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Chapter 1

 


Mission. The word itself conjures up different
meanings to different people. Mission trip, mission statement,
mission group, personal mission, missionary. The word could
describe a place, an action, a group of people, a building, a
personal or business goal, or even a person. To me, whenever I hear
the word mission I think of missionaries and I think of highly
spiritual people going into a foreign land, usually a very poor
place, who teach the word of God as well as educate them in some
way. I think of people who sacrifice the comforts of city life to
live in huts in Africa and oftentimes die for the cause. I often
think of old black and white movies such as the African Queen with
Katherine Hepburn where the women are dressed in long sleeves and
long skirts who are trying to teach the poor unfortunate natives
that it is not good to be naked in the jungle. For some reason
though, I always thought these people were amazingly strong and I
wanted to be like them.

 


My job, at a theme park in Florida, surrounds me with
people most of whom are not Christians. I do my best to be
Christ-like and plant seeds wherever I can. The rules of my job do
not allow me to discuss religion with the guests or even with my
co-workers most of the time. I do not have the time or the
opportunity to do so anyway, so I'm okay with that, usually. I'm
not terribly outgoing and I am not the kind of person to introduce
myself to a stranger and ask them where they go to church or get
into a conversation with a guest and suggest a church for them to
go to if they are still in town on Sunday. I do try to be loving
and kind to everyone around me and with my co-workers, who all know
I am a Christian because I pretty much begged to have Sunday off. I
have, however, had a few 'religious' conversations at work and
socially with them, but only when they bring it up. However, I
still want to do more. I often feel frustrated because I want to
share Christ but I feel inadequate to do so. Who am I? What do I
say? Will they think I'm nuts? What if I say the wrong things and
lead someone away from Christ instead of to him? Many nights I pray
for God to use me. Just use me Lord, any way you see fit. Tell me
where to go and I will go. Tell me what to say, put the words in my
mouth. Use me.

 


When I joined my church I met with the elders who
talked to me extensively about who I was, where I was in my faith,
what needs I had, what gifts of mine they could use. Extensively
may be stretching it a bit. The talked and asked questions and I
answered but I'm not one to tell strangers my life story. Although
a bit uncomfortable, that was a new and awesome experience. These
people wanted to know me and they wanted me to know that this group
of people, God's church, actively sought to do God's work, His
will, His plan. I told them I wasn't very educated, Biblically, but
that I wanted to work with kids, middle school, high school.

 


They must have thought I was just being humble
because they put me right to work. First with 5th grade for a year
and then I moved up into middle school just as the 5th graders
graduated and moved up. Teaching gave me the opportunity to learn
not only about God and about the struggles of teens but also a
little more about myself. As I got to know the kids and their
problems, the more I wanted to be involved. Chaperoning was my next
opportunity. I went wherever the kids went. Most of the time I
simply played games with them, discouraged arguments, made sure
they were where they were supposed to be, and listened. I listened
a lot.

 


The first mission trip the Youth Group went on after
I came to this church was to Belize. I was unable to go for a
variety of reasons, work mostly. The Sunday after the group
returned sparked a keen interest deep in my soul. The kids spoke
about how the trip changed them, changed their perspective on life,
how seeing what poor really was made them appreciate their life and
their freedom more so than many of them could articulate.
Immediately, I thought, I want to go. I want to experience that. I
want to make a difference. I want to be spiritually on fire like
them.

 


Shortly afterwards, our church hired a new Youth
Minister. He was young, roughly the same age as me, and newly
married. One day the other chaperones and parents and I planned
meeting with him. I was anxious to hear what his plans were, what
he planned to do differently, what he planned keep the same. I felt
for him because the kids absolutely adored the previous Youth
Minister. He had been at this church for nearly 10 years and had
brought many youth to Christ and instilled great values of
leadership in them. I hadn't known him long but was saddened at his
decision to retire.

 


I sat down in the back of the room during the meeting
because I wanted to observe. I tend to do that a lot. I liked to
watch and observe how people interact, see what their body language
revealed about their personality. Dan and Missy walked in escorted
by one of our elders. Dan was friendly, shook hands with the
parents and interacted easily with the kids. Missy stood quietly by
his side, smiled and nodded, but seemed a little uncomfortable.

 


"Hi everybody. Thanks for coming," began Dan.
"Today's meeting is simply to give everyone the agenda for the
year. I have learned in my short time here that this group of
students is very active, and I like that a lot. We will definitely
continue that."

 


Missy passed out the agenda, which I read over
carefully. Sure enough, Mission Trip was the first item during
summer break. What he said about the mission trip, however, angered
and confused me.

 


"This year, due to the expense and also because of
political turmoil, we will not be going out of country. The student
mission trip will be, however, out of state. I do not have all of
the details yet. Actually I don't have any details but I will give
them to you as soon as I have it nailed down."

 


What? No Mission Trip? I didn't understand how he
could do this. Every year the kids plan on the trip. They would do
fundraisers for 6 months to raise the money. Suddenly, new guy here
comes in and changes things? If the kids are to stay in country,
why not do a local trip, here in the state? There are plenty of
poor and needy here. We should simply stay and take care of our
own. We could stay at a state park for a week or even camp out in
the homeowner's yard. I wanted to raise my hand and voice my
opinion, but didn't. I disagreed with the idea so I just resolved
to stay out of it and not go.

 


Reluctantly, I decided to simply take a back seat and
try to get to know the new minister. After all, he is in charge,
not me. Perhaps there were other reasons I was not aware of for his
decision to have a local albeit out of state trip. Still, to me it
was not really a mission trip unless it was out of the country.

 


Several months passed without mention of the mission
trip.

 


"Parents and youth workers are invited to come to a
meeting regarding this year's mission trip," stated Dan from the
pulpit. "This is open to all students currently in 6th to 12th
grade. Please meet in the youth room immediately after Bible
Class."

 


Hmm, curiosity got to me. I thought maybe I would go
just to see what he had come up with. Maybe he had changed his mind
and he was planning an actual mission trip.

 


"Okay, so, as you all know we are not going to Belize
this year. I have been talking with a group up in North Tennessee
called Mountain Home Ministries. I'll give you their web address so
you can check them out."

 


Dan went on about how they are a nondenominational
group who started out doing adventure and summer camps for youth
groups then branched out into service as the need arose. Dan
learned of the group from a youth minister's conference and had
been studying and researching how our church could get involved. He
decided on doing a service project through them which would include
the entire youth group, 6th grade and up. I had to admit that was a
good thing because out of country trips were only for those
finishing 9th grade through college.

 


The trip, Dan said, would be an adventure. Everyone
would live in tents at a National Park for the entire week. The
first 4 days would be for the service project, most likely home
repair of some sort and then the 5th day would be an adventure day.
He didn't know exactly what yet. Chaperones were needed, the number
would depend on how many went but they needed 1 for every 3
students. Specifically 1 male chaperone for every 3 guys and 1
female chaperone for every 3 girls. He and his wife, Missy, would
definitely go so they needed at a minimum 1 more man and 1 more
woman.

 


Dan asked if anyone was willing to volunteer and
could commit right now. Several men raised their hands, but no
women. I said a quick prayer. This was not what I wanted. This was
not my idea of a mission trip. This was a short drive to the
mountains to a park. Was it what God wanted for me to do? I had
been praying for a very long time for God to lead me, to put me to
work. I had prayed - where you lead me I will go.

 


I raised my hand. "I'll go." Maybe this isn't my idea
of a mission trip, however, I did want to get to know Dan and Missy
better. In the few short months they has been here Dan and Missy
had been busy getting to know the kids and I had been busy with
work. I had lots of camping experience as a Girl Scout when I was
younger and my mother was a scout leader. My parents were big
Do-It-Yourself project people who taught me how to use tools. Maybe
I could be of some use here.

 


"Thank you, Holly," answered Dan. I will get with all
of you when I have all the details, dates, costs, and all
that."

 


Well God, it's time I put my faith in you and let you
use me. I have no idea what your plan here is, but I'm willing, I
think.

 


I cleared the dates with my boss the next day who was
actually quite enthusiastic. He had gone on mission trips when he
was a teen and had enjoyed them. I had no idea. My boss didn't seem
like the type, not that he was a bad person, I actually thought he
was fair, just didn't see him as a Christian. I hope I don't get
that same reaction from people, that 'Oh, I didn't know you went to
church'. I believed I have failed as a Christian if people thought
that of me.

 



Chapter 2

 


Mission trip day finally arrived. As much as I was
against this being an actual, official "Mission Trip" I was in
reality excited and looked forward to the 12-hour drive. There were
16 of us going; 6 girls, 6 boys, Dan and Missy, Bruce and myself.
Bruce was the father of one of the High School boys, Tony. We all
met at the church at 6 a.m. Sunday morning. Some of the kids showed
up wearing their pajamas as they simply rolled out of bed and into
their parent's cars. Before getting into the large passenger van I
talked to some of the parents who nervously instructed me to keep
their kids safe and applauded me for being the brave one. I
shrugged it off because I didn't feel brave. Unbeknownst to anyone,
I was very nervous. Excited about the adventure, yes but nervous
about the whole spiritual side of the trip. I was going somewhere I
had never been before with people I didn't know very well to do
God's work. That was intimidating.

 


The kids finally loaded into the van, girls in the
back, boys in the front because Dan and Bruce were doing the
driving. Missy sat up front behind Dan. I had hoped to sit next to
her so we could talk but one of the other boys beat me to it.
Maybe, I hoped, later in the trip I'd get the opportunity. I found
a seat in the middle next to the youngest and most nervous of the
girls, Krista. She had just finished 6th grade and had never been
on an overnight trip with the youth group.

 


"Okay guys," announced Dan, "unplug. Electronics
off." The kids groaned and I said an Amen to myself. "You were told
this was an electronics-free week and it starts now. There will be
NO electricity at camp. If you want your phone and music for the
ride home, shut them off now and leave them off."

 


"We can still have music," Tony said
enthusiastically, "we can sing just like we did on the way to the
concert last month!"

 


Most of the kids agreed, but later, much later, like
after they woke up. I laughed to myself, everyone was still half
asleep. In fact, the kids were tired because they had just finished
school less than a week ago and were worn out from exams and
graduation. Two of the kids, Tony and Lily graduated High School
only 10 days ago.

 


Minutes into the trip, the kids were fast asleep.
This group of kids sincerely loved each other. It was obvious by
how they talked and laughed and laid on each other on trips. It was
often like a pile of puppies, each one using the other as a pillow,
some on the floor, girls laying on the benches with feet in their
faces. I never had to worry about the boys and girls acting
inappropriately with each other because they were like one big
family, treating each other as brothers and sisters. In fact I sat
with one girl's head in my lap. Soon, I was also asleep.

 


At lunch time we awoke, groggily ate lunch then got
right back on the road. The plan was to make as few stops as
possible because we were due at the campsite at 7 p.m. A few of the
kids began to sing while the others chatted about school, summer
plans, and of course my all time favorite subject on long road
trips - bodily functions and the noises they make. Dan and Bruce
pretty much ignored all the noise and chatted about sports while
Missy sat quietly and listened or read her book.

 


Suddenly, the van began to make a weird thumping
noise and one of the girls shouted "I think the trailer blew a
tire!" Sure enough, the tread of one of the 2 tires on the supply
trailer had shredded. I told everyone to calm down and be quiet so
the driver could concentrate. Bruce slowed then got off at the next
exit. It was a small exit, only a few gas stations, no town
according to the road sign. Bruce and Dan decided to turn right
because they could see the sign of a gas station and it was the
shortest distance to travel. As soon as we turned into the parking
lot I saw it.

 


"Hey Bruce," I hollered over the kids, "there's a
Tire Mart across the street!" Imagine that, we get a flat and God
puts a tire store right there where we needed one.

