max. He had eaten supper and spent the night
at the neighbor’ s house. | was so relieved. | quickly blocked all
possible future routes of escape.

The lady that sold us the home was the original owner. She and
her husband, now deceased, had built this custom home in the late
fifties. Parting with the home and the memories were difficult for
her. She asked if she could remain in the back part of the home
while she continued to sift through the final remaining items not
yet moved. We figured that since she was nice enough to let us
movein early, we'd let her stay late. | think about a month passed
before she was ready to leave for good.

There are good things and bad things about owning an older

home. | found most of the good things. Rose was quick to tally the
bad. | was certainly kept busy sprucing up the place. Rose was
quick to keep my To-Do list full. Occasionally, | had to do things
which | thought didn't need to be done at all, just to keep the
peace. Refinishing all the kitchen cabinets was one such chore.
One thing was beyond dispute, we had the space we desired. Why,
Baby Courtney had her own room with refinished hardwood
floors and fresh pink paint. We were unprepared for what we were
about to experience.
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Rose was home tending to Courtney when she noticed something
frighteningly unusual. There was a man in our back yard with half
his body sticking inside our kitchen window. This intruder had
removed the screen, raised the window, and was literally fishing
for my wife's purse with a stick he had picked up in the backyard.
Rose confronted the man, retreated to call 911, then whisked
Courtney out the front door to a neighbor's home. The man had
indeed hooked the purse and was long gone by the time the police
arrived. We found out later that he had actually entered the back
part of the home through another window and made off with a
television set prior to the kitchen incident. The policeman's
comments scared us more. He said that thieves often return.

Canceling all the credit cards was area hasse, but we had one
laugh on the robber. That television he stole, it didn't work! The
picture tube had gone out. It received audio, but that's all. Sitting
right next to the unit he took was one in working order. He'd think
twice before coming back to our house. He risked going to prison
for afew dollars from my wife's purse and abroken TV. We
weren't worth the effort, though that is a sad commentary on our
financial picture.

We decided that we weren't going to sit around waiting to be
victims again. That same week, | had a security alarm system
installed to give us alittle peace of mind. We aso decided that
perhaps we needed more of a deterrent than poor little Max. Rose
asked around. She accepted the advice of friends that afemale
Rottweliller would be ideal. We did alittle searching through the
paper and responded to one of the many ads. The person we
contacted had one dog left, afemale, the runt of the litter. The dog
had aterrific pedigree. Since it was the last dog, and the owners
were anxious to get out of dog sales, we were offered abargain
price, $400. That was $200 off the list price for models that had
already left the showroom floor. That was alot of money for a
dog, in my opinion, but Rose wanted it. We got it.
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We named the dog Queen Esther of Chez. Chez was either the
owner's name or the mother's name. | can't recall which. Esther
was Courtney's dog. They grew up together. Courtney could pull
on Esther's ears, tail, whatever, and Esther never ever got upset.
Esther got into plenty of trouble. She was a ninety pound puppy.
Rose would take Esther jogging. | could no longer go with her.
Someone had to stay with Courtney. Esther was Rose's dog. | got
the lion's share of the responsibilities that accompany having a
pet: feeding, bathing, training, cleaning up after. Esther was my
dog.

Boy could Esther protect the property, too! Unlike the situation
with a pinned up Max barking fearlessly while shaking at the
same time, you only had to hear Esther bark to know areal dog
was on watch. Why, Esther was even able to call for backup. On a
number of occasions, we had unsolicited visits from the police,
the fire department, and emergency medical services. Each time
they were responding to a dispatch to our address. | was ready to
disengage our home alarm system, since these community service
organizations were threatening to fine us for false darms. Then it
occurred to me, "Could Esther be pushing the keypad buttons?' In
astate of disbelief, | installed a Plexiglas cover over the hallway
keypad. The panic mode dispatches abruptly stopped. Esther was
chief of security. No one had to know that she would not hurt a

fly.

Just as Max was able to find a weakness in the perimeter, Esther
too tested the aged wooden fence out back and found an escape
route. After a couple of unsuccessful patch jobs, it became
obvious that the wooden fence had to go. | also knew that a dog
that is able to breech afence will try again. | bought the necessary
supplies from alocal do-it-yourself store to replace that old
wooden fence with a chain link one. It was tough work, but | got
al the holes dug and posts cemented on one weekend. When the
next weekend rolled around, | had to knock down the old fence
and get the new one up in asingle day. Otherwise, the backyard
bathroom breaks for both dogs had to be supervised. | got the job
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done with the exception of the gate. When assembling it, | noticed
that | was missing bolts to secure the latch. It was getting dark,
and | didn't have the bolts, so | called it quitsuntil | could make a
run on the hardware store on Saturday. To semi-secure the area, |
draped aline of chain link across the front of the latchless gate
and placed some barriersin front of it. Later that evening, as| sat
in my green recliner, Esther came up and ran her head under my
hand.

On Saturday morning, | was slow to rise. | guess al the physical
activity had left me pretty well drained. When | did get up, Rose
had already beaten me to the breakfast table. A few minutes had
pasted when we heard gunshots at close range. We knew that
sound well. The police were constantly being summoned to a
nearby apartment complex. Gunfire was a common occurrence,
but not during daylight, and not this close. We heard awhole
series of shots, five or six in all. Rose asked me to look for Esther.
As | was aways the oneto let her outside in the mornings, |
assumed she was inside in the hallway where she slept. Then Rose
told me that she had let Esther out into the backyard already. |
went out back. Esther was nowhere to be found. Rose went out the
front door and began screaming for me to come. Esther was lying
dead on our neighbor’s front lawn.

It seems that our neighbor had sent his son out to get the morning
paper. His son reported a big dog running loose. The father went
to see for himself and said Esther made amovein hisdirection.
He immediately went back inside and retrieved a shotgun.
Whether enticed to approach or not, the neighbor was able to get
Esther in his sights at the edge of hislawn. He was seemingly
proud of himself as he stated he shot and shot until the dog no
longer moved.

Rose screamed at the man over and over again. Meanwhile,
Courtney looked on from our front porch. | didn't know what to
say either to Rose or the man so ready and willing to use deadly
force against his neighbor's pet. | wasin a state of disbelief. Rose
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asked me to bring Esther home, so we could bury her in the
backyard. Esther's pellet riddled body was too heavy for meto
carry the entire distance. Rose told me to just drag her body the
rest of the way. | struggled to do even that. | had been there
before.

Rose was six months pregnant at the time carrying Creighton. |
was very concerned about her and the baby as she insisted on
digging the grave. Only upon reaching complete exhaustion did
she allow me control over the shovel to finish the job. Courtney
stood at the back door and watched. As emotions ran high, I'm
glad we did not own a gun for the neighbor's sake. Courtney was
invited to come outside as we said afew words over the gravesite.
We spoke of Esther's gentle spirit and her unconditional love
displayed in those two years with us. Then Rose when back into
the house to tend to Courtney, while | filled the grave.

To this day we don't know for sure how Esther escaped. She may
have, in fact, bypassed the barricade job. | cannot ruleit out. |
later made the trip to the fix-it shop to finish the job on the fence,
although it was no longer a priority. | thought the time for
shedding tears had passed, but as | surveyed the partsin the
hardware section, my heart sank. The store was now selling the
latches with all the accessories needed, including my missing
bolts. | cried all the way home and more. Perhaps this nightmare
need not have happened.

We sought legal counsel, but we were disillusioned by a system
which only allowed us to seek monetary compensation. We told
our Christian lawyer that all we really wanted was an apology. He
drafted aletter for us stating that we would pursue no further
action if we received an apology. None ever came. None of any
kind.

Courtney also had some unresolved conflict of her own. Soon
thereafter, Courtney began exhibiting some strange behaviors. She
never wanted to be alone for any length of time. | couldn't even
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mow the lawn without taking her outside with me if Rose wasn't
home. We took Courtney to a number of sessions with a
psychologist affiliated with one of the most prestigious Christian
counseling centers. In his course of therapy for separation anxiety,
he said the triggering event might be useful information, but
treatment would focus on exhibited symptoms and coping
behaviors. There was no real need to deal with the root cause.
Courtney got better, but | don't know if any of us will be able to
bury the feelings that were exposed that painful February 1
morning.

Reflections

Tragedy brings out the best and the worst in us. How are you
ready to react? Greek tragedies had a number of thingsin
common. There was always a victim, and the victim always
suffered from afatal character flaw. Oh, the flaw needed not be a
trait we'd consider dishonorable. In fact, it could even be an
unwavering trust or an unconditional love. In the case of Esther, a
string of events had to take place for her to lose her lifein a brutal,
unjustifiable manner that day. The pain for us comes not
necessarily in reliving the what-ifs, but in recalling the love she
showed for us. We let her down.

God loves us unconditionally -- al of us, Christian and non-
Chrigtian. It is only that the Christian has responded to that love in
obedience. We learn in the gospel of John 15:9-14 the words of
Jesus,

Asthe Father has loved me, so | have loved you. Now
remain in my love. If you obey my commands, you will
remain in my love, just as | have obeyed my Father's
commands and remain in his love. | have told you this so
that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be
complete. My command is this. Love each other as | have
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loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay
down hislifefor hisfriends. Y ou are my friendsif you do
what | command.

