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AN EMBER IN TIME



Introduction

I remember a professor in seminary once told the class to “preach what we know.” I can remember as he said this, his mustache looked as if it had taken on a life of its own. It was as if it were a moving entity and I was only looking at it through a microscope. It looked like a deformed octopus trying to sneak up on its next meal, waiting to spray its ink and blind its victim. His mustache mixed with his nose hairs looked like it had tentacles and they were swishing as the air left his nostrils announced his declarations. The statement made the classroom of future minister men and one woman in the institutional-style room squirm with feelings of inadequacy. We were a group of starry-eyed idealists who thought we were going to take on the world for the sake of the gospel. We all talked a bold talk. We were the type of seminary students who were so on fire our ideas of a fun Saturday night involved street witnessing in strange parts of town. We oozed with as much charisma as we could muster from the soles of our feet. Truthfully, we didn’t know much. We lied to ourselves thinking in our minds that we knew everything. We were deceived in believing that youthful enthusiasm could replace wizened maturity. We were on top of the world. Our lives in ministry would be the topics of future books for generations to read. We were going to take on the world with the power of God.

I have lost touch with that classroom of people since graduation. Maybe I should look them up on Facebook or Twitter. What if they were holding services in Africa and packing out crowds? What if they’d become stars on TBN? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. If they were featured in the latest issue of Charisma magazine I would rather just not know. I didn’t want to start comparing each other. I didn’t want the dialogue of trying to justify the choices I had made. There were days I felt that I had little fruit to show for it. I would rather stay in hiding. I would rather be secluded from the rest of the world and ignore the fact that my images of grandeur for the gospel seemed to be shattered like a broken mirror at my feet. I have often wondered if they were succeeding in their mission any better than I was here in the small speck of the map known as Merchant, Ohio.

I don’t want to come across bitter and jaded. Maybe it’s time I take a sabbatical. But my wife wouldn’t understand. She would give me a few verses on how I needed to persevere. Though she was right, I didn’t want to hear that right now. I would rather keep my feelings on a shelf and just visit them on occasion as I needed to. I kept my plastic smile on my face, so no one needed to know the difference. Sometimes I imagine myself as a used car salesman. I throw on a cheap suit every Sunday. I’m trying desperately to peddle the same God that everyone in this town seems to know about and has heard of before, and where does it get me? I know my attitude is wrong. But if I walked down to Charley’s Auto Bonanza and got a job, I would at least be making commission. 

I live in a parsonage building that’s over one hundred years old. It’s desperately in need of some remodeling. The church council doesn’t feel like the economy has been kind enough to them to splurge on a renovation. No one will spring for the repairs. The church was repainted the year my wife, Lacy, and I took over the church. Today the paint peels off in sections, but mysteriously only does it when I’m walking by. I would swear the paint chips wait for the moment I look up and then little sections of white slowly fall to the ground in flakes. The church council maintains it doesn’t need repainting either. I can remember the day it was last painted as if it were a few weeks ago. We were so young. I was fresh out of college, and Lacy had quit her job at a bookstore in order for us to follow where we felt God was leading. It had felt like providence for us in those days. We just knew that we’d been sent to Merchant, Ohio, by some divine encounter. But believing God to pay the electric bills every month has grown more tiring than a whining child. The whole scenario was past being old. My grandmother used the phrase “You can’t beat a dead horse.” I am stagnant here in this church and every day people just carry on around me as if no one realizes that it isn’t just me that seems to be dying, but that the horse has neighed for the last time.

I hide my frustration well and slap on a pretentious smile every Sunday, but deep down I feel as if I’m being squeezed dry on the inside. I fulfill my counseling appointments and listen to Ms. Donalds tell me again why she thinks her teenage son is into drugs. I care about her concern, really I do, but her son Chris is one of the most upstanding kids in our community. I’d asked Chris once about his mother’s fears and I know the young man told me the truth when he responded as if I were completely out of touch of his life. Ms. Donalds is paranoid and just likes to hear herself talk. I realize I can’t tell her that because her father was a founding member of this church back in the 1800s. I make my part-time secretary, Marta, join counseling appointments with women. She’s a retired schoolteacher whom I have to warn not to snore. Once, Ms. Donalds was trying to explain to me why she thought her grandmother was haunting her dreams at night. Ms. Donalds, though misguided, was serious in her delusions and Marta kept snoring in time with her as she sobbed.