 


One hour and 1 new tire later the 16 of us pile back
into the van. This time I sat in the front passenger seat and Dan
and Missy sat together in the first row and the girls and boys
played musical chairs sitting in different seats.

 


"Let's say a prayer before we get back on the road,"
Dan said as we got settled. "Satan may be trying to slow us down,
but God is one step ahead." Dan said a prayer then called to let
the staff people at the camp know we would be delayed.

 


The front seat was quiet. I watched the cars and the
scenery go by as I listened to the kids chatter. Dan and Missy
napped. Occasionally Tony would break out in song and the kids
would get caught up in praise. Again, I sighed at the fact that I
hadn't had the opportunity to talk to Missy. Maybe I'm just
impatient. I really wanted to get to know her and I had hoped she
wanted to get to know me.

 


A short hour after leaving the tire shop, BAM, THUMP!
"What did we hit?" I asked Bruce.

 


"You have got to be kidding me," was his answer, "the
other tire just shredded and it took off the rim. You know, I was
thinking at the tire store that maybe we should go ahead and get 2.
Live and learn."

 


Dan got on his GPS to try to find another tire store
while Bruce slowly got off at the next exit. This one was even
smaller than the last. No gas stations at either of the 4 corners.
"Turn left, there is a town that direction."

 


Bruce drove to a tire store listed on the GPS, but it
was closed. He stopped while Dan made a phone call to another
store, which was too far away and didn't have the tire we needed.
The clerk suggested we go to the SuperMart down the road, which had
an auto service department. Slowly, Bruce drove to the SuperMart.
They had the tire in stock but it would be at least an hour before
they could get it done. I suggested I take the kids inside the
store since it was so hot. We could get something to eat there and
save time by not stopping again for dinner. Missy stayed with Dan
and Bruce while I took 12 bored teenagers into the giant SuperMart.
We meandered through the store until we found a small food court.
Not everyone wanted to eat there so I told the ones who did to stay
put while I took the others to find something to eat.

 


I was glad to take them around because I don't eat
fast food either. Especially the one there. It looked, well, not
appetizing or healthy in the least. While everyone was sitting down
eating Bruce came over to let us know the tire was being worked on
but it would be a little while longer.

 


"Can I go get some gum?" asked Lily.

 


One by one they all chimed in that they wanted to get
gum or candy or a drink to go.

 


"Yeah sure," I answered, "we've got some time to
kill, but we have to stay together and then hit the bathrooms on
our way out." Like a momma duck, I paraded the teens through the
SuperMart, stopping to get gum and chips and drinks and all the
while the other shoppers stopped and stared. We were in a tiny
little country town and were obviously from out-of-town.

 


As soon as we left the bathrooms I saw Dan coming
towards us. "All fixed."

 


"Great timing," I said. "We were just headed your
direction."

 


Missy was sitting in the front passenger seat, so I
waited until everyone else found their seats before I got in. Dan
climbed into the driver's seat and Bruce waited behind me. I
figured he would want to sit up front so I got in the back with the
girls.

 


"How many tires are on that trailer, Dad? asked
Tony.

 


"Very funny," he answered. "So the lesson here is,
when one tire blows, buy new ones all around."

 


Everybody laughed then Dan said another prayer that
the rest of the trip would go uneventfully and safely. I prayed as
well, silently, that I could do God's will on this trip and in His
timeline. I had an agenda, was it God's? I had decided that I
wanted to get to know Dan and Missy on this trip. Well, it's been
10 hours and I had barely spoken to either of them. I hadn't really
had conversation with anyone yet. I shouldn't be surprised. This is
the way most trips with kids were. They laughed and played and I,
the adult, usually wasn't included. Maybe that's my problem, I
wanted to be one of them. I was single so I wasn't in Dan, Bruce,
or Missy's circle of friends, and I was not a teen, so I was not in
theirs. I knew I needed to find my place in this group or I was
going to be very frustrated and lonely.

 


I sat quietly the rest of the trip and simply
listened and observed. I learned which kids were the leaders, which
were the followers. Which were more mature than the others. I
pretty much knew all this already but it was interesting to watch
for long periods of time. It was impressive how well they all got
along. Usually when kids are in close quarters for a short period
of time they start getting grumpy and argumentative but not this
group. After 12 hours in the van they were still sitting on top of
each other laughing and singing and even debating scripture. The
one topic that lasted the longest was whether or not you should say
"I promise."

 


"The Bible says not to swear," stated Philip.

 


"Yeah," agreed Hunter, who was usually a very quiet
petite girl who rarely spoke up "that means you don't have to say I
promise. If you do you will be condemned."

 


"Actually, it says let your yes be yes and your no be
no," corrected Tony.

 


"That's the same thing," Lily added, "if your yes is
yes you don't have to promise or swear by anything."

 


"I don't remember seeing that," said Benji, "where is
it in the Bible?"

 


"I don't remember," Tony said trying to think.

 


"James 5" I said.

 


"Oh, cool," Tony whipped out his Bible to look it up,
"James 5 what?"

 


"12, I think," I remembered that verse because my
ladies Bible class studied the book of James a while back and it
came to bite me in the rear not too soon afterward when I didn't
want to answer someone and said maybe when I really meant no. I
then had to go apologize to that person when I realized what I had
done. It was a good lesson for me.

 


The kids went on to debate when you could and could
not say I promise and how you are told to do so in court and so
forth. The debate went on until we got to the mountains and the
scenery grabbed everyone's attention. Until this point the roads
had been the typical highway lined with billboards. When we turned
off onto a smaller road we were instantly in a whole new world.
Tall trees, not palm trees, flanked us on either side with small
houses dotting the land. The road twisted and turned, rose and fell
as we climbed the mountain. Most of the kids had not been this far
north. I had not been this far north. As I watched the road I was
in awe of the beauty of the mountain. On the right was a steep rock
face with trees and flowers climbing upwards to find the sun. To
the left was a severe drop off with a tiny creek far below. Then
suddenly we would make a hairpin turn that went up then turn again
and go downhill.

 


I got a little dizzy as I watched the road twist and
turn, then my stomach would drop as a car would zoom around the
corner seemingly straight at us. Up the hills Dan would have to put
the van in a lower gear to get all of us and the supply trailer up
and then again to get us down slowly. There were moments when I was
a little afraid like when we rounded a corner going uphill and came
upon a man riding his bike and there really was no good, safe area
to pass or for him to move over. Why anyone would ride a bike on a
road like that I'll never know.

 


As we got closer to the campground the kids got more
and more excited. They were tired of being in the van and anxious
to get to our destination. I felt the same way. The mountains and
the forest were beautiful and I wanted to get out and explore.

 


"Hey Holly, did you bring your running shoes?" asked
Bruce.

 


"Yeah, I did. Do you know if there are any good
trails? I've got a race next month." I was an avid runner as was
Bruce. Dan and Missy had just started running and we had all
casually mentioned bringing our running shoes at one of the
meetings.

 


"I think so," he answered. "I looked at a map of the
campground and there are several hiking trails that we can
use."

 


"Hey there it is," Missy pointed to a sign, "Brandy
Creek Campground."

 


"Okay, so now where?" asked Dan.

 


Missy read the directions the Mountain Home
Ministries staff had given them. "Go 5 miles then turn left at
campground #2. Then go to site #4."

 


The road twisted and turned so the 5 miles seemed
more like 15 miles. Bruce tried to call to let the staff know where
we were but the phone service kept dropping and he couldn't get
through. We were 3 hours late, it was dark, and the staff hadn't
heard from us in more than 2 hours.

 


"There it is," I exclaimed, spotting the sign for
campground #2.

 


Dan turned in and we came to a fork in the road.
"Right or left?"

 


"Doesn't say," said Missy.

 


Dan hesitated for a minute while we looked for any
indications of which way we should go, which there were none, then
he turned right. A minute later the headlights lit up a big banner
'Mountain Home Ministries'. "We are here!" he declared.

 



Chapter 3

 


"Hello, welcome. So glad you made it here safely,"
greeted a young woman in shorts, an old flannel shirt, and a
bandana holding back her hair as we got out of the van. "My name is
Sunny and this is Nate. We are your MHM staff and will be with you
all week."

 


Dan shook hands with Sunny and Nate then introduced
the rest of us. Sunny was just like her name, very upbeat and
cheerful with a big smile. She looked like she belonged in the
mountains with her bandana, braids and hiking sandals. Nate was a
nice-looking guy with curly black hair, grungy t-shirt and shorts,
the same hiking sandals and a kind face.

 


After the introductions Sunny immediately broke us up
into groups and then she and Nate showed us how to set up our
tents. I would be in a tent with Krista, Lily and Hunter. The 4 of
us set up the tent, mostly in the dark. Fortunately, the moon was
full and the sky was clear. The moon gave us just enough light to
see once our eyes had adjusted. I remembered enough from scouting
how to set up the large tent without too much help. Missy and her
girls set up next to us and the guys set up their tents down a path
on the other side of our van and the staffers truck. Behind the
vehicles a large pop-up tent had been set up by Nate and Sunny. The
adults were instructed to meet there after tents were done for a
briefing.

 


"Again," began Sunny, "Welcome. I know you guys are
tired after such a long trip so we will make this as quick as we
can. The four tent groups were set up beforehand by Dan. Is that
how you want to keep it? Any cliques need to be broken up?"

 


"No that's fine," answered Dan.

 


"Cool. Okay, so now we need to make 3 work groups. We
will have chore groups for camp and 3 groups for the work site. We
can have the same groups for each or mix it up, your call. Let me
tell you what each will be doing before you decide. I'll tell you
about camp and Nate will tell you about the work site. Around camp
everyone works. We, you, the kids will cook the meals, clean up
after meals, and lead morning and evening worship." Sunny held up a
chart, "this is the daily schedule. I will go down every day and
write 1,2,3, 1,2,3 or however many groups you decide. First slot is
breakfast, 2nd is morning worship, 3rd is lunch, 4th is dinner, 5th
is evening worship. So the first day group 1 will do breakfast and
dinner, group 2 will do both worships and so on. The list will be
posted on that pole so everyone can see what their job is every
day. Our motto is 'Show, Help, Let' which means first we show the
kids how to do things, then we help them, and finally we let them
do it on their own. So your job as leaders is to show, then help as
needed and finally, the hardest is back off and let them do it. So
with that in mind, Nate you're up."

 


"Hey. I'm Nate and I'm the staffer over the work
site. Your service project this week is home repair. The family is
the Hubbard family. Mom, Dad and 4 kids. They live in a trailer.
Dad had an accident at work, broke several bones and hurt his back.
He has been off work for over a year. 6 months ago we had some
really bad storms. It blew over a shed and tore off siding from
their home. What we will be doing is replace the siding, building a
chicken coop and clearing land for a garden. There is a lot of
debris in the yard so the first thing that has to be done is clean
and clear. There are 12 kids and 6 adults so we need 3 groups with
2 adults and 4 kids and since there are even numbers of boys and
girls I suggest this, Dan and Missy as leaders of group 1, Bruce
and Sunny as leaders of group 2, and Holly and I as leaders of
group 3. Each day we will assign one of the kids to be site leader
for the day at the work site. Sound ok so far?"

 


"Yeah," stated Dan, "sounds awesome so far."

 


We spent the next few minutes splitting up the kids
into the 3 groups. My group consisted of Lily, Krista, Benji and
Philip. We would tell them the next morning before breakfast and
then at the work site Sunny and Nate would tell us exactly what
each group would be doing. I was excited to finally be here and
getting to work. I thought having the kids be responsible for and
doing everything around camp was a great idea. I remember one of
the kids, I think it was Tony, stating that he wished they lived
among the people in Belize instead of going back and living in a
comfortable hotel. Looked like he got his wish. As we wound up our
meeting, the sounds of singing wafted in. Tony was doing his thing,
he was a great leader and all the kids looked up to him.

 


"One more thing," said Sunny, "did you write a
covenant? The rules to live by while you are here?"