Jesus, of course, did lay down hislife for hisfriends, you and me.
This would be nothing more than a tragedy if not for who Jesus
was and why he chose to go to the cross. Jesus was not a martyr.
Martyrs are men and women who die unjustly for a cause. Jesus
was crucified unjustly. He refused to call down legions of angels
to rescue him from the cross because he, indeed, had a mission to
accomplish. Jesusis not a martyr, because Jesus lives. The God of
the universe sent his son Jesus into this world to show the extent
of hislove for us. Have you acknowledged this display of God's
love?

We should experience a separation anxiety when we fail to see
God with us. We should be panic stricken when faced with acting
on our own accord. Often we save God for when we really need
him, asif we had an exhaustive supply of hislove. Share the view
of the psalmist. Call upon God to be your refuge and strength, an
ever-present help in trouble. Unlike the therapist whose goal was
to suppress the anxiety which comes through physical separation
from aloved one, our desire should be to bind ourselves to God
and to suppress the temptations that could part us from fellowship
with him. What are you anxious about? The God who formed this
universe from nothingness, the God who assembled the atom, the
God who breathed life into alump of inert clay, the God who
fashioned your DNA, this God loves Y OU unconditionally. Will
you return that love?
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8 Not Another Dog Story!

After Esther's brutal slaying, we decided to get another Rotwelller.
It couldn't be just any Rotwelller though. We wanted one just as
nice and lovable as Esther. We contacted the family that sold us
Esther only to be informed that Esther's litter was the last. Esther's
mom had been spayed. We looked up the other half of the family
tree to find athriving Rotweiller breeding/training business. These
dogs were al trained for show, not for guard duty. We were
delighted to find out alitter of puppies sired by Esther's brother
was due any day. We about keeled over when we were quoted the
whopping price of $750 for afemale. There was not much to think
about though. We were beyond thinking. That dog was going to
bring us some peace of mind. We couldn't have Esther back, but
we could provide ahome for a close relative.

The puppies came. We were so excited, we wanted a glimpse at
our 2-day-old puppy.. When we arrived at the house, we were
greeted by Esther's father. He was a stately, retired champion
showdog. The lady of the house took us back to where the mother
dog was tending to her young. We were told a bit of disheartening
news. Only two puppies survived the night. The mother had
inadvertently slept atop some of her young. We wrote a check for
the puppy we would name Sarah. That was the name Courtney
had chosen for her little sister, had she had alittle sister instead of
Creighton. We were told to come back in six weeks to bring Sarah
home after she was weaned from her mother.

Sarah grew quickly. She never could take her aunt's place. Sarah
was rougher with the kids. She wasn't as smart. We took her for
obedience training. The instructor said Sarah was one of her most
difficult cases. We loved her anyway. She carried all her aunt's
memoriesin asingle glance.
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One day, asmall black and white puppy appeared in our carport.
We thought he must belong to the neighbor next door. The
following day, the puppy was back. Maybe he hadn't even gone
anywhere to come back from. Courtney wanted to keep him. | said
he belonged to someone, not us. Rose and Courtney put some
food and milk out for the puppy. To no one's surprise, he was still
hanging around on the third day. It was then that | agreed we
could bring the puppy into the back yard for his own safety while
we sought out the rightful owners. | made asign and posted it in
our front yard: Black and White Puppy Found Here. We had not
oneinquiry. After two weeks, | reluctantly withdrew the sign from
our yard.

We were now in search of aname, since we owned a second dog
by default. He reminded me of the dog in the movie "The
Nightmare Before Christmas” -- nothing but skin, bones, and a
tail. Thus, we dubbed our adopted puppy, Zero. That mutt ate
everything in sight. Zero fit the profile we had heard about in
foster parent training. Kids who were not offered three regular
meals aday in their parental setting often gorged themselves at the
first opportunity in their foster parent home. Not knowing when or
from where their next meal would come birthed a famine-feast
mentality. Without regard to manners at mealtime, Zero ate and
grew and grew. We didn't know what kind of dog Zero was, but
the options were dwindling as he outgrew breed after breed. Our
attention quickly turned to prohibiting mutt puppies between
Sarah and Zero -- royalty and the homeless.

| called the local, government-subsidized clinic which had a
charter to help control the pet population. They offered low-cost
spay-neuter services. | made an appointment to bring Zero in for
daypatient surgery. The day of Zero's appointment, it rained like
cats and dogs. | had Courtney with mein the passenger seat. Zero
was latched to one of the built-in hooks in the bed of the Jeep. |
knew roughly where the clinic was located, but | proceeded
slowly down the well-traveled road, still in the midst of a
downpour. We came upon the clinic, and | realized that | would
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have to make an unprotected |eft turn across three lanes of traffic.
Asthe light downstream turned red, | saw an opportunity to
negotiate my way across the motionless lanes of traffic. The cars
were more than accommodating as we crossed one, two, three
lanes of bumper-to-bumper cars. It was only then that | realized,
"Oh, here'safourth lane that popped up as aright turn only lane."
My view down that lane was obscured by alarge transport truck. |
waited a few seconds without seeing any cars whatsoever using
that lane. | decided to shoot across. | gave it some gas, then saw
something coming at unavoidably high speed. | quickly
transferred my foot from gas to brake, but impact was imminent.
In ablur, we saw a commercial catering truck pass directly in
front of us. We barely felt athing, but the truck decapitated our
Jeep. Bumper, headlights, grill -- everything in front of the
radiator was a good fifty feet up the road.

| believe an angel of God saved usthat day. After all, protecting
the saints is the angelic responsibility. One second deeper into that
lane of traffic would have landed Courtney and | in the hospital if
not in the morgue. I'd never heard of, seen, or experienced such a
benign, high-impact accident. Our Jeep limped across that fourth
lane into the parking lot of our destination. The truck driver
backtracked to our location. We went inside the clinic to get out of
the rain, exchange information, and make the necessary phone
callsto insurance, towing company, and ride service (home).

After parting business with the truck driver and before opening
business with the tow truck operator, | decided to go get the dog
out of the car. At least | was going to accomplish my mission of
the morning. | ran to the car and back to avoid therain. | don't
know why, because my clothes were aready saturated. As Zero
entered the building, he noticed something | hadn't. There was a
mirror set up at dog eye level in the front hallway. Zero barked
profusely at the other dog just afew feet away. | don't know why,
but the proprietors thought Zero's behavior unusual. They refused
to take him. The assistant also added that Zero had mange around
his eyes. | saw no mange. | reasoned with them that he was just in
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an automobile accident, he was all wet, and he saw his reflection
for thefirst time. Logica argument or not, we left the clinic with
everyone's genitalia intact. Meanwhile, Rose had arrived to give
us aride back home.

| contemplated letting troublesome Zero run free then and there.
We'd given him a home. We were trying to do the responsible
thing. | wasjust told by people that handle huge numbers of dogs

that Zero had mange and exhibited unusually aggressive behavior.

Rose calmly said, "No let's bring him home, and I'll make him an
appointment to see our regular veterinarian." That's exactly what
wedid.

The lady at the vet's office chuckled when Rose gave her Zero's
name. "Zero!", she laughed, "...More like six-million-and-one."
Our vet gave him the necessary surgery and initiated a series of
six, $30 mange therapy baths. Later, we found out that Zero had
heartworms. Administering the cyanide medication for this
condition used to be quite risky, but a new, safer treatment was
now available for about $400. We coughed up the funds for that
procedure too. Suddenly, Zero was an expensive dog. He was the
equal in valueto the Rotwelller at home in our back yard.

A remarkable transformation has now taken place. The mutt that
ate everything in sight has become a picky eater. He no longer
gobbles the entire contents of his bowl in three seconds flat. He
often walks away from his bowl, leaving food behind. He knows
his every need will be provided. He knows that another meal will
come. He knows heis loved. He knows he has a permanent home.

Reflections

Zero was brought from the streets and elevated to the status of
royalty. As Christians, we too have been brought from a depraved
state and been given a seat at the King's Table. That dog went
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from zero to infinity. We, too, can rest assured that God will
provide our every need. We are children of the King. Why should
you choose to live otherwise? God doesn't give us what we
deserve, and He generously gives us what we don't deserve. You
are not your own. Y ou were bought with a price. Noneis more
valuable. None is more loved. Check out Philippians 4:19, "And
my God will meet al your needs according to his glorious riches
in Christ Jesus." Rest in our eternal reward as promised to God's
children in Romans 8:16-17, "The Spirit himself testifies with our
spirit that we are God's children. Now if we are children, then we
are heirs -- heirs of God and co-heirswith Christ, if indeed we
sharein his sufferingsin order that we may also sharein his

glory."
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O The Paper Parent

Our baby factory had closed up shop, but as afamily, we felt that
we could help children less fortunate than ours. Many of society's
problems can be traced to adults living with childhood emotional
scars. These scars can come from avariety of sources, but those
who have lived in neglect or abusive situations are especially at
risk. We decided to become foster parents. Actually, Rose decided
to be afoster parent. | decided to support Rose's strong
convictions.

We attended a number of seminars and workshops, all designed to
equip the prospective foster parent with information and skills to
handle the special needs child. Considerable time was required.
The information was quite valuable, but we were ready for the
application stage.

