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Leaving Home

 


The Matthews family had tried hard to keep
the farm, but now it was lost. Each family member was sad as they
packed to leave their small hometown in Oklahoma. Jim Matthews and
his wife, Ann, had three children: Paul, who was fourteen; Mary,
who was thirteen; and James, who was eight. All three children held
back tears as they helped their parents pack their belongings and
put them into their old car, to travel to where ever Jim might be
able to find work.

Jim Matthews did not have a formal education,
but he was an intelligent man, who had learned a lot by reading
books on his own. He was also a man who understood the land–how to
cultivate it and prepare it for planting; how to time his planting
with the seasons, and how to take care of the crops once they were
planted. And he knew soil. The topsoil was the fertile layer of
soil which had the nutrients and minerals in it necessary for the
plants to grow. Jim was a wheat farmer, and he could size up the
topsoil by touching it, dampening it with a little water, and
tasting it. He could tell you whether the soil was alkaline or acid
by the taste, and what fertilizers were needed to enrich it to grow
whatever crop was to be planted.

However, no man could grow good crops without
topsoil, and the wind had come during what was called the Dust
Bowl, and blown it away. First there had been the collapse of the
banks, causing the Matthews to lose all of the money they had in
savings. Next the dust storms started, blowing through state after
state in the Midwest, turning once-fertile farmland into parched
and dusty plains which were, as the farmers began to say, “good for
nothin.”

The old Ford creaked under the load of the
Matthew’s possessions. Ann Matthews had prepared as much dried food
as she could, but she was concerned it wouldn’t last very long. The
whole family was waiting while she took a last look around the
house. The bankers would have it soon, and auction it off to the
highest bidders. She looked in the kitchen, and the memory of
better days flashed through her mind. The nice turkey dinners at
Thanksgiving; Paul looking so cute when he was just learning to cut
up his food; James so pleased when he got his favorite vegetable,
spinach, which the other children wouldn’t eat. She spied some
grease above where the stove was–she thought she had cleaned it
well enough, but…

Jim honked the horn, but Ann was preoccupied.
She took a rag from under the sink and decided to try to wipe off
the last trace of grease.

“Go in and see what is taking your mother so
long, Paul,” Jim said.

“Sure Pa,” Paul answered, not really wanting
to go back into the house, but quick to obey his father.

Walking in he saw his mother cleaning. For a
moment the whole scene seemed surreal. Had they really lost their
house to Eastern bankers, perhaps the same ones who had something
to do with them losing their money in the bank, so they could not
pay the mortgage? Was Ma really cleaning? Why in the world would
she? His thoughts were interrupted as Ann looked up and saw him,
and her eyes darted back and forth, in some way ashamed for having
been caught.

“Ma, what are you doing?”

“Oh, Paul–well I saw this spot, and I didn’t
want people to say that I was a bad housekeeper, I mean…silly,
isn’t it?”

“I understand, Ma–it’s hard.” Paul answered
with a consoling look.

“Yes, but…the Lord has told us we won’t be
tested beyond what we are able, and I…”

Tears began to fall from her eyes, then she
put the rag away, gently tucking it under the sink.

“I’m ready, son. Let’s go. This part of our
lives is over now,” she said, walking swiftly from the kitchen and
then running past Paul outside to the car, leaving him to shut the
door. He walked to the car, thinking of how she had helped him so
many times, cleaning up his scrapes and cuts, kissing him when he
hurt himself, and praying for his healing, and always being willing
to listen, even to his childish stories. But now he saw a new side
to her–one he had never seen before. Her world was crumbling, and
he knew she was trying to be strong, but her quiet desperation
could not be hidden. Yet he also knew that although he was younger,
losing the farm did not bother him as much as it did her. Perhaps
now it was time for him to return some of those prayers. As he got
into the old Ford, he whispered to God, “Please, Lord, give her the
peace that passes all understanding–give it to our whole
family.”

The car began rolling, moving slower than it
ever had before, due to the heavy load. No one spoke as they
reached the end of the long driveway which split the wheat fields,
and came to a stop outside the gate. “Close the gate, Paul,” Mr.
Matthews said.

“Why Pa, to protect it for those thieves
who…”

“Don’t talk like that, son. Remember whom you
serve. He is the One who said we should love our enemies, for He is
kind to the unthankful and the evil.”

“Yes sir,” Paul replied, opening the car
door. He had heard enough over the past year to know that they had
been cheated out of their house–that the bankers had used crooked
methods to foreclose on the farm. And he had a deep hatred for
those men, even though he had never met them. He wondered how they
could sleep at night, doing the things they did to other people. He
also knew that he had to forgive them, but he didn’t want to.
Getting back into the car a Scripture came into his mind from the
family Bible reading time, which seemed to explain it all, “For
they do not sleep unless they have done evil; and their sleep is
taken away unless they make someone fall.” What was God telling
him? Could it be that there were people that not only slept well
after hurting others, but actually couldn’t sleep well unless they
did?

Mary thought of her friends as the reality of
leaving set in. Would she ever see them again? It seemed funny to
her that even though she already missed them, it was her cat,
Fluffy, whom she missed the most. She cried for almost a day after
they gave her away, but at least they had found her a good home.
The widow Mrs. Wilkins wanted a cat, and Fluffy seemed like just
the one for her. Fluffy didn’t care a bit about going outside, and
always liked to snuggle on Mary’s legs in the evening, especially
in the winter when the wood stove was burning, and Ma was cooking.
And, even though the food must have been tantalizing to Fluffy, she
would only sniff, but never leave the comfort of Mary’s legs.

When they dropped Fluffy off, Mrs. Wilkins
picked her up lovingly, and tried to pet her, but Fluffy was not
interested. Mary wasn’t certain, but she thought that Fluffy had
given her a look, as if to say, why are you deserting me? Oh, if
she could only have talked to her, and told her the reason. Perhaps
that was the hardest part–Fluffy thought she didn’t love her
anymore. Just then she thought of a story that the pastor had told
in church some time ago.

He said there was a man who didn’t understand
why God just didn’t communicate with him if He really existed. The
rest of his family believed, but the man didn’t, and one wintry,
freezing Sunday night, his wife and children went off to church,
leaving him as usual to sit and read. The question came into his
mind again, and he put down his book and stared into the fireplace,
watching its flames crackle and spark. “If God exists, and if his
son really is Jesus Christ, why can’t he just tell me?” he wondered
again. Looking into the fire, he said out loud, “God, who are you?
Where are you? Are you real?”

Just then a little baby bird, freezing from
the cold weather, chirped outside the window, looking for a warm
place. The man wondered how the little bird had wandered from its
nest, and as he looked at it, it flew into the window pane, trying
to get into the house. “That’s glass,” the man said, wondering as
he spoke how he expected the little bird to hear or understand him.
The bird fluttered around the window, and then hurled its little
body against the glass again, and fell back, this time slightly
bloodied. “You silly bird, you cannot come in that way. Here, come
to the door and I will let you in,” the man said, walking over to a
door close to the window and opening it.

The bird stayed near the window, not wanting
to move away from the light. The man tried to signal it to come to
the door, but the bird could not understand, and tried a third time
to come through the invisible barrier, chirping weakly as it thrust
its body against the glass. “You’re going to kill yourself!” the
man exclaimed. Then, putting on his overcoat and boots, he walked
outside towards the bird. As he approached, he spoke soothingly to
the bird, trying to get it to come through the front door. But the
bird misunderstood, and was afraid of the man.

“But I’m trying to help you,” the man said,
reasoning with the bird. “You want to come in my nice warm house,
and I want you to come in also, but you can’t come in just any old
way. The glass may be clear but that window does not open, and you
cannot get in that way. You must come through the door.” But the
bird, although bruised and bleeding, managed to fly away, afraid of
the man who sought to protect him.

The man came back into the house and sat down
next to the fire, saddened. He knew the bird would die soon, but
there was nothing he could do. “Imagine, he thought to himself, all
I wanted to do was save that bird’s life, but he just couldn’t
understand, I just couldn’t communicate with him…” Suddenly the man
knew that God was revealing something to him–showing him why he
could not communicate with God. He fell to his knees, and thanked
God for showing him the reason. Then he asked God to forgive him
for being so stubborn. Next he heard a creaking sound and he turned
around, realizing that he had not completely shut the door. As he
stood to close it, the little bird flew in, and fell down, barely
breathing on the floor. “You made it, you came in!” he exclaimed.
Walking over to the door to shut it, he noticed on his way back
that there was a Bible on the table that was open, and the wind had
blown its pages. He looked down and read, from John 10:9, “I am the
door. If anyone enters by Me, he will be saved, and will go in and
out and find pasture.”

Thinking of the story, Mary prayed, asking
God to communicate to Fluffy that she still loved her. It was dusk
now, and lights were coming on in the farmhouses that dotted each
side of the highway. Mary wondered if the people who lived there
were also worried about losing their farms. She also wondered why
it was happening to her family, since they were Christians. A lot
of the people who didn’t believe still had their places, and…then
she remembered a Scripture from Matthew, where Jesus said, “Foxes
have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has
nowhere to lay His head.” Were they suffering the way Jesus did?
That seemed a little dramatic. And certainly things could be worse,
she thought, as she remembered that a lot of women had been left
with their children when the fathers went off for work and never
came back. Pa had made a vow that he would never leave the family.
“If we starve, we’ll starve together,” He said. She was happy about
that; she couldn’t imagine what it would be like if he left.

Just then Pa slowed the old Ford down. It
shimmied and shook a little as he turned off the road, into a
campground. She remembered the newspaper sarcastically calling the
campgrounds “hoovervilles” to mock the president, Herbert Hoover.
He thought he could get them out of the Depression, but things
weren’t going very well. She remembered the pictures she had seen
of the makeshift camps with dirty children running around. She
never expected that they would actually live in a hooverville, but
maybe this was one.

They drove down some rutted roads, past other
cars which were parked for the night. As the car slowed, she heard
some people singing a hymn. The car stopped, and Jim looked back at
the children. “Maybe this is a good place to stop, near where other
Christians are,” he said. Then he backed up the car and pulled into
an area under a large tree, not far from where the singing was
coming. Mary could then hear the words being sung:

 


“Be still, my soul, the Lord in on your
side!

Bear patiently, the Cross of grief or
pain;

Leave to thy God to order and provide

In every change, He faithful will remain.

Be still my soul, thy Best, thy heavenly
Friend,

Through thorny ways leads to a joyful
end.”

 


Stepping out of the car, they walked over to
the tent. A pastor was leading the music, with a group of about ten
adults and twelve children. The pastor waved them into the tent,
and motioned for them to sing with them. As they sang, Mary closed
her eyes and felt a deep joy in her heart, a deep peace, as if
someone were saying to her that she had not a care in the world.
For a moment, it was as if she were floating in the clouds
somewhere. Then she saw Fluffy, all cuddled up on Widow Wilkins
legs, and she knew her cat was happy. She smiled at the thought of
that, and the feeling diminished as she opened her eyes and
realized where she was. The hymn stopped and the man she thought
was a pastor came over and talked with her father. Then he came
over to the rest of the family and greeted them with a large, warm
smile. Leaving, she joined Paul and James as they walked out, the
cool night air hitting their faces.

“Did you feel what I felt?” she asked.

“I don’t know, what did you feel?” Paul
asked.

“Yeah, what did you feel?” James chimed
in.

“It was just like I was elevated to heaven
for a moment, everything was so peaceful and…” She stopped,
realizing that they did not know what she was talking about. “Never
mind, I guess it was just for me,” she said slowly.

“Sounds good to me,” Paul said, looking
around at the collection of rusty, beat-up cars parked around them.
“I’d sure rather be in heaven than in this place.”

After that they pitched a canvas tent, and
put their bedrolls in it. Jim made a fire, and they ate the dried
food Ann had prepared, along with some fresh fruit that was
left.

“Well James,” Jim said, “You’re always asking
me to go camping. I guess you’ll get your fill of it on this
trip.”

“I’ll never get enough of camping!” James
exclaimed.

“We’ll see about that,” Jim said, smiling.
“Let’s get to bed so we can start early. Might be able to get
across the state border into Texas if we start soon enough.”

“Texas? Is that where we’re going?” Mary
asked.

“Pa told you, honey,” Ann said, “we’re
heading for California but we’ll stop if we can find work anywhere
along the way.”

“So we don’t know where we are going?” Mary
said, giggling but afraid.

“Maybe not,” Ann said, “But God does. We’ll
just trust Him. Remember what we read in Bible reading this morning
‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own
understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall
direct your paths.’”

 


It was the middle of the night when Paul woke
up. At first he didn’t know where he was. This wasn’t his bedroom,
and…that’s right, they were in the tent. He could hear voices
outside, two men speaking and perhaps a woman. Opening his eyes, he
tried to concentrate to understand what they were saying.

“You little girly travelin’ all alone?” one
man said.

“You know what that means you are, don’t
you?” the second man said in a gruff voice. “That makes you a…”

“Don’t call her names,” the first man said in
a higher, mocking voice. “She’s my new girlfriend!”

“Leave me alone,” the woman said.

“What’s the matter, don’t you want a
boyfriend?” The first man said.

Paul was quiet as he watched his father sit
up. “You hear that, Ann? Ann, Ann. Wake up!”

“Yes I hear it,” Ann responded, “I’ve been
listening ever since those drunks drove into the camp, and it’s not
our business.”

“You don’t think so?” Jim asked, his tone of
voice showing his disagreement.

“You can’t police the world Jim Matthews,
there are drunks out there and…” Ann stopped speaking as the men’s
voice got louder.

“No, no, no, honey, you’re not going
anywhere.”

“Get out of my way,” the woman said
frantically.

“Come on over to our car–we got ten bottles
of whiskey,” the first man said.

“I don’t want your whiskey, now let me go!”
She said, her voice getting higher.

Jim began to put his boots on as Ann watched.
“I’ve got to do something.”

“Yes, I guess you do,” she sighed. “They are
getting pretty rough. Oh Lord, I’ve just lost a house, please don’t
let me lose my husband, also.”

“Pray for me,” Jim said, stepping out of the
tent. Paul watched as he walked out of his sight toward the men.
Soon he could only hear them talking.

“Come on, honey, take a little drink,”
the second man said, pushing a bottle at the woman. The flickering
fire from the camp cast an eerie shadow on the men’s snarling faces
as they watched Jim walk up.

“Why don’t you boys go home and sleep it
off?” Jim said.

“What? You talking to us?” the first man
countered.

Paul, sensing trouble, hurriedly began to put
his boots on to leave the tent.

“You can’t go out there!” his mother said.
“Those men will kill you.”

“I’m not, Ma, I’m going to get help.”