 


"We did," answered Dan. He pulled out a sheet of
paper that everyone had signed. "Our covenant starts with 429,
which is Ephesians 4:29 Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of
your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up
according to their needs, that it may benefit those who
listen."

 


"Awesome, I like that," said Nate.

 


"The rest," continued Dan, "is based on that. No
complaining. Take serious moments seriously. Bathe every day. That
was from the girls to the boys. No pairing off, no excluding
anyone. Be considerate to the family we are serving."

 


"We will post that right next to the chore chart so
that everyone can see it." stated Nate who took the covenant and
taped it to the pole. "Okay, that's it for tonight."

 


Exhausted, we all fell right to sleep the minute our
heads hit our pillows in our relatively comfortable tents. Much too
early, the sounds of birds chirping woke me up. Whip-or-whill,
whip-or-whill, the bird sang out from a distance followed by
another bird closer by. I opened my eyes briefly enough to see that
it was still dark. I closed them to try to go back to sleep.
Whip-or-whill, whip-or-whill the bird called out from what sounded
like a closer tree top. I willed it to be quiet but it didn't. I
turned on my phone briefly to see what time it was. 5:20 a.m. Oh
good grief. Whip-or-whill, whip-or-whill. I sat up and put on my
running clothes as quietly as I could and crept out of the tent.
The sky was still dark but the moon was bright. Carefully I made my
way to the bathhouse. It was the only building in the campground
and down a long path away from the tents. There were 2 toilets, and
2 sinks. No showers. No showers concerned me. How were we to wash
up? In any event, that was on the girls side. I assumed the boys
side was the same. On the way out I met up with Bruce.

 


"Ready for a run?" he asked.

 


"Yeah, but I have no idea where to. No showers in our
side, you?"

 


"No, but I found this map in the bathroom," he said,
showing it to me. "We can follow this road until it gets light and
then look for a trail."

 


"Sounds good to me." We took a minute to warm up then
started off down the road. He was a little slower than me but I
wasn't about to run off in the dark in the woods by myself.

 


A mile or so down the road the sun began to brighten
the sky and we could see the beauty of the park with its tall trees
and the feel of serenity all around. The woods even smelled good
like the earth should. It's hard to explain how woods smell besides
saying earthy. It isn't fragrant like a rose or like in a barn or
even like the smell of a freshly cut Christmas tree. It smelled
like all those things wrapped up together. It smelled like dirt
after a gentle rain. Not stinky mud that's been run through with
cars and people. The smell of the earth is a deep organic smell
that you never forget.

 


"Look," whispered Bruce.

 


There in the middle of the road was a deer. A buck
with huge antlers. We slowed as he lifted his head and looked at
us. Hi deer, I said to myself. Good morning deer. In an instant and
with one leap, he was gone. "That was cool, thanks God," I said out
loud in a hushed voice.

 


"Hopefully we will only see deer and no bears."

 


"Bears?"

 


"Yeah, didn't you see the signs on the trash cans?"
asked Bruce as we picked up our pace. "It said to keep all food
locked in vehicles."

 


"Oh, yeah, I did see that. Hot dogs are a bears enemy
or something. I think we were loud enough last night to scare them
off." I half joked, trying not to think about a bear being just
around the corner.

 


The air was warm and humid so we turned back after
only about 15 minutes. When we returned, the sky was brightly lit
but it was still early and no one was awake yet. Sunny and Nate
were asleep on a tarp next to the big pop-up tent so Bruce and I
silently went our separate ways to wash up and change. When I
returned from the bath house Sunny was awake, sitting up in her
sleeping bag and Nate was stirring but not up.

 


"Good morning," she said, "you're up early."

 


"Yeah, some loud bird woke me up and then Bruce and I
went running. We saw a deer."

 


"You run?" she asked.

 


I nodded yes.

 


"Oh. The bird is a whippoorwill. They are all over
the forest here."

 


"That's what I thought. They sound just like their
name."

 


"Where did you run?" Nate asked groggily, still lying
in his sleeping bag with his eyes closed.

 


"Just down that road," I pointed in the direction,
"about 2 miles. We thought about bears after we saw the deer so we
decided not to go on the trail."

 


"I don't think there are any bears right now," said
Nate. "I ran the trails the other day and left out some food and
didn't see any signs."

 


"Oh, good to know," I said.

 


"Well, its time," Sunny said looking at her watch.
"Good-mor-ning," she stood up and sang as loudly as she could. I
couldn't help but giggle as she walked around singing the
good-morning song.

 


"It'll be like this every morning," grinned Nate.

 


I liked to sing so I joined in with her catchy
good-morning song. Good morning, good morning, the sun is brightly
shining. Good morning, good morning the sun is brightly shining.
Its morning, its morning, time to shine time to shine.

 


Once everyone was up and gathered around the big tent
Sunny and Nate informed everyone about the work assignments and
showed how it would all work. The food was kept in their trailer,
the water pumped fresh from the pump across the path. Sunny showed
us how dishes were to be washed. 3 large tubs were filled with
water. One with soap for washing, one for rinsing, and the third
with bleach for sanitizing. Scraps went into the bear-proof trash
cans and the dirty water thrown into the woods. There were no
showers, as we all had figured out by now.

 


"Down that hill," pointed Nate, "is a creek. It is
shallow, rocky, and clear. You can rinse off in it. However under
no circumstances is there to be soap in the creek. If you need to
use soap, take one of these buckets, fill it with water from the
creek, then walk over to the flat rock on the far side to rinse
off. It angles off towards the trees so the soapy water won't go
into the creek. At night, or after dinner the girls then the guys
can go down in groups. Clothes or bathing suits on at all times.
You can change in the bath house. There are ropes that can be
strung inside or outside the bath house to dry towels and
things."

 


"Also, down by the creek," continued Sunny, "is a
nice spot to have devotions. We have other places to go to as well.
Any questions?"

 


"When is breakfast?" asked a hungry teenager.

 


"Group 1," answered Sunny, "you're up. Oh, another
thing. Breakfast is at 7:30 sharp. Last one in the tent has to do
something embarrassing!" she said with a menacing but funny
laugh.

 


"Group 3," called Nate, "follow me. We have lunch to
pack."

 


After breakfast we hiked a little ways down a path to
the creek and then up the creek to a small clearing that had been
set up like an amphitheatre. Several rows of benches faced the
creek and in between the benches and the creek was a small stage.
As we gathered around and found our place on the bench I soaked in
the beauty of the area. The creek gurgled softly while the morning
birds chirped. A soft breeze blew swaying the trees just enough to
keep us cool. The sky was clear and cloudless, it would be a hot
day in the mountains. I had expected and packed for much cooler
weather.

 


Sunny and Nate took the stage. "Today, Sunny and I
will begin the devo and then you guys can take over." Nate began
with a prayer then said, "You guys are here this week on a mission
trip to serve a family in need. In Matthew chapter 20 Jesus says
that he didn't come to this earth to be served, but to serve. Why
did you come?"

 


The group was quiet for a minute then one by one each
of the kids stated why they came. Tony was the first to speak.

 


"As Christians we are called to be imitators of
Christ," began Tony. "I serve because Jesus served. I am here to be
Christ in the eyes of the family we will be helping."

 


I was surprised at such a profound statement from
such a young person. The next person stated they came to share
Jesus, the next to help, the next because it is what they are
taught, help the needy and the poor. Dan shared his experience
growing up in a poor area similar to this and wanting to show the
kids that there is poverty everywhere, that we didn't have to go to
a foreign country to do God's work. The sincerity in everyone's
statements and the love in their hearts moved me to tears. I
couldn't speak, I couldn't say why I was here. My initial thought
was anger at this trip, I was against it. I felt completely
unworthy be here at that moment.

 


We sat in silence for a few minutes then Sunny spoke,
"Take the next 15 minutes and read Matthew 28. Focus on verses 16
through 20."

 


I opened my Bible and read about the resurrection and
the Great Commission. These were the versus I had studied in
deciding whether or not to go on a mission trip. I prayed that God
would use me this day, that I would forget myself and simply serve.
Opening my eyes, I noticed each one of the kids and adults around
me deep in study, thought or prayer. They were truly taking serious
moments seriously. No one was goofing off or whispering or doodling
or fidgeting. Silence was called for at this moment and the only
sounds were that of the bubbling creek.

 


Lily began to sing when the time was up. Everyone
joined in raising their voices heavenward. I saw surprise in Nate's
eyes at this spontaneous song service. Maybe he was just surprised
that a girl led us. He and Sunny joined us as we sang several songs
and my heart was filled with joy. Tony closed us out in prayer and
we silently walked back to camp and got in the van.

 


The trip to the Hubbard family home took 30 minutes
through the winding roads. We passed large stately homes followed
by rows of shacks and trailers. I saw a few very old wood-planked
houses far off the road with rusty pick-up trucks in the yard and
several hound dogs running around. In nearly every yard was a
garden filled with tall rows of corn and other vegetables. Cows
were everywhere. Not once did I see a subdivision or an apartment
complex. Houses dotting the landscape was a new experience for me.
Many of the homes had large flower beds with brightly colored
flowers in them. Tall old trees were everywhere. I had never seen
so much green. It was early June and already hot. I wondered what
it looked like in December.

 


The road narrowed as we turned off the 2-lane
highway. The trees came closer to the road, the turns became
sharper and the road turned from pavement to gravel. We slowed down
in front of a long row of tall weeds or brush to the right and to
the left was a tiny cornfield. The MHM staffer's truck made a wide
turn, backed up, then started forward again. Oh no, I thought, can
our van and trailer make the turn? After several tries, Bruce was
able to squeeze into the driveway. A fence on the left held up an
old scarecrow. To the right were more vines and brambles. In front
of us was a sight that made me want to cry. 2 very old trailers
stood under tall trees. The siding was gone on one. There was
debris and trash everywhere. Lumber, siding from the home, an old
picnic table, piles of chicken wire, trash cans full of soda cans
and beer cans. On the far left side of the trailer was a trash pile
used for burning household trash. On the far right side were
several piles of new lumber and materials for our projects. I took
a deep breath. We had a lot to do.

 


Sunny and Nate gathered us in front of the trailer
home then knocked on the door. A young woman, maybe late 20's
opened the door and stepped out. She was dressed in cut offs and a
faded tank top and no shoes. Her hair looked like she had just
gotten out of bed and quickly pulled it into a ponytail. Sunny
introduced herself and asked her to come out and meet everyone.

 


"Is the rest of your family here?" asked Sunny.

 


"No, ma'am," she said in a thick accent. "My husband
didn't want the kids to be in you'uns way so they went to the crik
for the day."

 


"Oh, okay. Then we will get right to work. We would
like to have a prayer over you and your family and then explain to
everyone what they will be doing. You are very welcome to stay
outside and help in any way you would like."

 


"Okay."

 


Dan blessed the family and the work to be done then
Nate divided us into our 3 groups, the same as the campsite groups.
He explained that Group 1 would be building the chicken enclosure,
Group 2 on siding, and Group 3 the garden. First task today,
however, would be clean up. Nate explained about the storms
knocking down the shed and tearing off the siding and about the
father getting hurt.

 


"In each group," added Sunny "will be a site leader.
Today it will be Tony, Jamal, and Philip. You guys are in charge.
The adults will have the plans and will help you along. Also, one
person in each group, preferably an adult today, will be in charge
of making sure your group has periodic water breaks. We don't want
anyone to get dehydrated. Okay, lets unload the tools and get to
it."

 


As the kids went to the trailer and unloaded I got
out my camera bag and started taking pictures. Dan had asked me to
document the trip and since I had recently bought a new camera I
was more than happy to do so. First, however, I spoke to the
homeowner to ask permission.

 


"Good morning Mrs. Hubbard, I'm Holly." I said,
extending my hand. She timidly nodded and took my hand. "Do you
mind if I take pictures? We like to document the trips and also to
show the parents what their kids did during this week."