We had heard from social workers and experienced foster care
providers that there was an optimum age of foster child for
families with biological children at home. This age wastypicaly a
year or so younger than your oldest child. That suited Rose fine.
She wanted to give a home to Hispanic toddlers, preferably girls.
Having a nurse at home, however, made us candidates for awide
range of problem kids.

When the call came, we were surprised that the agency was
speaking of a 13 year-old female prospect. It wasn't our expressed
preference, but we were not going to refuse a child on those
grounds. Perhaps Jennifer needed us.

Jennifer didn't seem to fit the profile of the kids described to us
during foster parent training. Perhaps her problems were masked
by the desire to be accepted. Regardless, Jennifer adjusted well.
Her background leading to afoster parent relationship must
remain confidential. Jennifer didn't have good study skills or
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habits, but Jennifer was adapting well to her new home, school,
and church. It felt quite strange, though, when she began calling
Rose, Mom. Sometimes it was as if Jennifer waslivingin a
fantasy world. Maybe it was her way of coping with problems no
teenager should have to face.

It became evident that conditions for Jennifer's return to her own
family were not being met. Jennifer did not seem to be
particularly upset. Things seemed to be working out with us, so
after some discussion, we voluntarily offered Jennifer our home
and family for the duration. That probably meant Jennifer would
stay with us until she reached the age of 18. Then she could go out
on her own. We were, however, still in what was described to us
during training as the honeymoon phase -- not particularly
representative of the long term familial relationship. Perhaps we
too were not facing reality. Perhaps we wanted Jennifer to fit in;
therefore, we believed that she did fit in.

During the short time Jennifer was with us, she had made a
profession of faith in her youth class at church and followed
through in public baptism. She was eager to make new friends,
and they came easily in her new environment. Jennifer went to
youth camp that summer, and she thoroughly enjoyed the
experience. Jennifer's personality was bubbly and contagious.
Conceivably this too was a coping skill.

We had two events on the horizon that needed to be addressed.
First, Rose was to go off somewhere for two weeks of active duty
with the Army Reserves. Although | had "adequately" taken care
of Courtney during Operation Desert Storm for a much longer
period, Roseinsisted that | was unable to handle three kids on my
own. Rose made arrangements for a respite family stay for
Jennifer for that two week interval. She had also made
arrangements for someone to come clean and cook for us. The
second event was our family vacation. We had been planning for a
year to make areturn trip to Hawaii. | had been carefully
budgeting for the event, but the addition of Jennifer was not
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anticipated. We were up front with the foster parent agency and
Jennifer from day one that we didn't think we could afford to take
Jennifer. It didn't seem to matter as long as the event was two
months away.

| tried to put the pieces together which would allow usto take
Jennifer with us to Hawaii, but | could not come up with a
solution. Gift agencies didn't want to be seen giving away trips to
Hawaii, even if it was for afoster child. We could not break out of
our living paycheck to paycheck. | received alot of sympathetic
ears, but that's about all. As the time approached, Jennifer could
sense from me that she would not be going with us. The tide
quickly turned.

Jennifer went away for the two Army Reserve duty weeks to
another foster home. It was supposedly a farm house with horses
and such, a considerable distance from the city. When | called
about making arrangement to pick up Jennifer, | wasinformed
that Jennifer didn't want to leave. Apparently some
encouragement was offered which led Jennifer to believe that it
was possible for this temporary living situation to become
permanent. This was never to be the case. The agency insisted that
Jennifer be returned to us. If things could not be resolved, they
would find another home for Jennifer.

Things were not resolved. We arranged for Jennifer to go on a
mini-vacation of her own to my parents home in Austin. They had
apool. My mom isagreat cook. Austin is great for outdoor
summer activity. Jennifer enjoyed herself there. When we
returned from Hawali, it was obvious that the relationship was
beyond repair. After Jennifer insisted that she wanted to go to
another home, even if she could not return to the respite family,
we agreed that an alternative placement was the best solution. |
was torn in two. | had made a commitment which fell just short of
adoption, but now | had been rejected as afather.
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Jennifer did leave us. The agency could find no other home for
her, and they opted to place her back with the respite family. We
never blamed Jennifer. She was an impressionabl e teenager who
expressed a preference. Maybe | should have gone into debt to
take her with us. Perhaps it would have made no difference. | am
thankful that Jennifer received Jesus as her Lord and Savior while
in our home. | must believe that was the extent of God's plan for
our involvement in Jennifer'slife.

All along | thought | was the strong parent, and Rose was the
primary emotional center of the family. | learned from this
experience that | was emotionally vulnerable. | could be twisted
and torn emotionally like a piece of old newsprint. | was not the
stoic rock of the family. | was a paper parent.

Reflections

People are hurt every day by the choices of others. Some are ready
and willing to step on all others on their climb to a hollow, earthly
measure of success. Some cheat on their spouse, thinking that it
really doesn't affect their relationship to family at home. Some get
behind the wheel after afew drinks or drags, thinking they can
honor the thin centerline which preserves life on our streets and
highways. All of these actions have consequencesin thislife and
beyond.

God is often hurt by our choices. We displease God every time we
sin. Sin bars us from fellowship with God, and it keeps us from
receiving hisfull blessing. Thereis an unpardonable sin. That is
when we reject the Holy Spirit's testimony that Jesus Christ is
Lord. Imagine how God must feel when Heisrejected as Father.
God can give multiple opportunities, but we must not presume
another chance will come our way. Let not your heart be
hardened. Christian, you have amission, do it whilethevisionis
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fresh. Non-Christian, now is your chance to find God and add His
joy and His meaning to thislife.
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10 What'slin A Name

Since my college days, I've been in some sort of teaching role
within the Southern Baptist Sunday School program. If there's
anything Baptists do right, it's Sunday School. It is the Sunday
School which fosters fellowship, trust, and openness to spiritual
teaching. The Christian relationships which grow and develop
within the Sunday School allow for true problem sharing and
ministry within the body of believers. It isthe Sunday School
which implants the Word of God into young hearts and minds. It
isthe group Bible study within the Sunday School which lays a
foundation for alifetime.

My involvement in Sunday School leadership has been primarily
with children. Children are worlds more teachable than adults.

Y ou can't get an adult to memorize a scripture verse! A child will
not only memorize the verse more quickly, but the child will do it
each and every week for the thrill of a sticker or check mark on a
progress chart. I've given out many a sticker for reciting verses
that | cannot say from memory.

For years, | was a director in a Spanish Sunday School
Department for fourth through sixth graders. Our department was
part of the church's bus ministry. The fact that | didn't know alick
of Spanish didn't seem to matter. What was important was that |
was there -- consistently. | was not only a constant in the lives of
our kids, but my wife, my children, and | visited them in their
homes. We often found oursel ves wandering around apartment
complexes looking for some clue to the numbering system. It was
not uncommon to spend 45 minutes scouting for an apartment for
a3 minute visit. | could not communicate at all with some of the
parents, but as soon as | mentioned the name of the church, | was
immediately welcomed. | often enlisted the children as
interpreters. Those days were a challenge and a blessing.
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Prior to the Spanish years, | taught second grade. Thiswas afun
age to teach because the ability of the kids changed so drastically
throughout the year. It can be a difficult ageif there are not
enough helpers. Second grade boys need a high teacher-student
ratio. | hate to say it, but I've had classes where | hoped that
certain boys, who caused untold disruption, would not show up
each week. Sadly, these are the ones who needed to be there the
most. Other classes were simply a delight to teach.

One of the more difficult times for me was always at the
beginning of the year when a new batch of kids came through. It
was a monumental chore for me to learn their names. It's hard to
minister to someone on a personal level if they know you do not
remember their name. We usually wore nametags. Second graders
are rough on nametags. We found laminated cardstock to be the
best, low-cost solution. It sure beats having to write names on
thirty labels each week. Just punch awhole in the fishy's mouth,
jam some yarn through there, tie her off, and voila-- spill
resistant, tear resistant, second grader resistant nametags. Still,
there were nametag casualties. Fortunately, about the time the
nametags started to disintegrate, we had most of the names down.

One particular year, | had aredly great bunch of kids. They were
easy to motivate and soaked in the activities like a sponge.
Teaching plans were flexible, but one thing | always made time
for was Bible verse memorization. It was important to keep track
of the Bible verses learned, for at the end of each year, a pizza
party was thrown for those achieving a milestone of 25 verses.
That was usually enough motivation, but | wanted them to get the
certificate that came along with their accomplishment. The
certificates were always given out in an evening worship service
with individual recognition before the church body. We used a
chart to keep track of each student's progress. Some kids were
more than happy to blurt out the verse for all to hear, while others
would recite the verse of the day only in private. Each had their
opportunity -- each in their own style.
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I'm reaching back quite afew years, so | don't recall too many of
those second graders by name. But | do remember little Samuel.
Samuel began coming about mid-year. Samuel was a skinny black
child who loved to talk. Actualy, | think he loved for people to
listen to him more than he liked to talk. Samuel'sfacelit up at a
teacher's encouraging word. At Sunday School, Samuel received
the positive feedback his soul needed. Samuel worked hard to earn
the praises liberally showered upon him. Samuel was not the most
gifted child, but not a Sunday went by when Samuel failed to say
his memory verse. | noticed when Samuel was absent. | felt a
tinge of disappointment when he would miss a class. Fortunately,
that didn't happen very often. Before we knew it, the school year
was over, and little Samuel went on to another class. | honestly
wish | had been atrue believer of home visits back then.