“What’s going on, Ma?” Mary asked groggily,
as she began to awaken.

“Your Pa is standing up again for someone and
may get killed,” she said, resignedly.

“But what’s happening?” Mary asked.

Racing out of the tent before his mother
could say no, Paul burst into a nearby tent, where he’d seen an
older Christian couple go after the service. They looked up,
startled.

“Sir, you’ve got to help. There are some men
out there, and…”

“Will you quiet down, boy. Everybody in the
camp knows those men are out there. Do you think we’re deaf?”

“Then why don’t you do something to help?”
Paul asked innocently.

“It’s not my business, son,” the man answered
indignantly, and his wife nodded her head in agreement.

“What about the Scripture in Proverbs, I
think Proverbs 24, where it says we’re supposed to stop those going
to the slaughter?”

“You’re not gonna start quoting Scriptures at
me, are you? I’ve studied the Bible for years! Here’s the Proverb
for you, boy–26:17. Read that one and grow up. Now let us get back
to sleep. Lord knows we’ve got traveling to do tomorrow…”

Paul looked at the couple for a moment, then
raced out, thinking he would go to another tent. There were other
Christians who were in that tent singing hymns, where were they
now?

“No!” the woman screamed. Paul, seeing one of
the men push his father down, ran up, surprising everyone. His
father was picking himself up as Paul rushed to his side to help
him.

“What are you doing here, Paul? Get back to
the tent,” Jim said. Paul turned around and looked at the men.

“Why don’t you stop being so mean, and ask
Jesus to forgive you. Don’t you think God will punish you for these
things?” Paul said.

“Why, he’s a little preacher boy,” the first
man said, grinning at his friend, then looking back at Paul. “Come
here preacher boy. I’m gonna shut your mouth and God and no one
else can stop me!”

Paul backed up as the man ran towards him.
But as he got closer, the man slipped and fell down next to the
smoldering fire, eliciting laughter from his friend.

“You need me to help you whip that little
punk, Mike?” his friend said, snickering.

“No,” Mike said, getting up, apparently
sobered a little from the fall. “No, I’m gonna carve him a new
face!” Then he pulled out a knife and waved it at Paul.

“Run, Paul,” Jim yelled. But Paul stared at
the man, watching his every move. Paul wasn’t certain if he was too
scared to move or not, but he couldn’t seem to run. The man lunged
at him with the knife, and Paul’s father tackled the man, wrestling
him to the ground. But the man, being bigger and stronger, began to
push Jim off.

His friend watched, then decided to help him.
Jim, holding the man’s knife hand away from him, was able to free
himself from the fight for a moment. Paul tried to stop the man’s
friend, grabbing him before he could get to Jim, and slowing him
down, but he pushed Paul away and sent him skidding into the dirt.
As Paul was getting up, a sheriff’s car drove up, and two deputies
ran from it with shotguns in their hands.

“Freeze!” One of the deputies shouted. The
man with the knife then climbed to his feet, eyeing the
deputies.

“Unless you want a hole in you bigger than
Texas, I suggest you put that knife down now…Now!” the other deputy
said.

The man lowered the knife slowly–realizing
there was no way he could win.

“Face down on the ground, and spread ‘em,”
the first deputy shouted.

As the men reluctantly complied, the deputies
handcuffed them and then pushed them into the back seat of the
patrol car.

Then, one of the deputies turned to Jim. “You
are a fortunate man, mister. These men are cold-blooded killers.
We’ve been tracking them for about two days, ever since they killed
a man up in Fort Supply, just north of here. Must’ve killed him for
his whiskey, cause he didn’t have much money on him.”

“I’m much obliged you came when you did,” Jim
said. “God used you to protect us.”

As they talked, the people started to come
out of their tents. Although some were slightly ashamed for not
helping, their curiosity drew them out.

“You think God cares about these things,
mister?” the other deputy asked.

“Yes sir, I do,” Jim answered. “And I believe
He helps law enforcement men when they are doing His work.”

“You know, sometimes I think so too,” the man
replied. “Sometimes we seem to be able to catch crooks, and I can’t
see why.”

“We gotta go. You can talk religion some
other night,” the other deputy interrupted, closing the door of the
car, in preparation to leave.

“Thanks, again,” Jim said, but as he and Paul
began to walk away, the man who tried to stab him spoke from the
back seat of the car.

“Can I say one thing to you?” He asked.

“Yes, “ Jim said, as he and Paul walked
closer.

“I hate your preachin’” the man shouted, as
he spit in Paul’s face.

Jim gave Paul a handkerchief, and he began
wiping the saliva from his face. Then Jim looked at the man for a
moment.

“Mister, they spit in the face of another man
who died on the cross for you, and He showed you tonight He still
rules,” Jim said.

“Shut up, preacher!” the man screamed, his
face contorting and turning red. “Shut up!”

The deputy who spoke to Jim about religion
was sitting in the front seat of the patrol car. Turning, he
grabbed the man by the hair and looked at him. “No, you shut up,
Mr. Bigshot. You need all the preachin’ you can get.” As he spoke
the other deputy started the car and they drove away.

Jim was silent until they reached their tent.
Once inside, he stared at Paul for a long time.

“I was going to tell you just how dumb what
you did was,” he said. “But I have to say that I’m proud you are my
son.”

“Thank God you’re safe,” Ann said. “It’s like
a miracle. Mary and I haven’t stopped praying.”

Waking up for the first time, James looked
up, trying to figure out what was going on.

“Is it time for breakfast already?” James
asked innocently.

Everybody was quiet for a moment, then they
burst out laughing and the tension seemed to leave.

“No son, it’s not time for breakfast yet,”
Ann said.

“Pa, where did those men get that whiskey?”
Mary asked. “Isn’t it illegal to drink whiskey?”

“Yes, in 1919 Prohibition was passed, which
made it illegal. But a lot of people don’t obey the law. They make
something called moonshine.

“Why do they call it moonshine?” James
asked.

“Because they make it at night, by the light
of the moon,” Ann answered. “So people won’t see them and call the
sheriff.”

“So the man they killed for the whiskey
shouldn’t have had it either,” Paul said.

“That’s right. Sin brings trouble to your
life,” Jim said. “Now let’s get some sleep,” he added, closing his
eyes.

 


 


—2—

Explaining The Way of God

 


The Matthews were trying to stay on a strict
schedule. Jim, being a farmer, knew how important it was to rise
early and do chores. If one started sleeping late, one could easily
get behind with work on the farm. He tried to apply this to all he
did. Benjamin Franklin’s old saying, “Early to bed, early to rise,
makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise,” was something he took
seriously. However, after the stress of the ordeal of that night,
none of them felt like rising early the next morning. Even though
the sun rose brightly, they stayed resting in their warm bedrolls,
until they were awakened by the woman who had been threatened by
the men. She gingerly lifted the flap of their tent, and said
“thank you” several times, until Ann woke up.

“Jim, it’s the girl–I mean woman,” Ann said,
shaking him. His eyes opened drowsily, then focused on her.

“Mister, I’m so grateful to you for helping
me last night–you and your son. Especially when no one else seemed
to care. I’m Laura Stewart,” she said.

“Well, we were happy to help,” Jim replied,
rubbing his eyes as the sun shone in the tent from the opened flap.
“We’re the Matthews family.”

“Are you traveling by yourself?” asked Ann,
her voice betraying her concern and even a little disdain.

“Yes. Both my parents died from tuberculosis
last year, and I was renting an apartment in town, when I lost my
job. So I’m trying to get to my grandmother’s house in Jericho,”
she answered.

“Are you driving?” Jim asked.

“No, I started out with our old car, but it
quit on me down the road, so I walked up here last night.”

“Is that the same Jericho that’s in the
Bible?” James asked.

“No,” Laura answered. “I’m going to Jericho,
Texas. It’s about one hundred miles west of here. But you must know
your Bible stories, you sweet little boy.”

Jim pulled out a map and began looking for
the town. “I think I’ve found it here; it’s on the way to Amarillo,
is that right?”

“Yes sir, that’s right,” Laura answered.

“Well, you’re riding with us,” Ann said, as
Paul looked at her with a question in his eyes. “I know, I know,
but we’ll make room. Where there is a will there is a way,” Ann
continued.

“But I don’t want to impose on you, you’ve
already done so much…” Laura said.

“You don’t think for a minute we’d let you
travel by yourself do you, especially after last night?” Ann
replied.

“You are so very kind.” Laura said.

“Do you have any belongings in your car?” Jim
asked.

“Just a suitcase. The car’s back down the
road about two

miles,” Laura said, “But it’s so old and
beat-up it isn’t worth anything.”

After making room for Laura, they retrieved
her suitcase. Jim watched as she unlocked the door. Gathering her
suitcase, she looked back at the car.

“Mr. Matthews, please take anything off this
old car you can use.”

“Well, it wouldn’t hurt to have an extra
spare tire and the battery, and I’ll pay you what’s fair for them,”
Jim said.

Laura let out a high-pitched laugh. “You pay
me? No sir, I owe that much and more–please.”

“Thank you, Laura,” Jim answered, and
they began their drive to Jericho, Texas.

 


With the sun shining, and the sky clear and
blue, it seemed to Mary that they could have been out for a weekend
drive somewhere–maybe to visit some friends, or to go fishing at
the river. She closed her eyes and remembered those times when they
caught fresh trout. She and Ma would clean the fish and cook them
on an open campfire, and eat it with the special cornbread only her
mother could make. Suddenly the thoughts of the pictures of the
“hoovervilles” came into her mind again. The grimy children and the
sad, gaunt faces of the adults.

“Pa,” she asked, “was that a hooverville we
were just at?”

“No, honey. That was just a campground, where
people were staying overnight. The hoovervilles are more permanent
places where poor people stay when they can’t afford to live
anywhere else.”

“Are we poor, Pa?” she asked.

After a long pause, Jim answered. “Yes, I
suppose we are poor now. But remember Mary, what the Apostle Paul
said, “As sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many
rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing all things.”

“You’re one of those serious Christians,
aren’t you?” Laura asked, immediately regretting her words. “But I
don’t mean…I don’t mean to be disrespectful…”

“Don’t worry,” Jim said, “You don’t offend
us. Yes, we are serious about our faith. It’s the most important
thing to us.”

“My parents got like that just before they
died. Started talking about going to gloryland, and all that. But
Ma also got on me a lot. Told me to start dressing different,
and–well she just got ornery.” Laura said.

“Sounds like she found the Lord,” Ann said.
“But remember, people dying from tuberculosis have a difficult
time.”

“Oh, I know. She was a good mother. But even
though we started going to church she kept saying that I was a
sinner and I was going to hell, because I wasn’t born-again.”

There was a pause in the car, as Jim and Ann
considered what to say. But before they could answer, Mary
spoke.

“But that is true, we all are sinners,” Mary
said.

“But I don’t think I have really sinned,”
Laura replied. “I mean, I try to be nice to everyone, and I was
taught to always be honest.”

Again there was a moment of silence. Mary
sensed it was not her place to say anything else, but she prayed
silently for Laura to see the truth of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Oh, Lord, help us explain the truth to her, she thought.

“Laura,” Ann began, “have you kept the Ten
Commandments?”

“Oh, yes, Ma’am, I do,” she replied.

“Well, that’s good. I think it is hard to,
myself.” Ann said.

“You do?” Laura asked.

“Yes. You see Jesus said you have to keep
them all, if you want to go to heaven, and I’ve broken all of
them.” Ann said.

“You have!” Laura replied, clearly
surprised.

“Yes. You see the first one says I can have
no other gods before Him. Which means I can’t like or love anything
more than God, or make anything more important than Him. But I’ve
made lots of things more important than Him. Why as a little girl,
I even made my pet goat more important than Him. I spent more time
with that little baby goat than I did thinking about God.”

“Maybe I’ve done that also,” Laura said, deep
in thought. “I didn’t have a goat, but…”

“Another commandment, the tenth, says we
should not covet, or desire something greatly, especially if it
belongs to someone else. Of course, I’ve done that a number of
times. When I was younger, we were poor, and I used to envy the
girls with the new dresses at school.” Ann continued.

“I’ve probably…I’ve done that also,” Laura
said.

“And of course then there’s bearing false
witness which means lying”, Ann said. “I usually wouldn’t plan to
lie, but when I was caught doing something I shouldn’t and the
pressure was on, well…”

“I know what you mean, I’ve sometimes lied
when I was under pressure, but I usually don’t lie,” Laura
said.

After a moment of silence, Laura looked up,
and sort of whispered to Ann. “Mrs. Matthews, you said you broke
all of them, but don’t tell me you ever murdered anyone or
committed adultery. I just can’t believe that,” Laura said.

“Well Laura, Jesus said that we are guilty of
murder when we are angry with someone without cause. He also said
that we commit adultery if we look at anyone and have a lustful
thought about them,” Ann said. “So in that manner, I am
guilty.”

“Well if that’s the way it is,” Laura said,
frustration showing in her voice, “I am too. I’ve even stolen
things, now that I think about it. There was some paper at work I
took and…”

“You see,” Ann said, “God’s rules are given
not to make us feel bad so that we will be angry, but so that we
will feel bad about our sin and want forgiveness. When we see that
we have disobeyed Him, then we understand how wonderful it is that
Jesus died on the cross for our sins. And when we ask Him to
forgive us, and decide we will serve Him, He wipes out all our
sins, and puts a new spirit in us. That’s what your mother meant by
being born again.”

“So how do I do that?” Laura asked, tears
pouring down her cheeks.

“Just say, Jesus, I have sinned, and want
your forgiveness. Please cleanse me of all my sins and make me a
new person by your Holy Spirit. I want you to be my Lord and
Savior, and I will serve you forever,” Ann said.

Crying, the words came slowly from Laura. And
as she finished the prayer, a peaceful silence seemed to envelope
the whole car. After a moment she raised her head, wiping the tears
from her eyes.

“I feel a joy I never felt before. I feel
like God just poured out His warm love all over me. Now I
understand,” Laura said.

“The Bible says when this happens the angels
in heaven rejoice,” Jim said.

“It’s wonderful, it just so…” Laura said,
when suddenly a loud bang was heard, and the car swerved to the
right. Next another bang sounded, and Jim pulled the car over to
the side.

“Seems like we got a blowout,” Jim said,
getting out of the car.

“I’ll get out and help,” Paul said, opening
the door.

“Me too,” James said.

“No James, you have to stay in,” Jim said.
“Those cars could go by and hit you.”

“Ohhh…” James cried.

“I know, honey, but it’s safer in the car,”
Ann said, stroking his head.

 


Outside, Jim and Paul were surprised to find
that they had not one flat tire, but two.

“That’s the weirdest thing,” Jim said,
scratching his head.

