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The ringing of the church bells as they played “The Little Brown Church in the Vale” drifted far above the steeple and out over the hills surrounding the little country community in North Carolina. The sound reminded the faithful that church services were about to begin. The melody could be heard reverberating off the hills surrounding the valley.
Betty Jean hurried to finish the last minute touches to her hair and makeup. “As the wife of the minister, I have an image to maintain. I know that I’m expected to be as near perfect as possible. And so far, I’ve fooled most of the parishioners and they think I am ‘as near perfect as possible’. I try to do my very best. I lead the worship committee, teach the high school girls Sunday school class, I am head of the woman's missionary society and I try to do it all with a certain amount of style and grace, but not too graceful or stylish because I don’t want to appear pretentious. Oh my, it is a fine line to walk, but so far I’ve been able to accomplish everything without falling off that line. If I can become more perfect at being a country minister’s wife, God must give it to me.
I dearly love Bill. He has been my husband for ten astonishing years, he’s so tall and handsome and fine. He doesn’t have a mean bone in his body. I want nothing more than to be a good wife and mother; I think I’m doing a first-class job on the wife part, but we’ve been trying for the past five years to have a baby, and so far no luck.
God! Why haven’t I been able to conceive? We want a baby so very much, a little part of each of us, the amazing beginning of our own unique family. Please grant us this one wish. I know that you answer prayers in your own time and way. Maybe you have answered and I have refused to listen.
It would be so nice to have a little boy that looks just like Bill. A child would be a wonderful gift from you God. I recognize a child would also be a challenge. Oh, I know I have all these romantic notions about a family just like the families Bill and I grew up in. I understand, believe me Lord, I know it isn’t easy and there are always problems of one sort or another.
Oh but right now, I’d better stop woolgathering. I must hurry and finish getting ready or I will mess up the wife part by being late for church.”
After checking her New England boiled dinner in the crock-pot to make sure the roast would be ready after services, Betty Jean opened the kitchen door of the parsonage and hurried across the old graveyard. She was very careful not to trip on the exposed roots of the ancient oak trees. “I’m a few days late this month,” Betty Jean thought “ perhaps this might be the time so I don’t want to chance a fall. Bill would be so happy if I could tell him we are, after five frustrating years, having a little one.”
Betty Jean slipped into the side door of the chapel as the last few notes of the old hymn floated from the church steeple on its way up to heaven. She crossed the back of the church, went to the outside aisle of the pews on the right side and tiptoed quietly toward her regular seat near the front of the church. She slid onto the padded bench just as the choir began their processional down the center walkway to the choir loft.
Bill was already in his place behind the pulpit. He looked so handsome in his clerical robes; he still made her heart skip a beat. Just as he did the very first time she saw him. They were freshmen in high school and even now, he could still make her feel like that gawky young woman.
He looked at her and raised a questioning eyebrow in her direction. She really didn’t know anything yet, but she hoped with all of her heart their wish would be granted. She gave him her Mona Lisa smile that told him zilch.
Betty Jean glanced around to see who was in church this gorgeous Sunday morning. “I see there are quite a few new faces,” she reflected, “Bill works so hard trying to keep the faithful few who have come to the church since forever, while still trying to seek out the new families in the valley to add to his growing flock. The trickiest part is to get the two groups to blend together as one. The older group wants to keep things as they have always been while the newer group would like to change some characteristics of the church. It was a delicate situation and only a minister of Bill’s caliber could keep it all in balance. There is another concern on our minds, we love this church and the families that live here, but things are so expensive nowadays that it is hard to make both ends meet with the amount of money the church can afford to pay,” Betty Jean worried. “Of course we will cut corners as much as we can. Jobs are more and more scarce, so I know it would be hard for the church Board to pay a higher salary at this moment in time. In the big city, 20 miles away, where most of the town’s population works, there are few jobs available and it is hard for the families who choose to live here in this beautiful valley.”
