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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      After kicking around the idea of creating a fictional smallish town in West Michigan for several months, along the lines of Stephen King’s Castle Rock, Maine, and John Grisham’s Clanton, Mississippi, I knew I for sure needed one character to hold it all together.

      Like all small towns, my new one needed a pastor.

      Not just any pastor, mind you. One who could help shepherd the good Junction folks through life’s ups and downs. A man who walked through life with a Bible in one hand and a newspaper in another, as one Christian thinker framed the profession—or at least an iPad with a subscription to The New York Times. I had just the man.

      His name was Peter Daniel Young, the very first character I ever wrote about. He originally appeared in the second book in my spiritual coming of age series, titled From There and Back Again. It has since been re-titled as A Rediscovered Faith, and my second book I ever wrote became the first book showcasing the events that led to the ones in that one, A Reimagined Faith.

      Peter is basically me, loosely following the contours of my own spiritual journey as a young adult navigating all sorts of questions I had twenty years ago about faith, life, and everything in between. The first story in this collection comes from a few chapters in the first book, giving you some face time with our friend Petey and showing that backstory to what he (and I!) went through before arriving in Mill Creek Junction.

      The second story is the transition point for Peter, where he looks to take over for the Rev, the Junction’s long-time pastor who is retiring. It’s a sweet story of generational transitions. A passing of a baton from the old to the new, with a lesson for us all. Followed up with the third story, when Peter’s tenure as pastor is ratcheted. A pair of big-time faith healers move into his small town, instantly raising suspicions about their brand of Christianity. He’s also concerned for his town, protective over his people, and he wonders what he should do about it.

      The fourth story is a deep one. Another story that reflects some of my own from back when I was pastoring a small church and had both the privilege and gut-wrenching experience of presiding over the funeral of a thirtysomething young man who passed of cancer way too early, leaving behind a young wife and twin two-year-old boys. 

      The collection ends with yet another story that reflects some of my own: when I worked as a congressional staffer. And, like Peter, I both love and dread Election Day. Love it because it’s basically my Super Bowl; dread it for what it does to the country, and the Church. Peter is only a few months on the job, and after hosting the Junction’s polling station, he needs a burger and a beer (don’t we all after voting!). He meets up with some new friends and ends up preaching to himself about what’s important as a citizen of both heaven and earth.

      The Book of Proverbs has a pithy nugget of wisdom: ‘In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.’ Another rendering of this verse is that the good Lord above ‘will direct your paths’

      It’s a bit of an over-used cliche, but it’s true: We’re all on a journey, trying to figure out and make sense and navigate this thing called life and faith, usually stumbling (or in my case, crawling) along the way. That’s Peter’s story. What he’s discovered, what I’ve discovered, is what the proverb reminds us.

      The Lord is ready, willing, and able to direct our path—each step of the way. May these stories remind us all of that direction and that journey that is our collective pilgrim story. The story of our life with God, our faith in him, his goodness for our lives.

      

      Grace and peace,

      ~J. A. Bouma • June, 2022

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            STORY 1

          

          
            HE WILL DIRECT YOUR PATH — IN SURPRISING PLACES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This story comes from a few chapters in the first book in the series featuring our protagonist, A Reimagined Faith. Peter Daniel Young’s faith and life has been rocked, so he goes looking for direction — in the most unlikeliest of places. This is part of the backstory of our small-town pastor’s life, and faith.

      

      

      I checked the clock above my toilet. 6:23. I would make it just in time for the Washington National Cathedral’s labyrinth contemplative service.

      The labyrinth was an ancient spiritual practice going back through to the early Church. The earliest known labyrinth was found in a church in Algeria around AD 350. Many cathedrals in Europe during the Middle Ages constructed large labyrinths as a way to provide a stand-in spiritual pilgrimage for Christians unable to make the trip to Jerusalem, symbolizing the journey to the Holy Land. The most well-known of these was in the floor of the nave at Chartres Cathedral in France.

      At first glance, the path of a labyrinth looked like a maze. However, there were no dead ends, it only looked that way. While it had multiple twists and turns, the path took the walker into its center, an area for resting, prayer, and meditation. The path was meant as a metaphor for the path of our lives. Along the way, the walker was meant to pause to pray, asking God for direction and insight into their life-path—whether aspects of it they had already traversed, or for what lay in the future. Just as the path of the labyrinth has several twists and turns, which creates a confusing, uncertain experience, yet always ends in a clear destination—the same was true for life.

      I could think of no better way to contemplate the next leg of my own journey than with this spiritual practice.

      I put on my jeans, then I threw on a charcoal grey hoodie and orange down vest. I slipped on a wool hat and gloves, deciding to walk the mile and a half to the cathedral. Even though the temperature was hovering just above freezing, I figured the exercise would do me good, preparing my body for the full-on spiritual experience.

