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Part One
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Jason Adams entered the fellowship hall where people had already arrived for the potluck dinner the church was holding to welcome him. Tomorrow morning, he would be leading his first church service as their minister. His week had been spent unpacking and arranging the parsonage where he would live. He decided for his first sermon he would give his testimony. He felt unsure if he wanted to share so much about himself right off the bat, but Jason decided that his testimony glorified the Lord. It showed Jesus’ mighty grace. It did not matter who he had been. It only mattered who he was now—a son of grace.

As Jason stepped deeper into the hall, he looked around the room to the faces he had already met and the faces he had yet to meet. The congregation consisted of three hundred people including children. He wanted to remember everyone by name, but that would take some time. 

After a few minutes of visiting with people who came forward for introductions, Jason heard a woman’s laugh and turned his head. His eyes snagged on a woman ten feet away. Joy seemed to bubble out of her. Jason was at once struck by her beauty. He quickly took in her high cheekbones, smoothly tapered nose, and lovely smile.

Jason had seen pretty women before, but there was something about her ... Jason could not put his finger on it. Was she physically more beautiful than any other he had ever seen? No. She wasn’t glamorous looking. She was not a classic Hollywood beauty, but she had a smile that lit up the room. As he looked at the woman, he thought she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. What is it about her...?

The man next to him went on talking, but for the life of him, Jason did not know what he was saying. Seeming to sense his eyes on her, she looked his way. Her eyes met his. He saw a dazed expression fill her face before her lips curled into a becoming half smile.

Their gazes held on.

The man next to him asked him a question. Jason took his eyes off the woman to fix his concentration on... What was the man’s name again? Bob. That was it. “Excuse me could you repeat that?”

The man looked at him with a puzzled expression and repeated his question, “Where did you grow up?”

“Oh ... Eau Claire. My father designs and builds houses.”

As Jason mingled with his congregation, he kept his peripheral gaze on the woman intending to meet her when there was a break in the crowd pressing around him.

Flustered under Pastor Adams’ lingering regard, Amanda Iverson thought she should go introduce herself, but she felt rather shy. She did not usually feel that way around people. Generally speaking, she had a gregarious personality. If Pastor Adams had not been as handsome as he was, she would have introduced herself to him already. She watched another group gather around him, and he pulled his eyes off hers.

Amanda walked into the kitchen. “Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked a woman cutting up bars and putting them on a serving plate.

The woman thought for a moment. “Would you go organize the food?”

“Sure. I can do that.”

Amanda stepped out of the kitchen, and Pastor Adams’ eyes met hers again. When he smiled at her, her insides turned to mush. She felt herself smiling back. In a daze she went to the serving table. She had to think hard to remember just what she was supposed to be doing there.

Jason watched the woman organize the dishes of food filling the table as he met another couple in their sixties. Jason nodded as they told him they had been coming to this church for thirty years. His eyes found the woman again. I think she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I want to meet her.

“Excuse me Pastor Adams.” Jason looked down into the warm blue eyes of a woman in her late forties. “We’re ready to start. Would you lead us in prayer?”

“Sure,” he said.

Jason raised his voice over the cacophony of other voices. “Would you join me in a word of prayer before we eat?”

The room slowly quieted.

Jason’s eyes  met the woman’s before he bowed his head. Lord, forgive me for not staying present. She is very pretty, but I have a duty here that means I should not be distracted. Jason sucked in a cleansing breath and prayed, “Dear Father, we thank you for this time of fellowship, and we ask you to nourish our bodies with the food we are about to receive. May our conversations be pleasing to you. Amen.”

“Amen,” the people echoed.

Jason looked up and found her eyes again. His lips curled into a smile, and she smiled at him in answer.

Amanda felt her heartbeat pick up speed. She had never seen a more handsome man. She admired his short-cropped sandy-brown hair and beard. His eyes were warm on hers, and she felt breathless looking at him.

