SEASON ONE

Saturday, November 12, 2005
Parson to Person 

Welcome to a little experiment. I’ve decided to try my hand at some ‘imaginative non-fiction’. I call it that because the names and places are very much imagined, but the circumstances and dialogue aren’t fiction. While there may not be a pastor named Brian Haas, a short-order cook named Robert Smith III (Tre’ to his friends), or a town called Finley, if you set out about your town with an open heart, eyes and ears, you’ll find yourself in the middle of just such a story. I hope you will enjoy getting to know these characters and listening in on their conversations over time.

“Good morning Brian. The usual?” 
“Hey Robin! No, I’m feeling adventurous today. Let me try Tre’s Mexican Omelet.”

The first thing that crossed my mind was that Robin thought of me as a regular, with a usual. I guess I am a regular. But I don’t think of myself as usual. 

When I get together with my peers in town they converse about winning souls thru altar calls and evangelistic outreaches, my mind drifts to Robin, and Tre’, the cook back in the kitchen. I find myself thinking about Jesse and Jessi the couple that lives down the street (and I smile that their names are the same). My wife Sarah’s friends at the Center come to mind. I think not about programs and services that proclaim the good news, but the many relationships and acquaintances that God has blessed us with, and how I care about them all. 

I thought about Jack, the Pastor at Abundant Life. Jack shares with us every week, it seems, a new strategy to get people to come to church. Once it was a huge mailing campaign. Every so often there was ‘Bring A Friend Sunday’. Last week he brought us information on a company that produces television and radio ads. None of it ever seems to bring the results promised, though. Jack keeps showing up with something else. It crossed my mind that though I was a ‘regular’ with a ‘usual’, and though Robin and Tre’ knew I was the Pastor of a local church, that I had never asked either of them to visit. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to, it just hadn’t occurred to me. 

“Here you are, darling.” As the plate hit the table and she refilled my coffee.
“Thanks Robin. It looks great. Do you suppose you could grab me a small O.J.?”

I took a moment to thank the Lord for this meal and to prayerfully think thru the tasks of the day. When I looked up Robin was standing there with my juice, waiting so as not to interrupt my silent prayer.

She set down my juice and began, “Can I ask you something?” She continued, “Would you pray for me? I am going to the doctor after work today. It’s just a routine test I get because of some family history… but I am really scared this time.”
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I prayed for Robin on the way to the office. Once there, I looked thru my email. I came across this:

From: jaydukes@finley.edu
Sent: 11/14/05 6:56AM
To: Brian Haas
Subject: Concerns

Pastor,
Evelyn and I thought you should know that the couple who visited this past weekend, we saw you talking with them in the foyer after the service, aren’t married! Our Annie goes to school with their children (they have two illegitimate children!!!) and we’ve met them at some school functions. Let’s just say, their family values are very different than ours! We thought you and the elders should know so you can take the necessary action!
In His love, Jay

I stared at the screen. I noticed all the exclamation marks. My eyes were drawn to the phrase that seemed highlighted in the middle by parentheses – illegitimate children. I read again the words ‘different than ours’. I noted Jay’s expectation that the elders would take action. I know it’s not a laughing matter, but I smiled for a moment imagining church folks making an all out fundamentalist assault on this family after they visited the church – “You pagans need to quit sinning! Get married! Legitimize your kids!”

Then I studied the closing words, ‘In His love’.

Later that day I was spending some time with Jack. I decided I would bounce the situation off him. How would Jack and the leadership at Abundant Life view this?

“Well Brian there’s this old story about a lion who fell in love with a beautiful woman. Her parents, you see, were opposed to her marrying the lion because they were afraid of his long claws and his sharp teeth. Because their daughter was so frail they talked the lion into having his claws removed and his teeth filed down so as not to injure her. Desperately in love, the lion complied. And when his claws were gone and his teeth were filed down…”

“They lived happily ever after?” I interrupted.
“No, Brian. They took clubs and knocked the lion on the head!”
“The point I’m trying to make Brian is that the church cannot let her ethical edge be dulled, or compromise will be our undoing.”

I was at a loss for words. It was very good timing that my cell rang.
“This is Sarah. Excuse me while I take this call?” 
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While I talked with Sarah, Jack took a call on his cell. We sort of nodded goodbye, evidently we wouldn’t finish the ‘unmarried couple’ conversation today.

Sarah asked me to pick up a prescription on the way home. That afternoon, my mind vacillated between Robin’s prayer request, the Dukes’ email and Jack’s story.

I smiled as I recalled the look on Robin’s face when I asked “Would you like me to pray with you right now?” She managed a nervous, “Right here? Oh no, just later, if you remember.” What must have been going through her mind? What was it that brought her to ask me to pray for her in the first place?

As I thought about Jay’s email, I considered how I might respond to the Dukes. I thought through many possibilities.

And, what the heck was all that about a lion and filing down teeth stuff Jack was talking about? Was he serious? Actually, I knew he was serious – and that many of my other peers in the community would agree wholeheartedly with his perspective, “the church cannot let her ethical edge be dulled!”

As I stepped up to the pharmacy counter I heard a familiar voice, “Hey Brian, what are you doing here?” I turned to see Jay Dukes. “Hi Jay, just picking up a script for Sarah.” I turned to the pharmacist, “For Sarah Haas, H-a-a-s.” As she went to retrieve the medicine I offered to Jay, “I got your email. I want to give it some thought tonight and get back to you.” Jay looked disappointed. “Think it over? What’s to think about?”

From behind the counter, “Mr. Haas, I don’t see anything for Sarah. I have something for a Danielle Haas that was called in today. Let’s see, it’s Ovcon… birth control. Could that be it?”

I felt as if the temperature had risen 50 degrees in that pharmacy. It was one of those moments where your mind darts so quickly it feels as if twenty minutes are packed into just a few seconds. First my shock: Birth control? My 15 year old daughter? Then to Jay standing next to me: Had he heard that? The preacher’s 15 year old is on birth control. Great! Then back to the pharmacist: Isn’t there some kind of confidentiality law? How could she just say that out loud?

Friday, November 25, 2005
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I rehearsed on the way home. I imagined a gentle, “Honey, why is our 15 year old on birth control? Did you think to tell me before I went to the pharmacy?” Somehow those questions spoken calmly didn’t sound right to me. I also imagined it in an absolute tirade. I tried to sort out my emotions. Was I scared? Embarrassed? Worried? Angry?

When I got home, it didn’t go well. It came off much closer to the tirade than the gentle version.

“Brian, it’s not what you think. Our little girl is growing up. The doctor recommends this medicine to help with the severity of her cramps.”
I struggled to understand, “Sarah, why haven’t I heard about these cramps until now?”
“Brian, she’s not going to sit down and talk with you about her menstrual cycle. Don’t you remember the sex talk you had with her?”