As she looked around, she caught Judy Brandt’s eye and smiled at her. “ Judy and Joe have three energetic children. They are such a sweet, loving family. The factory where Joe works keeps cutting his hours. Which makes it awfully hard to feed and care for Emily, little Joe, and baby Ann with their earnings reduced. Judy understands that she needs to find a job, but she doesn’t know what to do, she didn’t trained in any special field. She quit school at sixteen to marry Joe, whom she had loved forever. I know that Judy has tried to find a job, but babysitting expenses would eat up whatever she could make as a waitress or clerk in this small towns stores or restaurants.
I wish the church could afford to provide a daycare center for working mothers,” Betty Jean was thinking. “But that is a dream like so many other things the church needs. So far, Bill and I haven’t been able to stir up any interest among the grandmotherly type ladies who are associated with this church. How could they find someone to run a daycare? I wish I had the time to give to this favorite project of ours, but I think I have too much on my plate already to be able to do a good and safe job.”
Her roving eyes caught sight of another couple that recently started coming to church. “Oh good! I see Patricia Combs and her fiance Jerry Baker are here today sitting in the back pew. I’m so glad they’ve started coming to our church. We need young people; they are the lifeblood of the church,” Betty Jean reminded herself. “Patricia and Jerry are planning a Christmas wedding. What a beautiful time of the year to start a new life together, the birth of the Christ child and the New Year. They appear to be so much in love. They are so lucky to have found each other in the sea of humanity that exist in this world.”
“God bless them,” Betty Jean thought as she smiled at Patricia. “Could we have ever been that young and innocent and so unaware of the bad things that can happen in you’re lifetime,” Betty Jean questioned herself. “Of course we were, about 10 years ago. It’s been a long hard row to hoe, finishing college and then seminary and then moving around from place to place. We finally got through it and we’ve found a church where we are happy. I love this little church nestled in the valley, encircled by the hills. Looking at the hills rests your eyes and your soul. Hmm… that almost sounds biblical but I think the correct quote is from Psalms 121, I will lift up my eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my help. I wonder where the other quote came from? It doesn’t matter because I, Betty Jean Roberts said that. The phrase will go down in history. Oh! Wait a minute. I need to pull my thoughts together and listen carefully. Bill is starting his sermon. He values my opinion about the congregation’s reaction to his sermons. He’s like a little boy; he doesn’t let me read his sermons, but keeps them a secret so it will be as fresh for me as it is for of the other worshipers.”
Jerry laid his arm across the back of the church pew and lightly touched Patricia’s shoulder. Patricia turned her head and smiled at him. You could almost feel the love for each other oozing out of every pore of their bodies.
“Yesterday was a busy day, but I’m glad I went to see my family doctor to make sure I am physically fit. I think before Jerry and I get married it is important that we are both healthy in body and in spirit.” thought Patricia as she smiled at Jerry. “I think I will ask him to go see his family doctor for a check-up. I love him so much; I want our lives to be as perfect as they can possibly be. It’s funny how much I love him when I couldn’t stand him when we first met. He was such an arrogant, self-centered person. All he cared about was what he wanted and how things affected his life. Even though he ask me several times, I wouldn’t have gone out with him if he were the last man on earth. Afterward, when Mom died and I was so devastated, he was so kind and so caring I couldn’t believe he was the same person. He did a complete about face. Thank you Lord that this seemed to be his real personality. He has proved over and over again how sweet and kind he is. No God, I’m not fooling myself, he doesn’t have to put up barriers to protect him. Neither of us has to pretend anymore. We can be honest with each other.
Now that we’ve finally found a church where we feel loved and welcome, our future life together is beginning to take shape.” She saw Mrs. Roberts looking at the two of them from where she sat near the front of the church. Patricia smiled at her; “She is such a nice lady and the perfect minister’s wife. She is kind and caring, just a really nice person. Someone you know you will like and feel comfortable telling your troubles to. That is if you are unlucky enough to have troubles.” She looked again at Jerry and smiled confidentially.. “I don’t think we will be one of those ill-fated couples who need to confide in anyone but each other.” She gave Jerry a smug little smile as she nestle a little closer to him slipping her arm through his so she could hold his hand as they prepared to pray together. Patricia felt satisfied with her choices and happy with her life thus far.