Another class came, and with it came another round of nametags.
One Sunday well into the following year, as | was going down the
stairs carrying supplies, | saw aformer student going the opposite
direction. It was Samuel. His face was aglow as his eyes met
mine. You could seejoy spread all across hisface, asif meeting a
best friend after along separation. | recognized him immediately
as amember of the previous year's class, but | could not remember
little Samuel's name in order to greet him. He must have sensed it
also, because he asked repeatedly, "What's my name? What's my
name?' The greater the distance between us, the louder he pleaded
for me to remember him. | felt awful. Samuel, then athird grader,
was at the point of tears. We were swept in opposite directions by
the flow of boys, girls, teachers, and parents, all using the
stairwell. Very quickly we were out of each other's sight. In the
time span of that chance encounter, | couldn't recall his name. |
know Samuel was crushed that day because a teacher he admired
had 'forgotten’ him. Unfortunately, | never got another chance at
redemption, for that was the last time | saw Samuel. | wanted little
Samuel to know God never forgets, nor does He disappoint.



Reflections

What's in a name? Genealogy is afad these days. | say fad, but is
it really? Calling something afad implies that it will eventually go
out of vogue. In contrast, people throughout time have been
interested in their own heritage. They don't care to learn too much
about someone else's family, but they are keenly interested in their
own lineage -- thelr direct ancestors. Correspondingly, people
often skip Bible reading passages in Genesis, Chronicles, and
elsawhere when they come to all the "begats’. We think it boring
to read never-ending lists of unfamiliar names, most of which we
can't even properly pronounce. | admit to scanning through such
passages, but my eyes stick every time | come acrossaname |
know something about. We use names to recall an embodiment of
thoughts, feelings, facts, and experiences we associate with a
person.

I'm proud of the heritage in my name, as I'm sure you are too. A
particular source of prideisafirst or middle name which has been
passed down through the family. The last name is kind of
obligatory. Have you been named after someone who has gone
before you? My middle name, Doyle, is my grandfather's middle
name. He went by Doyle rather than his given first name, Ulmer. |
don't blame him. My mother's middle name is Doylene. | wonder
where that came from? She wouldn't like for me to revea her
given first name. | don't blame her either. No one in our family
would want any of their ancestors' first names, but we have sort of
atradition started with this middle name thing. | have passed this
tradition on regarding my son, Creighton Doyle Hazlett. Perhaps
you have been given a unique first and middle name. Thereisa
certain charm about that also. Regardless, our name conjures up
images of who we are in the eyes of others. In this sense, thereis
power in asmall cluster of letters.
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On the other hand, the Bible tells us there is true power in the
name of God and in the name of His son, Jesus. Why, the formal
name of God was never spoken in olden times out of reverence
and fear. Commandment number three warns us to not misuse the
name of God. Today, we can't walk down street, see amovie, or
turn on the television without hearing the names of God and Jesus
used alongside vulgar expressions. Our society has devalued God
and Jesus by allowing such usage to become commonplace. The
last part of Exodus 20:7 says, "... for the Lord will not hold
anyone guiltless who misuses his name." Deuteronomy 28:58 aso
carries astern warning, "If you do not carefully follow al the
words of thislaw, which are written in this book, and do not
revere this glorious and awesome name -- the Lord your God --
the Lord will send fearful plagues on you and your descendants,
harsh and prolonged disasters, and severe and lingering illnesses."
| wonder which plagues, disasters, and lingering illnesses we
witness are a result of God honoring this cause-result relationship.

In order to remind us of the power and prominence of the name of
Jesus, | cite the following sprinkle of verses. John 16:23b says, "...
| tell you the truth, my Father will give you whatever you ask in
my name." We'realso told in Acts 4:12, "Salvation is found in no
one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by
which we must be saved.” Romans 10:13 gives us those
reassuring words, "... Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord
will be saved." Philippians 2:9-11 states, "Therefore God exalted
him [Christ Jesus] to the highest place and gave him the name that
isabove every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should
bow, in heaven and under the earth, and every tongue confess that
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father."

Let's elevate God's name to its rightful place of holiness. Let's
trust God's Word for the saving power in the Lord's name.
Earnestly call upon His name which is above every name. Do it
and you will find your name in the Lamb's Book of Life.
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11 TheDiamond Tree

Since about our eighth wedding anniversary, my wife, Rose, had
been warning me in no uncertain terms that she expected a good
present for our 10th anniversary. I'd stopped giving her giftslong
ago. She never liked anything | gave her. Why, | recall thetime |
bought her favorite perfume, Joy. | knew | couldn't go wrong with
a self-declared favorite luxury item, but | was wrong. Rose was
upset with me for something the day | presented her gift, so she
wanted to pour the perfume down the drain. | rescued the perfume
and took it back to the store for my money back. Now | just give
her cash and let her buy her own presents. | knew, however, that
the 10th had to be special. | had to actually buy her something,
and it had to be significant.

Rose soon let me know exactly what she expected, a diamond
bracelet. | knew what she had in mind wasn't one of those mass-
produced tennis bracelets. | knew that 1'd have to save and skimp
for awhile to pull this one off. It just so happened that | finished
paying off the car, but my credit union did not discontinue the
monthly payroll deductions. To terminate the automatic electronic
transfer required me to file some paperwork. This opportunity to
be passive seemed to be a good way to set aside some extra
dough, and it wouldn't really affect our cash flow (historically
speaking), since we were used to amonthly car payment. Oh, |
had to dip into thetill acouple of timesto cover afew large hills,
but al in al, it was agood system. The money kept piling up, and
| was on target to afford something nice.

In my graduate school days, | had done a bit of diamond and
jewelry brokering, so | knew the insand outs. | tried my hand at
jewelry making as well. I made my own wedding ring-- a band of
white gold sandwiched between yellow gold bands soldered into a
single piece. | like to interpret the three rings as a symbolic union
between Rose, God, and myself, with God as the white band of
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purity and righteousness. The origina design, however, was based
solely upon artistic impression.

Once afellow at the gas station admired my ring. When | said I'd
made it myself, he asked, in histhick Middle Eastern accent, if
that meant that | had married myself. | just laughed. | guess |
wasn't thrilled about Rose's gift selection track record either. After
al, awedding ring is an item to be worn for alifetime.

At the time of thiswriting, I'm not wearing my ring. Oh, I'll put it
back on soon, but I've seemed to have developed an unusual
sensitivity to poison ivy or poison oak. When | was younger, |
could roll in it with no reaction. Once, Rose devel oped an awful
rash, including alarge spot on her back. | helped her apply some
cream to those unreachable areas, and I've contracted rashes every
growing season since. It is said that individual s take on
characteristic traits of their spouses, but thisisridiculous. Well,
we've definitely got some of the stuff somewhere in the yard out
back. If | get that potent oil on my hands, the ring will never come
off. I'm also taking the opportunity to resize my ring. I'm not the
same diameter | was at the wedding alter in more ways than one.

Getting back to the bracelet -- investment of what | considered to
be a sizable sum required some cross-checking. | had my fill of
miscalculations. | brought home a number of jewelry catalogue
photocopies for Rose to ingpect. After al, it was not going to be a
surprise gift. She made her choice; | got the bal rolling.

It gave me great pride to be able to give Rose a bangle bracel et
with 1.5 caratsin relatively high grade diamonds across the top. It
was an eye-catching piece, although it really looked out of place
with most of Rose's wardrobe. | presented the bracelet to Rose on
August 31 and took it back the following week to get the
engraving on the inside, "To My Dearest Rose on our 10th
Anniversary." It made me proud to see Rose wear the bracelet. |
think she wore it everywhere for the first week or so. Thereafter, |
saw her wear it only to church on Sundays and special occasions. |
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had noticed that the safety catch didn't work very well, but wasn't
overly concerned.

November 26, 1995 was no ordinary day. It was Sunday, and we
dressed for church as usual. We were running our obligatory 15
minutes behind schedule, but Rose, who seldom lets others drive
her Suburban, made up ground on our 20+ mile trip to church.
Like a seasoned jockey pulls back on thereinsto keep a
thoroughbred under control, | verbally throttled back Rose from
my back seat location. As we approached the drop off point (Rose
let us off and parked to minimize the tardiness of the kids to their
respective classes), Courtney complained of a stomach ache. This
was nothing new, really. | asked Courtney if she had used the
bathroom that morning. When she said no, | told her that we'd
stop off at the ladies room before | accompanied her to her
classroom. We did, and she said she felt alittle better.