I miss feeling like I’m alive. What happened to the kid in the classroom who thought he was going to evangelize to some remote village in Guyana? What happened to passion for what I’m doing? I feel as if the well is dry and I have no idea how to fix it. I feel as if I’ve gone past the lukewarm stage that Jesus talked about in the book of Revelations and am slowly dwindling on cold. Deep down I want to change, but I don’t know how. I’m the pastor. I’m supposed to know how. I hide my frustration with an obsession for Ohio State football and hours at the I Sold It on eBay internet café around the corner from the church.



Chapter 1

The Sunday morning that everything changed started out as usual. I woke to Samuel’s screams. I waited to answer them. Really, it wasn’t healthy to run every time a baby screamed in the night. Truly, I think it wasn’t that I tried to reason with myself, but really I was starting to question why God didn’t program in children a snooze or a mute button. It was 3:27 and I had been up late the night before trying to get some kind of inspiration out of my sermon notes. I just stared at my Bible and got nothing. I sat at my desk for hours staring at the closed Bible trying to conjure up some kind of divine encounter or thought. The hours continued as if the minute hand had been an old record and was stuck in repeat. It grew late and I was too tired to care. Instead I went to sleep dry and frustrated. Only a few hours later Samuel’s piercing scream filled my bedroom. I looked down at Lacy. She was snoring away. Secretly I wanted to nudge her and make her answer the cries. I had to give it to our son—at five months old, he was persistent. I knew I could try to ignore him but inevitably he’d end up waking our four-year-old daughter, Trinity. Then no one would get sleep because she would insist on sleeping with Lacy and me. 

Like a drunken man I stumbled into the nursery. Lacy had decorated the nursery with every bit of lace and frill she could find. She was the kind of woman who could make things beautiful. The plaster on the walls was being held in place with five coats of paint. I wondered how much longer the paint would hold the wall together. The house was falling apart around us. It was high time I made the council see the issues in the house. Maybe it was time I put up to find a new church. Surely the congregation was the problem and not me. I could find a church that could pay me a better salary and put a roof over my head that wasn’t falling apart. The idea of having a home where one could shower and someone else could flush the toilet without the water turning ice cold was heavenly beyond description. I tried to reason to myself that today after church, Lacy and I would discuss the possibility again of me looking for a new church. She’d been the one who insisted we weren’t done here. Surely she’d see it had to be time to go. Surely I could convince her that I couldn’t go on here much longer. 

Just as my feet crossed the threshold my toe found one of Trinity’s toys. Piercing pain echoed in my ears like a bolt of lightning. Legos and bare feet are never a combination that should go together. I turned to find the light. Instead I grabbed the cord to the Pooh Bear night lamp that my wife had insisted on buying yet we never used. The lamp came crashing down onto the floor and bounced back to land on my foot. I was sure the ruckus would wake the rest of the house. Reluctantly I peeked over the crib. Samuel wasn’t crying anymore, but now silent tears were filling my eyes. All I wanted to do was be like Samuel. When did I lose my right to lie down and cry?

Feeling sorry for myself got me nowhere and I knew it. Limping, I made my way to the crib. Samuel had cried himself to sleep. I wondered if I could do that. When could I block out the rest of the world and get the kind of sleep my body craved? I was tired of living fatigued, overstressed, and underpaid. Why, God? What did I ever do to you? I wanted to cry and wail. When did I become the adult that had to bear the responsibility of the world? This wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I didn’t want to be this person. I didn’t even like this person. Frustration like a gloved fist on a pendulum kept hitting me back and forth. I could feel the waves against me.

I made my way back to my room only to see what I was afraid of happening had already happened. Trinity had taken my place and was sound asleep. For a brief second the look of my daughter and wife together took my breath away. She was a miniature version of Lacy. It was moments like this that made me feel guilty for the attitudes I’d been having toward God. He had given me so much. Deep down I wanted to take a deep breath and realize I was just tired and all would be well in the morning. But I knew it was harder than that. There was too much frustration and aggravation in my body to just lie down and forget anything was going on inside of me. Those emotions were under the surface simmering and waiting to burst out.