I had ‘the talk’ with Dani a couple of years earlier. I struck up the conversation on the way home from a father/daughter movie date. I thought it went pretty well. Sarah told me the next morning that Dani was mortified. Sarah said she ‘fixed it’. 

As I lay in bed that night praying and thinking it dawned on me that I was really wrestling with the change in my relationship with my oldest daughter. There was a time when I was the center of her world. Now we moved into this season of life where she would really only talk to her mom about some things. The change saddened me.

At the office the next morning another email from Jay Dukes was waiting.

From: jaydukes@finley.edu
Sent: 11/16/05 6:55AM
To: Brian Haas
Subject: Personal

Pastor,
Surely you know that using birth control is not the will of God! That you would purchase birth control and have one of your young daughters take it causes us grave concern. Moreover, the company that makes birth control also makes the abortion morning after pills. You are giving money to Satan’s cause! I am also disturbed by your needing to think about the email I sent yesterday. What’s to think about? Lastly, we are concerned you used the word ‘hottie’ speaking of a woman in a sermon illustration. Use of such slang and innuendo has no place in God’s house! What is happening with you pastor? I would like to meet with you ASAP to discuss this.
In His grace, Jay
Tuesday, November 29, 2005
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A few days passed where I played phone tag with Jay Dukes. I did my best to leave upbeat sounding messages on his machine. His replies sounded stern to me. I was torn between wanting to talk to him to get it over with, and being thankful for the few days we’d been missing one another. This little reprieve gave me time to really pray about it. I returned to 1Timothy 5:1 often in my mind, “Do not rebuke an older man harshly but exhort him as if her were your father.”

I was gathering my things to head to the weekly pastor’s prayer meeting when Lois called out to me, “Brian, there’s a Robert Smith on the telephone for you. Are you available?”
I wasn’t sure I knew anyone named Robert Smith but decided to take the call anyway. Walking out the door to a meeting was a great excuse to stifle a tele-marketing call.
“This is Brian”
“Parson” the voice on the phone began.

I recognized that greeting immediately. Tre’, the cook at the diner was the only person who ever called me Parson. In fact, he’s the only person I’ve ever heard use the word.

He continued. “It’s Robert Smith, you know? Tre’? At the café? Listen, I don’t know if calling you is the right thing or not. You know Robin? She has always thought the world of you and your wife.”
“Is something wrong Tre’?” I interrupted.
“They told her she has cancer. It’s like both her parents. Her father died from it. She’s really upset. I thought maybe if I gave you her number…”

I vaguely remembered hearing about her dad. I thought it was colon cancer. I knew that Sarah would remember. Sarah’s family history caused her to have regular tests for colon cancer. I thanked Tre’ for the call and assured him I’d contact Robin.

A quick call to Sarah helped me recall the details. It was colon cancer, and she lost her dad when she was a teenager. Sarah reminded me of the high success rate in beating colon cancer when it’s discovered early. She offered, “Brian, maybe I should call her. You know with my history, we have a lot in common.”

Lois stepped in, “Brian, there’s someone to see you." I looked up to see Robin in the doorway. “Sarah, I’ll call you back.”

Monday, December 05, 2005
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Robin collapsed in the chair across from me and began, “Brian, I’m really messed up. First of all, I don’t know if I believe in God or not. I mean, if God exists, shouldn’t this screwed up world be… well, less screwed up? In moments when I think I do believe, I can’t decide whether to cry out to him or to cuss him out. What kind of a God lets a 17 year old girl lose her Dad? What kind of God lets a daughter walk down the aisle at her wedding without a Dad to give her away? What kind of God lets marriage end in divorce? Where was He when my ex was out sleeping around and ruining me financially? When the bank came and took my car? When the judge gave him the house? Him! The house!”

There was a pause while Robin struggled to compose herself. I didn’t have a fitting word to interject.

She continued, “Then there’s you and your wife… your daughters. I see you all come in the diner. My Dad always said grace. I see you all pray together and it brings back memories. It seems like it’s somehow appealing to me, like it’s God saying, ‘I’m real’. I feel like it isn’t a coincidence.”

Again, silence. Robin fixed her stare on the floor.

“My aunt is one of those born-agains. She always tells me I’m going to hell if I don’t get born-again like her. You know there is nothing in my life that passes mustard with her born-again virtues. The guy I was dating, the music I like, the movies I see, the things I spend money on, the fact that I have to work on Sunday mornings, nothing is ever good enough. To her, it’s all sin.” Her eyes rose to meet mine. “Brian, tell me about your faith. Is your faith like that? Am I going to hell because I sin?”

She paused for a moment. As tears began collecting in her eyes, she muttered, “Do I have cancer because I sin?”

Tuesday, December 13, 2005
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Robin and I spoke for the better part of an hour. As she left I revisited our conversation in my mind. I don’t know that I provided any answers for her. I found myself listening, and when I did speak, agreeing with her – there are many times when I don’t understand God. I was thankful that she asked me about my faith. I was glad to be able to tell her that I don’t have all the answers and that much about God remains a mystery to me. I shared my conclusion with her that, if He weren’t mysterious to me, He would be more a product of my imagination than God. She laughed and her mood lightened greatly when I assured her that, from the sounds of it, there was probably little about my life that would pass mustard with her aunt’s religious virtues. Our conversation ended on the topic of coincidence. I agreed with Robin – I don’t believe that all she is going through and that our meeting was a coincidence. I believe it is God desiring for her to know His love.

I was startled out of my thoughts by a voice, “Good afternoon Pastor.”
Standing in the doorway were Jay and Evelyn Dukes. “We didn’t see Lois. Would you have a few minutes for us?”

I rose to greet them. “Please come in and take a seat.”
Evelyn began, “Pastor, this is awkward. I don’t know where to begin.”

Jay took over, “I do! Pastor, we’re concerned that we’ve become very lax here at Covenant. We’re concerned that the gospel is being watered down. We’re concerned about compromise.”

Evelyn spoke up, “Pastor, what have you done about the unmarried couple with the illegitimate children we warned you about?”

“Done? Evelyn, what is it that you think I should have done? I sent them a letter thanking them for visiting the church. If they show up again next week I’ll likely ask them if they received my letter and invite them to my next Pizza with the Pastor luncheon in January. And I suppose I will ask them how their children (it took every ounce of restraint I could muster to keep from sarcastically mirroring their use of the word ‘illegitimate’) have liked our children’s program.”

You could have cut the tension in the air. Uncomfortable with the momentary silence, I asked, “Is this what you have in mind when you say that we’re lax, or watering down the gospel, or compromising?”