“Pa, remember we have the extra spare. It’s
God’s provision, Pa. A sign that He’s looking after us,” Paul said
enthusiastically.

“That’s right, we have the extra spare. And
without it we’d be sunk. Got a lot of work to do, though. Ask
everybody to get out of the car. They can sit under the shade of
that oak tree over there, while we get busy,” Jim said.

As they worked together, Paul watched his
father turning the bolts. He considered the way he was brought up.
Pa would sharpen his straight edged razor on a long strip of
leather before he shaved. But that leather was also used on Paul
when he disobeyed. However, he couldn’t remember a time when Pa had
used that strap without good reason. But was Pa wrong when he tried
to defend Laura?

“Pa, may I ask you a question?” Paul said, as
Jim wrestled to get the first tire on the car.

“Sure.”

“What does the Scripture mean in Proverbs
26:17, which says ‘He who passes by and meddles in a quarrel not
his own is like one who takes a dog by the ears?’”

“Just what it says, son. If you get involved
in an argument which is none of your business, you are asking for
trouble. It’s like grabbing a ferocious German shepherd by the
ears.”

Jim continued working for a while, jacking up
the other side, as Paul handed him the tools. After a moment, the
sweat pouring down his face, he decided to take a short rest.

“Why are you asking about that Scripture,
son? You thinking about last night?”

“Yes sir. When you went out there, I tried to
get help from a Christian couple in tent near us. I told the man we
were supposed to save those going to the slaughter, from Proverbs
24, but he gave me Proverbs 26:17. I didn’t know which one it was
until I looked it up in the car just now.”

“Well, I’m glad you asked. But let me ask you
a question. Last night, were there two people quarreling?”

“Not exactly,” Paul replied.

“What was happening, then?”

“Well, that woman came into the camp, and
those men started after her.”

“You see the difference, then? A quarrel
between people who know each other is one thing, but this woman was
alone and innocent. She didn’t enter into a quarrel, she was just
trying to get away. If we don’t stand up to protect a woman in
distress, what kind of men are we?”

“Are you saying that the man was a coward for
not helping?” Paul asked.

“Well, no…I don’t know, Paul. Maybe he
sincerely believed what he told you. I won’t judge another man’s
motives. Part of growing up is making these decisions for your
self. Maybe I was wrong, I don’t know everything. Pray and ask God
and He will show you what is right,” Jim said, walking over to the
car and crawling back under it. “Pass me that wrench so I can
tighten this wheel and we can get back on the road.”

“Here it is, Pa,” Paul said, handing him the
wrench. “And Pa…”

“Yes, son?”

“Thanks for explaining that to me. I believe
you were right.”

 


An hour later, Laura and the Matthews family
rolled into Jericho, and then arrived at Laura’s grandmother’s
house, which was a small cottage on a forty-acre tract of land.
Laura’s grandmother, whose name was Mrs. Whitcomb, listened to the
story of how she was rescued, and then insisted on cooking dinner
for the Matthews family.

“You must stay, especially after what you’ve
done for Laura,” she said. “I’ll make up some chicken and
dumplings, and a special dessert you won’t be able to resist. The
kids can go out and play–it’s a fine sunny day to run around, now
isn’t it, young man?” she said, tousling James’ hair.

“Pa, can we? My legs are tired from sitting,”
James said, and the others joined in as well.

“Mary and I can help you cook,” Ann
offered.

“And so can I,” Laura added.

“Okay then, we’ll have some girl chat,” Mrs.
Whitcomb said.

“Looks like your wood stove is low on
firewood, Mrs. Whitcomb. Paul and I will split some up for you,”
Jim offered.

“But you are guests,” Mrs. Whitcomb
protested.

Without answering, Jim and Paul left for the
woodshed.

“This is a fine family you’ve met up with,”
Mrs. Whitcomb said, looking at Laura.

“Grandma, something else happened today. I
asked Jesus into my heart on our drive up. I’m a Christian now
Grandma, a real one.”

“You are? You are? Oh, praise the Lord. I’ve
been praying for you ever since you were a baby. Oh, this is the
happiest day of my life,” she said, beginning to dance a little
around the kitchen.

“Mrs. Matthews explained it to me and…”

“Oh, I’ve just got to give you a hug,” Mrs.
Whitcomb said, hugging Ann. “Now I know you all must be tired,
staying in that camp. I want you to stay the night, have a nice hot
bath, and in the morning I’m going to fix you eggs and bacon and
pancakes. Will you stay?”

“Well, I’ll have to ask Jim, but a hot bath
sounds mighty good,” Ann said.

“Oh, that husband of yours won’t say no,”
Mrs. Whitcomb said.

 


It was a wonderful night. The chicken and
dumplings and corn on the cob and biscuits were delicious, and Mrs.
Whitcomb served them until they could eat no more. Then came the
dessert, wonderfully gooey and sweet cinnamon rolls, slightly crisp
on the outside with the softness and fluffiness of fresh baked
bread on the inside, covered with a cinnamon syrup, and filled with
plump raisins.

Mary looked around the small house. It was
old, and it needed some repairs, but it had such a feeling of
homeyness about it. She wished they could have even a small house
like this one, but then she remembered what the Apostle Paul said,
“I have learned to be content in all things.” Maybe this was what
God was trying to teach them. But there was something about not
knowing where they were going. And yet, wasn’t that also the
situation for the Israelites when they left Egypt, and didn’t their
complaining result in them having to wander even longer? It was
best not to complain, but to be thankful. In fact, she had just
eaten the best cinnamon roll she had ever had.

Paul also loved the cinnamon rolls. Mrs.
Whitcomb gave his mother the recipe, but he thought it would be
quite a while before she’d get a chance to cook on a stove again.
Before they had to leave their home, electricity had only recently
come to their area, and they’d just hooked it up for electric
lights. But Ma had still cooked on the wood stove that also heated
the house. He thought of her, and all the hours she’d spent, just
to prepare food for the family. He considered how much she gave of
herself, and for a moment wondered how anyone could be happy giving
so much. Then he remembered that Jesus said it is more blessed to
give than receive.

He had heard that so often but had never
really thought about it. A sermon he had once heard on the joy of
giving came to his memory, and he remembered that the preacher said
we have turned things backwards on earth due to sin. We think the
joy is in getting, but God says it is in giving. And so that is
why, in spite of her continual work, his mother retained a joy
about her–a silent peace.

Morning came and breakfast was everything
Mrs. Whitcomb had promised. She also gave each of them a cinnamon
roll to take on the trip. After they had driven for a few hours,
they took a break at a place with shady trees by the side of the
road. Everyone but James was hungry, and they began to eat their
cinnamon rolls. However, Paul decided to save his at the last
minute, and without saying anything put it back in the car,
wrapping it in a paper bag. After the rest, they began driving
again.
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THE OFF-SCOURING OF ALL THINGS

 


After more driving, they stopped again on the
side of the road for a rest, and everybody got out and began
walking around, stretching their legs. Then James asked his mother
for the cinnamon roll he had been too full to eat in the morning.
She retrieved it from the car, and his eyes lit up when he saw
it.

“Mmm, this is going to be good,” James said,
taking the roll and walking away from the car. Just as his mouth
opened, however, he tripped, sending the cinnamon roll onto the
dusty ground, where it skidded, its gooey coating quickly
accumulating a layer of dust. Running up to it and realizing it was
completely ruined, he started crying.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, honey,” Ann said. “What
about an apple, we still have some of those left.” But nothing
could console James. His heart was so set on that treat that the
depression would not lift. As Paul watched, he realized that James’
sadness was not really just from the cinnamon roll–the uprooting of
the family was hard for him. Being so young, he missed the
stability that the home had represented more than the others, and
this final loss seemed to bring forth tears of frustration that had
built up since they left home. As he considered this, the Scripture
came into his mind that he had thought of earlier regarding his
mother, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” He thought of
his own treat, waiting in the car. He didn’t think that anyone
noticed that he had saved it, and he really wanted it. But now was
his chance to practice what Christ taught, if he were willing to
make the sacrifice. At first it bothered him a lot to give it up,
but as he thought about it more and more, joy came in thinking of
James receiving it.

Rushing back to the car, he found the paper
bag he had hidden under the seat and took it to James. James looked
at it for a moment, astonished.

“I thought all of these were gone,” James
said. “Is it a miracle–like the loaves and fishes?”

“No,” said Paul, smiling. “I saved mine.” The
only miracle is that I’m willing to share this, Paul thought as
James took it from him. A year ago, he knew he would not have
offered it.

“Thank you,” James said. Then, after taking a
bite, he looked at Paul again. “Are you sure you don’t want
it?”

“I’m sure I want you to have it, James,” Paul
said, evading the question. Satisfied that he had done his duty,
James continued to eat, smiling and happy again.

After the rest, everybody piled into the old
Ford, but as Jim started it up and began driving, there was a
crunching sound as he attempted to shift through the gears.

“What’s that sound?” Ann asked.

“The clutch,” Jim replied. “I’m afraid it’s
worn out. It’s already adjusted all it can go, and I think the
heavy load has been hard on it.”

“Can we drive it, Pa?” Paul asked.

“Sort of. If we can just get to Amarillo,
maybe we can find the part I need to fix it,” Jim said.

“Let’s pray that we will make it,” Mary
said.

 


Amarillo was a welcome site, but it was too
late to buy parts. Jim and Ann looked at each other and whispered
something that the children couldn’t hear.

“Okay,” Jim said. “You kids tell me what you
want to do. We can spend some of the precious little money we have
to stay somewhere tonight, or we can rough it and camp out.”

“Camp out,” James shouted. And the rest
agreed.

“But Pa, can we just find a place where no
one else is, this time?” Mary asked.

“We’ll try it. But the reason the camps are
better is because the police can arrest us for vagrancy if we are
on land that isn’t ours.”

“Come on, Pa, let’s just take a chance and
sleep outside somewhere. It’s going to get dark soon, and we can be
up before dawn,” Paul said.

“Okay, we’ll try it,” Jim said, driving
slowly through town. “There’s some land over there, we’ll just
drive down the little road and pitch the tent.”

 


The next morning the car would barely run, so
they decided not to drive it anymore. Leaving it at the campsite,
Jim and Paul left the rest of the family and walked into town,
looking for an auto parts store. After walking around town and
inquiring, they found only two. The first one didn’t have the part
and wouldn’t order it, so they went to the second store where they
were told that it would take a week for the part to be shipped to
them.

“A week!” Jim said, wondering what he would
do there for that time. “What will it cost?”

“That’ll be twenty-two dollars and ninety
cents,” The man behind the counter said.

“Twenty two ninety? That’s a lot of money,”
Jim blurted out, remembering that prices back home were not as
much.

“Take it or leave it,” the man said coolly.
“But if you don’t order it today, it might take longer, seeing as
we have another weekend coming up.”

“All right,” Jim said, resignedly. “Go ahead
and order it.”

“Where’s the cash–I have to have all the
money up front,” the man said.

Jim looked at the man for a moment, in
thought. “I’ll give you half now and half when the part comes
in–take it or leave it,” Jim said, with an authority in his voice
Paul rarely heard him use.

“I’ll take it…don’t imagine you’d run off if
you give me half the money,” the man said.

“Sir, I wouldn’t run off if I gave you no
money,” Jim replied. “I live by my word.”

“Yeah, sure, mister, that’s what they all
say,” the man replied flippantly, as he took the money.

Walking out of the store, Paul was angry.
“What’s his motto, ‘the customer is always wrong?’” Paul said
sarcastically.

“Well there are all kinds of miserable people
in the world,” Jim said. “Just imagine being as unhappy as him, and
then going to hell when you die. Then you can just feel sorry for
him.”

Hiking back to the car, they found Ann in
tears and the other children upset.

“What’s wrong, what happened?” Jim asked.

“Some men came here and told us to clear
out,” Ann said, trembling. “They had shotguns and treated us as if
we were criminals or something. I told them that the car broke
down, but they kept threatening us. They said we better be out of
here by sundown or they would call the sheriff. I’ve never been
talked to that way, and they were waving those shotguns…” Unable to
hold back tears, she stopped speaking and Jim put his arm around
her to comfort her.

“Oh Pa, it was horrible,” Mary said. “Those
men were so mean and rude. Can’t we leave this place? I want to go
now.”

“I wish we could, Mary,” Jim said. “The part
for the car won’t be in for a week.”

“A week!” Ann exclaimed, losing her
composure. “What are we ever going to do!”

Jim waited for a while, praying for strength
and thinking of the alternatives. He felt the despair they all
felt, but he also knew that he could not give into it. “Well,” he
said softly. “We’ve been trusting the Lord all these years and He’s
never failed us. I suppose it wouldn’t make sense to give up
now.”

“We can still call my sister–she’ll let us
live there, I know she will,” Ann said, still upset.

“Of course she will, but we would just be a
burden on her and that little farm, and we made a decision not to
burden any of our relatives, but to just trust the Lord, didn’t
we?” Jim said.

“Yes, but–oh, you’re right,” Ann said, still
shaking from the ordeal. “But the way those men treated us!”

“Must be friends of the parts man,” Paul said
in a low tone. Jim looked at Paul and shook his head in
disapproval.

“What did you say?” Mary asked.

“Nothing,” Paul said. “It doesn’t
matter.”

“What was it the Apostle Paul said in
Corinthians? ‘We have been made as the filth of the world, the
off-scouring of all things until now,’” Jim said.

“Yes, I suppose that is the test we are going
through,” Ann said.

“Then let’s gird up our loins and endeavor to
pass it,” Jim said, walking over to the Ford. When he reached it,
he dropped to his knees, and the family followed, also lowering
themselves to the ground.

“Now Father, we believe your promises. You
have always delivered us from trouble. You said in Psalm 50:15,
‘Call upon Me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you
shall glorify Me.’ Father, we truly need help. I don’t have the
money to tow this car, and I don’t know if it will run. And if it
does, I don’t know where to go. Please help us, Lord.”

As he finished praying, an old beat-up truck
came driving slowly towards them.

“You think it’s the men who threatened you,”
Jim asked Ann.

“No, they were in a newer car,” Ann said.

As the truck came closer, Jim saw, to his
relief, that there was only one man in it. Soon the car stopped in
front of him.

“Can I give you a hand?” the man behind the
wheel said, smiling.

“Well, I don’t know,” Jim said. “My clutch is
out and I can’t get parts for the car for a week. Is there a camp
around here somewhere?”

“Yes sir,” the man said. “And if you don’t
stay in that camp, you’ll have trouble with the police around here.
I’m just delivering something to this ranch. I’ll show you where it
is when I get back, if you want.”