Amanda pulled her fingers through her brown curls and smoothed her hands over her skirt. For the life of her, she did not know why he kept looking at her. She did not judge herself to be excessively beautiful. Maybe I’m just imagining his interest. Oh, Lord, he’s handsome.

She had still not worked through the crowd around him to introduce herself. Instead, she had organized the food—the main dishes to one end and salads and Jell-O on the other. The women from the church had made pans of bars and brownies and had cut them up to set on glass serving plates on the tables. Coffee pots and cups were set up on each table, and members of the church’s youth group would be serving the drinks and making sure the coffee pots were full.

Her eyes found his again. Again, their eyes held. Again, her heartbeat quickened, and butterflies took flight in the pit of her belly. Amanda backed away from the food table. Left with nothing else to do, Amanda worked her way through the crowd and went to talk to her mother Margaret—or Maggy as her father liked to call her.

“Hey,” she said to her mother who had brown hair with kind green eyes. She had a pleasingly plump figure. She wore a bright smile for her daughter. “Have you met our new minister?”

“No, not yet,” Amanda said. She looked his way and saw that he was now talking to her father, Jack.

“Well, come on then,” Maggy said.

Stomach tied up in knots, Amanda followed her mother.

Jason looked up to see her walking toward him. His heart thumped rapidly in his chest. He could not ever remember having this kind of reaction to a woman before.

“This is my daughter, Amanda,” Jack said.

Amanda held her hand to him, and his warm one enveloped hers. Goodness, he has beautiful eyes—brown with golden flecks.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

Their eyes hugged each other.

The feel of her soft hand in his stirred Jason up. I love her azure eyes. They look like sapphires. Unwillingly, he let her hand go.

“Amanda’s the church organist,” her mother said.

“Are you?” Jason responded.

Amanda blushed under his regard. “Yes. One of them.”

“What else do you do?” he asked caressing her face with his eyes.

Breathlessly she thought he was even more handsome close up. “I’m a music teacher at the elementary school.”

Jason nodded.

“We better get in line,” Jack said.

Jason motioned with his hand to allow her to go first. Her lovely brown hinted with gold hair fell in curling waves to the middle of her back. He itched to run his fingers through it. Jason dragged in a steadying breath. Her name is Amanda. What a pretty name. She’s a music teacher, and she’s the organist. Jason digested her information with a desire to know more about her.

They stood at the back of the line, and Jason smiled down at her.

Amanda did not know what to say to him or what to ask him. Her heart would not stop beating in fast thumps. Her stomach flip flopped inside her smelling his spicy cologne.

“So where did you go to college?” he asked.

“UW-Eau Claire.”

“Really ...” he said. “That’s where I earned my degree.”

“Isn’t that interesting,” Amanda said, her heart trying to find a more natural rhythm. “What was your major?”

“Math Education. I was a teacher for a while before I decided to go to seminary.” Jason searched for something more to ask her. “Which dorm did you live in?”

“Towers North ... and you?”

“Governors. How did you like the frigid walk to the fine arts building for your music classes?”

Amanda grinned. “Absolutely hated it.”

“And the walk up the hill?” He asked remembering the steep hill separating academic buildings on lower campus from the dormitories on upper campus. He remembered the climb with a twist of his lips. 

Amanda laughed. “I hated that even more.”

When their laughter subsided, Jason asked, “How long have you been teaching?”

“Three years.”

The corners of Jason’s mouth lifted. That would make her roughly twenty-six. Then I’m only six years older. She looks much younger than she is. “Your father said he is a dairy farmer. So, I imagine you did farm chores.”

“Oh, yes,” Amanda said with a grin. “I got up at five to do the chores before school. Then I had to be home for evening chores.”

“She hated getting up, but it gave her character,” Jack said grinning. A burly man with light brown hair silvering at the temples, Jack looked to be a man used to hard work.