Wednesday, December 21, 2005
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My conversation with the Dukes continued for quite a while. We moved point by point through the email that they had sent me. It occurred to me that in speaking to Robin I listened more and offered less in the way of answers. Yet with the Dukes answers seemed to come very easily and clearly to me. I was pretty happy with the answers I gave them, but I was sure that they weren’t satisfied.

A letter that arrived a few days later addressed to the Board of Elders confirmed my suspicions. It began, “We regret to inform you that we will be leaving Covenant”. Included in the letter were their concerns – everything that we had spoken about – in bullet points. I had to laugh as I read, “the Pastor evidently believes that it’s okay to use sexually suggestive language to make the Word of God culturally relevant”. How they twisted that out of our conversation I’ll never know.

Sunday came and the Dukes did not come to church.

Quite a pleasant surprise, Robin did. She looked uncomfortable as she arrived, but recognizing a number of folks that were customers at the diner she appeared to relax. When Sarah and our girls arrived they asked her to sit with our family. Our youngest Abby pretty much attached herself to Robin. After all, Robin is the lady who gets the cook to sneak a few chocolate chips into her pancakes at the diner.

I found myself taking in the entire service through Robin’s eyes and ears. As our song leader spoke of God’s sovereignty, I wondered if Robin understood. As he introduced a song as having come from Psalm 25, I wondered if she knew what a Psalm was. During the prayer time I wondered if she was uncomfortable. And when it was time for my sermon I found myself thinking through my words as I spoke them, as I hadn’t ever done before. I pretty much decided, as the service drew to a close, that Robin would have been bored, confused and desiring to run for the parking lot the moment I said ‘Amen’.

Again, to my surprise, nothing like that happened. I noticed Robin talking to many people. I overheard – let me be honest, I eavesdropped to hear – her talking with Sarah about how much she liked the music and how different the experience of hearing so many people sing was for her. Staying for coffee and sharing, she was one of the last to leave.

“Brian, this was a wonderful experience for me. It was not at all what I expected. There are a couple of questions that I have about the service. Do you suppose I can drop you an email or something?”

“Sure”, I replied. “Or perhaps we can chat at the diner.”

“I’ll send you an email”, she concluded.

Friday, December 30, 2005
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She must have sent that email right after church, I thought, looking at the time signature.

From: robin88@aol.com
Sent: 12/11/05 2:31PM
To: Brian Haas
Subject: Church today

Hi Brian,
I said I had a few questions. First, is it okay that I call you Brian at church? Is Pastor Brian (I heard a few people today call you that) right? I notice you always go by Brian at the diner, is that by design? Oops, I see that I’ve asked three questions already! Better go topically… three topics? So, one topic, what should I call you? Okay, two, (and I’m embarrassed to ask you this but I’m dying to know) why don’t you wear a robe or a collar thing? Is that something to do with being a pastor and not a priest or reverend-minister or something? Third topic… Abby asked me if I loved Jesus. I told her yes. I don’t know what she was asking me really, and I don’t know why I said yes. I know enough about God and the Bible and Jesus to say I think I believe all that – but there’s a lot of it I don’t believe. I’ve heard that Jesus loves me, and I get that. But I’ve never thought of it in terms of my loving Jesus. So, can you shed some light on this for me?

I really liked church today. It was nothing like I expected. I’m still in disbelief, something special was happening there. And, you’re funny Brian. Sarah and a couple of the ladies asked me to lunch later in the week. See ya, Robin

I’d have to wait a little while to respond because Jack and the other local pastors were due in my office any moment for our weekly prayer time. As I read Robin’s message a couple of more times I prayed, “Thanks Lord. You’re at work in this lady’s life!”

So the pastor’s gathered and just before we prayed, like clock-work, Randy spoke up:
“So, anybody have any conversions this week?”
Silence – as there was every week at this same point. Was I the only pastor who recognized it?

Jack spoke up, “We had a few visitors our evangelism and outreach team will follow up with this week.” The program was to deliver some baked goods and an Evangelism Explosion presentation. I wryly imagined, “Have some cookies. If you die tonight, do you know where you’ll spend eternity? How are those cookies?” How is it that the kingdom of heaven is not overcrowding with these tactics?

Monday, January 09, 2006
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From: preacher@covt.org
Sent: 12/12/05 4:40pm
To: robin88@aol.com
Subject: Your Questions

Hi Robin,
Let me begin by thanking you for worshiping with us yesterday. It was a great pleasure to see you this morning. Let me try and answer those questions.

PLEASE feel free to call me Brian, at the diner, church, or anywhere else! Some folks feel funny calling me Brian, likely because they were raised in the church where titles were more appropriate. I’ll answer to anything. Why do I wear what I wear? Or not wear? Many pastors wear robes, stoles, or collars as part of their particular church’s culture. Originally, cleric robes were intended to be all black and ‘hide the man’ so as to glorify more God. Somewhere along the way many went Technicolor. I had always just gone with a sport coat, until recently when I realized I was the only person there on Sunday with a coat and tie, so I went a little more casual still. And, I love your last question! I’ve been talking a lot with our girls lately about our faith. I’ve tried to share with them that Christianity is more a relationship with Jesus than simply religion. In a relationship we get to know one another, and we grow to appreciate one another, and affection grows. For the most part, it’s not something that happens all at once but rather something that grows. I’m sure Abby’s question rose out of our conversations on the topic – as a dad, I’m thrilled she’s thinking through all of this – and it says a lot that she asked you about it. She’s still at a ‘quiet stage’ with most people.

I’m glad you felt at home this morning. And, please, feel free to email over any questions you have. See you soon.
Brian

I read both Robin’s note and my response over a few times before I hit send. My response looked nothing like my Bible College or Seminary professors would have had me respond. It looked nothing like I imagined Jack’s Evangelism & Outreach Team over at Abundant Life would have handled it. But I was thrilled. I thanked the Lord for the opportunity to dialogue.

I grabbed my coat and headed for the door. Tonight was ‘dad/daughter date night’ with Dani, and Sarah warned me I was sure to hear all about Renaldo, the new favorite topic of a certain 15 year old preacher’s kid.

Wednesday, January 18, 2006
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Dani was incredulous! “I can’t believe she told you! What did she say?”

My attempt to segue into talking about Renaldo was off to a great start.
“Nothing, honey, she simply mentioned that you had been talking about this young man, and I’ve never heard him mentioned before. Who is he?”

“He’s just this kid. He’s new to our school. He’s in my homeroom and in band.”

Desiring to make Dani more comfortable I ventured, “What does he play in the band?”
“He played trumpet, but now he plays drums.”

I asked, “So, is he a friend?”
“Dad, Stop! He’s just a kid, okay?”

As our food arrived I longingly recalled those days when Dani would talk to me about anything. Why was this so hard for her to talk with me about? Why had it become so hard for me to talk to her at all? I looked across the table at a daughter in whose eyes I used to be a hero – now I felt like an intruder. I wondered if I had done something to make her afraid of confiding in me. I searched my memory. Where was the moment when everything changed?