 


"No, I don't mind. I'm really glad you alls is
here."

 


"Well I am very happy to be able to come to help you
and your family. Do you mind if I take pictures of you and the kids
when they are here?"

 


"I don't mind."

 


Quickly, I took several 'before' shots of what the
home site looked like and then of the kids as they unloaded the
work truck and the supply trailer. Mrs. Hubbard watched for a few
minutes then retreated back inside. Putting away my camera I
noticed Krista gingerly picking up a board and scrunching up her
nose like she was afraid of it. Apparently, she's not used to this
kind of work and getting dirty.

 


"You doing okay Krista?" I asked as I helped her pick
up the board.

 


"Are there snakes?" she asked.

 


"I don't think so. Where does Nate want these moved?"
I asked her trying to get her to focus on the work.

 


I worked alongside my team all morning picking up the
pieces of the shed that had blown over, moving the tools and toys
and old clothes and trash that littered the ground. Most things we
were told could be thrown into the dumpster that had been brought
in. We were very careful to watch where we stepped because glass
was everywhere. Large pieces of bottles, tiny fragments, whole
bottles, even broken dishes littered the ground. I couldn't
understand how anyone could live like this. Does poor always have
to mean dirty? Why is it? Door the poor give up on life and
therefore give up on keeping their homes clean? Do they not know
any better? Are they not taught how to keep a clean home and that
clean was sanitary and dirty was unhealthy? I caught myself talking
like it's 'them' and 'us' and I tried very hard not to feel like I
was better than her. I know in God's eyes we are all equal. I knew
that at any point in my life I could be in a similar situation and
need the help of strangers. It was very sad to see the despair in
her eyes. I felt the need to get to know her and do it in a way
that I would not make her feel bad about herself. I needed to show
her Jesus through me. I just didn't know how.

 



Chapter 4

 


My team fixed lunch, which consisted of peanut butter
and jelly sandwiches, apples, bananas, pretzels and lemonade. We
used no utensils, plates, or napkins except for the one knife for
the peanut butter. It was a unique and different experience to eat
in such a primitive manner. Afterwards, I was thankful because we
only had one small bag of trash. I was a little concerned about
cleanliness at first because all we had to wash up with was a water
hose and hand sanitizer. I've never been a germaphobe, however, in
this environment I was afraid of picking up something from all the
trash even though I was wearing work gloves. This was going to be a
little difficult to get used to.

 


After lunch I knocked on the trailer door and asked
to use the bathroom. I had asked about bathroom facilities that
morning and was assured it was alright to use the family's. Mrs.
Hubbard opened the door with a cigarette in her hand.

 


"Hi. Could I use your bathroom?" I asked.

 


"Yeah. It's down the hall," she answered shyly.

 


I looked around, trying to be inconspicuous, as I
went to the bathroom. The inside was a reflection of the outside
plus it was smoke-filled and musty smelling. Sheets covered the
furniture, which were littered with clothes. A few beer cans lay on
the dusty floor and I noticed the windows were covered in dirt. The
bathroom itself was old and worn, yet relatively clean. A yellowed
shower curtain hung over the bathtub, the sink had a large rust
stain from a constant drip, and the countertop was made of plywood.
A well-worn towel hung on a rod next to the sink. Leaving the
bathroom, I glanced to my left into a bedroom. It must have been
the kids room as I saw toys and clothes and candy wrappers strewn
about. Sadness and compassion welled up inside me. How could a
family of 6 live like this?

 


"Thank you so much," I said as I returned to the
living room.

 


"You're welcome," she replied.

 


"So what do you think about all of us invading your
home?" I asked lightly, trying to start a conversation. I felt so
inadequate. I wanted to talk to her, however, I really didn't know
what to say. Should I keep it casual, should I ask her where she
went to church. I was at a total loss, but I knew I need to talk to
her so I simply opened my mouth and let the words come.

 


"I am just so grateful," she began. "I been tryin to
get some help out here. I called lots of places and yourn is the
only one who would help us."

 


"Your church wouldn't help?" I asked, pretty much
thinking I knew the answer.

 


"No ma'am. I hadnt been to a church in a long time. I
been meanin to. I used to go. I want to again, I just havnt," she
said shyly.

 


"Is there anything inside that you would like help
with?" I asked.

 


"Oh, no, I couldn't ask, youns is doin so much
already," she was taken aback at the thought.

 


"We are here to help you in anyway we can. Really,
what would you like done?" I prodded, "I can get one of the girls
to help as well."

 


"Well," she thought, "I would like to mop the floors
and scrub the kitchen."

 


"Done," I said, "I'll be right back." I trotted over
to my work group and spoke with Nate, told him about my
conversation and asked if he could spare me and one of the girls
for an hour or so. He agreed, thinking it would be a great
opportunity to build relationships.

 


Moments later Lily and I went back inside the
trailer. She was grateful to get out of the heat. We spent the next
several hours picking up everything off the floor and sorting them.
Clothes went onto one of the beds, toys were piled up onto the
couch, candy wrappers and soda and beer cans emptied into a large
trash bag. Ash trays were emptied and put into the sink. While I
swept and mopped the floors, Lily worked on the kitchen washing
dishes and scrubbing countertops. Occasionally I would hear Lily
talk merrily with Mrs. Hubbard. I wanted to wash the windows, but
once all that was done, it was time to leave the worksite. As we
parted, Mrs. Hubbard looked happier and more relaxed than she had
been that morning and I felt content that I had made a small
difference in her life.

 


On the ride back to the campsite the kids chatted
about their day, told one another about their experiences and their
thoughts about how the family lived. They even commented on how
much hotter it was than they had expected it to be up in the
mountains. I tuned them out briefly as I watched the beautiful
scenery as we traveled the winding roads. I couldn't get enough of
the trees and flowers, gardens and green things in general.
Something the guys said caught my attention.

 


"Are you stalking that poor girl again?" I asked Tony
jokingly.

 


"No," he laughed, "I was thinking about asking her
out. We've been talking on Facebook a lot."

 


"She's hot," added TJ.

 


"Do you plan on marrying her?" I asked half
heartedly. "You just graduated High School, going to college
soon..."

 


"Yeah, yeah, I know, you don't believe in dating,"
answered Tony.

 


"I never said I don't believe in dating."

 


"That's what my brother said. He asked you out and
you turned him down flat. Said you don't believe in dating," stated
Tony.

 


"You won't go out with his brother?" Jamal exclaimed.
"The ladies love him!"

 


"Actually," I answered as we pulled into the
campground, "he asked me out and I told him I don't date. I didn't
say I didn't believe in it. He never spoke to me again."

 


The van had quieted down and all listened to our
conversation. The guys were about to probe deeper when Dan broke
in, "Group 1, immediately go to the tent and start on dinner.
Everyone else unload and clean up. Group 2 needs to get together
and plan on tonight's worship. Nate told me the creek will be roped
of as to how far you can go, so please look for the markers and
stay inside them."

 


I hopped out and grabbed my camera to take pictures
around the camp. The kids quickly did what needed to be done to get
dinner ready. None of them had ever used a camp stove so it took a
while to get it lit. Hunter used about 15 matches before she was
successful in lighting the gas burner, but she was proud of herself
once she had done it and everyone around cheered. I followed the
girls down to the creek to cool off, clean up, and take more
pictures. The water was shallow and cold, perfect after a hot
day.

 


The creek bed was narrow where Nate had strung the
ropes. Large round rocks dotted the bottom from the near side of
the bank all the way to the far side where the large flat rock was
to be used for rinsing off soap. Only the girls had come down,
leaving the guys to play Frisbee, one of their favorite pastimes. I
watched as they figured out the best way to get cleaned up without
a shower. They first waded in, the water only going up to their
knees, then found a suitable rock, then sat down and splashed each
other, giggling all the while. Using their hands they rubbed their
arms and legs, splashed water on their faces, then slid down to the
bottom of the rocks, leaning backward to wet their hair. I took a
few pictures then joined in, too hot to stay on the bank. We all
decided to not use soap but rather to go back to the bath house to
sponge bathe there where we could get changed into clean clothes.
Clean hair would have to wait.

 


Dinner and cleanup went smoothly and relatively
quietly. We were starving after working all day in the heat.
Washing dishes in the plastic tubs was interesting to say the
least. I had expected at least a little grumbling from the kids
about having to wash their own dishes and in such a primitive
manner but there wasn't any. A game of ultimate Frisbee followed
dinner.

 


This is how ultimate Frisbee worked. We divided into
2 teams. A playing field is marked out roughly using the trees and
whatever is available like shoes or a chair into the shape of a
rectangle similar to a small a football field. Each end is the
end-zone. The object of the game is to get the Frisbee into the
end-zone. No positions, no rules except no running with the Frisbee
in hand. The team with the Frisbee throws from one person to
another until they get a goal. The defense does whatever it can,
within reason and without hurting each other, to block the goal. If
the defense gets the Frisbee it then throws the other way. There is
no huddle or pause in the action. You really have to pay attention
to who is on your team because it can be confusing with the Frisbee
going back and forth in the blink of an eye.

 


Once the game was over, I don't know who won, we just
stopped playing because we were all out of breath and sweaty again,
we trekked to the amphitheater. The sun was beginning to set and
the birds and bugs were out in force. Mosquito spray was passed
around and applied frequently and liberally. It didn't keep the
little sweat bugs from hovering over your ears, unfortunately. I'm
not fond of buzzing little bugs. The spiders, which were everywhere
especially the long-legged ones in the bath house, I could deal
with. The buzzing drove me batty.

 


Bruce's group began the evening's worship with a
prayer and songs. We then sat and listened to the sounds of nature
in silence. Dillon, one of the younger boys got up to speak.

 


"I was reading over Ephesians 4:29, which is our
covenant verse and wanted to find something similar. Today we had
to stop and say '429' a lot. It's so easy to get caught up in talk
and forget who is listening. I found this verse, it's from the book
of Timothy, chapter 2 and says, 'Flee the evil desires of youth,
and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, along with those
who call on the Lord out of a pure heart. Don't have anything to do
with foolish and stupid arguments, because you know they produce
quarrels. And the Lord's servant must not quarrel; instead, he must
be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful.' I think the
first part speaks to us kids, especially on this trip, you know, we
have to put play behind us and focus on the work and not argue over
who is doing what and who isn't doing what they are supposed to do.
And I think the second part - be kind to everyone, able to teach,
not resentful - speaks to the adults who are teaching us what to
do. A lot of times it's easier to just do it yourself and get it
done quickly. Yeah, so, those are my thoughts and I'm not saying
everybody was being foolish and arguing, I'm just saying lets focus
on God and not do that. So, that's it. Oh, so everybody share where
they saw Jesus today."

 


Awesome. Such deep words from a young man. I felt
several things at that moment. For one, pride in him to be able to
get up and talk and have such a meaningful speech. I had never
heard Dillon speak up until just now. Second, I felt humbled to be
among such a God-filled group of people, and third, once again I
felt unworthy, ill-equipped, not nearly good enough to lead. I
don't think I could have searched the Bible and found that passage.
Lastly, I still haven't talked with Missy. Not that we haven't
spoken to one another at all, just no real conversation. Not that I
haven't tried. On several occasions I would go up to her and ask
how she was doing, if she needed any help, or ask how her group was
doing and she would just say 'it's all good' or something similar
and either go back to whatever she was doing or turn and walk away.
I was beginning to think she didn't like me. Oh, help me Lord be
and do what I want to be and do, for You.

 


One by one the kids shared stories from the day. One
saw Jesus in a caterpillar another saw Jesus in the way certain
people worked together and worked harder than they had thought they
would. One person saw Jesus work in her as she moved back an inch
just as a hammer fell off a ladder and would have hit her in the
head. Several kids made analogies of how God is the worker and we
are his tools. I didn't say so, but I saw Jesus in the faces of all
the kids, their smiles, their dedication, their focus.