“That’s a nice offer, but I don’t know if
this thing will drive–the clutch is almost completely gone,” Jim
said.

“Tell you what,” the man said. “I have a tow
rope in my truck. I’ll pull you over to the camp. But if I do that,
you have to use your brakes to stop me, because if I put on my
brakes to stop, and you don’t see me stop, you’ll run into me.”

“Yes, I understand,” Jim said. “Thanks, we’ll
wait for you.” The man smiled and then drove away.

“That sounds dangerous,” Ann said. “What if
he needs to stop suddenly? We could hit him and ruin his truck and
our car.”

Jim looked at her with weariness on his face.
“Dear, if this isn’t God’s provision, I don’t know what is. I’m not
waiting around for your shotgun friends to visit again.”

“I guess you’re right,” Ann said. “Please
God, protect us.”

 


The man towed them to a camp, which looked
much worse than the last one. Here the faces of grimy children were
seen everywhere, darting between tents and makeshift houses,
constructed of everything from old wood and pieces of tin to
cardboard. They would find out later that many of the residents
were working on the cattle ranches, and slaughterhouses, as work
became available from time to time. As they drove in, Paul looked
over at Mary.

“I think we finally made it,” Paul said.

“What do you mean?” Mary asked grimly, as she
watched the sad face of a woman who was trying to hang clothes to
dry and also keep her children from running out into the rutted,
muddy road.

“I mean I think this is a hooverville,” Paul
answered, “Now we’re really poor,” he said, slowly stretching out
the word “poor” as he pronounced it. Then they both started
laughing, with James joining in, even though he didn’t know the
reason for their laughter. After a few minutes, Ann turned around,
annoyed.

“Would you kids be quiet? Can’t you see your
father is having a time being towed?” she said.

“Yes ma’am, we’re sorry,” Mary said, still
tickled.

“But we’re better off than these people,”
Paul continued in jest, whispering to Mary and James. “Because our
car has the quietest motor in town.”

Mary covered her mouth to keep from
laughing.

“You mean because it’s not running, right?”
James asked.

“Right,” Paul answered.

At the end of the camp, the man signaled Jim
to stop, by putting his arm out and pointing it to the ground.
After getting out of the car, the man helped him push the car off
the main road into a place where they could set up their tent.

“I appreciate this very much,” Jim said to
him, holding out his hand. “And my name is Jim.”

“Mine’s Andy,” the man said, taking his hand.
“But thank the Lord Jesus for the help, for I am simply his
servant.”

“Oh, you’re a believer,” Jim said. “We’d just
been praying, not knowing how we would get the car off that place.
Just been threatened that we had to move it, too.”

“Interesting. Nice when we see these signs,”
Andy said, looking around at the squalid camp. “I live in town and
have five children in my house, or else I’d let you stay with me.
Tell you what, stop by Brenner’s Hardware where I work when you get
that clutch in, and I’ll help you install it. If you want to go to
church, and you don’t mind riding in a truck, I’ll pick you up and
take you to mine. “

“Thanks, Andy,” Ann said. “But I don’t know
if we would fit in, living like this and…”

“Well, let me pick you up early and you can
wash up at our house, okay?” Andy offered. “The wife and I will be
prayin’ for you.”

“We appreciate it, Andy,” Jim said.

“Got to get back to my deliveries now. See
you Sunday morning,” Andy said as he closed the door on his
truck.

“Jim, we can’t go to church with him. I can’t
even press a dress,” Ann said.

“Well, we should worship on Sunday if we can.
And we can bathe at his house,” Jim countered.

“Oh, I know, he’s nice, but I’m just
concerned that we won’t fit in,” Ann said.

“Let’s hope the people won’t prejudge us,”
Jim said.

 


Sunday morning came too quickly for Ann. She
took one of her nicer dresses from the old suitcase, but it was
hopelessly wrinkled. What does it matter, she thought, church isn’t
a fashion show, anyway. And at least they’d get a bath at Andy’s
and could clean up before they went.

Andy didn’t come early though, and by the
time they had all gotten in the car, he informed them that they
couldn’t bathe at his house, because the kids had used up all the
hot water.

“I figured you wouldn’t want to take a cold
bath, so I just left a little later,” he said. “Sorry, but I knew
you were God-fearing people and wouldn’t want to miss church.”

“But Andy, I can’t go like this,” Ann
protested. “My hair is dirty, and…”

“And God doesn’t care, as long as you’re
there,” Andy said reassuringly. “This isn’t some snooty church–just
plain folks,” he added.

Ann looked at Jim, and he took her hand and
smiled. She shook her head slowly, wondering if she should protest
again, but by then they were already driving into the church
parking lot. She noticed the children, most of whom were
well-scrubbed and nicely dressed. Then she looked at James, and
noticed that there was food on his shirt, and that his fingernails
were dirty. She’d planned to wash them at Andy’s, but what could
she do now? Maybe she could take him into the washroom at the
church, but it was so hard to clean fingernails. Before she knew it
they were going into the main sanctuary. No time now for cleaning.
The pastor’s wife was greeting people with a huge smile, but as she
walked up to the Matthews family her smile dimmed.

“So nice to meet you,” she said, unable to
veil her disdain for the Matthews. “Are you from around here?”

“No,” Jim answered, “We’re just passing
through.”

Ann watched her–was she zeroing in on James’
dirty shirt and fingernails, or was it her imagination?

“That’s nice, where are you staying?” she
continued.

Ann wondered how Jim would answer–could he
think of something clever but true?

“In the Hooverville you got here for poor
people,” Jim said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“Oh, that’s nice,” the woman said curtly.
Walking away briskly, her countenance improved as she greeted the
regulars at the church. Soon the children were asked to go to
Sunday school, and they left the service for their respective
rooms. Ann and Jim looked around at the people. Perhaps they
weren’t snooty, but they were certainly well-dressed, they both
thought. People were looking at them, and they knew they weren’t
accepted. The pastor and his wife chatted for a moment, and then a
lady began playing the piano, and leading the music.

After some hymns, the pastor walked to the
pulpit, and looked, it seemed to Jim, right at him. At first Jim
thought it was just because they were new, but when the pastor
spoke, it was clear he had other reasons.

“The sermon today is on God’s grace,” he
said. “But I feel there is something I need to say before we start.
One of the great sins of the faith is when a man doesn’t provide
for his own family. We read in 1Timothy 5:8, ‘But if anyone does
not provide for his own, and especially for those of his household,
he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.’ So, men,
don’t even call yourselves believers if you do not provide for your
family. You need to love your family and be willing to work to make
a living for them. They need a home, and nice clean clothing, and
good food. This is America, and a man can work and make money.
Times may not be as good as they used to, but if a man neglects his
family, God will not be pleased.”

Neither Jim nor Ann heard the rest of the
sermon. Ann felt tears falling from her cheeks involuntarily. No, I
won’t cry, she thought to herself. At first Jim felt anger at the
pastor, but then he felt a sinking in his chest. Had he failed his
family? Was the pastor correct? God, please show me, he thought.
Then it occurred to him that the pastor did not even know if they
were saved. If he were an unbeliever, nothing would chase him out
of the church faster than what was just said.

Mary was having troubles of her own. She
decided to go to the same class Paul went into, because she didn’t
want to be alone. Several of the little girls approached her as the
class was ending.

“Hi, my name’s Melissa,” one of the girls
said.

“Mine’s Mary,” Mary said.

“Where are you from?” a second girl
asked.

“Oklahoma,” Mary said.

“Are you vacationing?” Melissa asked.

“Not exactly–my Pa’s looking for work,” Mary
said, not looking up.

“Are you hobos?” a third girl asked.

“No, we’re not hobos, we’re Christians,” Mary
retorted.

“I’ll bet you live in the hobo camp, don’t
you?” the third girl asked mockingly.

By this time Mary had turned away, crying.
She ran from the classroom, out to the car. Paul had heard the
conversation, and as he turned to follow her, he looked at the
girls.

“You’re right, we live in the hobo camp,” he
said, holding his chin up and smiling as he left. “And it’s a nicer
place than this place.”

By the time he reached the car, everybody was
ready to leave. Mary and Ann were still trying to get over their
humiliation, and Mary was still crying softly.

“What did you think?” Andy asked.

Jim looked over at Ann, but she was looking
down, not returning his glance.

“Well, it’s not every day I get preached at
so directly,” Jim said.

“Oh, you mean that introduction–that had
nothing to do with you,” Andy said, as he began to notice Mary’s
sobs.

“What’s the matter, girl? Did you hurt
yourself?” he inquired. “Are you all right?”

“I’m okay,” Mary said.

Soon they were in front of their camping
space. “Well, I’ve got to go back and pick up the family and bring
them home from church now,” Andy said. “I’m sorry about the baths,
but I’ll be back around four o’clock.”

“What for?” Jim asked.

“So you can wash up and have dinner with us,”
Andy replied, closing the car door, as he drove away.

“That’s the worst day I ever had in church,”
Mary said. “The kids made fun of me and called me a hobo.”

“That’s nothing compared to what the pastor
called your father,” Ann said.

“What did he say?” Paul asked.

“Oh, nothing. Let’s just say he didn’t ask me
to be a deacon,” Jim said, smiling, and then laughing. Ann smiled
and burst into laughter also, followed by James and Paul. Mary held
out for a moment, but the mood was contagious. They tried to stop
laughing, but it came back in several more waves before finally
dissipating.

“The joy of the Lord is our strength,” Ann
said. Then she looked at Jim and her tone changed.

“We can laugh it off, but I believe God is
trying to show us something.”

“What’s that, Ma?” Mary asked.

“He’s trying to show us that if any of these
people try to go to church, they might be humiliated. We need to
pray for the people in the camp. They really have nowhere to go to
worship.”

“Why don’t you teach a women’s Bible study,
Ma? You used to do that,” Mary suggested.

“We’ll be leaving before she’d get a chance,”
Jim said.

“You could teach one on Monday. I’ll make up
some flyers and post them around the camp this afternoon,” Paul
offered. “It’s worth it if one person gets saved, isn’t it?”

Ann looked at Jim to see if he approved.

“It’s okay with me,” Jim said. “But we may be
leaving soon.”

“I’ll offer one every day while we are here,
if anyone wants to come,” Ann said. “If it’s not God’s will, no one
will show up.”

 


Time seemed to pass more slowly for the
family as they waited for the automobile part to come in. Jim tried
to find some work on Monday, but there was none. A few women did
come to the Bible study on Monday, and on Tuesday one of them, a
woman named Charlotte, asked Ann to take care of her sick child,
Lisa, while she went into town. Charlotte’s husband was a heavy
drinker, and he had left her and her little girl when he couldn’t
find work. The Matthews children were concerned that they would
also catch the flu the little girl had, so they tried to stay out
of the tent as much as possible. But Ann was not concerned.

“God’s given me this job, and He’ll protect
me,” she told them.

“But if we don’t have to be in the tent, it’s
better that we are out, right?” Paul countered.

“As to your faith be it unto you,” Ann said,
smiling as the little girl started crying.

On Tuesday Jim went by the parts store, and
the part was in. Stopping by the hardware store, he told Andy. Andy
was willing to help, but he had to wait to get off work.

“I think I have the wrenches I need in my
tool kit,” Jim said. “One thing about Fords, they seem to use
mostly the same size nuts and bolts.”

“I’ll stop by after work and see how you are
doing,” Andy said. “You’re probably ready to borrow our bathtub
anyway, aren’t you?”

“Yes, and I’ll definitely be ready after
today,” Jim replied, leaving the store. Rushing to get home, he
went straight to the car. He couldn’t find any wooden blocks, so he
decided to work under it without jacking it up, by digging a hole
under it. However, digging proved to be difficult in the clay-like
dirt of the camp and it took much longer than he expected. Paul
took turns with him using a little army type shovel that folded up.
Finally there seemed to be enough room for Jim to work.

“Lots of people get killed working under a
jacked-up car, Paul. If you can ever use a rack, or dig a hole it’s
much safer. Say, pass me that one-half inch wrench, will you?” Jim
said.

“Here it is,” Paul said. “Can I get under
there, too?”

“I’m afraid there is only room for one,” Jim
replied.

“What if I dig some more?”

“Well, it’s extra work…”

“I don’t mind,” Paul said. “How will I learn
if I don’t watch?”

“Okay,” Jim said.

After a few hours, Jim finally was able to
get the clutch apart. Paul had dug another hole, and it turned out
to be useful because his father needed his help under the car.

“Paul, get me the seven-eighths wrench, will
you?”

As Paul looked for the wrench, he heard his
father groan deeply.

“Pa, are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m all right!” Jim said, pulling
himself out from under the car.

“This stupid part is the wrong one,” Jim
shouted, throwing the wrench down on the ground, and swinging in
the air at an invisible foe.

Paul had rarely seen his father angry like
this, and he watched, sad that he was yielding to the anger, but
also feeling a little better about himself. Dad has his bad moments
too, he thought, as Ann came running over to the car.

“What is wrong?” she asked, looking at Jim’s
red face.

“I lost my temper,” Jim replied.

“But dear, they might hear you. What kind of
a witness is that?” she said.

“A bad one,” Jim replied. “But I’m at the end
of my patience. We’re probably stuck here another week because of
this.”



“I don’t mind,” Ann said. “I thought we might
stay longer. I’ve only had two studies and the women seem
interested. There were five on Monday, and eight on Tuesday.”

Jim looked away, trying to recover his
self-control.

“If you knew God wanted us to stay to do His
work, wouldn’t you do it? I know you would, Jim.”

“You’re right,” Jim said, his voice still
tight. “I was just wanting to get out of here. I mean, I can’t even
get a job.”

“We have food, and Andy is letting us bathe
at his house,” Ann said, turning to Paul. “Honey, let your Pa and I
talk in private,” she said, and he nodded and walked away.

“Jim, you do everything you can for the
family, but if you fight this, you’re only fighting God. Jesus is
telling us to take up the cross, and right now it’s this camp.
Embrace the cross, Jim. Quit champing at the bit to get out of
here, and accept it. We won’t be here forever–just long enough for
God to teach us some things and help others,” she said, moving
closer and taking his hand.

“You’re right, I was blind to it. I wanted
out of here so much that… But I see it now. I won’t strive anymore.
Not my will, but Yours be done, Lord. Forgive me for my anger and
frustration and rebellion. If we must stay here, so be it,” he
said, turning to see Mary running towards him.

“Lisa is awake and crying, Ma,” she said.

“Okay, I’ll be there in a moment,” Ann said,
smiling at Jim.

“You’re a rare man, Jim Matthews. You are
always willing to look at your faults, and correct them.”

“Thanks, but I don’t feel so rare after that
outburst,” he said, as she walked away to tend to Lisa.