After a couple of minutes Dani spoke up, “Dad, I do need to talk to you about something important.”
“What is it?”

“You know my friend Ellie? She told me that Annie Dukes was talking about you in Driver’s Ed yesterday. She was saying that her parents told her you are going to be fired. What is she talking about? Are you going to be fired?”

“Dani, I am not aware of anything like that. The Dukes have left Covenant because they have some concerns I haven’t been able to answer to their liking. I really don’t think it’s a big deal though.”

She continued, “Does it have anything to do with me? I overheard you arguing with Mom about my prescription from Dr. Mains. If I caused all this, I’m really sorry Dad.”

“Honey, it isn’t about you, or any medicine. It’s about Mr. Duke’s convictions. You don’t owe me any apologies and you shouldn’t worry.”

An awkward silence resumed as we ate. I felt bad that she had heard this. I couldn't believe there was anything to it. I wondered if these kinds of concerns had contributed to the change in our relationship. Maybe it was the pressure of being ‘the pastor’s kid’.

After a few minutes, Dani spoke up, this time never looking up from her plate: “Renaldo is a junior. He plays soccer. He asked if we could go out sometime. He drives.”
The she added, “But I know you won’t like him… because his family is Catholic.”

Thursday, January 26, 2006
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“Where did she get the idea that I wouldn’t like him because he’s Catholic?”
Sarah probably hated these late night conversations, but it often seemed a good time to really share just before we’d close our eyes to sleep.

“Honey, I guess it might be the fact that you’re a Protestant Pastor. And…” Sarah paused as if she was trying to find gentle words, “you probably don’t realize that you’ve made some rather strong statements from the pulpit about Catholicism.”
“Like what?” I demanded.

“Honey, it’s late. I don’t want to argue with you. Your daughter feels like you won’t like Renaldo because he’s Catholic. How do you feel? Does it bother you that he’s a Catholic?”

“A young man with a car wants to date my little girl. I don’t suppose anything else really registers – he’s got a car AND he wants to take out my daughter!”
“Talk with Dani tomorrow”, Sarah concluded.
I laid there staring at the ceiling fan. ‘Talk to Dani? That has gone so well lately’, I thought.

The telephone startled me awake. As I reached for the phone the clock read 3:59am.
“Brian? It’s Jessica next door. I’m so sorry to wake you. I need to take Jesse to the hospital, he’s having chest pains. Could you, Sarah or Dani come over and stay with the kids?”

I was already pulling clothes on, “I’ll be right there Jess.”

Jesse and Jess are a rather eccentric couple that live at the end of the cul-de-sac. He is a musician making his living playing clubs and she is a painter. While they’re both very talented, I never have been able to understand how they make enough money to survive. They personify the term ‘starving artists’. Their kids are wonderful. Though their lives look a little out-of-the-ordinary, they are a really wonderful family.

By the time I got to their house they were getting in the car. I met Jesse at the car window.
“Will you say a prayer for me Brian? I’m scared.”

My mind flashed back to Robin’s request for me to pray for her a couple weeks earlier. Amazing. Two people with whom I really hadn’t had much ‘spiritual connection’, asked me to pray for them. I put my hand on Jesse’s shoulder thru the car window and began to pray. I prayed fervently but quickly, as I knew they were anxious to get to the hospital.

As I said ‘Amen’ I looked into Jesse’s eyes and assured, “It’s going to be alright my friend.”
Watching the tail-lights of their car disappear down the street I begged silently, “Isn’t it Lord?”

Monday, January 30, 2006
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Before the Gerry’s children awoke Sarah came and joined me. Also, Jessica called from the hospital to tell us that Jesse was okay. They were waiting for the results of a couple tests, but doctors were optimistic that the situation was not serious. Jessica was able to give Sarah some directions on getting the children ready for the school bus, so I went home to get Dani and Abbey breakfast and off to school.

“Dani, do you have plans after school today?”
“Just homework, Dad. Why?”
“I have to go to Home Depot. I thought you might come along and we could get the paint you want mixed for your room.”

I was totally caving in on the room. Both Sarah and Dani are hooked on those home makeover shows on television. They’d come up with some scheme for Dani’s bedroom. I wasn’t a fan of their plan or Dani’s chosen color scheme, but at least this would give us another opportunity to talk.

Awaiting me at the office was District Superintendent Dan Hiles.
“Dan! What brings you out this way?”
“Good morning, Brian. I’m making my way out to Resnick Covenant this morning and thought I’d stop to chat for a minute. I suppose I should ask; do you have a minute?”

As Lois prepared us both a cup of coffee, Dan disclosed the real reason for his visit.
“Brian, a man named Jay Dukes called me last week. He’s lodged a complaint with the denomination against you. He’s seeking a hearing. The specifics of his complaints are hard to nail down; he’s kind of all over the place. Unfortunately, I think he’s included enough inflammatory language as to raise some eyebrows on the Committee.”

We talked for a half hour or so. I gave Dan my take on the Dukes, carefully measuring my words so as not to let my emotions show.
“The truth is, Dan, I’ve grown tired of Jay and Evelyn and this whole matter. I had assumed that their leaving Covenant was the end of all this.”

“It’s not looking that way. Brian, if they do manage to get a hearing scheduled, you’ll want to take this seriously. I’ve seen a number of Pastor/Congregation relationships go down in flames over just this kind of disagreement.”

Tuesday, February 07, 2006
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When Dan left I tried to move on with my day. Nevertheless I returned a dozen times to framing arguments and answers to the Duke’s complaints in my head. This whole thing seems so ridiculous! I worried about Sarah. This would worry her. And the girls. After all, Dani had already picked up hints of this from the Annie Duke at school. I wondered what kind of a toll all this would take at home. I offered my simple, oft repeated prayer, “Lord help me?”

Mid-morning, Lois offered a welcome break from my mental wrangling. 
“Brian, there’s a Jesse Gerry on the phone.”

“Jesse, how are you?”
“Brian, your prayers made a difference. I called to thank you.”

We talked for a few minutes. The doctors had determined that he had a gastro-intestinal bug and that there was nothing wrong with his heart. 

“Man, I’ve never been so scared in my life, but when you prayed with me… I don’t know, I was still worried, but… I can’t put it into words really… I just… I don’t know. I want to talk with you about this. What's your schedule look like?”

We made some tentative plans to get together as couples over the weekend, but acknowledged that we’d both need to check with our wives to dial in the time and place. 

Later in the afternoon Sarah called. She had gone with Robin to her doctor. The news was good. The doctor was optimistic that they had caught things very early and planned to proceed with a ‘gentle’ course of treatment. 