I found my way downstairs to the couch. It made no sense for me to wake my girls up. The couch and I had long since become acquainted. I had grown into a restless sleeper and would often come downstairs in the night when I couldn’t sleep. I had spent many nights on this couch. The couch and I were what I would describe as frenemies. I loved to hate it. It was too small for my frame. I had tried to tell my wife that fact when we bought it off of Craigslist, but she assured me that it went perfectly with our room décor and it was a good deal. My neck grew tired of its bent position. I tried to shift my weight to the other side, but it was worse. I began to wonder if sleeping on the floor would be better. But the hardwood floors weren’t quite even, and I knew that would just be worse. At that instant I could hear our dog, Samson, walk into the room. Why did he have to show up at the worst times? German shepherds were supposed to be one of the smartest breeds, but I was sure he was one of the dumbest. I could hear his nails click on the hardwood floor reminding me that I had forgotten to trim them. I could hear him whimpering in the corner of the room. He was just one more thing counting on me that I had to be responsible for in life. The weight of everyone sitting on my shoulders was too much.

“Samson, hush!” I was in no mood to deal with this dog. He was acting strange. I knew that Lacy would be annoyed with me if I put him in the basement for the night, but I was getting desperate. He kept whining in the corner of the living room. I was supposed to be preaching in the morning. Didn’t the occupants of this household understand that? I wanted to scream. I put the dog in the basement and willed myself to fall back asleep. I didn’t know that in the corner of the room there was a conversation going on that would forever change my life. I couldn’t see it, and since I was so busy feeling sorry for myself even if I could have I don’t think it would have mattered. 

***

“Is that him?”

Two angels glistened undetected in the corner of the parsonage of the United Church of Merchant, Ohio. It wasn’t the first time one of the angels had been in the parsonage. The name of the angel on the right was Bion. Bion was assigned to be Jon’s guardian angel since the moment he had been conceived in his mother’s womb. The name of the angel on the left was Sergio. Sergio had a new assignment that Bion had known was coming; it made him giddily excited to realize what the Lord had assigned Sergio to do.

“Father says that you can go up to the throne room to get refreshed while I take Jon for his travels. It’s been a long time for you too. I can tell that you could use the refreshing.” Bion nodded his head to agree. Part of him desired to stay with Jon just to witness with him what he was about to witness. Father was right, Bion needed the time in the throne room. For a brief second Bion looked back at Sergio, then to Jon grimacing, trying to sleep on the couch. It had not been an easy season for Jon. He felt protective over him. Leaving him would be like abandoning him. It was hard for him but he knew Father knew best.

“I’ll make sure I take good care of him.” Sergio smiled. He could see the protectiveness in Bion’s eyes. Bion had done an amazing job with Jon. He could see his concern for him. Bion smiled, nodding. He’d watched Jon grow up. He’d held his hand as he walked to kindergarten the first day. He remembered all the scrapes and broken bones Jon had experienced as a child. He did know how to give a guardian angel a good workout. He’d dried his tears after his first breakup. He had orchestrated the meeting of Jon and Lacy. Jon had hired Lacy’s father to pick him up on the side of the road in his tow truck. Her dad had a small towing company not far from where they’d gone to college. God the Father had made a design and Bion was happy to do the bidding. He knew Jon would be in good hands. Bion knew the Father had summoned him to the throne room and it was time to go.

In that instant Bion disappeared from the room and found himself in the throne room of heaven. No matter how many thousands of years he’d spent there, it would never get old. It was always new. He had needed refreshing.

Back in the living room Sergio waited in the corner silently contemplating his next move. In the Bible, whenever an angel would appear to a person the person always had a moment of panic. He didn’t know Jon like Bion or the Father did. He could only trust his orders. He had a few hours before he had to make his appearance. His orders were to wait until after Jon’s church service in the morning. So in the meantime Sergio waited patiently, planning for his next move. He rehearsed his lines over and over again. He wanted to make sure everything went right.

***

I woke up too late. I got egg yolk on my tie that already had a purple stain on it from when Trinity put her crayon in the dryer. She’d gotten the book Harold and the Purple Crayon for Christmas and had begun taking a purple crayon wherever she went, thinking she could draw on the walls and floors making her own universe. I rushed over to the church with barely enough time to pray for ten minutes before the members began pouring into the sanctuary.