 


“You ordered the part and I won’t take it
back,” the man at the parts store said to Jim, raising his
voice.

“Mister, I did not order the wrong part,” Jim
protested. “I’ve been driving that car for years, and I certainly
know what year and model it is. You made the mistake. Now send it
back and order a new one.”

“I’m not sending back nothing,” the man
shouted. “And you and your boy better get out of my store!”

Walking out, Paul watched his father. Even
though the man shouted, Jim kept his tone civil. Paul thought about
what Ma might have said to him, and how it must have calmed him
down.

“You don’t seem angry, Pa,” Paul said.

“I’m past that, now,” Jim said. “I’ve
accepted things.”

“Can we call the police?” Paul asked.

“No, it’s not that kind of thing,” Jim said.
“He’d just say I ordered the wrong part, and I’d say I didn’t.”

“Well, what can we do?” Paul asked. “Break
the windows out of his store?”

“Don’t talk like that, son,” Jim said.

“I didn’t really mean it, Pa. You know
that.”

“I also know that we must keep these thoughts
out of our heads. At first we think we wouldn’t do something, but
if we think about revenge, we may end up doing it,” Jim
cautioned.

“Okay, okay,” Paul said curtly.

“Don’t talk to me like that, son. I’m your
father,” Jim said.

“All right,” Paul mumbled, still
bothered.

“You’re angry, aren’t you?” Jim said.

“Yes, I’m angry. I’m angry at the idiot in
there, and I’m angry at what’s happened with the car, and I’m the
angriest at the bankers that cheated us out of our house and caused
this whole mess!” Paul exclaimed.

“So you’re angry at God?” Jim said. After
some hesitation, Paul answered.

“Yes, I guess I am. I think He’s let us down.
I shouldn’t have to live like some hobo. We always paid our tithes,
didn’t we?” Paul asked.

“Yes,” Jim said.

“Then how come the bankers were able to cheat
us?” Paul said.

“Well, if I tell you the truth, you’ll be
angry at me,” Jim said.

“What do you mean, Pa?”

“Well, this whole thing began with my
mistake. We had that two hundred acre farm, and it was all paid
for. But I got greedy a few years before the stock market crashed
in nineteen twenty-nine. When Mr. Atkins next door wanted to sell
his one hundred acres, I wanted it. Everything seemed to be going
so well–prices for wheat were higher than ever, but I had to take
on a heavy debt load to buy that land. I prayed about it, but I
didn’t get the answer I wanted–so I just bought it. Then when the
crash came, I couldn’t pay.”

“What did Ma say about it?”

“She was never sure it was God’s will, but I
persuaded her. It’s hard for a woman to stand against her husband
when he wants something real bad. Don’t forget that, Paul. When you
get married, if you want your wife’s advice, don’t try to
manipulate her to go along with you. God gives you a wife to be the
best helper you have next to Him. She’s there to stop you from
making dumb mistakes–if you’ll listen to her,” Jim said.

“I never knew about that,” Paul said, deep in
thought.

“Well, if you can profit from my mistakes,
it’s not a total loss,” Jim said, sadly. “Now you know this is all
my fault.”

“Oh Pa, you’re the one who has always
reminded me of Romans 8:28. Don’t you still believe that all things
work together for the good for God’s people? Besides, it still
wouldn’t have happened if they hadn’t cheated us,” Paul said, the
anger rising in his voice again.

“Son, you must let this go. If you stay angry
a root of bitterness will grow up in you and make you mean. The
Bible says not to let the sun set on your anger,” Jim said.

“Okay, Pa. I’ll ask God to help me forgive
them.”

“What about me–I told you I was to blame,”
Jim said.

“No Pa, I’m not angry at you, I know you’re
not perfect, but I’m blessed to have a father like you, and I know
that,” Paul said.

They were nearing the camp when Andy drove up
in back of them. As he slowed down he honked his horn, and Jim and
Paul stopped their conversation abruptly and looked in back of
them.

“Get in,” Andy said through the window, and
they opened the door and took a seat. “Did you get the clutch in
yet?”

“No,” Jim said. “It was the wrong one.”

“So what’s in the bag?” Andy asked.

“The same one. The store wouldn’t take it
back. Said I was to blame–as if I wouldn’t know the model of the
car I’ve owned all these years,” Jim said.

“You bought that from old man Harper’s place,
didn’t you?” Andy asked.

“Yes, but he didn’t look like an old man to
me,” Jim said.

“Oh, must’ve been his son who waited on you,”
Andy said, stopping the car.

“What are you doing?” Jim asked.

“We’re going back to the store. Jim Harper
wouldn’t cheat anyone; he’s an honest man. His son is the problem.
That man couldn’t work for anyone, he’s so ornery–so Jim gave him a
job. Been chasin’ away his customers ever since,” Andy
explained.

Driving up to the store, Jim could see
Harper’s son talking to a customer. Andy looked at Jim for a
moment.

“Say, would you mind if I handled this? I’ve
known him for a long time,” Andy offered.

“Would I mind? I’d be obliged!” Jim said,
smiling. Taking the sack with the part, Andy went in. A few minutes
later, he came out, and leaned in the window.

“Jim Harper says you can either have all your
money back, or he’ll order another part for you which should be
here in three days. He’ll order it priority, and pay the extra
shipping himself.”

“Can’t ask for better than that,” Jim
said.

“That’s what I figured. And by the way, seems
there was a mistake on the charge. Was only supposed to be fifteen
dollars. Here’s your change,” Andy said, putting the money into his
hand.

“God is good,” Jim said. “If we’ll only wait
for Him to sort things out.”

 


Some days later, Jim came home after looking
for work, without success. Paul was not there, and Jim asked Ann
where he was. She answered that he was with some new friends,
Jeremy and Scott, who were brothers.

“Where have they gone?” Jim asked.

“They went fishing for trout,” Ann answered.
“Wouldn’t that be a welcome treat?”

“I don’t know about those boys. I don’t
believe they are Christians, and I don’t trust them,” Jim said.

“They seem nice to me. They are very polite,
and I happen to know that Paul is talking to them about his faith,”
Ann countered.

Jim closed his eyes and wiped the sweat from
his brow that he’d worked up walking home. “My concern is that they
are older, and might influence him. He’s only fourteen and they are
sixteen and seventeen. Now that might not seem like much to us, but
at his age…”Jim trailed off.

“At his age not many boys are as mature,” Ann
said. “Oh, here he is now with a mess of fish!” she exclaimed.
“Mary, help me get the fire going and we’ll clean those and fry
them on the skillet.”

“No need to do that,” Paul said as he brought
the fish over to a makeshift table next to the campfire area. “We
cleaned them after we caught them. I caught more than Jeremy and
Scott did, but they still helped me clean them,” he added. “Boy do
they know the best fishing holes.”

Ann looked over at Jim, supposing that he
would soften, but he did not seem to.

“Don’t you like the fish, Pa?” Paul
asked.

“Yes, I like the fish–I’m just concerned
about what is fishy,” Jim said.

“What do you mean?” Paul asked.

“Come on son, let’s take a walk,” Jim said,
and they started up a hill in back of the campground. Jim looked at
Paul for a moment before speaking.

“Are those boys Christians?” Jim asked.

“Not yet,” Paul said.

“I asked you a plain question, and I want a
plain answer,” Jim said.

“Okay, Pa, don’t get sore. They aren’t, but
I’m working on them.”

“What kind of language do they use when
you’re with them? Do they curse a lot?”

“Not a lot,” Paul answered, defensively.

“But they do curse, don’t they?” Jim said. “I
know because I heard one of them use bad language when he was
walking by our tent one night.”

“Okay, Pa, they aren’t perfect, and they
curse. But when you worked at the factory you had to listen to
people curse, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but as you said, I had to. I didn’t
volunteer to be around that language. The Scripture says: ‘what
fellowship has light with darkness?’ Now I can tell you if you keep
hanging around with those boys, you won’t convert them, they’ll
convert you,” Jim said.

“Okay Pa, can we go back now, I’m hungry,”
Paul said, starting to choke up. “I at least thought you’d be proud
of the fish I caught–it’s enough to feed the whole family.”

“Sorry, son, maybe I’ve been too harsh,” Jim
said, putting his arm around Paul. “Just be careful, because older
boys usually don’t hang around younger boys.”

“Pa, I’ve talked to them a lot about Jesus,
and I think they’re interested. Neither of them has gotten angry,
and they even ask me questions.”

“Maybe I’m wrong, then,” Jim said, as they
walked back to the campfire, where the fish were beginning to
sizzle on the grill. “That sure smells good.”

 


 


—4—

The Fellowship of His Sufferings

 


“Next,” the husky man shouted to the line of
men waiting for an interview for work. A man went forward and now
Jim would be next. Jim looked around the slaughterhouse and
considered what his chances might be. Then he remembered that the
Bible says that the heart of the king is in God’s hand. Lord, if it
is your will, let me get this job, he prayed.

“Next,” the man shouted. Jim walked up to him
and sat down before the dirty desk.

“Any slaughterhouse experience?” the man
asked.

“I’ve slaughtered animals on the farm,” Jim
said.

“But do you have any slaughterhouse
experience?” the man asked unpleasantly.

“No sir, I don’t,” Jim answered, wondering
why he’d wasted the time standing in line. Then he noticed the man
looking at him in a curious manner.

“Say, mister, didn’t you visit our church
with Andy?” the man asked.

“Yes,” Jim said.

“Well now, you know this is just a temporary
job, don’t you? When the man who got injured comes back, it will be
over,” he said.

“Yes, I know about that,” Jim said.

“I imagine you’ve slaughtered and butchered
your share of animals on your farm,” the man said. “But are you
good at it?”

“Yes sir, I would say that I am good at it,”
Jim answered honestly.

“Men, you can all go home; I’ve found who I
need,” the man told the rest of those waiting in line.

Groans followed as the dispirited men walked
out. Jim, who had experienced the same discouragement many times,
prayed for the men who were turned down.

“My name is Sam,” the man said, shaking Jim’s
hand. “I expect a good day’s work.”

“And you’ll get it,” Jim assured him.

“You’ll start tomorrow,” Sam said. “By the
way, we got showers here you can use when your shift is over if you
need them, Jim.”

 


Walking home, Jim thought about God’s
provision. Going to church that day was His will for them, because
through it God opened up this job. It didn’t pay much, but now they
could stop spending what little savings they had on food. Making
his way into the camp, he ran into the tent and hugged Ann. “I got
a job at the slaughterhouse,” he exclaimed, and began to tell her
how a man from the church was the one who was hiring. Mary and
James came in and also heard the good news, but Paul was with his
new friends, Jeremy and Scott. They had fished and had a good
catch, but on the way home, Jeremy and Scott wanted to stop at a
tent where a man sold various types of merchandise.

“I’ve got to get home pretty soon,” Paul
said.

“We’ll just stop for a moment at Mr.
Gallagher’s. Most of the stuff this old geezer has is junk, but
every now and then he has something good,” Jeremy said.

“Yeah, and he’ll trade you your fish for it
sometimes,” Scott said.

“There’s his tent, Paul. Come on, it will
only take a minute,” Jeremy said, walking toward the tent. Seeing
them coming, the old man stood up, anticipating a possible
sale.

“Young men, what can I do for you today?” he
asked.

“Well what have you got–same old stuff?”
Jeremy asked.

“Pretty much,” the old man conceded, then
thinking for a moment, he said, “I do have something new, but I
ain’t trading no fish for it.”

“What is it?” Scott asked.

“Firearms,” the man said, his eyes alighting.
“Three Colt pistols–but you boys don’t have that kind of
money.”

“You never know,” Jeremy said. “Let’s take a
look.”

The man hesitated, then went into his tent
and brought out an old wooden box. Opening it, he showed the boys
the pistols.

“Can I hold one?” Scott asked.

“Well, I guess so,” he said, handing a pistol
to each brother. “You want one too?” he asked Paul.

“Sure,” Paul answered, taking the Colt pistol
in his hand. Hearing a click, he looked over and watched Jeremy aim
the pistol at the man’s tent.

“No, no, no,” the man said, tearing the
pistol from Jeremy’s hand so quickly that it pulled his finger with
it. “You don’t ever point a weapon like this at anyone, ‘less you
mean to use it. And you don’t dry fire it, that will ruin the
firing pin. Ain’t your Pa taught you nothing about firearms?” he
scolded.

Paul had already put his pistol back in the
box, but the man grabbed the pistol Scott was still holding away
from him.

“Go on, get out of here. You got no money,
and I ain’t selling these for fish,” he said, becoming grumpier as
he spoke.

Walking away, Paul could tell that Jeremy was
boiling with anger.

“Why that old…..,” Jeremy said, using a bad
word. “He almost pulled my finger off. Look–it’s bleeding.”

“That old geezer needs a lesson in manners,”
Scott said angrily. “There’s also a lady that sells stuff, let’s go
visit her–she’s always willing to trade fish.”

“I’ve got to get home,” Paul said.

“What’s the matter, your Pa won’t whip you,
will he?” Jeremy said, mockingly, making Paul feel embarrassed.

“No, but I promised him I’d be back by a
certain time, and it’s past that time,” Paul said, in a defensive
tone.

“Come on, grow up a little,” Scott chided.
“You’re almost a man. You’ve been fishing dinner for the family,
haven’t you? What does your old man do, just sit around all day on
his…”

“Don’t talk that way about my Pa,” Paul said.
“He’s looked for work every day.”

“All right, we won’t talk about your Pa,”
Jeremy said, mimicking Paul. “Go on, goody two shoes, go home and
pray to Jesus or something.”

Paul looked at the two boys for a moment.
They had not acted like this before. Was it that they were angry
because the man took the pistols from them, and now they were
taking it out on him, or was this the way they really were? Perhaps
Pa was right about them, he thought as they walked together toward
their tent.

“Well, I better get home,” Paul said.

“We’re just joshing you,” Scott said. “Come
on in and we’ll clean the fish together like we usually do.”

“I’ll just clean them myself, thanks,” Paul
said.

“All right, then–go home if your feelings are
hurt,” Jeremy said.

 


It was getting dark as Paul walked to his
tent. Jim looked up and stared at him for a moment.

“Hi, Pa,” Paul said innocently.

“Paul, is it so hard to get home by the time
I have told you?” Jim asked.

“Sorry, Pa,” Paul said.

“I think it’s the influence of those boys,”
Jim went on.

“I’m not going to see them again, Pa. I think
you’re probably right about them,” Paul said. “Here’s the fish,
Ma,” he said, putting them on some newspaper. “I need to clean them
this time.”

Jim looked at Ann and smiled. Thank you,
Lord, for showing Paul the truth about the boys, Jim prayed
silently.