Sarah continued, “I’ve got to tell you what else happened. While we were waiting to see the doctor Robin asked me to pray with her – right there in the waiting room. Well, the doctor must have observed us praying because he mentioned it when he came in. Brian, he told Robin that he was a believer too and offered to pray with us before the visit was over. That had to be one of the most amazing thing I’ve seen. The doctor prayed for Robin! She was blown away. She talked about it all the way home.” 

It’s amazing how those two conversations refueled my tanks. Could either Jesse or Robin possibly think their experiences were coincidences? Or is it that God is still God? I knew it was God, doing those God-things that He does. What an abrupt change to my mood! 

And, there was more good news to come.

Monday, February 13, 2006
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#16 - An ongoing 'imaginative/non-fictional' series. 

Just before I left the office I decided to give Robin a quick call. 
“The doctor says a procedure called a laparoscopic-section will take care of it all. No need for chemotherapy or radiation or anything like that. The surgery is set for Monday. A day or two of recovery and I’m good as new! Isn’t that great? I’m sure Sarah told you, my doctor is a Christian and prayed with me right there in the room. God was there with us. I’m sure of it.” 

I celebrated the answers to our prayers with Robin for a few minutes. As our call came to an end I told her I’d likely see her at the diner. She responded, “Well, if not, I’ll definitely see you at church Sunday.” I revisited that statement in my mind as I hung up the phone. God is at work in her life. I’m so thankful to be witnessing this.

That afternoon Dani and I went on our Home Depot paint expedition. 
As they mixed the paint she wanted, I imagined her room, looking like the walls were rusting (a horrible orangish-brown color called ‘Spice’). She was thrilled. We looked at border paper. Then we grabbed some color samples for trim. I convinced her that we should wait to buy trim paint until after we see what the walls look like ‘rusting’.

We stopped for a sandwich on the way home.
“I’m bothered by something you said to me last night. You said that you didn’t think I’d like your friend Renaldo because his family is Catholic. Honey, what would have given you that idea?”

“Well, just the whole Protestant / Catholic thing”, she said matter-of-factly.
Before I could inquire further, she continued, “You’ve got a book on a shelf in your study that says Roman Catholicism is a cult. That’s what you think, isn’t it?”

Not sure of the book she was talking about and stunned that she paid any attention to my library, I attempted to answer her question with a question, “Well, what do you think?”

“No, Dad. Don’t make this about me. We’re talking about your views on Catholicism. What I read in that book doesn’t seem like the way Jesus would view Renaldo’s family. You know that I am a Christian. I don’t agree with your book. I think Renaldo’s parents are Christians. Renaldo? Well, the jury is still out on him. He says that he is because he’s been confirmed. We’re still talking about it. I’m sharing the gospel with him.”

I sat there in shock. Of course I was thrilled that my daughter had taken all of this much more seriously than I would have imagined. I was also at a real loss for an answer. What do I think? I imagined the voices of my college and seminary professors in chorus: “What do you mean asking yourself ‘What do I think?’”

Wednesday, February 22, 2006
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My next few days were filled with drop clothes, paint rollers and a fair amount of ‘goof-off’ to clean up the mishaps. Dani’s room was officially ‘rusting’ now. She was thrilled! The effort to makeover Dani’s bedroom had given me the opportunity to talk about Catholicism with her. I’d identified the book she had located on my shelf – Roman Catholicism by Lorraine Boettner. Dani and I talked about the book. 

“Honey, that book was written 50 years ago. It was a textbook in an Apologetics class, or something like that.”

“Well Dad, the liner notes basically say Roman Catholicism isn’t genuine Christianity, but rather that it gets in the way of real faith in Christ. Do you believe that? Do you believe that someone can’t genuinely believe in Jesus Christ and be active in the Catholic Church?”

“Dani, I don’t think the book is about whether someone believes in Jesus Christ, but rather it questions some of the doctrines of the Catholic Church that are Biblically indefensible.”

As we went back and forth I felt like I was avoiding her real questions. I wondered whether I was sidestepping because I didn’t have answers or because I didn’t like the answers that I had. We both agreed that we would continue the conversation. Before we moved on to other topics, Dani had a surprise for me.

“Dad, Renaldo and his parents are going to come to Covenant on Sunday.”

I was genuinely excited to hear that. In our conversations Dani had spoken very highly of the Santiagos. I looked forward to meeting them.

Sunday came. Dani introduced me to Hector and Lucienne Santiago and to their son Renaldo. Our introduction was nothing more than a quick exchange of pleasantries, however, as it was almost time for me to start the service. 

I headed to my office to grab my notes when I heard an all-too-familiar voice: “Good morning Brian.”

Jay and Evelyn Dukes had walked through the door. With them were Earnest and Sylvia Wright, a couple I hadn’t seen at Covenant for quite some time. The Wrights had left Covenant after a church budget meeting saying they disagreed with the direction Covenant was headed. I assure you, it did my stomach no comfort to see the Dukes and the Wrights enter the building together this Sunday morning.

Wednesday, March 01, 2006
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I was thankful for the lunch invite from the Santiago family, it kept my imagination from running wild into why the Dukes and the Wrights showed up together at church. Those concerns would surface later in the day.

Hector said, “We really enjoyed Mass this morning, Brian. Is it always like that?”
It took me a moment to figure out what he had just said. I had never heard the word ‘Mass’ used of a Protestant worship service before. 

Lucienne added, “I really like the feel of a small Parrish”. 
Again, I noticed the word Parrish – not a word we normally used to describe a congregation.

Our conversation was wonderful. I came away impressed that Hector and Lucienne were indeed very devout in their faith in Jesus and in their commitment to their church. I was surprised that there was genuine openness in our conversation about their experience at Covenant. They asked a lot of questions – good ones. I was nervous to ask some of the questions that were on my mind about Catholicism. I didn’t want to offend the Santiagos or embarrass Dani.

After our lunch date I looked forward to my normal Sunday afternoon nap. I decided to quickly check my email first. A note from Dan Hiles, the denomination’s District Superintendent greeted me.

From: daniel_hiles@ec.net
Sent: 12/20/05 7:00am
To: Brian Haas
Subject: Meeting

Greetings Brian,
Might you have time for a visit with me this week? In short, the office received another complaint. This one is from a man named Earnest Wright. Once again, it looks pretty ‘run of the mill’ but, it would be good for us to talk. I’d prefer a face to face talk over a telephone call. Please drop me a line back as to your availability. Dan

I turned off the computer and stared at the dark screen. I felt Sarah’s hand on my shoulder.
“Does it have anything to do with both the Dukes and the Wrights showing up at church today?”

Monday, March 06, 2006
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#19 - An ongoing 'imaginative/non-fictional' series.

Sarah is very perceptive. Try as I might to keep all of this from worrying her, she was seeing through me.