Merchant, Ohio, was barely big enough to be called a town. It was really a large village on a good day. It had two traffic lights, a small supermarket named Josie’s, a car lot, a hardware store that rarely had anything in stock, a library, and a McDonald’s. The I Sold It on eBay internet café was a short walk from the church and was the town’s social hotspot. It was the best place to grab a coffee and local news. It was a thirty-minute drive east to the nearest Walmart.

Most of the people of Merchant were either farmers or commuted outside of town. In the years I had been pastor of the small church the attendance had been a steady flow of fifty to sixty-five people. Sometimes there would be a family moving in or out of the area. But for the most part the same people that were there in the town stayed for generations. They weren’t people that liked change. They were the kind of people that would have tied change to a chair with dental floss if they could in order to avoid it. They were the type of people who desired to live in their virtual bubbles and grew to resent anyone that challenged that world.

The inside of the church was white except for the dark wood floors and burgundy padded pews. Everything was the same since the beginning of the church. I tried to preach once down in front of the people and the next day so many complaints came into the church that I gave up the fight. I took my place at the left lectern and began my message. There were days I wanted so badly to come down from the podium and just talk to the people like Jesus must have. I wanted to try to do it again, but I didn’t want the complaints. I wanted to break out of the tradition of the past but if I was honest with myself, I realized I was afraid to stir up too many waves in the congregation. They didn’t hire me for change. They hired me to preach the same sermons and baptize and marry the next generations.

The dead here were never really buried. I only performed the ceremonies of burial, but once a person died around here they talked about him all the time and almost lifted that person to saint-like status. A person never really died here. We had a newcomer once who had the audacity to try to sit in the seat of a member who had been departed for two years, and that newcomer was treated as if he were the devil himself for not knowing that chair was reserved.

How was I supposed to help the church grow with that kind of drama? I could still remember the time when the pews needed reupholstering and I thought dark blue would be a good change. That had been sacrilegious to suggest because the council reminded me that burgundy had been picked out by their former pastor. He died on a mission trip to Brazil and it would be against his memory to ever change the color. After that I had received an email signed by the descendants of every founder of the church reminding me that I ought to learn to respect my forerunners. Surely it had to be time for my family and me to leave this church. 

This morning I did the best I could to deliver a sermon that had some kind of meaning. I even made a joke about my lack of sleep from the night before. I got a small controlled chuckle from Mr. Donalds but that was it. Marta smiled and drifted off to sleep in mid-sermon. The minutes could be seen by the yawns from the members. I was so tired of going through the motions.

As if on cue Peggy Smith and her family came into the sanctuary twelve minutes after the sermon had begun. While she tried to pretend to walk quietly on the wooden floor every heel click and shift of holding her two-year-old son was heard throughout the room. Her heels echoed and the vibrations were louder than my voice. I tried to preach louder for emphasis. The whispers of her children’s whimpers as they took their seat aggravated me. But I slapped on my best artificial smile and did my best to keep going. I tried to ignore it. What was I supposed to say to her? Her husband was the sheriff in town and if I offended her, the council would have my head on a platter. Should I just stop the sermon and wait for her to be seated? Did it matter she did this every Sunday morning at exactly the same time?

I tried to engage this congregation but it was as if you could hear a cricket chirp in the room once the Smiths had seated. Lacy, like always, did her best to stay awake and alert. Trinity kept interrupting her focus by asking for another color of crayon to draw with in her Precious Moments coloring book. She held her purple crayon in one hand and alternated colors with the other. 

In the back of the room I could see there was a newcomer in our midst. I was trying not to stare at him during the last few moments of my sermon, but I couldn’t help it. There was something about him that looked so familiar. It was like I’d seen him in a dream or a distant memory. There was something about the way he watched me speak and the upturned peace upon his face. He looked as if he were Greek or Italian. He reminded me of a travel brochure I once saw that advertised traveling to the Holy Land. I made a mental note to welcome him after the service and tried to focus on finishing my message.

The end of the message was met with a few yawns and the Smiths’ baby crying. It was a nondescript Sunday, almost the same as any other. I made yet another mental note that today after church I would make Lacy listen to reason. We needed to find another church. I couldn’t keep going on like this. It wasn’t fair to me and it wasn’t fair to this congregation. If they wanted to be the church of the frozen chosen then let them. I wasn’t letting myself be dragged through the icemaker any longer.