“Beloved, friends, neighbors and visitors, welcome to Wildwood Christian Church,” Bill began with the report of the life of the congregation to the members He always made the announcements before he began his sermon so that nothing would interrupt the parishioners train of thought as they conversed with God. “We are pleased to have you worship with us this morning. I do have a sad announcement to make before we begin the service this morning. I sure you all remember John Taylor. He is one of the patriarchs of our little community and of our Church here in Wildwood. He is now in Memorial Hospital with what is diagnosed as a terminal brain tumor. John Taylor needs our prayers, our visits and most of all our friendship.
Lord God, please be merciful to your child. He has worked in your fields for the past seventy-five years. John and his now deceased wife, Bertha, have always been good and faithful servants.
Let us begin the service with a prayer for John Taylor and all of those around us who need God’s tender mercies today and every day. Let us bow our heads and our hearts as we go to the Lord in prayer.
Our most gracious and merciful Father, we come to you this morning in sorrow. Not for our brother, John Taylor, who soon will be going home to his just reward, but for those of who will truly miss his tall and commanding appearance here at your church. He is one person you can always count on when help is needed. Whether it is money, time or advice. He is always there for your children. We ask this in your Son Jesus Christ name that taught us to pray…
Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen.
Let us continue with our service.”
Bill returned to his chair as the choir rose to begin.
“Oh no!” gasped a small elderly lady sitting in the front of the church. Mildred Stout shook her head. “I knew he wasn’t feeling his best…. but a brain tumor. Good Lord, why John? First Bertha and now him! God! He has been through so much since Bertha took sick. He took care of her for a long time through every one of the illnesses laid upon her and then through the final days of that bout with cancer. He didn’t have a minutes rest after his retirement. Both couples went on that trip together and then Bertha’s first illness struck. God, please give him the strength and courage to face this final battle with his old nemesis, cancer, before he is taken home to his final reward in heaven and to be reunited with his precious Bertha. I know what it is to loose someone you love so much. It hurt so badly when I lost my husband, Earl. It has been nine months since he left me, but it seems like it was 900 years ago, but yet, at times, it seems like it has only been a moment. God, I don’t mean to question Your will as to why Earl had to go so suddenly, but the pain of living each day without him is sometimes too much. He was my co-worker, my dearest friend and my only love. We’d spent every waking moment together for 53 years. Oh, how I miss him, every minute of every day. It doesn’t get any easier and time does not heal all wounds! His death is as fresh for me today as if it had just happened a minute ago. With your help I seem to be able to make it through the days, but oh my! Those nights, those long, long, lonely nights! I know exactly how John felt when he lost his dearly beloved Bertha because I felt the same way when I lost my Earl. It’s hard getting old and losing those you have loved for so long.”
Maggie Meyers reached out and touched Mildred’s hand a gentle touch of sympathetic friendship, just to let her know she understood her pain and the ache in her heart for her dear friend, John. Mildred has been such a lonely soul ever since Earl died last year and now this news about John, her dearest friend. They have known each other since childhood
Maggie turned slightly in her seat to glance toward the back of the church wondering if Adam arrived? Hoping against hope that she would see Adam coming up the aisle to sit beside her. “Adam is not here yet! He promised me he would be here in time for church this morning. I wonder what is taking him so long?” she thought trying not to appear angry. “As if I didn’t know! I can also see that Barbara Oliver, the town’s most recent divorcé, is not at church either. I’ll bet she and Adam are together wherever they are! I can’t figure it out, why is Barbara making a play my husband? There are other men more her own age with no family ties. They would be very willing to play footsie with her anytime she wanted. But does she call them? No, she calls Adam! My husband!”
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