“The Dukes filed a grievance with the Denomination concerning me. I guess they’ve talked to the Wrights and now they’ve contacted the Superintendent too. I don’t think it will amount to anything”, I summarized.

“Nothing but a load of stress for you”, Sarah said as she leaned over and kissed my forehead.
“Nah, you know I don’t do stress. It’s against my religion”, I joked.

Normally Christmas time is a great season for me. This year was feeling different. Perhaps it was stress related to this whole matter with the Dukes – and now the Wrights. If so, my meeting with Dan Hiles on Tuesday did little to ease matters.

“Brian, we need to officially hear their grievance. We’ll wait until after the first of the year to allow everyone to enjoy the holidays. But a formal Committee meeting needs to be set on the calendar.”

I thought to myself, “Did he really say ‘so everyone can enjoy the holidays’?” Sure! 

At work on my Christmas Eve planning, I tried desperately to set those concerns aside. There was still so much to be excited about. While the church is celebrating Christ’s birth into this world, I was personally praising God for what looked like Christ’s being born into the hearts of a couple of brand new believers this Christmas season. Robin had embraced Christ as her Savior. I was thrilled at every conversation with her to experience all of this – life, faith, Christmas, everything – through her fresh perspective. Oblivious to church politics, her experience was that church was a big love-fest. It felt so right to see things through her eyes. The gospel was so simple, just like Jesus said – simple enough for a child. No concerns for systematic theologies or theories of the atonement, just the simple gospel truth. She’d tell you, that truth has changed her life.

Then there was Jesse. Sarah and I were having supper with the Gerrys tonight. In each of the few telephone calls it took to firm up our plans, Jesse went on and on about his excitement to have this spiritual conversation with me. I could tell this evening was going to be very interesting.

Tuesday, March 14, 2006
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#20 ~ An ongoing 'imaginative/non-fictional' series.

“It’s silly, really. I mean, in the end it wasn’t even my heart – it was gas!” Jesse said with sort of an embarrassed laugh. “For a little while there, though, I thought I might be dying. I was so scared.”
The four of us took turns remembering that morning. We were all worried.

Jessica seemed to give Jesse an encouraging nudge. He continued, “All I could think was ‘I am too young to die’. I mean, there has to be more. Even after the doc told me I was going to be fine, I’ve been rethinking this whole life of mine. Jess and I have been talking - there has to be more to life than just getting by for a few decades and then dying. We haven’t really thought about this stuff much before. Now, it’s all we’re thinking about. So, what’s all this about? Why now?”

I had one of those awesome experiences I’ve sometimes had when sharing about Jesus or in preaching a sermon – one of those moments when I’m conscious of two conversations going on at the same time. I was speaking with Jesse about God, but at the very same time I was speaking to God about Jesse, and listening to God for just what to say. I’m confident that the Lord was giving me words through which He was revealing His love to Jesse and Jessica. I realized, also, how vastly different those words coming out of my mouth were from the pat answers I had learned in seminary. This was a heartfelt conversation, not a sales pitch.

Jessica spoke up, “What about all the weird stuff?” She urged her husband, “Tell Brian about it.” 
“Weird stuff?” I asked. “Let me guess: ever since that morning you’ve been noticing all sorts of strange coincidences and little things that call your attention to God, right?”

The Gerrys were shocked. “How did you know?” Jesse asked.
They chronicled a list: everything from a distant relative calling them out of the blue and mentioning his church to having a car with a license plate that read ‘It’s God’ parked in the cul-de-sac one afternoon. “Man, every day there’s something like that,” Jesse concluded.
Sarah and I were thrilled to share with our friends about the pursuing love of God. On the way home we rejoiced; they were being pursued by the Hound of Heaven!

Tuesday, March 21, 2006
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I had a lot on my mind Christmas Eve. I suppose that I was concerned other former Covenant folks might come out of the woodwork to join the Dukes and the Wrights at our Christmas Eve service. More than that, I wasn’t happy with the message I prepared, I poured over it as the afternoon progressed. There was also the little matter with Dani.

Sarah had forewarned me that Dani had been invited to attend a Christmas Eve Mass at the Catholic Church with Renaldo’s family. She would be asking my permission. I struggled to determine just what it was about the idea that I didn’t like. I was having a tough time being honest with myself about it. I had determined to tell Dani ‘no’ because of the importance of spending Christmas Eve as a family. I framed my argument around the importance of our family traditions on Christmas Eve: church, supper after the service, and then taking a drive to look at Christmas lights. When she finally came to ask me, however, I was caught off guard by her actual request.

“Hey Dad, got a minute?”, she called from the door of my study.
She sat down on the futon and began, “Mom tells me that we’re having supper about 7:30 after the service. I figure that we might be looking at lights until around 10:00 or so if we find some good ones – if it goes much later than that and Abby will be falling asleep in the car.” She continued, “I wonder if just you and I could do something special after that? Late, after all the family stuff.”

“What do you have in mind?” I asked, worried that I knew where this was going.
“You know how I like it when just the two of us go and visit churches when we’re on vacation. It’s kind of ‘our thing’. Well, the Santiagos go to a midnight Mass at St. Boniface. They invited me to come, but, I was wondering if you would go with me?”

“Dani, I don’t know. I’ve never been to a Catholic Mass.” It sounded ridiculous, but I really didn’t know what else to say.
“Well Dad, we had never been to a Pentecostal church before that one last summer, remember?”

“Well, it will be late too. Midnight?” I shrugged. “Come on old man” she smiled. ‘You managed to stay awake when you took me to see ‘Lord of the Rings’ at midnight.”

Tuesday, March 28, 2006
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#22 ~ An ongoing 'imaginative/non-fictional' series.

Neither the Dukes or the Wrights showed up for our Christmas Eve service. Robin walked in and I was surprised to see Tre with her. Behind them were a couple of the other waitresses from the Diner, Bette and Stacy. I remembered how nervous Robin looked when she first visited Covenant. This crew looked every bit as nervous. I went to meet them and thank them all for coming.

“Merry Christmas Parson” Tre offered. “Robin said for Christmas she wanted us all to come to church with her. So, what’s the program? Where do I sit?”
Robin jabbed him, “You heathen! What? Have you never been in a church before?”

Sarah grabbed my arm and pointed out that Jesse and Jessi were walking in the door. They too looked nervous. I suppose it’s just unfamiliarity: not being sure where to sit, when to rise, what to do during different parts of the service.

Then the Santiago family came in. Dani met them at the door and brought them over to me. After we exchanged greetings, Dani said, “Dad, Mr. Santiago can give you directions to St. Boniface.” ‘Great’, I thought. Unless I come up with a grand excuse it appears I am going to take in my first Catholic Mass at midnight.