Around 30-45 minutes later, | received atap on the shoulder in my
Sunday school class from our Children's Minister. Courtney was
sick and was now in the children's divisional office resting. When
| got there, Courtney was looking okay. She had a half empty
Coke can in her hand and was going after the second half. It was a
special Sunday School day with a mission emphasis. The kids
paraded from room to room to hear different missionaries tell
about their experiences. It was during one of the treks through the
hallway between missionaries when Courtney had spotted the
Children's Minister. They had always had a special relationship.
Like adam bursting, Courtney began crying at the sight of a
familiar face. Courtney had a bad stomach ache. A few minutes
after my arrival, Courtney's teacher came by to seeif she'd liketo
come back to class. By then, Courtney was feeling better, and
after a second trip to the bathroom, Courtney went back to Sunday
School for the last 10 minutes.

| picked Courtney up from class, but she was moving kind of slow
and acting sleepy. We wasted afew minutes in the church library
while the crowd from the earlier service dissipated. Rose,
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Courtney, and | went into the sanctuary early enough to get three
aisle seats, front and center -- or at |east as close as we cared to be.
During the service, Courtney wanted to rest and perhaps even take
anap. Due to the circumstances, we obliged her. We'd made it
through prayer, musical worship, and offertory fine.

The pastor was a good ten minutes into his sermon when suddenly
Courtney rose up with wide eyes and declared she felt like she
was going to throw up. | whisked Courtney around Rose who was
seated at the end. We made it about 20 feet toward the rear when
Courtney spilled her guts on the carpeted aisle, still agood 10 or
more pew rows from the door. Like the Dutch boy who put his
finger in the dike, | put out my hand, asif there were a chance that
Courtney's stomach contents would stop at one handful (or
mouthful). Some kind, quick-thinking person handed their
husband a purse-sized pack of tissues, who in turn passed it to me.
During that split second | contemplated actually trying to clean up
the mess, but Courtney was obviously not finished, so we side-
stepped the mess and rushed to the nearest ladies room. It was not
soon enough though as Courtney had a repeat performance on the
ladies room floor. Even as we hurried out of the sanctuary, | recall
one woman's comforting words, "Don't worry about it. We'll take
careof it. You'd be surprised at how often that happens.” Well,
that made me feel better, but | wasn't the sick one.

Rose was apparently ignorant of the vomiting incidents, as she
kept her seat throughout the remainder of the sermon. Courtney
was resting comfortably now on a padded pew in the hallway, just
outside the bathroom. Just prior to the extension of the invitation,

| left Courtney to retrieve her mother before we had to deal with a
crowd in getting Courtney to the car. Rose offered to escort
Courtney across the street and remote parking lot, while |
retrieved Creighton, our son, from his Sunday School classroom.
We met up at the truck -- ready to convalesce at home.

We reached our house without further incident. Creighton was fast
asleep in the front seat. Rose scooped him up to take him to bed so
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that his nap would go uninterrupted. | aided Courtney to her bed
also to recuperate from within a state of slumber. It was
somewhere about then, when Rose began to undress from her
Sunday clothes that she declared her bracelet missing.

We searched Creighton's bed while he slept -- but no bracel et.
Rose and | looked all around the Suburban, inside and out -- to no
avail. | called the church, but of course, no one wasto bein the
office until time for the evening worship service. | used the voice
mail system to leave a message for the Children's Minister, in
hope that she could check in the church office for lost and found
items. Strangely enough, Rose seemed more distraught than me.
Although our efforts that day were unsuccessful, | was sure that if
the bracelet were lost at church, someone would recognize its
valueand turnitin.

The next morning, | had an eye doctor appointment in the vicinity.
My pupils were still dilated, but | stopped off at the church to
retrace our steps from the time we parked on Sunday morning, to
the time when we returned separately to the car to go home. My
eyes combed the extensive parking area and church grounds. Once
inside the building, my eyes scoured the premises. Surely if the
bracelet were lost inside the building, someone would have picked
it up by then. | checked the Sunday School room, but the entire
room layout had been changed since Sunday morning. | looked
and felt around the cushions in the pew where Rose sat, and sat,
and sat, while Courtney's stomach was turning inside out. | went
to the church office and inquired about returned items. | left my
name, phone numbers, and a description of the bracelet on a sticky
note pad in the main secretary's office. | checked in with the
Children's Minister. The bracel et was nowhere to be found.

It was on my way back across the street and into the parking lot
when a great sense of comfort came over me. It was there on the
tree-lined walkway that | reflected upon the goodness of our Lord.
If God wanted us to find that bracelet, we'd get it back. Why if
God so desired, He could make diamond bracel ets sprout on the
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very trees which marked my path. | was no longer concerned. The
earthly value of that bracelet was placed in proper perspective. My
God isLord over it al.

Over the next few days, Rose and | ssimply made the bracelet an
object of our prayers. Rose was reminded of the account in the
sixth chapter of the book of 2 Kings where Elishawas able to
recover a borrowed ax head which was lost in a stream. God
answered Elishas prayer by making stedl float to the surface of
the water. | also thought of the parable of the woman who lost a
coin. She swept the house clean until the item was found. | took
thisto heart and thoroughly searched the carport, manned with a
leaf blower.

With the passage of time, my positive outlook had turned sour.
Surely, the bracelet was found by then. Perhaps it had been
pawned. Maybe the diamonds had been extracted, and the bracel et
reduced to its gold value.

My prayers also had changed. If the Lord had put the bracelet into
the hands of a needy person, then let it be so. However, if it had
fallen into the hands of a greedy person, | wasin favor of the Lord
striking the individual with plagues as when the Ark of the
Covenant had fallen into the hands of the Philistines. Wherever
the Ark was kept in the land of Isragl's enemy, the people of the
town suffered. Many were covered with tumors. The Ark went
from town to town until the Philistines only desire wasto rid
themselves completely of this spoil of battle with the Israglites.
The fear of God motivated the Philistines to even send gifts of
gold back with the Ark. Rats and tumors cast in gold symbolized
the way the Philistines suffered for failing to humble themselves
before the God of Isragl. There was much celebrating in Isragl
when the Ark was returned, but it was the Lord's hand that
brought it back -- not the actions of the Israglites.

Before long, the bracelet was no longer a concern of ours. We had
abig family vacation planned to Disney World, and we were
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ready to go. | was ready to go. I'd never been before. Thiswas, of
course, before the boycott. Having kids with ages three and eight
is aready-made excuse for some kid fun as an adult. | couldn't get
agood deal on airfares, so we opted to drive. That decision was
based on some bad information on the length of the drive. We had
allotted only one day for the outbound trip. Asreality sank in from
inspecting maps and mileage charts, | did allow for atwo-day
return.

We had a great time as afamily. My step-daughter, Angie -- then
in her early twenties, went also. Thiswas one trip where after the
initial planning, money was not a concern. That's the kind of
vacation | like. So many times before our vacations could not be
divorced from our financial situation. Aswe were driving back,
our thoughts turned toward Christmas, which was only two days
away. We'd get home in time to spend one night in our own beds
before we'd reload and head south to my parents' home for the
holiday.

When we arrived home, there were a number of messages on our
telephone answering machine, including multiple ones from
someone | didn't recognize. The message was to please return his
call before Christmas. One of the recordings said that he'd also
tried to reach me at work. | called my voice mail system at work
to seeif there were any additional cluesto the mystery caller. The
message at work shed no additional light on the identity of the
caller. In fact, the message was essentially a repeat of the one on
my personal answering machine. Again, there was an emphatic
pleafor areturn call before Christmas, if at all possible. | dialed
the number, not really knowing what to say except that | was
returning the call. | really did not want to talk to a sales person,
but not just anyone would have access to both my work and home
phone numbers. The voice on the other end of the linewas a
friendly one -- an elderly man with a passionate but decidedly
poignant tone. Quickly the conversation turned to a matter of a
lost bracelet!
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| answered a number of detailed questions concerning a
description of the bracelet we lost and the general |ocation where
the loss occurred. When | related the inscription, the voice on the
other end of the phone said he was confident that he had our lost
bracelet in his possession. He then told me how he came upon the
bracel et in the shopping center parking lot on one of his periodic
walks. He was not a member of our church. The churchisthe
landlord of the shopping center property, but there was no positive
link between the found bracel et and the church across the street.

In fact, when the church was contacted, no connection was made,
despite the church office having the necessary information. On the
second or third consultation with the church office, cross-
referencing with lost-and-found notes surfaced my information,
including my work and home numbers. He wanted to resolve the
situation before Christmas as a sort of Christmas present to relieve
any further anxiety before the holiday. The conversation then
turned to how we'd rendez-vous before our family needed to leave
town again. We decided to meet at his home following the church
service the following morning.

The exchange meeting took place. We spent a good hour visiting
before our kids began displaying signs of impatience. Besides, it
was two o'clock in the afternoon, and we hadn't fed them lunch.
We drove off feeling good. It was nice to have the bracelet back,
but it was, by this point, anecdotal. Our initial prayers were
answered, but our lives were enriched so much more through this
experience. Most every Sunday after the morning worship service,
| glance skyward when passing along the tree-lined walkway and
smile. The most profound thing isthat 1'd still do the same -- with
or without the bracelet.
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Reflections

Have you lost something which nearly drove you crazy? Car keys
are probably the most common example. Perhaps you retraced
your steps, moved the furniture, and sweated bullets until those
keysturned up. | already alluded to aBiblical parable equivaent,
the lost coin. Likewise, we have the story of the shepherd who left
hisflock of 99 to look for the one that strayed. The important
thing to take away is the value God places on each of us. He wants
nothing greater than to see us acknowledge him as Creator and
Lord. Things are just things. God ownsit all. God can replace it
al and more. The question is, "Should he?' Matthew 16:26
reminds us of the words of Jesus, "What good will it be for aman
if he gainsthe world, yet forfeits his soul?" Finding things doesn't
compare with finding your way to God.