 


“I’m gonna fix that old geezer, if it’s the
last thing I do,” Jeremy threatened, throwing a knife into a tree
near his tent.

“I know what,” Scott said. “Let’s get his
guns. You know he always goes over to another tent at the end of
the road for dinner.”

“Yeah, but he also locks all his stuff up in
the back of his old truck before he goes anywhere,” Jeremy
said.

“You think that little padlock he has on
there will be hard to break? I’ll bet you I can do it with one
hammer swing,” Scott boasted.

“When?” Jeremy asked.

“No time like the present,” Scott answered.
“Let’s get over there and watch for him to leave.”

 


The Matthews had just finished a trout dinner
around the campfire. Ann began collecting the plates, and stacking
them. Later she would wash them at a communal water faucet at the
back of the camp.

“I guess it wasn’t all bad for us going to
that church, Pa, seeing as you met the man who gave you the job,”
Paul said. “Do you think he might hire me, also?”

“Not likely at your age,” Jim said. “There
were plenty of full-grown men who wanted that job. Besides, this is
only a fill-in job, until an injured man is able to come back to
work. Let’s take a walk and work off some of that fine trout
dinner.”

The Matthews began walking on a trail that
went in back of the camp. The sun was going down now, and the air
was cooling the hot summer day.

 


“Okay, so it took three hits,” Scott said,
putting the hammer down and opening the doors of the homemade
shelter on the back of the truck. “Now where are those
pistols…”

“There’s the wooden box,” Jeremy said,
pulling it towards him and taking off the top. “Here, stuff a
pistol into your belt, and I’ll carry the other two in mine.”

“What about the rest of this stuff?” Scott
said.

“It’s mostly junk, let’s get out of here. Get
the hammer and I’ll close up the back,” Jeremy replied, as he tried
to make the broken padlock look as if it were still in place. They
then began walking toward their tent. On the way the man who owned
the truck passed them.

“Hello, boys,” he said, glancing at them.

“Hello, Mr. Gallagher,” Scott said, turning
his body to the side so the pistol couldn’t be seen.

As soon as they were out of his sight, they
rushed into some bushes near the camp. Nervous and scared, they
tried to plan what to do.

“He’s going to know in a minute, if he checks
his stuff,” Jeremy said, panicked.

“I don’t think he saw the pistols on us or he
would have said something,” Scott said.

“Yeah, but he saw us coming from his place.
If he calls the cops, we’ll be the first ones to get questioned,”
Jeremy said with fear.

“I’ve got an idea. Let’s take one of these
pistols and give it to Paul,” Scott said.

“Are you crazy? Why would we want to give
it…” Jeremy said, quieting down as he watched Scott shake his
head.

“You don’t understand. We’ll plant one gun on
him, then tip off Gallagher before he gets wise to us,” Scott
explained. “Once they find the gun in his tent, they won’t suspect
us. Remember, Paul played with that pistol, too. Gallagher will
remember him. And Gallagher knows us, Paul is new.”

“I don’t know if we should do that to him,”
Jeremy said.

“Why not? He’s always saying about how Jesus
looks after him and protects him. This will knock some sense in
him. If Jesus loves him, let Jesus protect him,” Scott said
sarcastically.

“You mean we’re going to say we saw him do
it?” Jeremy asked, uncertain of the plan.

“No. We’ll leave a note with no name. Then we
won’t have to say nothing, but it will take the heat off us,” Scott
said. “The only problem is how to get the pistol into his tent.
Come on, let’s walk over there.”

“I don’t know, Scott,” Jeremy said, slowly
shaking his head.

“Come on, baby brother. I know what I’m
doing,” Scott said confidently.

Slowly they walked to the Matthew’s tent, and
found it vacant, since the family was out walking.

“Great, they’re gone,” Scott said. “You be
the lookout. If anyone comes, whistle ‘Dixie’ and I’ll stay in the
tent until you stop whistling.”

Walking in the tent, Scott looked at the
makeshift beds, and saw the old fishing tackle box Paul used. He
opened it and hid the pistol in it, putting it under the other
items that were in it. Rushing out of the tent, he and Jeremy
walked away slowly, not wanting to look suspicious.

“Let’s leave a note for Gallagher. We’ll walk
around the back of his tent and pin it on. We’ll sign it,
‘concerned citizen,’” Scott said.

 


Paul was dreaming. In his dream he was
watching the biblical account of Joseph being arrested and put into
a dungeon because of the false accusation of Potiphar’s wife. This
was one of those rare dreams that seemed so real, that he believed
he was actually there. He watched as Joseph, who was strikingly
handsome, was taken to the smelly dungeon, and chained to the
walls. As he looked at Joseph’s face, he realized something he had
never thought of before–Joseph was very young, just a teenager when
he went through his ordeal…

Suddenly there were noises outside Joseph’s
cell. A man said, “Mr. Matthews, get up.” No, it wasn’t in Joseph’s
cell, Paul realized, it was in his own tent. Men were talking
harshly, and his father was saying something. Finally, Paul woke up
to see two policemen in the tent. He kept his eyes closed for a
moment, listening to his father, and noting by his voice that he
was upset. Pa’s voice was almost always steady and calm, he
thought.

“You cannot search this tent,” Jim said. “I
may be poor but I know my constitutional rights.”

“You do, do you, Mr. Lawyer? Well I’ve got
news for you. This ain’t your house, and it ain’t your land, so we
don’t need no warrant to search it,” a gruff-speaking policeman
barked. “Now get up and stand outside the tent.”

“Ma, what’s going on?” Mary asked, waking up.
Gasping, she looked at the two men. “What are they doing here?”

“All right, all right,” Jim said, trying to
calm the situation down. “Please give us a few minutes to get ready
and you can search the tent.”

“Don’t let them do it!” Mr. Gallagher said in
a high-pitched nervous voice. “That boy stole my pistols, and I
know they are here. But if we leave now, they might hide them.”

“What pistols?” Jim asked. “What in the world
are you talking about?”

“Your boy broke into my truck and stole my
pistols, that’s what, mister. Somebody saw him and left me a note
about it. He was testing them out earlier today, and decided to
come back and steal them,” Gallagher went on.

As he was speaking, the policemen started
looking through their belongings. Quickly the tackle box was opened
and the pistol was found.

“That’s it!” Mr. Gallagher exclaimed, “that
boy is a low-down thief. That’s my pistol.”

Shocked, Paul watched as the pistol was
retrieved from his tackle box. There was something unreal about
what was happening as the old man continued to accuse him.

“I thought you looked like a crook when you
started dry firing that pistol…”

“I didn’t dry fire it, sir, that was Jeremy,”
Paul interjected.

“I say you dry fired it; now where are the
other two pistols, boy?” Mr. Gallagher said.

“I don’t know,” Paul answered innocently. “I
did not take them.”

As he spoke, the policeman with the gruff
voice, who was a big, burly fellow, walked over to Paul and clamped
handcuffs on him.

“What are you doing?” Jim protested. “He said
he didn’t steal that gun, and he’s only fourteen!”

“Mister, the proof is right here! If he’s old
enough to steal, he’s old enough to go to jail, and that’s where
we’re taking him,” the policeman said. “We ain’t got no reform
schools here–he’ll go to the regular jail with the men.”

James, crying, ran up to the policeman and
said, “Leave my brother alone. He doesn’t steal, he’s a good
Christian.”

“Are all your boys sassy?” the policeman said
to Jim. “Ever hear of taking a belt to them?”

“I don’t spare the rod, and my son’s
innocent,” Jim said.

As the policeman led Paul to the car, Jim
followed, trying to speak to him. “How did this happen, Paul–was it
those boys?” Jim asked.

“I guess so Pa, I don’t know. Don’t worry
Pa,” Paul said, as the policeman pushed him into the back seat.

“Officer, in the name of everything that’s
decent, you can’t put a boy this age in with criminals,” Jim
protested.

“Oh yeah, we do it every day. It’ll teach him
a lesson he’ll never forget,” the policeman said, getting in the
car and slamming the door as his partner started the car. Ann
walked up to Jim and tremblingly took his hand.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” she
said. “Oh God, have mercy on us!”

 


“Put your valuables in this envelope…come on,
boy, do it,” the policeman shouted at Paul, as they prepared to put
him in jail.

“I don’t have any valuables, sir,” Paul
answered.

“All right, then take your clothes off and
put these on,” he said, pushing some blue prison clothes into
Paul’s hands.

Paul looked around for a place to change. The
room had only a couple of bare light bulbs, and the concrete floor
was hard and cold. He knew he was near the cells, because he could
hear the doors clanging as they were opened and closed. The
policemen looked up, noticing Paul’s hesitancy.

“Oh, you want your privacy,” he said, with
mocking sarcasm. “Well little boy, mamma ain’t here no more to blow
your nose. Now get them clothes on!”

Paul quickly changed his clothes, and was
escorted by the same man through a foul and smelly hallway, where
there were about twenty cells. Some had more than one man in them,
but several were empty. “Well it’s your lucky day,” the man said.
“You get a cell by yourself.” Using a large key, he unlocked the
door and slid it open. Paul walked in, and the man locked the door
and left. Paul watched as he walked away. The stench was stronger
now, and Paul looked at the dirty toilet in the corner of the small
cell. Then he walked over to a metal shelf with a dirty mattress on
it.

“You got smokes?” a man asked in the cell
next to him. Paul looked over at him. He was an older man, with
white hair, bloodshot eyes and a scraggly beard.

“No,” Paul answered weakly, “I don’t
smoke.”

Fixing his gaze at Paul for a moment, the man
started laughing and then coughing. “No I don’t guess you do,
you’re just a schoolboy. What you doing in here, schoolboy, did you
ice somebody?” he asked, laughing even more until the coughing got
worse. Finally he was able to control the cough, and he looked over
at Paul again, expecting an answer.

“No,” Paul answered. “I didn’t kill anyone. I
am innocent.”

At that the man began to laugh again,
followed by another round of coughing. “He’s innocent,” he said
chuckling, then raising his voice he shouted to the man in the cell
on the other side of Paul. “Hey Al, this kid is innocent–he didn’t
do nothin’ wrong.”

“Well so am I,” Al retorted, joining in the
laughter. “We’re all innocent!”

“Yeah,” the first man said. “I ain’t no
pickpocket, that wallet just fell into my hands. Fact is, I was
gonna return it…just couldn’t find the rightful owner,” he
continued, his laughter now uncontrollable.

“But I really am,” Paul protested, and the
earnestness in his voice seemed to silence the men.

 


Jim walked home from his first day at work,
hoping that his discouragement was not apparent to anyone at the
slaughterhouse. He had prayed that Jesus would give him a special
peace, in spite of the situation with Paul. Walking into the tent,
Ann greeted him, and offered him some food.

“I’m not hungry right now,” Jim said,
stretching out on the bedroll. He was used to hard work, but the
work at the slaughterhouse was so repetitive that his muscles
ached.

“Did you find out when we can visit Paul?”
Ann asked.

“I went to the jail at lunch. They said
Sunday afternoon is visitors’ day.”

“Good. I know you’re tired, Jim, but the
women in the prayer group asked a favor,” she said, hesitating.
After she was quiet for a few moments, Jim looked over at her.

“What do they want?”

“They want a Sunday service. Some of them
think their husbands might come,” Ann said.

“Well, there are plenty of churches in town–I
imagine they’re all not as tough as Andy’s.”

“I think they are. These people don’t want to
go to a regular church any more than we want to. They’re
embarrassed.”

“So?” Jim asked.

“So I thought maybe you could do the
service…you’ve filled in for the pastor before back home, and…”

“Are you kidding?” Jim interrupted. “You
think I feel like preaching now? My faith is probably at its lowest
ebb ever!”

“Who else could do it?” Ann queried.

“I don’t know and I don’t care,” Jim said,
turning away from her on his bedroll, as she stood there silently,
watching him. After a few moments he looked over at her again.
“Leave me alone, will you? You’re trying to make me feel
guilty.”

“You’re right, I’m sorry,” Ann replied. “I’ll
pray that you do God’s will,” she added as she left the tent.

“Don’t pray anything!” Jim barked as she
walked out, instantly regretting what he said. Moaning, he closed
his eyes and thought about Paul, wondering what was happening to
him.

 


“I’m not a real preacher,” Jim said as he
faced the small group that had gathered around a shady tree the
next Sunday morning. “But if God can speak through Balaam’s donkey,
then I have a chance, I guess,” he continued, eliciting some
laughter from the ragtag group before him.

“Now most of us think that everything should
be smooth in our lives, or God is not treating us the way He
should. But the thing we fail to see is that we’re not in this
world to have everything–rather we’re here to be tested and tried
and proven, to prepare us for heaven.

“But most of the time we don’t get it. Job’s
friends were like that. God said Job was the best man on earth, but
his friends figured he did something especially bad for his trials.
And Job misunderstood too, and protested to God about his trials.
But later, we find out that God was only testing Job, and that he
gave him twice what he had when the test was over…”

 


After Jim finished his sermon, he asked
people who did not know Jesus as their Savior to give their lives
over to Him. As he finished speaking, one man, whose wife had been
attending Ann’s Bible studies, asked a question.

“Mister, if I do this, does this mean God
will help me feed my family?”

Everyone looked over at the man as he spoke,
and there was silence for a long time before Jim answered.

“Well being just a man like you, I can’t tell
you exactly what God will do. But He tells us in the book of First
John,” Jim said as he leafed through his Bible to find the passage.
“Here in First John 3:17, He says, ‘But whoever has this world’s
goods, and sees his brother in need, and shuts up his heart from
him, how does the love of God abide in him?’ Seems to me that if
God is telling Christians to help people, He’s surely not going to
do less Himself. Of course it might also have something to do with
what’s in your heart. Whether you just want to use Him, or you’re
serious about repenting and serving Him.”

As the service ended, several of the people
thanked Jim for his efforts and said that they liked the sermon.
However, one man lingered with his wife, waiting for the rest to
leave. He walked up to Jim as the Matthews were about to go back to
their tent.

“Good sermon, Pastor,” the man said.

“I’m not a pastor, but I’m glad you liked
it,” Jim replied.

“Aren’t you the fellow whose son was arrested
for stealing?” the man asked, his wife standing by him.

“Yes, I am,” Jim replied, answering with a
tone which indicated he did not want to discuss the matter any
further. He then turned away from the man and his wife.

Walking along with Jim, the man spoke again.
“Do you know what the Bible says about the qualifications of a man
who preaches?”

“The qualifications…yes, I know,” Jim
answered, surprised at such a question.