The line approached the table, and Amanda took a plate, silverware, and napkins. Behind her Jason reached for the same items. Jason watched Amanda take small portions of the various salads, avoiding the many Jell-O salads. Jason grinned. “What no Jell-O?”

Amanda smiled at his teasing jibe. “I have never liked Jell-O salads.”

Jason grinned. “Neither do I.”

Amanda laughed.

Jason smiled down at her. She has an effervescent personality. I think she’s wonderful.

With their plates filled they looked around the fellowship hall for empty seats. Amanda spied some empty places but none for four. She turned to her mother who stood next to her.

“You two go find a seat,” Maggy said. “Dad and I will find someplace else to sit.”

Amanda looked up at Jason and smiled nervously.

His eyes reached out for hers and pulled them into his.

Amanda  felt breathless.

“Shall we?” he asked, softly.

Pulling herself out from the romantic daze that swirled around her, Amanda nodded.

Jason and Amanda found two empty places beside each other. Amanda worked her way around the people seated in chairs and set her plate and things down and watched Pastor Adams do the same. She pulled out her chair and sat down while he sat down beside her.

They exchanged lingering smiles.

Amanda took a bite of a tuna macaroni salad. Amanda asked, “Where did you grow up?”

“Eau Claire.”

Amanda took another bite of her macaroni salad before she asked, “So, where did you teach?”

A smile tugged at Jason’s lips. “River Falls.”

“So, how long did you teach before seminary?”

Jason held up one finger as he finished his bite. “Four years.”

Amanda took a bite of lasagna, enjoying its zesty flavor. She mentally added the years. He must either be thirty-two or thirty-three. Only six years older.

“How do you like teaching?”

“Love it.” She lifted a bite of Caesar salad to her mouth.

Jason took a bite of a hamburger casserole. Nothing quite like them, Potlucks offered an interesting combination of food.

The couple at the other side of the table drew Jason into a conversation. For the next several minutes the people at the table asked him question after question. He had trouble eating his food.

Amanda listened to Pastor Adams’ conversation. She loved the rich sound of his deep voice. She wondered if he could sing. She finished her meal and poured herself a cup of coffee. She poured in a generous amount of half-n-half from a silver creamer. She stirred her coffee and set her spoon next to her plate. She lifted her coffee cup to her lips, taking a delicate sip.

Jason turned his head and smiled at her. He wished they could be alone together, so he could talk to her. She was more beautiful every time he looked at her. She had a freshness about her that appealed to him. He loved the burnished honey color of her hair. He loved her eyes, her straight, delicate nose, her full lips. I’d like to kiss her. Before he could stop himself, Jason imagined what it would be like. Lord, she’s gorgeous. Jason poured himself a cup of coffee. He liked it strong and black. He reached for one of the brownies on a glass platter in front of him. He lifted it to his mouth and took a generous bite. It melted in his mouth. Delicious. He took a drink of his coffee.

Amanda pushed back from the table and stood. As she reached for her plate, Jason turned questioning eyes up at her feeling disappointed that she was leaving.

“I’m really happy to meet you.”

“Likewise,” he replied, smiling up at her.

A smile filled her face. Lord, he’s handsome. She drank in his chiseled jaw line with a deep cleft in his chin. Gorgeous eyes. Full lips. I’d really like to kiss him ... Amazed at the errant thought, Amanda again felt those all too familiar butterflies flying around inside of her.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.” Jason turned to watch her walk away. I really like this woman. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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Jason smoothed down his cream vestment and adjusted the rope around his waist. He straightened the green stole hanging around his neck. He felt utterly ridiculous in such garb, not to mention hot. He would prefer to be wearing a pair of blue jeans and a tea shirt. He certainly would be more comfortable. He watched the acolyte light the brass candle lighter with a dark wooden handle—lighting tapers on one side and a snuffer on the other. The flame flared until the acolyte awkwardly adjusted it. Jason bit back an amused grin. He remembered being an acolyte as a boy. He never could get the flame right the first time either.