 


Nate ended the devo with a prayer then said, "I need
the adults to stay here for a debriefing and everyone else can go
back to the camp."

 


Sunny and Nate first asked us how they were doing, if
there was anything they could do to serve us better. What an
impressive way to begin sharing their thoughts for the day. I
thought they had done a great job so far and said so after the
others stated their same sentiments. We were on schedule at the
work site and we were all working together very well. Our only
obstacles were the wasps and the enormous piles of trash that
should be hauled away by the time we arrived in the morning.

 


"How did it go on the inside with Mrs. Hubbard?"
Sunny asked me.

 


"To be quite honest," I began, "it was disheartening.
The inside looked just like the outside. Dirty, old, unkempt,
cramped. We were able to clean up a little, but I don't know, maybe
she will be encouraged to keep going. She was grateful for the
help, and the company." I remembered the mess I left in my
apartment and wanted to call my roommate to apologize.

 



Chapter 5

 


The whippoorwill awoke me very early in the morning.
Oh, no, I groaned, not again. He had been awake making lots of
noise before I finally went to sleep and now here he is again. I
checked the clock on my phone, 5:45 a.m. Ugh. I reluctantly decided
to go ahead and get up. Two of the boys, Tony and Philip had asked
me to wake them up so they could come run with me. I had slept in
my running top because it was so hot. Quietly I slipped on my
shorts and shoes, made my way in the dark to the bath house, then
returned to find Bruce just getting out of his tent. He pointed to
the tents where the boys were sleeping. The flaps were open and
their heads, fortunately, were by the opening. I tapped them on the
shoulder. Tony opened his eyes and nodded, elbowed Philip who
groaned, opened his eyes then popped up.

 


We ran the same path as the previous day with Tony
and Philip several yards ahead. I tried to keep up with them at
first, but dropped back after about half a mile. No way I could
keep up that pace then have the energy to work all day. Well, no
way I could keep up even if I didn't have anything to do the rest
of the day. By the time we reached the trail it was light enough to
see so we decided to explore the hiking trail. My favorite type of
run, trails. Very mental run, lots of things to dodge and jump
over. The scenery was amazing, just like the day before except we
didn't see the deer much to my disappointment.

 


The morning devo was at a scenic overlook in the
park. We were high on the edge of the mountain. A deck had been
built right on a rocky ledge. It was magnificent. As I looked over
the railing I could see the sheer drop from the rocks the deck
rested on to the bottom of the creek-bed. That little creek had cut
a path through the tall mountains all around us. Even from where we
stood I could hear the gurgling of the water as it bounced over the
rocks. During quiet time one of the guys climbed out onto a large
flat rock jutting out from the mountain. I could barely see him in
between the few evergreen trees as I quickly snapped a few
pictures. God's beauty was tranquil and filled me with peace.

 


When we arrived back at the work site Nate gathered
us together to give the day's instructions and assigns the new site
leaders. Sunny then knocked on the door to let the family know we
were here. This time the entire family came out to greet us. First
the mom, still in her pajamas, a pair of cotton sleep pants, and a
faded T-shirt. The Dad stepped outside in a pair of well-worn
jeans, a white t-shirt and work boots. He is a bit scruffy looking,
skinny except for a small beer-belly and with a cigarette in his
hand. One by one, the kids shyly came outside with the prodding of
their mother. The oldest girl stepped out carrying the youngest
girl on her hip. The Mom introduces her has Lindley. She is wearing
tight shorts and a tank top, no shoes and she is very overweight.
Similarly, the little girl was overweight and wearing an
ill-fitting, but baggy dress and no shoes. The 2 boys came outside
next, the oldest, younger than Lindley wore an unbuttoned plaid
shirt and cotton gym shorts, the other boy cut-off jeans and a
t-shirt with the sleeves ripped off. They were both overweight as
well.

 


As Sunny introduced herself I sighed and again
wondered how people could live like these people do. They are poor
and the Dad is unemployed so how is it that they are all
overweight? What are they eating? Well that was obvious from what I
had seen in their home, soda and candy. The kids looked so sad,
scared, maybe even a little embarrassed. I was sad for them, but
what could I do about it? What could I say or give these people
that would make a difference in their life? I wasn't rich, I
couldn't give them money. I couldn't give the man a job. Perhaps it
wasn't God's will that I do any more than what I am here to do and
that is to help them make their home better. I didn't like that
thought. Why bring all of us here if we were unable to make a
change? Unable to make their life good again?

 


Tony said a prayer with all of us, including the
family, holding hands in a circle. Somehow I ended up standing next
to Nate. Holding his hand was a little uncomfortable. I shook off
the feeling and set to work. Our job today was to mark off the land
to be used for the garden, stake it out, then dig up the existing
vegetation. Nate had a diagram of where it was to go, but I
questioned it.

 


"This section here will be under those trees," I
pointed to the drawing and the 3 saplings. "We could either move
the garden over several feet or get rid of the trees."

 


"True," pondered Nate. "We should probably ask the
homeowner what they would prefer."

 


I volunteered. Brent and Gayle Hubbard were standing
nearby with the girls. "Hi," I said to them, "I have a question for
you." I explained the situation as best I could.

 


"I don't know that much about gardening yet,"
answered Brent. "You do what youns think is best."

 


"Okay," I answered. "This is your home and we want
you to be happy with our work, so please feel free to come and help
or tell us what you want." They simply nodded then I returned and
told Nate the verdict.

 


"Water break!" called Krista a few minutes later.

 


I took that opportunity to get my camera out to
photograph the progress and the kids in the other groups as they
worked. The siding group was hard at work on the back of the home.
Kelly and Karla were high up on a scaffolding working on the trim
between the roof and the side of the trailer. I got a great shot of
Kelly on her tiptoes with the screw gun in her hand with sweat
running down her back. Bruce was helping the other two, Tony and
Dillon, take measurements and showing them how to use the power
tools. The two Hubbard boys sat on a log and watched. They smiled
sheepishly as I took their picture.

 


At the chicken coop site Dan was busy with Hunter and
TJ measuring and cutting the boards while Jamal and Charice dug out
and leveled the ground. Missy sat on a cinder block with the
diagram.

 


"How's it going?" I asked Missy.

 


"Fine," she answered, then turned to Dan to give him
some instructions.

 


Discouraged, I moved on. I noticed the older girl,
Lindley following me silently. "Hi," I said, "mind if I take your
picture."

 


"It's okay," she answered. "What kind of camera is
that? I never seen one like that before. It's pretty."

 


"It's a digital waterproof camera," I answered.
"Would you like to take a picture?"

 


Lindley's eyes opened wide as she gingerly tiptoed in
her bare feet towards me. I showed her how to operate the camera
and then took her to the garden site to take a few pictures. Her
dad, Brent, was there so I asked him if it was okay if she took his
picture.

 


"Sure, it's okay. I really appreciate all the hard
work youns is doin for us. I been wantin to make a garden but after
gettin hurt, I couldn't."

 


Ah, my chance to talk about the garden. "So what made
you want a garden?" I asked.

 


"Well, my neighbor has one and he says it saves him
money."

 


"That's true," I answered, "and food from your garden
is a lot healthier than store-bought."

 


"You have one?" he asked, a little surprised.

 


"No, unfortunately I don't have any land."

 


"I'm done takin pichers," said Lindley as she walked
up with Lily.

 


"Hey, Lily," I began thinking about yesterday, "Why
don't you take Lindley and ask her Mom if there is anything else in
the house she would like you to help her with." Lily nodded and
followed Lindley as I watched her bounce off, hoping she didn't
step on any glass.

 


"That was real nice of you what you done yesterday
with the wife," stated Brent.

 


"Anytime," I answered as the boys walked up holding a
football. "You guys like to play football?" I asked.

 


"I do," said Brent Jr. "I'm thinking about playing
next year at school. He don't, he said pointing to his younger
brother, "he's too little."

 


"How about I get one of those guys to toss the ball
around with you in a little while" I asked, thinking I should get
back to work since the girls were working inside. They nodded yes.
"Great, then I need to get back to work on the garden, you guys
want to help me?"

 


The boys shrugged their shoulders but followed me to
the garden site anyway. The area had been marked out and Nate and
the guys were well underway in removing the top layer. Nate gave
Brent, Jr. a shovel and showed him how to dig up the grass and
weeds and then put it in the wheel barrow. Little John stood by and
watched for several minutes before picking up his football and
wandering over to the next group. As I worked I noticed him stand
next to Missy who talked with him for a minute then began playing
catch, or rather toss, chase after, pick up and throw.

 


The rest of the day went by fairly uneventfully
except for the 2 wasp stings. Kelly suffered the first one while on
the scaffolding, and Jamal got the second when he disturbed a nest
by the water hose. Sunny managed to drown the 2 nests in wasp spray
and we all hoped there would be no more stings. The family
disappeared into their home at lunch time and didn't return until
we were packing up to leave for the day. I took more pictures of
our progress, of the girls mastering the power tools and everyone
learning how to use a hammer without bending the nails or smashing
their fingers. Lily told me she was able to talk with Mrs. Hubbard
some about God, which left me feeling happy for her success and
inadequate in my own abilities. Once again we prayed with the
family before leaving and somehow I ended up next to Nate again.
Don't know how that happened, I didn't intentionally go and stand
next to him and I don't think he did either.

 


The van ride back to the campground was quiet. Most
of the kids fell asleep and I drowsily watched the world go by as
we traveled. My group was in charge of dinner. It was taco night,
so the cooking went fairly quickly. Instead of going to the creek
before dinner the girls, except for Missy stayed at the tent and
played cards. The cooking team also served, so we ate last. As I
got my plate I noticed there was no place to sit with the group.
The girls all sat on a tarp under the tent, Missy and Dan sat under
a tree, they guys all sat on another tarp with Bruce, Nate and
Sunny next to them. The only place left was a camp chair near the
cooking area. I sighed a lonely sigh and ate my dinner in silence.
So much for including everyone, I moaned to myself, feeling like
the unwanted guest or the little girl in 3rd grade that nobody ever
sat next to at lunch. My feelings got hurt as I watched everyone
talked and laughed while either ignoring or forgetting about me. It
was a very long, lonely 10 minutes. I told myself to snap out of
it, I'm not a child and this trip is not about me.

 


Quickly, I finished eating and began cleaning up.
Eventually the rest of my group finished eating and joined in.
Clean-up was quick, we simply had to wash the frying pan and put
away the left-overs and clean the stove. We could come back and
empty the wash tubs after the rest of the group had washed their
dishes. When it was all done I retreated to the bath house to put
on my swim suit to go to the creek. It had been decided that we
would all go to the creek together for free time and to cool off
then go to the amphitheatre for devo.

 


Several girls came bouncing in, giggling. They were
talking about their bikini's.

 


"My mom bought this on the condition that I would
wear a t-shirt and shorts over it," complained Hunter.

 


"Well, my mom won't let me wear a 2-piece, ever,"
stated Lily.

 


"Your suit is so cute," added Kelly. "I don't like
the way I look in mine."

 


"What kind of bathing suit do you wear?" Lily asked
me.

 


"Once piece and board shorts," I answered. "You know,
girls your mom's are right about 2-pieces."

 


"Why," asked Hunter, "they're so cute."

 


"Cute is beside the point. Most bathing suits are so
small these days you may as well wear your underwear. Look," I
pointed, "Lily your bra covers more than Hunter's bikini top." The
girls giggled.

 


"It's not the same thing," argued Hunter.

 


"Really? Why on earth would you want to parade around
and show everyone your bodies? Do you know what boys think when
they see you dress like that?"

 


"My Mom gave me a book about how boys think
differently than girls," stated Hunter. "It says that boys are
'wired' differently."