At the end of the service, before I dismissed, I asked for volunteers to help me in the annual yard sale. We never showed a large profit as a church, but it was always a good way for us to clear out any clutter from around the property, as well as a way the community saw us outside of these four walls. The community would also host a yard sale on the same day. For the town it was more about getting out of our homes than it was a sale. In small towns like these, community events like the annual yard sale were sacred events, and tampering with them in the slightest would be cardinal sins liken only to wearing white after Labor Day, and keeping the Christmas tree up for an extra day.

I had tried to get the women in the church to have a bake sale during this community sale once. But that had turned into a fiasco because Mrs. Smith’s brownies mysteriously got thrown on the ground before anyone tasted them. To this day Mrs. Smith and Ms. Donalds don’t speak to each other despite my pleas with them about bitterness and forgiving others. I had even pulled them both into my office once, but they both crossed their arms and kept trying to speak to each other through me. Ten minutes into the conversation I was tired and I was done trying. They were like two silver back gorillas trying to outdo the other one to determine which one would be the alpha.

I announced this year’s community sale. On command Marta was the only one that raised her hand. I knew I was going to have to get on the phone and start telling people that they were going to help me this year as I had the last. I hated to do that, but there was no other way we were going to get anyone to help. These people were all too caught up with their own yard sales and personal bake sales that no one cared about the church’s.

As the people made their way out the doors I shook hands and looked for the newcomer. I kissed the Smiths’ baby and shook hands with Mr. Smith. He was the sheriff in town and always reminded me of that fact every time we saw him. He was up for reelection again this year. The only time I saw him come to church with his family was during the three months before a reelection.

Lacy stood next to me and in her gallant way charmed the frown off Mr. Donalds’ face. That man was as anxious and foreboding as his wife. I secretly wondered if they shared the same mood constantly like one would share a blanket in the winter. Some joke that people can share the same brain. That was the case with the Donaldses because they shared the same temperament. I secretly felt sorry for Chris. I knew he wasn’t doing drugs but it had to be rough to grow up in that house. The phrase ‘not my circus, not my monkeys’ seemed to make perfect sense to me watching them. 

I gave Lacy a peck on the cheek as she took our children back to the house. She was making some kind of casserole, a recipe she’d gotten from Peggy Smith. Peggy and she were on-again, off-again friends. If I said that to Lacy, she’d be furious with me. I suppose as a man, I wasn’t privy to the delicate balance of friendships of the pastor’s wife. I knew from the description I would hate the casserole, but I was trying to smile anyway. Just because Peggy Smith had recommended it in a moment of hospitality, it was declared that it must be heaven sent. Any time Peggy and Lacy spent together irritated me like nails on a chalkboard. I knew Lacy was trying to make friends and be the perfect pastor’s wife. However, as far as I was concerned, until Peggy matured from being the town gossip, I didn’t want her around Lacy. But I kept my mouth shut. I felt powerless to say anything. 

I made my way back to my office. As many pastors do I had Mondays off. But that wouldn’t stop people from calling me, texting me, or trying to email me. They felt they owned me every second of every day and if I didn’t respond in their timing then I must be ignoring them. I had a couple leave the church once because they had a fight at one in the morning and they couldn’t reach me for counseling in the middle of the night.

I had made it a habit after church to check my email. Our parsonage didn’t have internet. The council didn’t see the need for it, when both the church and the I Sold It on eBay internet café had it. I tried to explain to them that it was the twenty-first century but they wouldn’t hear of it. As far as they were concerned getting the internet in the church was an extravagance. I finally had to convince them if we wanted to move forward we had to start thinking a little progressively. They had finally caved. Every time the church’s electric bill rose slightly they were convinced it was my internet usage. I even had to take the council into my office and prove that I could look up Bible software and research on the internet. Apparently one particular board member was always convinced it was only for adult movie and picture purposes.

My email inbox was abnormally full. Why do people always send the most annoying emails? If I didn’t pass along this email, my head would shrink, my toes would fall off, and I wouldn’t be blessed. Stupid chain emails had to have been created by the devil himself. Sigh. I didn’t want to make any body part larger. I did not have any relatives in Nigeria, and no, I had no desire to see who was looking at my Facebook profile. 	