“Ready,” Jason asked.

The thirteen-year-old boy turned nervous blue eyes up at him and nodded. Jason followed him out of his office. As the acolyte lit the candles, Jason stood in the doorway. He watched the acolyte bow to the altar and find his seat opposite him.

Jason crossed to the middle of the altar. He welcomed the parishioners and began the service. During the hymn of the day Jason listened to the congregation singing along with him. His eyes found Amanda behind the organ. She plays very well. Jason did his best to focus on the words of the song, but from time to time his thoughts scattered away. He thought about the potluck the night before and meeting Amanda. I sure would like to get to know her better. She looks pretty with her hair flowing over her shoulders ...

When the hymn ended the congregation sat, and Jason stood before them and said, “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all.”

For reasons he could not quantify, Jason felt comforted by the ritual of the service. The words he spoke ... the hymns they sang ... all had meaning for him. The familiarity of it did not take away from the meaning behind it. The words and songs were life to him. He could have chosen any denomination to be a minister, but he chose this one because it was as familiar as breathing to him—and just as necessary. There were things he would like to add to the service, however. Perhaps there should be a service for the congregation that would be more contemporary to reach a younger crowd of believers, but that would happen in time. He was not in a position yet as their minister to make changes.

Jason breathed in deeply. Man, these robes are hot. Not air conditioned, the church had a temperature close to ninety degrees. Another hot day taunted them, so opening the windows did little to circulate the air. Just help me make it through this service, Lord.

Before beginning his sermon Jason looked around the sanctuary. The congregation filled roughly half of the seats. These people would be his sheep to minister to. Jason had never felt so privileged. Jason smiled at a little girl seated in the first row. Around five-years-old with blonde hair tied back in a ponytail, the girl hid her face into her mother’s arm. Jason bit back a laugh.  His eyes swept to the pews behind the organ, to the choir members seated in their gold robes. He looked at Amanda who smiled at him. His lips curled into an answering smile.

“I wanted to start out here as your minister telling you more about myself.” Jason drew in a breath. "I grew up in the church, but I didn’t have a personal belief in Jesus until my second year of college. My roommate was a believer who lived his Christian life quietly in front of me. I rejected all things spiritual, choosing to live a reckless, self-indulging life. I didn’t take my studies seriously, and I barely squeaked by. I did not want anything to do with the faith my parents professed, but one day I saw my roommate reading his Bible and for some strange reason I asked him what he was reading. He read to me John six verses thirty-five through fifty-one which had been our Gospel reading for the day. In this text Jesus claims to be the bread of life. What stuck out to me at the time my roommate read the scripture was verse forty-seven which says whoever believes will have eternal life. At the time, I wondered if having eternal life was as simple as believing. Then, with much conviction he shared with me his testimony. When he finished, he asked me if I knew for sure if I would go to heaven when I died. I laughed and said, ‘Probably not.’ With patience, he led me through key scriptures that showed the necessity of believing in Christ to have eternal life.” 

Jason's eyes turned to Amanda, lingering there a moment. She smiled at him before he stole his eyes off her. “I’d like to say, I believed from that day forward, but I didn’t. I continued on in my sinful life for several months more, but I kept close watch on my roommate. I didn’t believe that being a believer was as simple as he made it out to be. I noticed that my roommate had a joy and a peace about him that I envied.”

Jason swept his eyes over the congregation and darted a look at Amanda. “One day, I was hung over and miserable. My father had threatened the day before that if I didn’t turn my life around, he would stop paying for college, and I’d be on my own. I laid in my dorm room bed staring up at the ceiling, wondering if this was all there was to life. I got down out of my bed and saw my roommate’s Bible lying on his desk. I went to it and picked it up. I remembered what he had read to me before. John six verses thirty-five to fifty-one were drilled into my head. All those many months I did not forget them. I read it again. I’d like to read it to you one more time today.”