 


"That's exactly right," I answered. "Girls are wired
to see each other and themselves and think, 'I look good in this, I
am cute, the boys will like me, I'll be popular because I wear what
my friends are wearing'. However, the boys take one look at a girl
in a bikini or a low-cut shirt and think, 'boobs!'.

 


"Not these boys," stated Kelly, "they're all
Christians. They don't do that."

 


"And what is to stop them if you are constantly
reminding them that you have boobs?" I asked. "They are boys first
after all. Seriously girls, you may not believe me and you may
think I'm just being a prude and don't want you to have any fun,
but I know. Most of you aren't dating yet, but I know that what you
wear, now and in the future when you do date is important. You need
to decide now what your boundaries are and how you will present
yourself to the world."

 


"What do you mean?" asked Lily.

 


"Like, where you are and are not willing to be
touched and touch. If you hug a guy full frontal, the first thing
he thinks once again is 'boobs'. The longer you hold that hug the
more his mind will be thinking about your body."

 


"Is that why you don't date?" asked Hunter.

 


"Let me give you an example," I continued, not
wanting to answer her question. "Say you date a guy, and after a
week or so he kisses you on the cheek. The next opportunity he will
kiss you on the lips. The next thing on his mind is, okay, how far
will she let me go? Skip ahead to the man you eventually marry. Say
you've dated 3 or 4 guys. One day after you are married you think
to yourself, 'hey my husband doesn't do this or do that nearly as
well as guy #1 or guy #2 did this and I liked how he did it better.
What kind of strain would that put on your relationship?

 


"That wouldn't be good," whispered Krista.

 


"No, it wouldn't. Now look at the flip side of that.
Do you want your husband to compare you to other girls? Wouldn't
you want to be with someone who has only been with you? Who has
only kissed you?"

 


"Absolutely," answered Lily.

 


"But what does that have to do with wearing
bikini's?" asked Hunter.

 


"Everything," I began, then heard a knock on the
door.

 


"We're all headed to the creek!" shouted one of the
guys.

 


The girls all threw on their t-shirts and shorts as
quickly as possibly and raced to the creek. The guys and adults
were already there, playing, splashing, throwing a football. Missy
and Dan were sitting on the far bank talking while Nate sat on the
largest rock in the center of the creek watching everyone. Bruce
played football with several of the guys. Sunny was sitting on the
bank as we joined them. Several of the girls and I waded in to get
cooled off.

 


"Hey Nate," called Lily, "you going to put on your
swim suit?"

 


"I'm wearing it," he answered.

 


She and the other girls jokingly teased him about his
clothes, which he had worn the same outfit since we arrived.
Apparently, Sunny told me, Nate left his clothes at the last
campsite and this was all he had, not that it mattered, he rarely
changed and bathed in the rivers. This was common for all MHM staff
during the work group sessions Summer stated. I laughed to myself
then took out my camera and began shooting the fun. The girls had
splashed Nate so much, even though he was still sitting on the rock
he was soaking wet and his long curly hair hung heavy with water
down his back. Dan had joined in the football game leaving Missy on
the far bank. When the girls tired of their mischief they came and
sat with Sunny and me.

 


"I feel so sad about the kids," Karla was saying.

 


"Yeah, me too, especially the girls," added Kelly,
"they are so overweight and dirty. I couldn't believe they all ran
around the yard barefoot."

 


"You should have seen the inside of their house,"
said Lily. "All their clothes are old and all they eat is junk food
and soda."

 


"Without sounding terribly judgmental," began Charice
who had not been involved in the bath house conversation, "I think
what that family wears speaks volumes. To me, it says that they
don't care about themselves, that they have given up."

 


"I wish we could do more," sighed Hunter. "Maybe we
could take up a collection and buy them a new outfit or
something."

 


"I think that's a great idea," agreed Sunny. "A lot
of the groups do a little extra for the family, something that is
more personal."

 


"All of you discuss it with the group, take a
collection, then maybe Sunny or Nate could go to the SuperMart
tomorrow afternoon. We can give it to them on Thursday," I
suggested.

 


The girls discussed their plans then talked it over
with the boys and Dan before returning to playing in the creek. The
sun was beginning to go down but it was still hot. I felt pretty
good about my talk with the girls in the bath house, but in the
back of my mind I wondered if it was me, what I wanted, or if the
conversation was something God wanted me to do. I contemplated what
to do about Missy then decided to go over and talk to her. I didn't
know what to say, didn't really have anything I needed to discuss
with her.

 


"Hey," I said. "How's it going?"

 


"Good," she answered.

 


"I can't believe how hot it is up here."

 


"This is pretty normal for this time of year."

 


"Really? I figured up in the mountains it would be
cooler." she nodded no. "So, how is the work going on the chicken
coop?"

 


"Fine. Coming along well."

 


Boy this isn't going well. Is it me? Does she not
like me? I've seen her talk and laugh with other people, with the
boys in the youth group and 1 or 2 of the girls even. I'm not a
great conversationalist, I know that, but for goodness sake,
doesn't she see I'm trying? "Do you know where the chickens are
coming from? Are we buying them?" I asked.

 


"I have no idea," was her only reply.

 


I sat with Missy for a while, taking pictures from
where I sat of the kids playing in the creek hoping that she would
say something, anything to me. Finally I gave up, told her I was
going to go dry off before the evening Devo. She nodded but didn't
follow me. Okay God, I said to myself, maybe this isn't the time.
Maybe you have other work for me to do. How, God, can she be a good
leader if she doesn't interact with people? She needs to build a
relationship with the girls and gain their trust. I know her
husband is the Youth Minister but if she is going to come on trips
and be a part of the leadership team then she needs to get it
together.

 


Shortly after we all had dried off T.J. began the
worship service with song as he led us to the amphitheatre. The
song service calmed me down and helped me to focus on why I was
here. God's work, God's will, God's timing. I still felt shunned
from eating alone to the lack of conversation with Missy. My
insecurities were holding me back, keeping me from doing whatever
it is I'm supposed to be doing I doubted my place here. Was I
trying too hard?

 


Charice said the opening prayer followed by Jamal
talking about nature and God's creation and how we are supposed to
take care of it. I thought that fit in really well with the work we
are doing for the Hubbard family and how we were all learning how
to live without all the man-made things we had all grown up with.
Jamal stated that he thought the world would be a better place if
we would all learn to live with less, be less materialistic, and
appreciate the earth more. This he said, made him think of other
things he was appreciative of, like how everyone so far had stuck
to their covenant and was working together. "What are you
appreciative of? What experiences have you had on this trip that
made you appreciate your life more?"

 


The younger boys started with the obvious things,
electricity, their mom's cooking. The girls were appreciative of
hot showers and refrigerators. Bruce was appreciative that he had a
good job and was able to provide for his family. Everyone said they
had a new appreciation of all the little things in life that they
took for granted like a bed to sleep in and a nice home to live in,
parents who cared for them. Dan stated that he was appreciative of
the kids who gave up the comforts of home to help someone in need.
A minute or 2 of silence went by as we all contemplated what had
been said.

 


"I'm very appreciative of something I learned after
dinner. I'm appreciative of Holly," stated Hunter.

 


What? She appreciates me?

 


"A bunch of us," she continued, "were in the bath
house changing for the creek and Holly opened up to us about things
we girls need to know about decisions we will be making, have made,
and how other people perceive our decisions. I know we have joked
around before about Holly saying she doesn't date. But she has a
reason for it and I respect that."

 


"What is the reason?" asked Charice.

 


"Yeah," added Lily, "you never really said."

 


I thought about it for a minute and took a deep
breath. "You really want to know?" All the kids nodded and stated
yes, moving closer to hear. "When I was a senior in college I met
and fell in love with a guy I thought was nearly perfect. We both
loved Jesus. We both agreed that we believed in remaining pure
until marriage. One night, about a week before graduation, he said
he wanted to take me out to a nice restaurant. I thought he was
going to propose so I bought a new dress. I thought I looked really
good in it. It was red, was low cut in the front, not slutty I
thought, just right for the occasion. When he picked me up at my
dorm room he said I looked hot. I was happy and excited about our
date. After dinner he stated he needed to stop by his house to pick
up a book he needed to return to the library. I'd been to his house
a few times before so it was no big deal. He lived in a house off
campus that his parents had rented for him. As soon as we got in
the door, he slammed it shut and locked it then grabbed me and held
me close to him really hard. I was stunned. He kissed me hard then
said since we were going to get married after graduation what would
be the harm in us having sex now? I said no, that we had agreed to
remain pure until after the wedding. I asked him why he was acting
this way. His behavior was so out of character. He went into a rant
about how I had been teasing him ever since we were dating with the
way I dressed, wearing short skirts and low cut tops and how he got
all excited every time we would hug and kiss and then how I was
such a tease when I insisted we stop. He kept calling me names,
calling me a tease, said I wore the red dress just to get him all
excited. He accused me of not really being a virgin and that I was
just playing hard to get. He even accused me of being a gold digger
and was withholding sex so he would marry me so I could get his
parents money. He groped me and kissed me hard again and I stomped
on his foot as hard as I could to distract him and get away. Well,"
I began to cry at the memories and shut my eyes tight as I
continued, "that only made him angrier. He then hit me hard across
the face, pushed me onto the floor, ripped off my underwear and
raped me. I tried to scream, tried to tell him to stop. He would
just hit me again and put his hand over my mouth. I hit and
scratched his face, dug my nails into his arms to try to get him to
let me go." I stopped to catch my breath and the sobs poured out of
me. I felt hands and arms around me, touching my arms and my back.
I knew it was the kids trying to comfort me, but I wanted to shake
them off. Instead I continued the story. "I got up and ran out of
the house as soon as I could. I ran and ran and ran as fast as my
legs would go. My brain was in a fog. I couldn't see straight.
Blood was in my eyes and I couldn't think. My head was pounding. I
can still remember the pain in my head and body and the smell of
the steak sauce on his breath, the wildly mad look in his eyes. All
I could think of was run! Run as far as you can! I don't know how
long or how far I ran. Eventually a police car pulled up in front
of me and a female officer got out of the car. I ran right into her
arms because I didn't see her in my path at first. She took me to
the hospital where they examined me and took my statement. The
doctor gave me a 'morning after pill'. I didn't want to take it but
I did. In my mind I kept hearing his words and thinking, he's
right, I got what I deserved. I caused this. It is all my fault. I
made this man sin. I dressed provocatively, I didn't think it was,
but apparently it was. To him it was. Whatever happened to me now,
I deserved it."

 


"No, it wasn't your fault. Rape is never okay," said
Sunny in a hushed voice. "You did nothing wrong."

 


"But I did," I continued. "A few weeks later, maybe a
month after he was in jail I found out I was pregnant. I
immediately went and had an abortion. There was no way I was going
to bring a baby into the world that had been conceived in such a
violent manner. It was my fault. I dressed provocatively. I decided
to have the abortion. I knew there would be consequences that I
would have to suffer with for the rest of my life." I paused as I
heard sobbing and sniffing from those who sat around me. Slowly I
opened my eyes. Nate sat directly across from me on the edge of the
stage, tears rolling down his face. Sunny and Bruce and Dan sat to
my right, the kids surrounded me, Missy with tears in her eyes,
behind Dan. "So you see. It's not that I don't believe in dating. I
can't."

 


"Afraid it will happen again?" asked Hunter.

 


"No," I answered. "I can't because no one deserves to
be with someone with so much baggage. I can't put that burden on
anyone. I can't because I deserve a life of celibacy...it's the
consequence of my actions."

 


"You know it wasn't your fault," stated Nate. "You
must know that God has forgiven you. You were in a traumatic
situation and acted out of a state of trauma. No one will hold that
against you. That man was evil and he took advantage of you."

 


"He's right," added Dan. "As a man, as a minister, I
know that bad things happen to people, good people. If that guy had
truly loved you, he would have told you that how you dressed
bothered him. Instead of hurting you, he would have talked to you.
He was a coward."