Christmas Eve really turned out wonderfully. The Cherub Choir sang during the service. Abby had let it be known this was her last year singing with the Cherub group. At 10, she was feeling ‘aged out’ of the choir. I appreciated this as perhaps my last chance to see one of my girls in the Children’s program. As usual our traditional family dinner and late night drive were special to me. I think I was most touched that Dani seemed to still appreciate the time with us. And, we saw some crazy light displays. We’d judge them as we went, mocking those that looked like someone stood back and threw lights at their house. Tacky! 

As the midnight hour approached Dani and I made our way to St. Boniface. It was much bigger than I imagined. It was beautiful. ‘These Catholics sure know how to do church buildings’, I thought. As we walked in I spotted Hector and Lucienne. They motioned to us to join them. I wondered if the fact that I was nervous was written all over my face like I often see in visitors to Covenant. We took our seats and I prayed, “Lord, what am I in for?”

Tuesday, April 11, 2006
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From beginning to end I was impressed, and quite surprised that I felt this way. The Choir sang a number of carols and gave a stirring anthem based on the nativity. Hector informed me that the liturgy was the ‘Mass of the Vigil’ – whatever that means. Several parts of the mass were recited in Latin, but even with my very limited proficiency in Latin, I picked up a few pieces that rang familiar in my ears. The homily centered on the Nativity, and there was accompanying dramatization that was very stirring.

I expected to be a little uncomfortable during the Eucharist (the mass itself) because I wasn’t sure what to do. I certainly would not have minded partaking, but with our uncertainty over what the protocol was for non-Catholics in attendance, Dani and I chose to simply remain in our seats. Hector and his family seemed fine with that. They slipped out of their seats and returned just as quickly. During the Eucharist a fine soloist sang. He was located somewhere behind us in a balcony, I was very tempted to turn to see where he was but I fought the urge.

As we were headed home Dani asked, “So what did you think, Dad?”
I wasn’t sure where to begin. I thought the service was beautiful. I was surprised how much of the experience that I could relate to. At the same time, I was discouraged a bit, certain that the rich symbolism was likely lost on many who attended – those that were simply going through the religious motions they had grown up in. But then, I suppose that happens every bit as often in Protestant Churches too, my own included.
“I enjoyed the service, Dani”, I said. “How about you?”

“Thanks for going with me, Dad. I was just happy to be there with you”, she said. That was an early Christmas gift to my ears!

We talked a bit more about our experience. I mentioned to her my concern over the Catholic doctrine of ‘transubstantiation’. She laughed, “Sounds like something out of Star Trek.” When I gave her an overview of the doctrine, she immediately agreed that it sounded troubling. “I wonder if folks in the congregation even know about that teaching?” she asked. “I mean, how many people at Covenant could explain our view of communion clearly?” Great point.

Tuesday, April 18, 2006
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The weeks following Christmas were a strange mix for me. The Gerrys had been attending church each Sunday since they first visited on Christmas Eve. Their children were very excited about the children’s programs, and Jesse had started coming to my Wednesday morning men’s group. God was certainly at work in him. He had developed an incredible appetite for spiritual conversation and was asking very good questions.

Things were looking very good for Robin too. Her doctor concluded she was cancer free at her follow-up appointment. She had come by the house to tell Sarah, and we wound up inviting her to stay for supper. During the course of the evening it became clear that she had grown in her faith through it all.

Dani was spending more time with Renaldo. The Santiagos visited our church every other week or so, and Dani had attended a couple more of the services at St. Boniface. I discovered that two of the devotional writers that I very much admired, Henri Nouwen and Thomas Merton were Catholics. I read them, it seemed, with a little different perspective since we had begun our friendship with Hector and Lucienne. I was surprised that the Santiagos hadn’t heard of either of them.

But then there was the growing storm surrounding my future at Covenant. I arrived at the conclusion that this wasn’t simply going to pass, and that these folks had one outcome in view – my removal. The ‘pack’, as Sarah referred to them, now included two more. In addition to Jay and Evelyn Dukes and Earnest and Sylvia Wright, now a very dear old widow named Rose Gould and a man who I barely recalled attending the church, Stuart, had joined the fun.

As I prayed about it all – mostly that my attitude would be God honoring – I realized that my Board had not been as verbal in my defense as I would have expected. One of the Board Members shared that his hopes were to ‘see this process through’ so that maybe the Dukes and the Wrights would return to Covenant. I didn’t share his hope. From my vantage point it seemed so clear that God was doing amazing things all around us and then there was this thorn in my side – this one issue that if it would go away, life and ministry would be tremendous.

So as I looked over my notes preparing, that is how I prayed, “Lord, three hours from this great committee meeting… will you take this thorn away?”

SEASON TWO
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“Pastor Brian, I just don’t understand it. I had prayed for years for my husband to come to Christ. Finally he gave his heart to Jesus... and then this.”

The ‘this’ was an inoperable tumor on Roger’s brainstem. Peggy and I stood by Roger’s bedside in the Hospice Center. I had no answers. Inside me was a burning desire to somehow defend God; to be able to show Peggy that there was some rhyme or reason to it. But I had nothing to offer.

Peggy had prayed for her husband to come to Christ for years. Roger had always been supportive of his wife and children’s faith and their involvement in the church, but he himself had never shown interest. Then one day it happened. Roger agreed to attend a marriage seminar with his wife and wound up hearing the gospel. He had a very powerful conversion experience. It was like someone set him on fire. Over the next few weeks he developed an insatiable appetite for learning and growing in his new faith. 

Then, just a few months into his ‘new life’, it all unraveled. A lingering headache brought on dizziness, dizziness became confusion, and the next thing they knew oncologists were telling Roger and Peg that they should be thinking in terms of months rather than years. That was 12 months ago. Now as Christmas approached again, Roger's days were drawing to a close.

“Liz is coming home this weekend. She and Greg are getting pretty serious. He won’t be here to walk his little girl down the aisle”, Peg wiped away tears and shook her head as she spoke. “She called the other night and I held the phone to his ear. He smiled when he heard her voice.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes watching Roger sleep.

Peggy broke the silence, “How are you and Sarah doing?” I thought I was at a loss for words before.
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How are Sarah and I doing? I didn’t know how to answer the question. Certainly our year didn’t compare to what Peggy and Roger had endured, but it had been the worst year I could remember in our nearly 20 years of marriage.

“We’re fine”, I heard myself say. That’s the ‘pastor-standard-answer’. Whenever someone in the congregation asks the pastor how he’s doing, the answer seems as if it needs to be ‘fine’ or some equivalent. We weren’t fine. It had been a year since the Dukes and the Wrights had launched their campaign to have me removed as the pastor at Covenant. A dozen or so congregational meetings later, it felt as if we were no closer to seeing an end to the mess – other than the fact that, for the first time, I had begun thinking about resigning just to spare my family from any more of this nonsense. My thoughts wandered the direction of even more despair when I considered that Peggy and Roger were among my strongest supporters, and here they were engaged in a battle of real life and death. My situation seemed so ridiculously trivial in comparison.