Amanda listened to Reverend Adams reading from the book of John. She loved the sound of his voice, and he looked so handsome.  His story spoke to her. Amanda had accepted Jesus at an early age and did not know just when she started believing, but there were many points along her journey that she had to recommit her life back to the Lord. She knew what it was like to not live her life for God, but she had always been certain of her salvation. What would it be like for her if she had not been sure of Heaven? Amanda listened to his reading trying to immerse herself in the words and hear them the way he must have heard them when he was searching for God.

Jason propped his arms on the pulpit and folded his hands. “When I read the words that said Jesus is the living bread which came down from heaven and that whoever eats this bread will live forever, I felt a tugging at my heart. I knew then that I had been eating of the world and receiving only death to my spirit. I felt the urge to kneel, so I knelt. I clutched the Bible opened to those words of life, and I wept. I had been so lost. So, broken. And I knew it then. I remembered what my roommate said months before on inviting God into my heart, and I remembered what my mother had taught me when I was a little boy. I remembered having a faith as a small child. I became that child again. I said the words, ‘I want you to live in my heart, Jesus.’ I felt the weight of my sins pressing heavy on me. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Sorry for living so recklessly, please forgive me.’”

Jason felt tears forming in his eyes as he remembered the grace he had felt that day. Jason swallowed back the emotion welling in him. Jason’s eyes slowly journeyed over the congregation and his eyes turned to Amanda wiping her eyes with a Kleenex. Seeing her reaction to his testimony stirred in Jason’s heart. Amanda’s eyes met his, and he found shelter in them before he went on. “And the heavy load I had been carrying lifted and a peace I never knew before filled my heart. From that moment on I changed. I gave up my reckless habits.” Jason sniffed and looked inside the pulpit to see if there were any Kleenexes. When he did not find any, he brushed the tears out of his eyes with his fingers and rubbed at the moisture on his nose. 

He sucked in a breath to steady himself. “I gained a hunger for the Word. At the end of my junior year, I went to a camp for leaders in Intervarsity Christian Fellowship. While I was walking along the beach, I felt a still prompting in my spirit. It’s then I knew that the seed was planted for being a minister. I finished my degree in math. I worked for four years as a math teacher but there was this compelling to serve God as a minister. The idea stuck, and here I am today as your minister.” Jason sniffed again. He would put a box of Kleenexes in the pulpit for the next time he got emotional. It was quite embarrassing to be up front sniffing away.

Amanda felt touched by Pastor Adams’ tears. A man who loved Jesus enough to get emotional about Him stood at the pulpit of the church she had called one of her homes since childhood. She felt more than happy that he would be her minister. He looked even more handsome to her with tears in his eyes. Again, his eyes met hers. She offered him another smile watching his lips curve into an answering half-smile.

Jason smiled at his congregation. “I hope to lead this congregation well. That has been my prayer since I heard the Lord’s call. This is the church the Lord has brought me to, and I will do my best to serve here. Thank you for giving me this opportunity. I promise you to give it all my best.” 

As the offering plates began to be passed, the choir in the side pews next to the organ stood. Jason watched Amanda take her place in the choir. An older woman in her sixties with silver hair sat down behind the piano and began playing the introduction. The choir began to sing.

Jason sat with closed eyes simply listening. Then one voice lifted above the rest in an answering descant. Jason had heard that lovely voice the week before at his ordination service. Jason opened his eyes to seek out the woman who owned it. Jason’s eyes found Amanda. Her eyes closed; Amanda had a voice which seemed to lift to the heavens.

Jason eyes remained fixed on her. She sounds so beautiful. She looks so beautiful. Mesmerized by her, Jason felt a quickening in his heart. The choir sang another song. Again, was the soloist.  Jason could have gone on listening to her, but the final chords were played on the piano and the choir took their seats.
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