“You know then what the third chapter of
First Timothy says. That a leader should be, “one who rules his own
house well, having his children in submission with all reverence
(for if a man does not know how to rule his own house, how will he
take care of the church of God?)” the man quoted, reading from his
Bible. Then he looked up at Jim and widened his eyes, expecting an
answer, but Jim stayed silent and smiled lightly.

“Seems to me you’re not qualified to be in
that pulpit,” the man continued.

“Well sir, my son is not guilty. But I have a
hard time believing you’re saying that over this little group we
had here this morning,” Jim said softly.

“As I see it, it doesn’t matter the
size–doesn’t say anything about that in here,” the man
insisted.

“I guess you’re right,” Jim agreed. “So you’d
rather not have any service, then?”

“It’s not what I want, it’s what God wants,”
the man countered. “And how do you know your son isn’t guilty?
Didn’t they catch him with the stolen gun?”

“Yes, but…”Jim began to answer, his temper
finally rising. “He’s never been in trouble before and…”

“You remember Hophni and Phinehas, don’t
you?” the man said. “Eli was a decent man, but his sons were very
evil. Sometimes the father is the last to know. Happened also with
David’s sons, some of them were bad, but he couldn’t bring himself
to punish them.”

“Are you finished?” Jim said brusquely.

“Well there’s also Cain and Abel. Both came
from the same family, but one was bad–so it can happen,” the man
went on.

“I can see you’ve never read about how Joseph
was falsely imprisoned, or how Naboth was innocent but was stoned,”
Ann said, unable to control herself any longer.

“Oh, I know about them,” the man said, happy
that he had gotten a response, “but…”

“Mister, I’ve had about enough of you,” Jim
said, walking away.

“The Bible also says the anger of a fool is
known at once,” the man said, following the family. “Are you sure
your boy is innocent? What if he saw those guns and just grabbed
them, in the heat of the moment? Isn’t that possible?”

Finally Jim stopped and turned toward the man
and his wife. Ann watched his face as it turned red, and she prayed
silently that he would restrain himself.

“Mister, if my son is guilty, God will judge
him. But Satan is the accuser of the brethren, and I’m feeling his
condemning breath as you speak. Now let us be!”

As they walked away, the man said something
else, but by then the Matthews were too far away to hear him.

“Why does he think Paul’s guilty?” Mary asked
as they walked toward their tent.

“He’s the kind of person who thinks the worst
of everyone, I think,” Ann replied, but Jim kept silent as they
walked. Looking at his solemn face, Ann spoke again. “It was the
Pharisees and others like them that gave Jesus the most trouble,
Jim. It was all done in the name of religion,” She continued, but
Jim seemed to be ignoring her. As they reached the tent, she took
his arm, and he turned around, very angry. “That man’s not worthy
of your anger–he needs prayer,” Ann said.

The children went into the tent as Jim
signaled Ann to walk with him outside. When they got far enough
away not to be heard, he stopped. “I’m not angry at him. I’m just
not certain he couldn’t be right.”

“You mean you think Paul is guilty?” Ann
asked incredulously.

“I don’t think he is, but I need to hear from
God,” Jim said, as Ann looked at him with disgust. “Listen, don’t
misunderstand me. I don’t think Paul did this, but we can all
fail.”

“I can’t believe you’d say that about your
son,” Ann retorted.

“Well, can you say one hundred percent that
he is innocent? Do you know what actually happened? Do you know how
that gun got in the tent?” Jim asked. Ann stayed quiet for a long
time. “Well?” Jim asked.

“Look, I think he’s innocent, but…”

“But we don’t know. I need to be more
objective. Other Christian boys have gotten into trouble.”

“So how will you be certain?” Ann asked.

“I’m staying up tonight and praying until I
get the assurance from God,” Jim answered in a determined
voice.

“But you have to work tomorrow, and they run
you ragged at that job,” Ann protested.

“I have to be positive about this, just in
case. If I don’t I’m not doing my job as a father,” Jim replied.
“God will give me strength for work.”

 


After the family went to bed, Jim took an old
blanket and walked behind the camp until he was out of sight.
Falling to his knees, he began to pray. “God, you tell us to bring
the sacrifice of praise, and I guess that means we praise even when
we don’t feel like it. Lord, you know my heart, I can’t fool you. I
don’t feel like it. I’m burdened down with cares, more than the
family knows. Things have never been so bad, and now Paul’s in
jail. God please protect him–he’s just a boy, and there are sick
men in that place.”

Jim’s knees hurt, and he stretched out on the
blanket and put his back against a tree. He waited and listened for
a moment. He could hear coyotes from a long way off, and a dog
barking near the camp. Soon those sounds melted away, as his
prayers deepened.

 


“Oh! You startled me,” Ann said. “What time
is it?”

“About two,” Jim said as he slipped into his
bedroll.

“Did you get your answer?” She asked.

“He’s innocent. I’m absolutely certain–God
spoke to my heart,” he said, waiting for Ann to respond. After a
moment he turned in her direction, wondering why she remained
quiet.

“Aren’t you happy?” he asked.

“Of course I am, “ Ann answered.

“Then why were you silent?”

“Because I never doubted he was,” Ann
replied. “But you had to know for yourself.”

 


 


—5—

God Meant It For Good

 


The large, hulking policeman came so close to
Paul that he could smell his bad breath. Snarling with intense
anger, he stood over him, as Paul sat in a wooden chair in a room
with one bare light bulb for illumination. Why is he so angry, Paul
wondered, weary of being asked the same questions over and
over.

“Where are those pistols, boy!” he shouted.
“I’m tired of hearing your lies! Now own up or I’ll get you
transferred to the worst prison in the country.”

Paul remained silent, tired of denying guilt,
but the policeman was determined to get an answer again, even if it
was the same one.

“You better answer me!” he said
threateningly, as he put his face close to Paul’s.

Paul could feel a slight shower of spit as he
demanded the answer. Paul remembered that Jesus had been silent
before his accusers, but as this man hovered over him, face red
with anger and fist clenched, he thought he should answer.

“I’m innocent,” Paul said. “I did not take
those guns.”

“I did not take those guns,” the man said in
a higher voice than his own, mimicking Paul to mock his reply.

“So that gun just happened to be in your
tent, and someone just happened to see you take it, and…”

“I told you someone set me up,” Paul
protested.

“You expect me to believe you were framed?”
the man said. “Why I oughta…” he shook his fist at Paul, as if he
might hit him. Then he seemed to calm down and sat on the side of
an old metal desk next to Paul’s chair. Paul watched him, wondering
why the man would not even consider that he might be telling the
truth. He watched sweat stains forming on the fabric of his shirt,
which was stretched across his large stomach. It was hot in the
room, and the windows seemed to be closed up to make it hotter, but
the rest of the room was so dark he was not certain what it looked
like. Suddenly the man was chuckling to himself a little. “Hiding
the gun in your own tent. Why you wouldn’t make a pimple on a
criminal’s…”

“I’m not a criminal,” Paul said, surprising
himself with the boldness of his interruption. “So I take that as a
compliment.”

“Smart aleck, hey? Don’t you know that I
could take you out back of the station and whip you raw, boy? In
fact I think I’ll do just that the next time I see you. That oughta
give you something to think about.”

The door then opened, and another policeman
came in, and Paul could hear the two whispering to each other.
“Remember what I said,” the first man said to Paul, as he walked
out the door.

“I’m Sergeant Walker,” the new man said,
looking at Paul with a very slight smile. “Say, why don’t we turn
on the other light?” He then walked to the door and flipped the
switch, and Paul could see the entire room. The bare bulb was
turned off, and he went over to the window and opened it. “Hot
night, isn’t it?” he said.

“Yes sir, it is,” Paul answered.

The man looked at him for a moment, not
saying anything, then he walked over and spoke in a low,
confidential tone. “I know you’re in trouble–and all of us have
been at one time or another, haven’t we, now? But I want to help
you.”

Paul began to feel relief. Was this someone
who would finally listen to him? The man continued talking.

“You made a…a mistake. I know when I was your
age guns interested me a lot. They’re hard to resist,” he said,
pausing for a moment.

“I didn’t take them, sir,” Paul said.

“Really,” the man said. “Say, was Sergeant
Kravits a little hard on you? He looked a little angry when he left
here.”

“I didn’t know his name,” Paul said. “He was
hard on me, sir. He threatened to beat me up the next time he sees
me.”

“Yeah, he can get pretty rough. He’s beat up
a few people–I hope you don’t have to see him again,” Sergeant
Walker said in a sympathetic tone. Touching his pocket he pulled
out a candy bar and looked at it, then handed it to Paul. “Here, I
bet you haventasted one of these for a while.”

Paul looked up at him for a moment. He wasn’t
certain if he should take the candy, but the food at the jail
tasted bad, and he was hungry. “Thank you, sir,” he said, taking it
from the man’s hand. Unwrapping it quickly, he began eating it as
the man watched with a slightly bemused look on his face.

“You must have been hungry. Now as young as
you are, I can probably get you off pretty light, if you’ll just
admit what you’ve done. It will make you feel a lot better to get
it off your chest, and you won’t have to see Kravits again,
either.”

Paul stopped eating and looked at the man.
“I’m innocent, sir. I can’t admit to what I haven’t done. That
would be a sin.”

“A sin…why you talk like a boy who’s been to
church,” Sergeant Walker said. “But it’s hard to believe you
because you were caught red-handed. One of those guns was in your
tent–in your own tackle box.”

“Someone put it there, sir,” Paul said.

“Come on, boy,” Walker replied, his voice
betraying irritation. Realizing that he was appearing angry, he
took a few moments to compose himself. Then he looked at Paul
again. “That would be easier to believe if your mother hadn’t said
she saw you bring the gun into the tent.”

Paul stopped eating the candy bar and looked
up, shocked. “My mother didn’t say that!” Paul protested.

“I think it’s in the police report,” Walker
said nonchalantly. “If she did, it was only because she loves
you.”

Paul put the candy bar down and then held it
out to Sergeant Walker.

“Don’t you want the rest of it?”

“No sir,” Paul said.

“Okay. But think about what I said. Kravits
is a mean one. He’s hurt a lot of people.”

“That isn’t right, sir. He shouldn’t do
that.”

“Probably not, but it happens sometimes. Now
all you have to do is ask the trustee to get me, if you want to
confess.”

 


Back in his cell, Paul felt bewildered. Why
was the first man so mean and the other one seemingly nice? Why
would the man say his mother had said she had seen him with the
gun? Was he lying to get him to confess, or had his mother really
said something? But he was a policeman so he wouldn’t lie, would
he? Surely his mother didn’t think he was guilty, Paul thought,
becoming depressed as he pondered it. “Oh God,” he groaned, “You
know I am innocent.”

“What…what did you say?” the old man who was
a pickpocket asked him.

“Nothing–I was praying,” Paul said.

“Praying! Well hallelujah,” the man said.
“Who you praying to?”

“I believe in Jesus,” Paul said.

“No kiddin? Well my name’s Arnie.”

“I’m Paul.”

“What happened in there, did you ‘fess
up?”

“No. There was one man who was real mean, and
he kept threatening me. Then another policeman came in and was nice
to me–sort of. He even gave me a candy bar,” Paul explained.

“And the second one said he’d protect you
from the first one, right?”

“Right. How did you know?” Paul asked.

“Police psychology,” Arnie said with an
impish grin.

“Good cop, bad cop,” Al said from another
cell. “One plays the bad cop and tries to scare you. Then the other
one pretends to be your friend and says he’ll save you from the
first one if you confess.”

“It’s called using the carrot and the
stick–One lies about the stick, and the other lies about the
carrot,” Al added.

“But I wouldn’t think a policeman would lie,”
Paul said, instantly regretting his words. Al and Arnie found this
uproariously funny, and it took them a moment to settle down. “I
shouldn’t have said that,” Paul added. “The Bible says everyone
lies.”

“Well, the Bible must be right,” Arnie said,
somewhat thoughtfully. “Are you a Bible believer?”

“Yes, I am,” Paul said.

“Well, if you are innocent, and you believe
in the Bible, why would God keep you in here?” Arnie asked.

“I don’t know yet, but there must be a good
reason,” Paul replied.

“Yeah, there must be a good reason,” Al
retorted sarcastically. “No one really believes that stuff.”

“You wouldn’t believe unless you had a
spiritual experience with God,” Paul said.

“How do you know I haven’t had one?” Al
said.

“Because you don’t believe. You would believe
if you had the experience,” Paul went on.

“What are you talking about?” Arnie said.
“What kind of experience?”

“Well, if you are sorry for your sins, and
you ask Jesus to forgive you, and believe that He is God and that
He died for you on the cross, then He will come into your heart and
give you a new spirit,” Paul explained.

“That’s a bunch of junk,” Al said, turning
away on his bunk. “There ain’t no spirit. When you die you become
worm meat.”

“All them preachers are a bunch of liars,”
another man who heard the conversation added. “They just want your
money. It’s always, give me the money.”

“Well, you need to ask God,” Paul said. “He
will show you if it’s true.”

“Shut up, boy, you don’t know what you’re
talkin’ about,” a man from another cell shouted.

“Fine God you got for yourself,” Arnie said.
“Believe in Him and He throws you in the pokey!”

Al and Arnie laughed, as Paul closed his
eyes, praying for them. “Oh, Lord, I know I am here for some
reason, and it must be that you want them saved. Please show them
who you are and have mercy on them.” As Paul prayed, he thought
about how Jesus said to pray for your enemies. Then he prayed for
Jeremy and Scott as he remembered how angry they were with
Gallagher. He was certain now that they had planted the gun on him.
Then the faces of the two policemen who interrogated him came in
his mind and he prayed for them.

The room was quiet for a while until Arnie
spoke again, his tone becoming somewhat serious. “Tell you what,
Friday night is the big night ‘round here. They’ll be bringin’ them
drunks in cause it’s payday, and the moonshine will be flowing.
I’ll make you a deal. If Jesus gets you out by then, I’ll repent.
But if not, he don’t exist any more than the man in the moon!”

Paul was startled for a moment. “You can’t
tell God what to do,” he answered.

“I ain’t,” Arnie replied. “I’m just saying
I’ll believe…if he comes through for you. What good is God if he
won’t help you? Unless you’re lying about being innocent.”

“I’m not lying,” Paul insisted.

“Well what happened to you?” Arnie asked.

“Some boys stole some guns and then they put
one of them in my tent and said I did it. The police found them
and…” Paul went on, with the rest of the inmates listening.

 


The old Ford shook as Jim tightened the bolts
on the casing which held the clutch. James watched from a distance,
lying on the ground.

“Is it finished now?” he asked.

“I hope so,” Jim answered, sliding out from
under the large car. “We’ll know in a minute.” As Jim got into the
car, James ran to the other side and opened the door.

“Can I go?” he asked.