 


"I agree," stated Hunter. "God has a man for you and
when you meet him he will love you no matter what. I for one will
think about how I dress in a whole different way."

 


"Have you ever told anyone before now?" asked
Lily.

 


"I went into therapy for a while, while I was
finishing school. I talked to my minister. Deep inside I know I've
been forgiven. I just haven't been able to let it go. No, I hadn't
told anyone else, except my mother. I think finally talking about
it instead of dancing around the subject will help me a lot."

 


"I know you've helped us," stated Lily. "Our parents,
especially our mothers are always telling us to dress modestly, but
we really hadn't thought about possible consequences."

 


"So, what happened next?" asked Charice.

 


"He was expelled from school, went to jail. I
graduated and moved here. I got a job at the theme park as a
photographer, met my roommate at the job interview, and the rest
you know. Yeah, I pretty much ran as far away from him and that
town as soon as possible. I prayed a lot, still do."

 


"If you're willing, I think you should tell your
story to the rest of the youth group," asked Dan.

 


"I'll think about it."

 


Dan gathered us in a circle and prayed. I cried. That
was the hardest thing I had ever done. Maybe this was the reason
God brought me here. To learn about myself and share my story to
the youth. Lily was right, parents and Sunday School teachers and
Youth Ministers are always telling kids how to act and how to
dress, but unless they get first hand experience stories they
really won't understand why. If Missy never speaks to me, I'll be
content in knowing I shared my nightmare and God's forgiveness.

 



Chapter 6

 


Whip-or-will, whip-or-will, whip-or-will. 5:30 a.m.
and time to run. I was growing to have very strong feelings of
dislike for that bird. He was up late last night, doesn't he ever
sleep? All of the boys, Bruce, Dan, and Missy had all stated they
wanted to run this morning. After getting dressed I woke the boys.
We stretched and ran the usual path. It was a little cooler this
morning so the boys and I decided to take a longer route. I was
tired from the work physically, tired emotionally from the Devo,
but somehow felt energized, at peace, better than I had in a long
while. I prayed praises to God the entire run with a smile on my
face, ready to face whatever came my way.

 


The morning routine went the same except the Devo
took place on a hiking bridge over a creek, the same creek as at
our campground, just further downstream. It was a beautiful
morning. The sky was a brilliant shade of blue with no trace of
clouds. It was warm already but there was a slight breeze at the
creek. Phillip took his first turn in speaking and had a great
thought on service. He took his text from Deuteronomy Chapter 10
'And now, O Israel, what does the LORD your God ask of you but to
fear the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to
serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul,
and to observe the LORD's commands and decrees that I am giving you
today for your own good?'

 


The Hubbard family came out to greet us as soon as we
pulled in. Mr. Hubbard offered to help out the siding crew while
Mrs. Hubbard wanted to help with the garden crew. I used the
opportunity to talk with her.

 


"So what are you planning on planting?" I asked while
taking our first water break.

 


"Dont know jest yet," she answered. Plantin time is
over right now. My cross street neighbor is goin to help us pick
out seeds and maybe give us some seedlins."

 


"Cool," I answered. I knew nothing about gardening,
especially in this area. "Home grown food is so much healthier for
kids."

 


"I know it. That's one reason why we'uns wanted a
garden. That and it's cheaper. You know, my kids are heavy, and the
oldest come home cryin that kids called her fat. I was hopin this
would help."

 


I took a deep breath, tried to bite my tongue, then
just couldn't. "May I speak frankly? I don't want to hurt your
feelings but I think I can help."

 


"Sure."

 


"I couldn't help but notice all the candy wrappers
and soda cans in your house. They aren't healthy. Soda and candy
are filled with sugar. Sugar, lots of sugar is really bad for
kids."

 


"I know it but they always want it and I hate to say
no to my kids."

 


"Understood, however, you are their mother and
sometimes you have to say no. It would help if you explained to the
kids why they shouldn't eat so much candy. You can limit it to once
a week or on special occasions. Water or sugar-free drinks are so
much better for kids." I prayed I didn't just step over the line.
"If you get the kids involved in the gardening, let them help
decide what to plant, maybe give them a little space just their
own, they will probably take great interest. And, a great benefit
of getting them involved would be outdoor time, exercise, less time
in front of the TV. Working a garden is hard work but can be
fun."

 


"What you talkin about?" asked Lindley as she skipped
up to us.

 


"Gardening," I answered.

 


"Oh."

 


"Have you ever planted something and watched it
grow?" I asked.

 


She shook her head no.

 


"You want a space of your own?" asked her mother,
then looked at me for approval.

 


"What for?" Lindley answered.

 


Mrs. Hubbard looked to me. "For you to plant
something of your own. You can plant the seeds, water it, keep all
the weeds away and watch God's miracle as the plant matures and
produces something healthy for you to eat." Lindley cocked her head
and smiled. "Did you know that vegetable plants make flowers?"

 


"Really?" she asked quizzically.

 


"Well, I guess you'll have to plant something to find
out."

 


"Okay, I'll do it. My friend says her mom cans
tomatoes. Can we do that?"

 


"I don't know how," answered her mom, "but I think
maybe we can learn."

 


Just then Brent, Jr and little John came running up.
"Wanna play tag?" asked Brent.

 


"Sure," I answered.

 


"You have to have a partner," he stated.

 


"Okay, I pick Lindley."

 


"I don't like to run," she answered, trying not to
whine.

 


"Please?" I asked. "Running is fun. I don't know
where the good hiding places are."

 


Lindley sighed then agreed. The boys each found one
of the students to partner up with then Brent chose to be 'it'
first. We ran around the trailer, through the woods, down the hill
to the creek, around the chicken coop, zigzagged through the
vehicles until Lindley was completely out of breath.

 


"You're good," I complemented her as she tried to
catch her breath.

 


"They like to play tag. I don't usually."

 


"Why not?"

 


"I don't run fast. It's hard to breath
sometimes."

 


"Well, you know what, I used to have the same
problem," I said sitting on the ground to rest.

 


"Really? But you're so skinny!" she exclaimed.

 


I ignored that last statement, not wanting to focus
on her weight. "I started running for fun and for exercise a few
years ago. The very first day I could only run for about 30 seconds
before I was breathing hard. I didn't quit just because it was hard
though. The next day I did a little more and the next day a little
more than that. Next thing you know I ran a marathon!"

 


"Wow!" she exclaimed. "What's a marathon?"

 


"It's a race 23.2 miles long."

 


"I could never do that," she shook her head.

 


"And why not? You can do anything you put your mind
to."

 


"How long did it take?" she asked.

 


"To run the race or to be able to run that far?"

 


"Both."

 


"Well, it took about a year to be able to run that
far, but only because I was training for shorter runs before I
decided to do the marathon that came to my town. The race itself
took me 4 and a half hours."

 


"You run for 4 hours without stopping?" she
exclaimed. "No kidding?"

 


"No kidding. You're only 10, so you don't need to run
for that long. Start with 1 mile if you want to."

 


"Okay, want to play some more?"

 


"How about you ask someone else to be your partner
for a while? I need to go work in the garden."

 


I smiled as Lindley ran over to the chicken coop crew
and asked Missy, who was sitting on a log, to play tag with her.
Missy got up and trotted off after the now very sweaty little girl.
I hoped some of what I said to Mrs. Hubbard and Lindley would
encourage and inspire them to eat healthier and motivate them to
get more exercise. Although, unless their school had a place to
run, there wasn't much hope in making a runner out of any of the
kids.

 


"How was tag?" asked Nate as I approached. He was
supervising the crew as they began the process of marking out the
rows for planting.

 


"Hot. Lindley doesn't have the best of self-esteem.
She's very self-conscious of her weight."

 


"She told you that?"

 


"Not in so many words. You should have seen all the
soda and candy in their home. It's very sad."

 


Nate and I discussed the poverty and obesity
correlates in the mountain range in this region. He said most of it
was from lack of education and ease and cheapness of poorer quality
of foods available. Unfortunately, that's the way it is all across
the country, people don't want to take the time to cook and eat
fresh foods opting instead for the drive through.

 


"Most people here are very hard working, outdoor
living people," stated Nate, "yet they would still rather do to the
local fast food joint than go to the farmer's market or plant a
garden. On the flip side, there are lots of hunters and
fishermen."

 


"But the cooks, they still use lard," I added.

 


"Hey," said Nate in a more serious tone, "you were
really brave last night. That took a lot of courage but I know God
was with you through it all."

 


"Thanks," I said, trying not to burst into tears.

 


I excused myself to go take more pictures. I got
several of the kids, including Missy, playing tag-team tag. I made
a point to get pictures of every person in the group working and
playing. I didn't want any parent to see the pictures and wonder
why there were more pictures of this kid or that kid or why their
kid wasn't ever working. I did, however, get a lot of Kelly on the
scaffolding but primarily because she was the only one up there.
Two girls I thought would never use a power tool were photographed
expertly sawing lumber. During the tag game Karla found some fake
Halloween blood and asked me to take a staged picture. I smeared
the gooey stuff on her leg and across her forehead then got her to
hold the biggest power tool I could find. She posed showing off her
'wounds'. Everyone got a kick out of it.

 


Afterward, Karla asked to take several pictures of me
stating that I wasn't in any picture and there would be no record
of my being here. I was touched.

 


By the time we returned to the camp, everyone was
soaked with sweat, especially Missy who had been convinced to play
catch with the boys after playing tag for nearly 30 minutes. Even
though she was on dinner duty, Dan insisted she go with me and the
girls to the creek. She tried to protest, not wanting to go without
her husband.

 


"Go," Dan insisted. "I don't want you to pass out
from heat stroke. We can handle dinner prep without you."

 


At the creek, the water was cooler and a little
deeper than it had been the day before. One of the girls guessed
that it had rained somewhere upstream, far upstream where it was
colder. The girls and I went to our usual spot in the center of the
creek to sit and cool off while Missy waded a little further
upstream where it was deeper but had bigger rocks to sit on. She
was just at the edge of our boundary.

 


I kept an eye on Missy while I washed off and rinsed
out my hair. I still had the desire to talk to her, to befriend
her. Every attempt I had made so far had failed. Every day I
watched as she sat on the sidelines and spoke mostly to Dan and the
boys. Once or twice she had talked casually with the Hubbard family
but only briefly. Sunny had even commented to me how quiet Missy
was. All I could do was agree. Still, I felt it was me, that she
just didn't like me. How many times had I gone up to her in an
effort to make conversation or to ask her a question or even to
make a comment on this or that just to get blown off by a one-word
answer?

 


Not one to give up, I got up and waded up to her.
"Man that game of tag wore me out."

 


"Me too," she stated, a little uncomfortably.

 


"You doing okay? You're face is really red."

 


"It's all good."

 


"I'm glad the creek is cooler," I continued grasping
for something. She didn't answer. "The chicken coop looks like it's
done."

 


"Just about. Should be done way before lunch
tomorrow."

 


"Ah, your group wins! We have a lot more do to. Maybe
we'll be done shortly after lunch," I say, trying to smile. She
nods. Ugh, this is so frustrating. What can I say that will get her
to talk to me? Just then the girls wave and say they were going
back up, dinner was nearly ready.

 


Missy got up to follow them and immediately slipped
on a rock. I reached out to grasp her arm to help steady her but
she pulled away, twisted and fell right on her knees.

 


"Oh, gosh, are you okay?" I asked, grabbing her under
the arm to help her up.

 


"I'm fine," she insisted, leaning away from me. She
took a couple of wobbly steps forward exposing her knees.

 


I saw a large gash on her left knee and a smaller
scrape on her right one. "No you're not, you're bleeding, a
lot."