“Brian, you’re a great pastor”, Peg offered. “Roger would not be where he is today – a believer in Christ – had it not been for your encouragement to me over the years. So many times I was ready to throw in the towel. There were even Christians telling me to divorce him because he was an unbeliever and I was unequally yoked. Evelyn Dukes for one. But you shared with me what the scriptures say about an unbelieving spouse being sanctified by the faith of a believing spouse. Do you remember that? Well, I held onto that promise. God came through.”

“Well, it has not really been fine”, I ventured. “We’re tired. I’m tired of seeing Sarah, Dani and Abby subjected to all of this. I think about throwing in the towel myself some days.”

At that moment we were both startled. Roger reached over and grabbed my wrist. His eyes were wide open and focused on me. He spoke very clearly, “You hang in there, Brian. My family needs you. Your church family needs you. Don’t you give up!” Those were the first words he had said in several days. Peg leaned over and kissed Roger’s cheek. A tear ran out of the corner of his eye.

I patted his hand on my wrist and said, “Thank you, my friend.”

Thursday, December 28, 2006
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Roger passed away Monday of the following week. Peggy, Liz and Greg were at his side. As I sat planning his funeral in my den, I thumbed through notes he had left specifically for this occasion including scripture passages he wanted me to read. Roger’s young faith grew leaps and bounds in vitality during his year long battle with cancer. It was heroic.

The vibration of my cell phone, ringing on the desk, startled me.

“Brian? It’s Dan. Lois told me I would catch you on your cell.”

Dan was the District Superintendent with our denomination, and had become a pretty good friend to me over the course of ‘the debacle’, as Sarah and I called it.

“I have very good news, my friend. I think the cloud has lifted. Last night the Committee voted unanimously to support you. We contacted the chairman of your board this morning and told him. He assured me that your entire board is, well, on board, with this decision. So, we’re officially closing the Duke’s complaint. I’ve put a call into Jay and Evelyn Dukes to tell them it’s over as far as we’re concerned. They are out of town for Christmas, so I have yet to have that conversation.”

I was completely surprised. I offered a rather mechanical ‘God is good’ and a ‘thank you’ before we ended our call. I was at a loss for words. A pessimist streak within my personality, one that I try actively to suppress, kicked into hyperactivity. ‘Sure, I wonder what kind of passive-aggressive mayhem the Dukes will spin before they finally leave’, I worried. Next, my thoughts raced to Lois. I recalled Dan’s words, ‘Lois told me I would catch you on your cell.’ The truth was that I was pretty routinely ‘out of the office’ now for the deterioration of my trust where Lois was concerned. During the last year I felt as if she had joined league with the Dukes and the Wrights. Could I trust her going forward? She had been the church secretary there longer than I had been the pastor. Could I terminate her employment without creating a whole new uproar?

Then a whole new level of pessimism crept in. Maybe I had resigned myself, on some level, that this thing was headed towards my eventually resigning from Covenant and seeking a new start somewhere else.
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“Dad, got a minute?” Dani’s voice surprised me. “Are we on for the midnight mass at St. Boniface again this year?”

I hadn’t thought about it, but my relationship with Dani really seemed to improve over the last year. I had thought I was losing touch with her through these difficult teenage years. Then, as quickly as our relationship had seemed to chill, it heated back up. Perhaps it was her friendship with Renaldo and our families growing closer that had helped. Indeed, Hector Santiago had become a very good friend of mine over the last 12 months.

“You bet! I’m looking forward to it. Now, it’s just us – right?”

“Yeah Dad. Our date night… after the Christmas lights with the family”, Dani smiled. “I’ll let the Santiagos know we’re coming.”

With that, my cell phone began to vibrate again. A familiar number…

“Hello Peggy”, I began.

“No, Pastor Brian, it’s Liz. Can you come over?”

I was planning to call on Peggy that evening anyway. “What’s happening, Liz?”

“My Uncle Charles came over. Everything was going fine but then he and Mom got into an argument. He was screaming at her. He said some horrible things and stormed away, squealing his tires in the street as he left.” Liz sounded very upset herself.

“I’ll be right over.” As I gathered my coat and scarf it occurred to me how often a death in the family can bring loved ones to conflict. What could the issue possibly be? What little I knew of Roger’s relationship with his brother it seemed as if they were close. What awaited me at the Holstead’s house?

Friday, January 19, 2007
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My visit with Peggy confirmed my suspicions. Her brother-in-law Charles was objecting to Peg’s desire that Roger have a Christian funeral. “My brother wasn’t one of those born-again nut cases. He saw through all that religious crap. He only went to church to make you happy”, Charles had told Peggy. “You make it some religious service and his family – the people who knew and loved him best – won’t be there!” I had nothing to offer Peggy other than advising her to give Charles a little time, that maybe we could try to talk to him the next day.

It was now the next day. I stared at the telephone number I had scribbled on the back of a business card. What was I going to say to Charles?

The silly tone my daughter had set up on my inbox interrupted my train of thought, signaling the arrival of new email. I glanced down the list: ‘Male Enhancement’; ‘Earn $100K at Home’; ‘Hot Stocks, Buy Now!’; all the usual suspects. At the end of the list was a note from Hector.

From: HSantiago@range.org
Sent: 12/23/06 10:07AM
To: Brian Haas
Subject: Christmas

Greetings Protestant Gringo!

Talking to Lucienne this morning about the next few days. We plan to join you Christmas Eve at Covenant and Renaldo said you and Danielle would join us at St. Boniface again. Are you ready to convert?

Range gave me a ham and a turkey for the holiday. We’re going with ham Christmas Day. Could you use the turkey? My wife said to offer it to you.

I was reading Isaiah 9 this morning, from your sermon last weekend. And no, the Pope doesn’t know that I’m reading the Bible. I want to talk to you about the punctuation – does he mean Wonderful (comma) Counselor? Or Wonderful (adjective) Counselor? A few other things too. Good stuff. 

Do you have time for coffee today? I can bring you the turkey. We can talk Isaiah. Let me know.

Hecto-r

As I read Hector’s note I heard his voice, accent and all, in my head as if he was speaking to me. I smiled at his Gringo reference and his teasing about Catholicism and Protestantism – a topic he knows has history for me. Then finally the way he signed his name in email to me, ‘Hecto-r’. I had teased him that the way he rolled the ‘R’ on the end of his name it sounded like he added an extra syllable. 

Hector! I’ll bet he could help me think through the Holstead situation. I grabbed the phone.