God came into thisworld to let us know Him better, to teach us
how we should live, and to provide a means for us to come be
with Him in heaven after thislifeis over. Those that reject God
and His plan either refuse to believe in an afterlife or have
modeled a god in their own image. If mortal lifeisthe end of an
individual, then the self-gratifying lifestyle isameans to an end,
literally. At the other extreme are those that believe an all-loving
god would send no oneto hell. Adjacent to these are people who
believe that no god would send anyone to hell who hasled a
"good" life. In turn, the eastern religions have no real need for
salvation, since everything is god, and god isin everything. In
those circles, if you don't cometo that perfect realization, you get
another chance at life in another form. The rebirth of this
philosophy in Americaisfound in the New Age Movement. What
do you believe about God? A surprisingly large number of people
don't even have an answer to that question.

When Jesus walked the face of this earth, most saw him as a man,
many felt that he was a prophet, few recognized him as the Christ,
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God incarnate. Asdifficult asit isto believe, adirect encounter
with the Son of God could be spiritually uneventful. If thiswere
not so, not a hand could have been lifted to beat, scourge, or
crucify Jesus. Without the crucifixion, we'd still be judged by our
ability to conform to Old Testament law, we would still be
sacrificing animals to gain forgiveness for our sins, and we
wouldn't be able to pray to our god as individuals apart from our
priest. God, of course, could have had an alternative plan for our
redemption, but instead God had a perfect plan which was fully
aligned with God's relationship to man following Adam'’s choice
to disobey.

In Hebrews 9:22, we are reminded, "In fact, the law requires that
nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the
shedding of blood thereis no forgiveness." Jesus was that
sacrifice for you and me. 2 Corinthians 6: 21 says, "God made
him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might
become the righteousness of God." The Bible does not teach
universalism, that we're all going to heaven. Y ou must recognize
we are all unworthy to come before a righteous god, affirm the
deity of Jesus, believe that Jesus died to cover your sin, and accept
that he was resurrected to be with God the Father and to mediate
on your behalf. Thus, we enter into heaven on the proverbial
coattails of Jesus and not on our own, because there is no act of
goodness good enough to pay for your own ticket. Can | count on
seeing you in heaven?
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12 TheThornin My Side

Each of us hasthat alittle something physical about themselves
they really would like to change. Sometimesit's only something
external, such as hair color. Americans spend millions each year
adding highlights, touching up the gray, or completely changing
their hair color. According to a November, 1996 articlein
American Demographics, 26% of U.S. households purchased hair
color products for women in 1995. In contrast, 3% of U.S.
households purchased color treatment products for men in the
same year. Are men buying hair color products for women?

Some of the differential can be contributed to a double standard
concerning gray between the sexes; however, many men have a
more harrowing problem. Y ou've got to have something therein
order to treat it! Pharmacia & Upjohn, Inc. reported $96 million in
Rogaine salesin 1994 to the U.S. market. The product is now
available as an over-the-counter product at full prescription
strength. As of early 1997, Pharmacia & Upjohn claimed more
than 5 million Rogaine customers. Bald may be beautiful, but alot
of people think the more, the merrier.

On amore permanent note, cosmetic surgery isamulti-billion
dollar industry. Reconstructive surgery restores countless victims
of accidents and cancer, but the American Academy of Cosmetic
Surgery logged more than amillion elective surgery casesin 1994
-- the face lifts, the tummy tucks, the liposuctions, etc. At that
time, the most popular procedures by far were liposuction,
chemical peel, and hair transplants. The age group 35-50
accounted for only 34% of those procedures tracked. Breast
augmentation topped the list for 19-34 year-olds, but this
procedure had dropped from the charts for the over 35 crowd. Are
mature women no longer preoccupied with breast size, or is vanity
merely diverted elsewhere?
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For those not inclined to go under the knife by choice, thereis no
shortage of cosmetic products claiming to erase or lessen facial
wrinkles. According to the February, 1996 issue of Medical
Sciences Bulletin, "Nearly 25 million women in the U.S. are
between the ages of 30 and 50, and they spend more than $1
billion annually on cosmetics to reduce the ravages of time." In
the same report, Johnson & Johnson's Ortho Pharmaceuticals
projected $175 million in first year sales for their newest anti-
wrinkle cream, Renova. Considering the price of some of these
items, | have advised my wife to douse on alittle Crisco®
shortening. So far, she'signored my suggestion. | suppose, if
heeded, she might have smooth skin but a problem with flies.

In this age of science and technology, countless 'defects’ can be
masked or completely repaired, and Americans are willing to
exchange a big chunk of their paychecks for alittle self-esteem
boost. Still, others are humbled by more deep-rooted problems for
which medical science offers no quick-fix cure at any price.

The most prolific of al the Biblical writers, Paul, agonized over
some such ailment. Paul writesin 2 Corinthians 12:7-10,

To keep me from becoming conceited because of these
surpassingly great revelations, there was given me athorn
in my flesh, amessenger of Satan, to torment me. Three
times | pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But
he said to me "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power
is made perfect in weakness." Therefore | will boast al the
more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power
may rest on me. That iswhy, for Christ's sake, | delight in
weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in
difficulties. For when | am weak, then | am strong.

To the world, Paul's discourse is paradoxical. It runs counter to
the world view, but isn't so the entire Christian life? We don't
know for sure what Paul's "thorn in the flesh" was, but we do
know that for Paul, it was something he must have confronted
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daily. Paul was tormented, not just annoyed or saddened, by his
defect which God refused to mend or restore. Paul could heal
others of their maladies through the power of the Holy Spirit, but
he could do nothing about his own chronic condition.

Unlike many, however, Paul saw beyond his problem to recognize
the hand of God in hisimpairment. Seeing beyond the situation --
isn't that the key to avictorious life no matter what the
circumstances? Saul of Tarsus had met the risen Lord face-to-
face, was given an evangelistic calling, was the instrument of
God's blessing in amiraculous healing ministry, and was spared
his own life on countless occasions. If anyone had reason to think
himself specia, it was Paul. Still, Paul's thorn in the flesh kept his
feet on the ground. Paul retained a strong dose of humility
because of the weakness so obvious and painful to him.

Do you have athorn in the flesh -- something which keeps you
humble and brings you closer to God in a spirit of weakness? |
most certainly do, although my thorn in the flesh may go
completely unnoticed by all but those with whom | live. | too have
voiced Paul's prayer for restoration, but it hasn't come. | also
admit that this chapter was not in my original outline. | though it
too personal to share. On vacation with my family, amidst the
biological clock confusion which accompanies a major time
change, | felt convicted to write of my own thorn in the flesh,

even as the unrelenting pain commenced.

When | succumbed to the Popeye manifesto, | sought help from a
medical specialist. The Popeye manifesto is when you reach that
point where you cry out, "I've had allz | can stand, and me can'st
stand no more.” Men have especially high thresholds for admitting
physical weakness. | could stand it no more and was ready to face
abad medical report just to substantiate that my problem was real
and not going away on its own. | experienced tremendous
headaches, neckaches, chills, and fever on avery frequent basis. A
pattern had developed where | knew whether | was going to be
sick each day by 8:00 am. My doctor scheduled a battery of tests.
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Life threatening causes were ruled out, but a physiological
condition was noted. In his opinion, my condition was
controllable through a combination of diet and lifestyle change.

The doctor was right, but it took me nearly two yearsto learn how
to cope with my condition. After extended self-experimentation, |
have declared victory, but the battle is still adaily one. The best
treatment for my condition is afixed daily schedule -- afixed
schedule and a gallon of water aday. | drink a megasize glass of
water at breakfast before my 45 minute commute to work and
another at lunch. Somedays that drive is a formidable challenge to
bladder control. Some co-workers may think I'm eager to get to
work as | enter the building with along stride and a serious face,
but if they could keep pace, they'd find that | make a beeline for
the nearest men's room. After taking care of business, they'd find a
different me on the way to my office door -- the serious face given
way to a smile and the quickened pace exchanged for a casual

gait.

Chronic health problems are no fun, and they demand change. My
situation also led meto incorporate a quiet time permanently into
my schedule. Rarely will | sleepin. | can't afford it. | riseearly in
the morning and get with God and my Bible before greeting other
members of God's creation. | can relate to Paul's declaration,
because when | am weak physically, | am strengthened
emotionally and spiritually. | have athornin my side, and | can
see and relate to God more clearly because of it. Perhaps someday
| will be healed. Perhaps | will not. It is not a question of faith,
because my God is a god of miracles. Regardless of the outcome,

| count it all joy.
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Reflections

What is keeping you from fellowship with God? Do you need a
spiritual wake-up call? Why must we wait to return to God in
times of crisis? Why does aphysical crisis get our attention more
easily than a spiritual crisis? People are scared to death of asix-
letter word, CANCER, because it reminds us of our mortality and
the possibility of a painful death. Why are people not scared of a
four-letter word, HELL?

Fellow Christian experiencing physical problems, the Lord can
heal you, but should he? Perhaps you, like me, can find strength
through your weakness. Would your daily walk be stronger or
more prone to postponement if you experienced total restoration
of your physical impairment?