 


"It's fine. I can walk," she said as the current
suddenly pushed her over. She fell face first into the water. I
stood by while she gathered herself up and slowly stood, my
outstretched hand waiting. Reluctantly, Missy took my hand. I put
her arm around my shoulder and mine around her waist.

 


"I've got you," I said softly. "Does it hurt
bad?"

 


"Yeah, some. I can't believe I did that."

 


"Do you want to sit here and I'll go get help?"

 


"No, I can make it to the edge."

 


By the time we slowly waded to the creek bank,
gingerly walking around the rocks, Dan had arrived. "What
happened?" he asked. "Baby, you okay?"

 


"I'm fine," Missy insisted.

 


"She slipped on a loose rock," I stated, handing
Missy over to her husband. "The current is a lot stronger than
yesterday. I'll meet you back at the tent with the first-aid
kit."

 


"Thanks," whispered Missy.

 


Success? Possibly. At least it was a start. Perhaps I
had gained some trust. Maybe.

 


As I bandaged up Missy's knees, I noticed she looked
very uncomfortable. The girls had gathered around us. "Are you in a
lot of pain?"

 


"Some," she answered, squirming when the girls
hovered over her.

 


"Hey," exclaimed Kelly, "we should give the little
girls a makeover tomorrow!"

 


The girls all giggled and talked about how cool it
would be to do Lindley and Sissy's hair and give them new clothes
and paint their fingernails. Meanwhile, Missy sighed and shrugged
when she was asked her opinion.

 


"We already took up a collection to buy all the kids
new outfits," stated Hunter as we ate dinner. "If there is any
money left over we could get them something pretty for their hair
and maybe a small toy or ball for the boys."

 


"That's a great idea," I answered. "Do we have time
to go shopping tomorrow?" I asked Sunny.

 


"Yes," Sunny answered. "After the morning Devo or
after we get to the work site either Nate or I will go. Just write
down a list of what you want."

 


I was very excited to do this for the family. It's
one thing to clean up the inside of their home and repair the
outside, but a personal touch means a lot, especially to a mother.
I had watched home makeover shows on TV a lot and every time the
mother got a little something extra, something special either for
herself or for her family that is what brought her to tears, every
time. Not that I want to see Mrs. Hubbard cry, I simply want her to
know that she is special not just in our eyes but in God's.

 


I helped Dan and his crew clean up after dinner so
Missy could rest a little longer. Afterward she stated she wanted
to get up and walk so her knees wouldn't stiffen up. Dan started to
stay behind while the guys went to the creek to clean up but I
insisted that he go and I would stay with Missy. All of the girls
decided they wanted to go on a walk with us. Lily and Hunter wanted
to scope out the running trail before deciding on whether or not
they wanted to go run with me in the morning.

 


Missy walked gingerly, her knees being more painful
than she would admit to. The girls, being impatient would run and
skip ahead then come back, then off they would go again, full of
energy. Missy kept saying I could go and join them, that she would
be fine walking alone, however, I insisted on staying by her
side.

 


"Are you doing alright?" I finally asked once the
girls were out of earshot.

 


"I'm okay," she answered.

 


"Really? You've been quiet this whole trip."

 


Missy let out a long sigh and I could see tears well
up in her eyes. "I'm having a hard time adjusting," she finally
admitted.

 


"To camping?" I asked.

 


"No," she shook her head slowly, "to being a
minister's wife."

 


Ah, so that was it.

 


"Want to talk about it?"

 


Missy looked away for a minute before speaking. "Dan
and I came from a really small town. We both grew up in small
towns, went to a small college, were members of a small church. His
first job as a minister was at a church with only a hundred people
in it. He was minister and youth minister. The kids were so unlike
these guys. All they wanted to do was play games. They weren't
interested in spiritual things, learning about God. This church is
so huge. I feel so much pressure from everyone." She stopped and
caught her breath, tried not to cry. "I feel like everyone expects
me to know the answer to everything and to know how to do
everything. I am not a minister. I'm just his wife. I feel so
inadequate, so useless. I feel like if I say something it will be
wrong and Dan will loose his job. I have had a difficult time
connecting with people. They have such high expectations of me and
I just know I'll not meet their expectations."

 


That did it, she made me cry. I felt so selfish,
thinking she didn't like me. "Oh, Missy," I stopped and gave her a
big hug, "and here I was thinking I was the only one who felt
inadequate. I never know what to say to people."

 


"Really?"

 


"Yes, really. Have you told Dan this?"

 


"No. I don't want to disappoint him."

 


"I think you should. He loves you. You won't
disappoint him."

 


"You are the bravest person I have ever met," she
said, wiping away a tear. "I have watched you with the youth group
ever since we got here and I, I'm intimidated by you, I want to be
like you."

 


I was completely shocked by that statement. She wants
to be like me? Me? Who am I, nobody. I constantly struggle with my
insecurities and doubts. I felt so humbled at that moment. Here I
was pushing her to talk to me, to be my friend, why didn't I make
the connection? I didn't know how to connect with her and she
didn't know how to connect with anyone. I was uncomfortable with
the thought of her wanting to be like me so I changed the subject.
"What do you think about the girls wanting to do makeovers?"

 


"I don't know. I've never been a girly-girl type. I'm
a tomboy. I don't wear makeup or dresses or do my hair in anything
except a ponytail. Maybe that's why the girls and I clash most of
the time. I don't understand their language. I can talk to the boys
about sports and cars, but I know nothing about makeup and designer
clothes. I overheard you guys talking in the bath house the other
day. I was standing outside the window. I should be able to talk to
them like that."

 


"Want to give it a try with me?" I asked as I felt a
raindrop on my head. We were just about to be at an open pavilion
where the girls were sitting. "Hey, it's starting to rain. You
girls stay here with Missy. I'm going to run back to camp. The guys
are all probably still at the creek and we all left our tents
open." They nodded okay as I ran full speed back to camp as the
rain went from occasional drops to a light drizzle. When I got to
camp there was no one there. I grabbed sleeping bags and threw them
into the tents, zipping them up tightly. I grabbed shoes and
backpacks and put them all under the pop-up tent. As I finished
securing the campsite the rain came down hard and the guys came
running up from the creek.

 


"Where are the rest of the girls?" asked Dan not
mentioning or noticing what I had just done.

 



Chapter 7

 


The rain didn't last very long. We all huddled under
the pop-up tent playing cards until the sun broke through the
clouds sending the rain away. Some of the boys left the tent to
change while others decided to play Frisbee. I left to check on the
girls who met me half way. Nothing else was said about either my
conversation with Missy or her accident or the quick clean-up at
the campsite. My frustrations began to creep back in and turn into
disappointment and then I began to feel unappreciated. I tried to
focus on the tasks ahead and shake the thoughts.

 


That night we hiked further into the woods in the
campground for our evening worship. We all had changed into jeans
and brought our flash-lights. Nate and Sunny led us through a long
hiking trail up a small hill to an amphitheatre deep in the woods.
It was a beautiful place at twilight with all the fireflies flying
about and twinkling their lights. The area looked like Christmas in
the forest with white twinkle lights. The rain had brought the
temperatures down which in turn gave us fewer mosquitoes. I walked
down the wood steps, picked a seat and looked around at the forest
theater. Eight rows of wooden benches were built into a hill. At
the front was a small stage with a large tree growing in the middle
and a railing at the back. From there was a steep drop-off into a
little forest gully. There was so much vegetation, I couldn't see
the bottom.

 


My team were the worship leaders this night. Krista
and Lily began by singing "God of Wonders", which beings with 'Lord
of all creation of water, earth, and sky, heavens are your
tabernacle, glory to the Lord on high'. A great song to get me to
remove focus from myself and put it where it belongs, on God. The
next song brought me to tears because I needed to hear it: Open the
eyes of my heart, Lord, Open the eyes of my heart. I want to see
you. To see You high and lifted up, shining in the light of Your
glory, pour out Your power and love, as we sing holy, holy, holy, I
want to see you.

 


I realized that this whole trip, even though I
thought I was here for God, I was focusing on me. How I felt about
it, what I was going to do for God, what I was going to say or do
for this person or that person, getting upset if I didn't get
recognition. How often have I done that? I know this trip is not
about me, I don't do things in order to get praise so why do I get
upset when I am not recognized for my efforts? I prayed for God to
lead me and then focus it all back on self. I don't want to do
that, but I do it. I even thought Missy's problem was me, all about
me, me, me. I thought my motives were pure. I do want to do God's
work, I just have to figure out how to get me out of the way.

 


Philip led us in prayer after a few more songs then
Benji got up to speak.

 


"Hey. I want to do it backwards tonight. First, tell
me where you saw Jesus today," Benji stated.

 


One by one the youth group talked about their day at
the work site, and how they got to know the kids by playing with
them and working side by side with them on the siding, the chicken
coop, and in the garden. The teens noticed Jesus in each other as
they saw how everyone did their best in including the family in
their work, remembering to be respectful and that this was a home,
not just a work site. Bruce saw Jesus in Sunny when she stopped her
work on the trailer to wipe the nose of little Corrine and comfort
her when she tripped and fell over a board.

 


As Satan tried to creep back into my insecurities
when I realized no one was going to mention all the work I did at
camp, I saw something in Benji's expression that made me turn and
look behind me to see a fox sitting on the path just behind us. He
was just sitting there looking at us and sniffing the air. I turned
towards him just slightly to get a better look and caught his eye.
He looked at me, me at him our eyes locking for I'm not sure how
long until I realized the group had gone silent. His ears pricked,
hearing something in the distance but he didn't move. I looked with
my eyes, not daring to move a muscle. A few feet beyond the fox I
saw a great deer with a huge rack of antlers. I sucked in my breath
out of surprise. Someone touched my hand, they saw it, too. We sat
in silence for what seemed like an eternity, me, the fox, the buck,
and the entire youth group. Suddenly, someone sneezed and the
magical moment was over.

 


It took us a few minutes of silence to comprehend
that it really happened.

 


"God was just in our presence," whispered Benji.
Everyone silently nodded in agreement. "I want everyone to pick up
a rock, a good sized rock. Hold it in your hand and feel it. Feel
its weight." We all did as we were told, then he continued. "Now I
want you to think of something that has been holding you back from
fully giving yourself to God, something that you want to give up to
God. What sin do you want to let go of? Is there baggage in your
life that you want out of your life forever?"

 


I didn't have to think very long about that one. I
wanted to get rid of myself. I thought about all my insecurities
and the Mercy Me song began playing in my head.

 


"Now," continued Benji, "one at a time, come to the
stage and throw your rock into the forest. That rock is that thing,
that sin you want to get rid of. Throw it far and hard and say
something out loud to it."

 


One by one, each person threw their rock, their sin
into the woods. "Adios." "Never again." "Good riddance." One young
man threw 3 rocks and yelled at them in Spanish.

 


When it was my turn, with tears rolling down my
cheeks I sang this song,

"So long, self

Well, it's been fun, but I have found somebody
else

So long, self

There's just no room for two

So you are gonna have to move

So long, self

Don't take this wrong but you are wrong for me,
farewell

Oh well, goodbye, don't cry

So long, self."

 


I sat back down, not proud of myself but broken,
realizing my insecurities had just been another form of
selfishness.

 


Once everyone had thrown their rocks, Benji concluded
with this, "Now I dare you to go find your rock. When you give your
sin over to God it is gone for good."

 


We walked back to the camp site in silence. It had
been a very moving, spirit-filled experience for all of us and no
one wanted to break the moment. The sun had set and the moon was
high in the sky. It was a day or so past being full but it was
still bright enough to light the night. The sky was so much
brighter and clearer here than it ever was back home. Perhaps it
was because the mountains were not littered by all the artificial
lights of buildings and signs and cars. I convinced everyone to
keep their flashlights off and simply be led back to camp by the
moon and the fireflies. I slowly walked at the back of the group,
didn't want to leave the amphitheatre. As I meandered down the
trail I kept looking around for the fox and deer.
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