“It’s just a short drive…sure, get in.”

Starting the car, Jim engaged the reverse
gear, and slowly let out the clutch. The Ford leapt backward, and
he stepped on the clutch pedal again to stop the car from
stalling.

“That new clutch is more sensitive than the
old one,” Jim muttered.

“It works though, doesn’t it?” James
asked.

“Yes, thank God it works,” Jim said, this
time easing the clutch out carefully as he backed the car out.
Shifting into first gear, he then drove down the rutted driveway of
the camp, and finally onto the paved road. “Yep, it’s running good.
We could leave here if Paul wasn’t in jail.”

“Do they just give you bread and water in
jail?” James asked.

“No, they give you more than that,” Jim said.
“But usually the food isn’t much. Just don’t forget to pray for
your brother.”

“I pray for him all the time,” James said,
looking up as Jim drove back into the camp, and pulled up to their
tent. Seeing them, Ann ran out towards the car with Mary close
behind.

“It’s running!” she exclaimed.

“Did you just fix it, Pa?” Mary asked.

“Yeah, I just finished,” Jim said, opening
the door and stepping out.

“Pa, you’ll never believe what we’re having
for dinner,” Mary exclaimed.

“Really…what are we having?” Jim replied.

“One of the women in the Bible study gave Ma
some fresh venison her husband hunted.”

Jim looked at Ann as Mary spoke, but she
looked away and walked towards the tent. Catching up with her, he
took her arm and she turned around. “You’re not going to keep
fasting, are you?” Jim asked. Mary and James looked on, waiting for
their mother’s reply. Ann looked around at the children. “Give us
some privacy, children,” she said, indicating that they should sit
by the campfire. She and Jim then walked into the tent, where they
sat on a couple of wooden crates turned upside-down.

“I’m fasting until he gets out,” Ann said
resolutely.

“Ann, cooking and cleaning in this place is
twice as hard as it was at home, and you’re also taking care of
some of these children around here. You’re no longer a young
woman–it will take its toll on you,” Jim remarked.

Ann picked up the Bible and cradled it in her
arms. “We have promises here,” she said, tears rolling down her
cheeks. “‘Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the Lord
delivers him out of them all.’ ‘The Lord will deliver me from every
evil work and preserve me for His heavenly kingdom.’ ‘The angel of
the Lord encamps all around those who fear Him, and delivers
them.’” Swallowing hard and wiping away more tears, she looked up
at Jim. “Where then is the deliverance for my wonderful boy?”

Jim moved his crate closer to hers, and put
his arm around her shoulder. Wiping away her tears, he said, “Right
book, wrong chapter.”

“What do you mean by that?” Ann asked.

“I mean you’re trying to save him when God is
telling you to sacrifice him,” Jim answered.

“What are you talking about, sacrifice
him?”

“I’m talking about the test that we are
having. You’re trying to push God to get Paul out of jail, but the
test is to give him up. Don’t you see what we are called to do now?
Just as Abraham was told to take Isaac and sacrifice him on Mount
Moriah, we’re called to give up Paul. Remember why Abraham was
willing to sacrifice him? It says in Hebrews that he believed that
God was able to raise him from the dead. Can’t we trust God to take
care of Paul?”

“But who knows what kinds of perverts and
dangerous people there are in there–every time I think about him I
get upset,” Ann said. “I don’t know what to do but fast.”

“Hon, I joined you for the first part of this
fast, but I stopped because I felt God said it was enough–that we
were supposed to just trust Him. And at first you agreed, didn’t
you?”

“Yes, I thought so at the time, but…” Ann
trailed off.

“But does God change His mind? And didn’t He
tell Saul that obedience was better than sacrifice?”

“Okay, okay. I guess you’re right. I’m trying
to make something happen that God isn’t ready to have happen…well,
that venison did look good–but I better break this fast with bread
first, or I’ll get sick.”

 


The jail doors clanged open, startling
Paul.

“Here they come, bringing in the sheaves,”
Arnie said with his rascally chuckle, as several jailers herded
drunks into the cells around them. You’d know it was Friday night
without a calendar ‘round here.”

“Shut up, old man,” one of the men said to
Arnie, as he was pushed into a cell next to him.

Arnie, speaking in a semi-whisper, looked
around and then walked closer to the bars separating his cell from
Paul’s. “Friday night used to be my best night,” he said
confidentially. “Put some liquor in a man, and I can almost take
his wallet while he’s staring at me. Wouldn’t mind teaching you a
trick or two, if you’d get over this God business. Pickpocketing
can be an easy livin’–unless, of course, you end up here,” he
added, chuckling again.

Just as he finished talking, a jailer opened
Paul’s cell and pushed a large, angry-looking man into it. Paul
could smell the alcohol on the man’s breath as he stumbled into the
cell, falling down by Paul’s feet. Stunned, Paul watched him as he
attempted to get up. Finally, after using the bars to hoist himself
up, the man looked at Paul and cursed him.

“What kind of a man lets another man lie on
the floor and doesn’t offer him a helping hand. Why you…”

The man continued to spew filthy words as
Paul attempted to explain that he would have helped him, but didn’t
quite know how.

“Don’t use that kind of language,” Arnie
said. “This boy’s a Christian.”

“He’s a what!” the man exclaimed.

“He’s a Christian,” Arnie repeated.

Reaching over, the man tried to grab Paul,
but he was able to get away, moving quickly in the small cell.
However, the man continued to pursue him, apparently gaining his
equilibrium as he moved about. Finally he got Paul by his right
arm, and moved his face close to him.

“Christians are to blame for all this!” the
man shouted. “Used to be a man could buy a drink and nobody would
bother him. But then them Christians started Prohibition, and now
we get arrested for nothing. I’m gonna punch you for every night
I’ve spent in jail cause of you,” the man said, punching Paul in
the body and face as he held his arm. Blood spurted from Paul’s eye
as he tried to get away from the man. But Paul was blinded by the
blood, and as he moved he hit the bars and fell down, the man
toppling over him, as he continued to hit him, causing his nose to
bleed.

“Leave him alone,” Arnie shouted. “Jailer,
jailer…”

Freeing himself from the man’s grip, Paul
moved around the cell, as the man lunged at him again, this time
planting his fist in Paul’s stomach. As Paul doubled over, the man
backed up for a moment, and Arnie and Al were able to grab him from
between the bars of their adjoining cells. Holding him they shouted
at the top of their lungs for the jailer, who came in about the
time they were beginning to lose their grip. The jailer took the
man out of Paul’s cell and put him in the cell next to him. Paul
sank down on his cot, nursing his wounds.

“I guess we saved your bacon,” Arnie
said.

“Yeah, thanks,” Paul said, barely able to
speak as the blood trickled down his face from his eye and
nose.

“God didn’t do nothin’ for you, ‘stead of
saving you, we saved you,” Al said contemptuously.

“Yeah, I reckon God drop-kicked you tonight,”
Arnie agreed. “Well, at least I don’t have to repent,” He chuckled.
“By the way, you sure you’re innocent?” Arnie then looked over at
the jailer as he walked in. “Jailer, bring this boy some hot water
and a towel so he can clean up,” he said.

 


Paul lay on the bed, still shocked from what
had happened. What in the world was God doing? He didn’t expect to
get taken out of jail just because Arnie challenged God, but he
certainly didn’t expect to be beaten up instead. As he remembered
how he had tried to be faithful to God throughout his life, he
began to get angry at Him. Only a year ago, some boys tried to get
him to smoke a cigarette, but he turned them down. They called him
“chicken” and mocked him, and wouldn’t talk to him after that. Then
there was the girl who liked him at school who was so pretty. He
wanted to see her, but he knew she wasn’t a Christian, so he
rebuffed her.

Then he remembered again how his father
always tithed, even when they were in foreclosure with the farm and
there was no money to pay the mortgage. He also remembered the
hobos that would come to the back door when they had their farm. If
there was a chore to do, they would do it for some food. But even
if there was no work for them, none of them ever left the Matthews’
farm hungry. His mother always made certain they had something,
even if it cut into the evening meal for the family.

Just then the jailer opened the door and gave
him a pail of water and some clean towels. Looking at him, the
jailer seemed to soften a bit, and he went over and dampened one of
the towels and cleaned some blood off his face. “You all right?”
the jailer asked, and Paul nodded yes. Then he left and locked the
door. “Guess you’re learning that crime don’t pay,” he added.

“If I were God,” Al said contemptuously, “And
if you were innocent, I wouldn’t let you get beaten like that–and
I’m only a man. I wouldn’t let that happen to my own son!”

“What would you do if you were God?” Arnie
asked Al, with a somewhat humorous tone.

“Why I’d catch the boys who really stole them
pistols and put them in the cell with that fella who beat him up.
I’d give them the kinda beating he just got. Naa…he may be givin’
us God talk like them greedy preachers, but he got beat for cause.”
Al answered.

“All right, lights out,” another jailer
shouted, and suddenly it was dark, except for some moonlight that
could be seen from a couple of windows along one row of cells.
Paul’s head throbbed with pain, and suddenly he found himself
choking up with tears. Grabbing a towel he pushed his face into it,
so the other prisoners couldn’t hear him. After crying into the
towel for a long time, he rolled over and looked toward the little
windows. Through one of them he could see a star sparkling in the
sky. Then he remembered the promises in the Bible. He remembered
what his father reminded them of when they felt
disappointment–“this will be over very, very soon, and we’ll all be
in heaven for eternity.”

He also remembered that the apostles were
beaten. In the Book of Acts, it said they had been arrested and
were flogged for teaching about Jesus. But they rejoiced that they
had been counted worthy to suffer for Him. How far I am from that,
Paul thought. I don’t want to suffer at all. Then the dream of
Joseph came back to him, and he thought about how Joseph had chosen
to go to prison, rather then do something evil with Potiphar’s
wife. Was he also suffering for Christ’s sake, he wondered? It was
hard to believe that any good would come out of this, especially
after Arnie and Al mocked him. The heat made it hard to sleep, and
his head would not stop throbbing. Finally, he prayed somewhat
desperately, as he looked out the window at the shiny star. Oh
Lord, please help me fall asleep. Closing his eyes again, his head
stopped aching, and he drifted off in slumber.

Soon he was dreaming, and in his dream he saw
King David, going out to meet Goliath. Before he knew it, he was in
King David’s place, and was facing the giant. Nervousness gripped
him, as he loaded a smooth stone into the long sling. Goliath was
saying something, but he couldn’t hear him, as he swung the sling
over his head turning it faster and faster. Finally he let the rock
go, but instead of hitting Goliath in the head, it hit him in the
chest, about where his heart would be, and it did not stop him.
Suddenly Goliath became the man in the cell. Paul realized he was
dreaming, but he still was not quite awake. Why didn’t I do better?
Paul thought, as he remembered how the man had hit him. I never
even got a punch in. Then he heard words in his ear saying, “I want
the heart, not the head.” Wondering what that could possibly mean,
Paul fell back asleep.

 


Paul awoke to the noise of men talking. His
head and stomach still ached, as he lay still. The side he was on
was also aching, and he wanted to roll over, but was afraid the
other men would see that he was awake, so he shifted his weight
slowly until he was more comfortable. Then he heard the man who
beat him up begin to wake up.

“Oh, my hand is aching,” the man said,
stretching it out. Looking around he saw Arnie. “My name’s
Harry.”

“I’m Arnie.”

“Why is my hand aching, did I get into a
fight?”

“Sort of,” Arnie said.

“I can’t remember anything, I was blind drunk
last night. Did I win the fight?” Harry asked.

“Well, if you think beating up a boy half
your size is winning, you did,” Arnie answered.

“Beating up a boy…no way,” Harry said. “Did I
do that?”

Paul stayed still, listening with his eyes
closed. His nose itched, but he restrained himself from
scratching.

“Yeah, you plowed into that boy over there,”
Arnie said. “His face was a bloody mess by the time we were able to
hold you back.”

“Oh, Lord, I have to stop drinking. I can’t
believe I beat up a kid.” He said, looking over at Paul. “He looks
like he’s sleeping,”

“After the way you hit him, I imagine,” Arnie
said.

“Did he sass me or something?”

“No, but when you found out he was a
Christian you got furious–blamed him for Prohibition,” Arnie
said.

Harry looked over at Paul again, shaking his
head. “He was hardly even born when that got started,” he said with
regret in his voice. “What’s he in for?”

“Stealing some guns. But he swears he’s
innocent,” Arnie said.

“You believe him?” Harry asked.

“I don’t know. At first I did, but…” Arnie
stopped speaking as the morning jailers came in escorting two
teenage boys. Opening Harry’s door, they pushed one of them into
his cell and the other one into Al’s.

“Where’s Paul Matthews?” one of the jailers
said in a loud voice.

Hearing his voice called, Paul wondered if he
would be interrogated again. Swollen and aching, he didn’t know if
he could stand up to the threatening, and decided to continue
pretending that he was asleep.

“He’s there sleeping,” Arnie said. “Got beat
up real bad last night.”

“Let him sleep for a while, we’ll be back for
him when we finish the paperwork to let him out,” one of the
jailers said, and they turned to walk out.

“Wait a minute,” Arnie said. “Why is he
getting out?”

“Police caught these two boys selling some
stolen guns they said he stole. Boys broke down in interrogation
and confessed it all,” he said, looking at Paul. “Too bad he got
beat up–he was innocent.”

As the jailers left, Arnie looked over at the
Jeremy and Scott, then at Harry and Al.

“Well,” Arnie began thoughtfully, “seems like
God put those boys in your cells to teach them a lesson.”

“What do you mean?” Harry asked.

“He wants us to bring a little justice,” Al
said, savoring a chance to beat up Scott, who was in his cell.

“Them are the boys who framed him–now if you
got any steam left, you ought make it up to Paul and give them a
whuppin’ they won’t forget–they deserve it,” Arnie said,
snickering.

Harry looked at Jeremy. He was a huge man,
and Jeremy cowered before him, wondering if he was going to hit
him. Al, who was a burly, stocky man who was twice Scott’s weight,
looked menacingly at him, and the color left Scott’s face. Then Al
began slapping Scott, as if he was warming up for a fight, and
Scott ran to a corner of the cell and curled up to protect himself.
Paul, pretending to be asleep, found himself wanting to see them
both beaten. Why not, hadn’t they caused him to be arrested–didn’t
they deserve it? As he began to revel in the idea of seeing them
hurt, a Scripture came into his mind. “Vengeance is mine, I will
repay,” says the Lord. At first that seemed to be a rebuke, but
then Paul reasoned that it was God’s vengeance if he just stayed
quiet. He pictured them bleeding and hurt and the thought made him
smile. Then he heard Harry move in his cell.
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