Non-Christian, the same God that parted the Red Sea performs
miracles today. Why should God perform amiracle for you? Jesus
had a healing ministry. In Matthew 11:20 we find, "Then Jesus
began to denounce the cities in which most of his miracles had
been performed, because they did not repent.” Why should Jesus
perform amiracle for you? Rather, repent, seal your eternal
destiny, then bring your petition to God.
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13 The Road To Damascus Or Santa Fe

Rose had abandoned her family for two weeks of active military
duty in Oklahoma, but we were managing household affairs just
fine. During that time period though, | was having some trouble
sleeping. | always have difficulty sleeping when Rose is out of
town. Usually | place her pillows lengthwise in her place. That
helps alot. Thiswas different. My difficulties were not just
waking up in the middle of the night as usual in Rose's absence. |
was waking up to sharp painsin the chest. The pain would go
away amost asfast asit came. By the time Rose returned, | was
pretty much back to normal.

| received an invitation to attend a technical workshop in Los
Alamos. It was an honor to be asked to come speak at such a
gathering of experts from across the country. My boss wasn't
supportive of thetrip, so | took vacation time and went
representing Me, Inc. | arrived in Albuquerque as | had done
many times before. | picked up my rental car and was on my way.
Asit was amost dusk, | decided to go to Los Alamos via Santa
Fe. Thereisafantastically beautiful back road through the
mountains, but | thought it wisest to return that way when | could
see the sights rather than drive past them in a shroud of darkness.
Besides, some of the best food in the world is served in Santa Fe,
and it would be just about dinner time when | would hit St.
Francis Boulevard.

About midway between Albuquerque and Sante Fe, it hit be like a
ton of bricks. A piercing pain in the chest nearly overpowered me.
| felt alittle light headed and moved over to the outside lane in
case | needed to stop. | decelerated but regained my faculties.
There was no place to stop. | was in abarren place. Sure, there
were other cars on the road, but who would stop to help? What
help could they provide, anyway? The logical choice wasto drive
on. Twice more the pains returned. On the road to Santa Fe, |
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thought my life was coming to an end. Could | be having a heart
attack at age thirty seven?

There | was, having a heart problem out in the middle of nowhere
and far from home. | thought about the inconvenience it would be
for Rose to deal with arrangements in getting my body back to
Texas. What amess! It was far too much trouble. | couldn't die
and cause such administrative problems. | thought about my kids.
With my son not quite five, he'd not remember his dad when he
grew older. Who would be there to make Courtney sit before her
piano to practice? | couldn't die. There were too many loose ends.

Far from home and the family | loved, | asked God to allow me to
finish thislife strong. This book was not yet complete. My vision
of aPassion Week musical piece was still just avision. My Judeo-
Roman epic would never hit the shelves or the Big Screen. All
these mission opportunities would die with me. It just simply
couldn't happen. | told God so.

Threetimes | felt faint with sharp chest pains and pulled over to
the side of the road to pray. | ate what | thought might be my last
meal in Santa Fe that evening. Some might think it strange that |
drove to arestaurant rather than a hospital. | don't know why.
Maybe it's aman thing. After a great southwestern style dinner, |
drove on to Los Alamos again thinking of all the unfinished
business | had with God. | knew there were things left for me to
do this side of heaven.

Upon my arrival at the hotel in Los Alamos, | called home to talk
to my wife. She felt confident that | was just experiencing
heartburn. | drew some confidence in her medical opinion. She
suggested that | get something to settle my stomach from the
drugstore. | did. | really didn't derive any comfort from that bottle
of chalky stuff. | dept little that night. My mind was racing. My
chest continued hurting. | couldn't escape the thought, "If | fall
asleep, will | wake up?'
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Medically, it turned out to be acute heartburn. Spiritually, it turned
out to be acute heart examination. Ever since that time, |'ve battled
periodic heartburn episodes. Ever since that time, |'ve been
determined to make my remaining time on this earth count.

Reflections

When's the last time you had a spiritual check-up? If you died
today, what would be left undone? Studiestell us that the majority
of uswill be remembered for only about two weeks after our
death. Life goes on. Oh, family members will still have recall, but
will you leave any fruit from your lifetime for future generations?
Leave behind alegacy before you go to your eternal reward.
Whatever direction you're driving today, stop the car, examine
your spiritual condition, steer in God's direction, and mash that
accelerator!



14 Finding God'sWill

Mid-life is adangeroustime. | guess most people go through
some kind of mid-life crisis. Often they get through it unscathed.
Some buy sports cars. Some seek new thrills, such asflying. Men
would do well to guard their hearts. Many men are driven into the
hands of another woman by their inability to find whatever is
missing in their lives, discarding their relationships with wife and
children for pleasures of the moment. The Bible says in the book
of Proverbs, "The mouth of an adulteressis adeep pit; hewhois
under the Lord's wrath will fall into it." It also states that God will
not let the sin of adultery go uncovered; He will testify against
that man and bring him to account. Proverbs 6:27-29 asks, "Can a
man scoop fire into his lap without his clothes being burned? Can
aman walk on hot coals without his feet being scorched? So is he
who sleeps with another man's wife; no one who touches her will
go unpunished.” Mid-life isindeed a dangerous time.

Regardless of the temptation and whether or not it leads to sin,
mid-lifeisatime for soul searching. Some souls find their way
into the Lamb's Book of Life; others set a course for self-
destruction with eternal consequences. Those who already call
themselves Christians often question the career path and lifestyle
they've chosen, as they want to make a differencein thislife and
beyond. The thought of being forgotten two weeks after your
burial brings forth a sense of urgency to one's remaining years. It
sounds like King Solomon, the wisest man to walk the earth, aside
from Jesus, was doing alot of soul-searching throughout the book
of Ecclesiastes. | know no one who desires to live a meaningless
life "chasing after the wind." Neither do I.

I'm the last to brag, but | found myself in a comfortable position. |
had an intelligent, loving spouse, two great, well-adjusted kids, an
okay home, reasonably dependable transportation, a fantastic
church home, and more. We weren't rich; we were getting
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comfortable. | also found myself giving significantly to others.
We'd been foster parents. | had been involved in several children's
ministries. In terms of charitable giving, we'd gone well past the
tithe. Things were seemingly okay at my job too. | was earning a
decent income. | had the respect of my peers. I'd published quite a
few papersin popular technical journals. I'd traveled to places like
Russia, Norway, England, France, and Canada on job-related
occasions. | worked with some of the brightest people on leading
edge imaging and supercomputing technologies in our national
laboratories. A colleague of mine even dropped by my office
occasionally to assure methat if successful in my research
endeavors, | could win a Nobel prize. Although this comment was
always made in a semi-serious manner, | took it all in stride,
knowing that Nobel Prizes are not awarded in engineering. Still, it
is atremendous boost to fedl that your work is appreciated, and
not regarded as Solomon puts it, "...something meaningless under
the sun."

Then | began becoming uncomfortable with being comfortable --
with alittle help from circumstances. Was | really making a
difference with the mgjor fraction of my time, my career? Of
course, several rounds of layoffs in the research department will
get your attention. The message being heralded by the
management across Americawas clearly that research haslittle
value. Right behind research comes researchers. | also pondered,
"Isit avalid use of my timeto investigate why things work the
way they do? Why not just ask God, since physicsis his specialty?
If helll answer, it'd sure save alot of time and effort.” | also began
to be challenged spiritually. Does my work honor God? Does it
make an eternal difference? Am | in the center of God's perfect
will for my life? Is there something else | could do that would
have a greater impact on the eternal destiny of those | passin the
halls and in the malls? Should God's work be limited to evenings
and weekends? Was | a part-time Christian due to dilution?

There certainly were other things | have enjoyed over the years
that potentially could honor God in a greater way, if done on a
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full-time basis. Among those were composing music and writing
short stories, but 1'd neither performed in public nor successfully
impressed a publisher. Theinternal pull in these directions was
undeniable, but | questioned my ability to overcome my severe
introvertism and my ability to garner a steady income -- or any
income at all. | prayed about it alot. Finally, | told God that if He
wanted me to pursue music or writing, He needed to send me a
strong word of encouragement.

When the children's bus ministry moved activities to Saturday, |
suddenly had no commitments on Sunday morning for the first
timein adecade. My wife and | began to attend Zig Ziglar's
Sunday School class, known as the Encouragers Class. Zigisa
great speaker and motivator. He draws a crowd, so it was easy to
retain anonymity. One Sunday, Zig challenged the classto read In
His Steps by Charles Sheldon. Zig also said that if anyone pledged
to follow the book's creed to always ask what would Jesus do in
each and every situation we encounter, he wanted to know about
it. | made a note of the book title, but later that day, my wife
produced a copy for me directly from our bookshelf at home. She
remembered it was there, but she didn't recall being overly
impressed by the book. As | began reading, | wasn't captivated by
the plot or literary style, but the theme of the book was hard to
discount.

One Sunday before class, | presented Zig with aletter stating that
I'd read the book, and | was struggling with God's will for me with
regard to my career. Two weeks later, | received a persona
telephone call from Zig Ziglar. He was initially very apologetic.