My Facebook profile was carefully monitored by the members of my congregation. I found that out the hard way. Originally, I had opened an account thinking it would be a good outlet to meet people. I hadn’t thought I needed to be overly guarded or that someone might misunderstand something I posted, until an old friend who just happened to be female contacted me. The hello exchange was innocent. Before I knew it Peggy Smith was telling Lacy that I was cheating on her. Then the entire congregation felt that I had rekindled a romance on Facebook. While I explained to them that the woman was a childhood friend the doubts still circulated. The council member who was sure the internet was a den of iniquity was convinced that it was the internet’s fault, and thus their fault for allowing it in the first place. It ended in a heated council meeting in which the wailing and berating could have been heard outside of my office and into the sanctuary. 

Since then I had been very careful about what I said publicly. Truthfully, while I’d never cheat on Lacy, sometimes I just wanted to create a fake Facebook account with a false name and meet whomever I wanted. I was tired of feeling as if I lived in some calculated fishbowl. I was fatigued of feeling like I was just a puppet on a string. I was just tired and my neck still hadn’t recovered from the night before. I had heard a mentor of mine tell me that I should never get in a serious conversation if I was in the H.A.L.T. position. That stood for hungry, angry, lonely, or tired. I suppose at the moment I was all four. I knew my internal grumbling needed to cease. If I was counseling myself, I would tell myself to go home and take a nap. That was really what I needed: a long nap without council members, Peggy Smith, or a purple crayon.

The wooden floor echoed with footsteps. Increasingly, after turning from my computer, I could hear them. I knew they were coming in my direction. Maybe I should get up and meet them at the door. But instead, like a bump on a log, I just sat there and waited for whomever to come inside. It was the newcomer. He stood in the open door. He knocked on the door jamb even though he was staring right at me. I was in no mood to deal with anyone right now. However my moods never seemed to stop anyone before from just barging into my office.

“Can I help you?” I was trying not to sound annoyed. I had a disgusting casserole waiting for me and I might as well get the inevitable over.

“Um, yeah.” He cleared his throat. “Do not be afraid.” He wore tan dress pants, a short-sleeved light blue dress shirt, and a blue tie. He reminded me of a Jehovah’s Witness that once knocked on my door. It had to have taken a lot of chutzpah for a JW recruiter to knock on the door of a church parsonage. The attire looked out of place on him. His Middle Eastern features were etched as if in rock. The American gear reminded me of a runway model wearing a burlap sack. Something just didn’t seem right about it. It was a strange combination, and I reached over to grab the phone. I didn’t know what I would do, but if I had to call 911 at least I would be ready.

“Should I be afraid?” I couldn’t help but wish I’d kept a baseball bat or gun in my office. Who was this guy coming into my office telling me not to be afraid? It was kind of creepy. Sheriff Smith tried to get me to pack a gun in the church office once. He quickly figured out that wasn’t a good idea when he made me go target shooting with him. The day, which was meant to be a male bonding, turned into him screaming at me as stray bullets flew all around the target. Later he told me if I got a gun and kept it in the church then if anything happened he’d testify at a trial that he’d told me never to be around a firearm again. He forbid me to ever carry a weapon as long as he was sheriff.

“Don’t be afraid. God is with you.” The stranger’s boldness began to blossom like one would watch spring happen on fast forward. The further he stepped into the room the more I could see him almost grow larger.

“Thanks. He’s with you too.” The warmth in his face began to come alive. I said the words out of obligation, but it was if they glowed on him and hung there on his clothes.

“I know.” The man stood just inside the doorway staring at me. This was past being an awkward moment. His sincerity struck me as weird. I released my hand from the phone, feeling apologetic that I thought I would call 911, yet I was completely uneasy. One would have expected the “I know” to come out as sarcastic or prideful. But his “I know” hung in the air like grapes blooming off a vine. As puzzling as his expression was, I wasn’t sure how to respond to him. I almost had the feeling it was as if he were fishing and slowly reeling me into the boat. Did I want for him to catch me or should I begin to run the other direction? But like a moth drawn to a flame there was something about him that kept me and held me tightly. I wanted to stare at him. I wanted to figure out what this was all about. Internally I reasoned that I should just politely excuse myself. However, it was if I wore shoes that had been nailed to the floor
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