      A half hour later, I arrived at America’s church: Cathedral Church of Saint Peter and Saint Paul, as it was known. Its neo-Gothic, imposing body beckoned me to come and drink of its spiritual well to experience the goodness of God. I entered through a back door beneath the High Altar that I had accidentally discovered the last time I was there. The heavy walnut wood creaked as I swung it open. I labored my breathing and shed my vest as I walked through the low corridor of Indiana limestone in the belly of the cathedral, passing what looked like offices for the various clergy which served this active congregation.

      After taking a few wrong turns, I found the stairwell I was looking for, which brought me up to an entrance off the nave near the War Memorial Chapel. Two massive canvas maps patterned after the floor of the nave at Chartres Cathedral had replaced the chairs which normally filled both annexes on Sunday morning. In the center, the faint sound of a harp ascended heavenward as an aural offering before the throne of God. It was a siren call of the labyrinth service inviting me to taste and see that the Lord was good—despite my circumstances.

      A few people had already begun their contemplative journey, but most were still in the wooden chairs of the Great Hall, either kneeling or sitting in quiet reflection and prayer. I joined them, sliding my vest around the back of my seat. A Bible and Book of Common Prayer sat nestled in the chair back in front of me. I took the prayer book and traced the thin gold cross set in its jet-black cover with my finger as a way to ground my evening. I flipped the book open to the table of contents, searching for the Compline Office of the final evening prayers. It sent me to page 127.

      I released the crimson-padded kneeling bench from the chair in front of me and assumed a position of supplication. I began by whispering the opening line of the Order for Compline: The Lord Almighty grant us a peaceful night and a perfect end. Amen.

      Amen.

      Since I didn’t have a guide for the prayers, I acted as both officiant and respondent. I continued: Our help is in the Name of the Lord, the maker of heaven and earth.

      I prayed the prayer of confession, pausing afterwards to reflect and confess specific sins. Roger’s continued accusations of defensiveness and defiance came to mind. Something broke in me as I considered them. He was right. I had been those things—and so much more.

      Lord, I’ve been a royal prick the past few months, I prayed silently. Can I say prick in the National Cathedral? Whatever. I have been. I’d been a jerk to my coworkers as I set out on this new path. Perhaps I deserved being fired today. I probably did. Please forgive me of the ways I didn’t love my Campus Ministry neighbors.

      I crossed myself with the sign of the cross, and whispered, “Amen.”

      Then I continued from the prayer book: May the Almighty God grant us forgiveness of all our sins, and the grace and comfort of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

      I chose Psalm 31 among the available psalters for my evening reading. I read the verses it listed, one through five:

      
        
        
        In you, Lord, I have taken refuge;

        let me never be put to shame;

        deliver me in your righteousness.

        Turn your ear to me,

        come quickly to my rescue;

        be my rock of refuge,

        a strong fortress to save me.

        Since you are my rock and my fortress,

        for the sake of your name lead and guide me.

        Keep me free from the trap that is set for me,

        for you are my refuge.

        Into your hands I commit my spirit;

        deliver me, Lord, my faithful God.

      

      

      

      Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, I prayed, as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be forever. Amen.

      Next, there was a passage from the Gospel of Matthew, the words of Jesus:

      
        
        
        “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”

      

      

      

      Then I prayed the Lord’s prayer:

      
        
        
        Our Father, who art in heaven,

        hallowed be thy Name,

        thy kingdom come, thy will be done,

        on earth as it is in heaven.

        Give us this day our daily bread.

        And forgive us our trespasses,

        as we forgive those who trespass against us.

        And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.

        For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory,

        for ever and ever. Amen.

      

      

      

      I concluded my mini-compline service with one of the Collects. The first one offered a simple, yet powerful prayer. It read:

      
        
        
        Be our light in the darkness, O Lord, and in your great mercy defend us from all perils and darkness of this night; for the love of your only Son, our Savior Jesus Christ. Amen.

      

      

      

      “Amen,” I whispered.

      I rose from the bench, sitting as I put it back into place. I looked up to see the labyrinth mats filling up as more people sought the solace and direction of the spiritual practice.

      I sighed and stood to join them, excited, expectant, and nervous for what I would find inside.

      The elderly lady playing the harp at the front of the nave smiled at me as I came forward. I removed my shoes and stepped up to the “entrance” of the mat. I hesitated, feeling a little silly.

      I placed both feet on the mat and waited. Hoping, wishing, divining some sort of word from the Lord.

      Nothing.

      I walked farther inside before hitting my first bend. I stopped and waited again. I stared at the ground.

      Again, nothing.

      Frustration began to bubble up within me as I looked around at my fellow contemplators, all of whom looked as though they were making a connection with the Divine. I felt like I was doing it wrong.

      But then I remembered the first time I came to the service. I had the same feeling of inadequacy and failure. And what I did then is what I did in that moment. I closed my eyes. I breathed in deeply then eased my breath out, clearing my mind of distraction and my heart of burdens. I prayed a short prayer from Psalm 119:

      Lord, your word is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path. Please help me understand that
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