Y ou see, he'd placed my letter in his jacket pocket and forgotten
about it. Only when he went to put on the same suit again did he
rediscover and read my letter. | never expected a phone call from
him. He's a celebrity, a best-selling author with speaking
engagements all over the globe, but Zig Ziglar gave me acall to
follow up on my acceptance of the challenge he gave from the
podium. Zig told me about the length of time it took for him to be
able to do what he does best on afull time basis. The consummate
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encourager was giving me a personal motivational word, spurring
me on to find God's will and do it. | continued to attend Zig's
class, and we exchanged a handful of letters. It just goes to show
that you better be careful what you pray for, because you just
might get it.

About that time, my wife had cut out an ad from a Christian
magazine concerning awriters workshop. This magazine was
offering an all expense paid workshop to foster the talents of
potential freelance writers. | guess they were trying to guarantee a
steady supply of literary contributors. To enter, one had to submit
asample of writing with a Christian message. As | had several
chapters of this book written, | thought the timing was not by
coincidence. The only catch was in the word limit. | had decided
that the Diamond Tree story held my best potential as a stand
alone narrative, but the word count feature of my word processor
told me that my ready-made chapter was more than twice the
acceptable length. | mercilessly chopped and whittled away. With
each successive deletion, the job became more difficult. After
some painful decision-making, | had my story. | recall my bold
certainty that | was going to win one of those spots, and this just
might be the launching pad for anew career. Asthe notification
period approached, | nervoudly sifted through each day's mail. The
winners notification never came. That was area let down. |
stayed away from writing for the next couple of months -- literary
writing that is.

Just afew short months later, | found myself joining another
church. My old church had outgrown the facilities and announced
aplan to move the church significantly further north. Aswe were
already logging a 25 mile trek each way, we found ourselves not
getting caught up in the excitement that surrounds a move to the
bigger and better. We probably would have stuck with our old
church alittle longer, but the death of a prior pastor prompted our
early departure. This pastor was very much loved but was forced
to leave the church due to marital infidelity. Y ou see, that former
pastor had dreamed of moving the church many years before. To
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see the vision become areality under the leadership of someone
else was emotionally taxing, especially for Rose. The birth of the
dream juxtaposed to the death at an early age from brain cancer of
the man who first bore that dream proved too difficult for us. We
never returned there for Sunday services after the funeral. God
was tugging on our hearts and signaling to usthat it was time to
begin a new chapter, a new ministry, a new spiritual journey. Just
as | had felt a sense of peace in first coming to Dallas, | knew the
seed of Christian service and spiritual awakening had been
planted. It was timeto find God's will al over again.

Still, another revelation haunts me. Surely God would like to use
me and whatever talents | have to His glory, but perhaps I'm not
the one to carry the banner. Maybe my calling is a necessary but
less dignified one. As| think about the great keepers of the faith
in the Bible and in modern times, one thought surfaces. These
great men and women did not get to where they were going alone.
Most had parents, grandparents, friends, or relatives who instilled
in them afoundation of Godly principles. As| look through
Genesis, Chronicles, and even the Gospel of Matthew, | seealong
procession of names before reaching those more notable
descendants. | see that each and every name isimportant, and a
break in the chain has unforeseen, yet far-reaching, ramifications.
Had there not been a Arphaxad, we would not have arecord of
Abraham, whose faithfulness has brought God's blessing upon his
descendants to this day. Had there never been an Amram, we'd
never have heard of Moses, who faithfully served as an instrument
of liberation for God's people from bondage in Egypt. If not for
Zerubbabel, the very lineage of Jesus would have been broken.

My creed is a combination of the declaration of Mordecai to
Esther, queen of ancient Iran, and of Job as he agonized over his
plight. Mordecai told Esther, his cousin, that maybe she'd cometo
such aposition in life for the purpose of saving her people.
Mordecai insisted to let it be done through Esther and not another.
Esther from her position of prominence exposed her heritage at
the risk of her own life in obedience to her interpretation of God's

89

will for her life. On the other extreme, Job, stripped of wealth,
family, friends, and health, declared, "Though He slay me, | will
praise the Lord." Knowing not why things were the way they
were, Job recognized that God's plan outwel ghs the desires of the
individual mortal man. What is best is not always visiblein a
singleinstant intime or in asingle person’s life. Sometimes the
collective good is only seen with the passage of time. Sometimes
good is only recognized by the impact of events over several
generations. Just take alook in the book of Hebrewsin the well
known "Hall of Faith" passages. There we are reminded of the
faithful who never saw the promises of God fulfilled in their
lifetime. Nevertheless, every promise was kept, and their faith was
counted as righteousness.

I've come to the sobering realization that it's anoble calling to be
agood husband or father. It is honorable to bring home a
paycheck which allows my wife to take a lower wage nursing job
taking care of underprivileged children in our public schools and
the undesirable portions of our community. It isjustification
enough to raise children in the fear and admonition of the Lord
who someday may play the piano for their church or preach from
apulpit. It's ajustifiable ambition to teach about Jesus and God's
plan of salvation in Sunday School. Which one of those kids will
go on to be amissionary at home or abroad? Which life will fulfill
the master plan? Which life will fulfill the Master's plan?

Even as | wrestle with the possibilities of being aless prominent
piece of God's puzzle, | cannot draw that ot for myself. | can be
content with my role, aslong as | know it is God's role for me. As
long as some uncertainty exists, | must keep testing the doors of
opportunity that are available to me. | trust in God to keep
redirecting me from the wrong path. | will continue to seek God's
will concerning career alternatives. Thisbook isafirst start. By
reading this book, you may in fact be fulfilling God's will for me.
If anew ministry opportunity opens up for me, I'll praise the Lord.
If I am never more than what | am today, | will praise the Lord. |
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will have done my part in the seeking. | can go to the grave at
peace with myself and my God.

Reflections

In order to act on the word of God, we need to read it and
understand its relevancy for us today. God's will will not run
counter to God's word, the Bible. We must be knowledgeabl e of
what the Bible teaches and align ourselves with God's expectation
of us. Anyone thinking they are doing a fantastic job in their
workplace, but fails to meet the expectations of their boss, is
spinning their wheels. Should we approach our relationship with
the creator of the universe any less seriously?

Do you know enough about the Bible to teach, rebuke, correct,
and train, as cited concerning scripture in 2 Timothy 3:16? In
Ephesians 6:18, Paul refersto the word of God as the sword of the
Spirit which enables us to take a stand against the devil's schemes.
Fellow Christian, you don't have to initiate the conflict, because
the battle will come to you. Can you adequately defend yourself
and your faith?

When we know that we are loved unconditionally, that we are
valued, and that there is a God-intended purpose for our life, we
can enter each day with confidence. God, who transcends time,
knows the details of your life before they are lived out. Life for
each individual has purpose. What is your God-given rolein life?
Failure to find and compl ete that mission is our second biggest
possible mistake. Worse isto miss out on eternal fellowship with
God altogether. Are you prepared for the remainder of thislife
and the life to come? Are you ready to finish strong? Will you be
able to hear those endearing words of the Master found in
Matthew 25:21, "... Well done, good and faithful servant! ... Come
and share your master's happiness!”
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15 Autobiographic Dribble

At the time of thiswriting, | would be considered a young man by
the world's standards -- just not my wife's. Some may say, "What
isayoung fellow like yourself doing writing autobiographic
material ? Aren't autobiographies written by peoplein their golden
years to pass along wisdom to future generations? Aren't
autobiographies self-serving? Aren't autobiographies full of half-
truths and intended to fund a cushy retirement? Wouldn't decent
folks wait until they die and let someone elsetell their life story?”

When | resolved to write abook, | was prepared to write historical
fiction with astrong Christian message. Someday I'll return to that
path, but this book was written from a heavy heart. Ismy story
unique? Unique, yes, but not uncommon. | am convinced that
countless others have untold miraculous stories that would eclipse
my simple experiences.

So why did | bother to write an easily overshadowed work? In
part, | write because thousands of Christian laymen with greater
storiesto tell are silent. Silence is drowned out by the smallest
noise. So isthe silence of Christians overcome by but asingle
voice in a sea of unbelieving, unchurched humanity.

The disciple, John, wrote in 1 John 1:1-4,

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard,
which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked
at and our hands have touched -- this we proclaim
concerning the Word of life. The life appeared; we have
seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal
life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. We
proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you
also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is
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with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. We write

this to make our joy compl ete.
John wrote from his personal experience, having seen, heard,
touched, and been transformed by Jesus, himself. John wrote out
of his desire to expand the circle of fellowship and to make his joy
complete. | write because | am compelled to acknowledge God's
grace experienced firsthand to all who will listen. | write not to
elevate myself, but solely to magnify the one and only true God
who knows the number of gray hairs on my head, who has woven
adivine path for my life, and who guards my future. What will
make my joy complete? My joy will be complete when my simple
story is overwhelmed by aflood of compelling testimonials of
God's grace too great for the world to ignore. There will always be
God's messengers in the pulpits across America, but it is when the
laypeople of God's church proclaim God's goodness, the world
will indeed stand up and take notice.

If the Lord grants me adaily extension of thislife, there will be

more chapters yet to write. Meanwhile, | rgjoice in the fact that |
have atestimony.

Reflections

Writing this book has been ablessing to me. If it has helped you
in any way, I'd like to know. Email me at:

rdhazl ett@sbcagl obal .net

| want to hear your story!

-Randy
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