
[image: cover]



 

Televangelist





 

Ron Johnson

 

[image: logo]







Copyright © 2017 Ron Johnson



The moral right of the author has been asserted.



All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.



Published by Golden Calf Books



Print ISBN 978-0-692-87663-3



Cover Art Concept: Som-usa Charuchinta

Cover Art Designer: Pintado www.pintado.weebly.com



Discuss the book with other readers and stay updated on future releases at the Televangelist Facebook page: facebook.com/televangelistbook/


e-book formatting by bookow.com





Dedication


To the world

An offering





Epigraph

'Cause our income last year was over a hundred million dollars.

-Televangelist Kenneth Copeland speaking at the KCM Ministers' Conference
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Genesis

A once-blistering desert sun hangs low in the sky behind the prison compound. Outside the release gate, a pudgy, balding man stands next to a well-driven Buick Park Avenue and checks his watch—it’s 4:20 p.m., twenty minutes past the scheduled release time. The delay is most assuredly due to prison staff since the man’s brother has always been punctual.

The gate clinks as a guard opens it. A hand extends from inside the gate and shakes the guard's hand as distant words are exchanged. A handsome fortyish man in a tailored red suit exits the gate cupping a Bible and inhaling a couple lungfuls of free air. He sees the pudgy man and smiles warmly. Bart Baxter begins walking toward the car as the pudgy man, his brother Luke Baxter, smiles back.

Luke calls out, “Looks like you got the suit I sent you?”

Bart looks down at his suit and adjusts the cuffs. “The safe travels of this here suit cost me ten packs of Ramen, a bag of moonshine, and my anal virginity.”

Luke raises his eyebrows quizzically at Bart.

“And that was just to bribe the guards!” jokes Bart.

Both men laugh and hug.

Luke confides, “It's good to see you brother.”

“Good to see you too man.”

The two men separate as Bart asks, “So how's business?”

“Business is bad Bart. We're barely pulling any offerings and the last five tithes have been chewing gum.”

“How many people are left in the pews?”

Luke doesn’t have to think. “Fifty-three.”

Bart scratches his chin as he replies, “That's good Luke. Real good.”

Luke squints at Bart, “Why is that good?”

Bart taps his Bible then turns back toward the prison gates. “Because I've just spent four years reading the Good Book, dear brother.”

Bart raises his hands to the sky as he looks at the prison.

“And as God is my witness,” Bart pauses before raising his voice in triumph, “I have been born again!”

Bart stares out over the prison then turns back to his pudgy brother Luke.

“Now let’s make some money.”

The men load up in Luke’s car and belt in. Luke floors the gas pedal and the ’98 Buick lurches forward past a sign reading Interstate 15 – 8 miles.


***


With the moon low in the sky and rising quickly, the Buick carrying the Brothers’ Baxter turns off the highway and quickly finds its way through a neighborhood full of minivans and picket fences to a home like all the rest.

Luke pulls into the driveway and leaves the engine running as he turns to Bart, “So I'll see you on Sunday morning?”

Bart flashes a rare look of uncertainty at Luke. “That kinda depends on how this goes tonight with Julie.”

Luke reassures his little brother, “It'll be fine Bart.“

Bart isn’t so sure. “I hope so.”

“Hey, she said you could stay with her. That's a start right?”

“Yeah but the start of what?” Bart says.

Both men laugh nervously before Bart shoulders the door open and exits the car.

As Luke pulls out of the driveway he yells to Bart, “Sunday morning nine o’clock. Don't forget!”

Bart nods his understanding.

Luke drives off as Bart walks to a front door illuminated by a porch light shining white. He tries  the knob to find it unlocked, a positive omen. Bart walks into the house.

Inside the master bedroom, Julie is putting new sheets on a king-sized bed. Bart arrives in the doorway and knocks softly on the door.

“Can I help?”

Julie doesn’t skip a beat as she continues stretching and yanking at the sheets. “Oh you've helped enough already,” she says.

Bart sighs in discouragement.

Julie turns around to face his direction and offer a warm smile.

“Welcome home Bart.”

Julie approaches Bart and hugs him. Relieved, Bart awkwardly returns the hug. Julie kisses him on the cheek and pulls away as Bart remarks as gently as he can about the elephant in the room.

“I figured you'd still be mad at me.”

“I was still mad at you up until you walked in the door. Now it's time to turn the page and start fresh.” Julie has always lived in the moment.

“But Bart, I have to tell you something.” Her eyes make a plea. “I didn't wait this long just so the past could repeat itself.”

“Don't wor—”

Julie interrupts Bart as her heartache reveals itself in words. “No Bart, listen to me. I've waited four years for you. I've worked, I've paid the bills, and I've crawled into this bed every night alone. You can't do this to me again. Do you understand what I'm saying?”

Ashamed, Bart replies, “I understand. Bart's staying on this side of the law from now on.”

Julie's face suddenly flashes anger. “No Bart, that's not what I'm talking about! I don't care about the law and I don't care about prison. I care about you cheating on me.”

Julie adds, “Break any law you want except mine. Don't break my law, Bart.”

Bart's face turns red but Julie has already been embarrassed enough. If Bart’s embarrassed now, that’s too damn bad.

Julie looks directly into Bart’s shame-filled eyes and gives him a stern warning. “You can't cheat on me again Bart. Never again.”

“I understand. That will never happen again.”

Julie pounces on him, “Never?”

Bart returns Julie’s stare. “Never.”

Julie finally accepts Bart’s show of submission and lowers the intensity. “Shake on it?”

Bart and Julie shake hands on the deal.

Julie returns to her playful self, at Bart’s expense. “And since you just came home from cootie-land, you're sleeping on the couch tonight big fella.”

Bart happily nods his acceptance and leaves the room.

Julie shouts through the door at him, “There's some food in the fridge if you're hungry.”

Bart shouts back, “Okay!”

The sound of cabinets opening and closing rings down the hallway as Bart rifles through them like a bear searching for honey. A shout is heard from the kitchen.

“Hey do you got any Ramen?”





A Very Special Man

It’s 8:45 a.m. on a cloudy Sunday morning outside Pastor Luke Baxter’s dilapidated church, Salvation Alley. Through the cracked glass of the church sign reads the same uninspiring message that’s existed there for months:


Salvation Alley and Pastor Luke Baxter welcome you every Sunday morning at 10am.



In the church’s gravelly parking lot, Pastor Baxter’s ‘98 Buick is parked a few spaces down from an ancient Datsun with a dust layer so thick it’s preserved the paint. Mini blinds are drawn over a second-story window looking out over the empty lot. On the other side of the window sits Pastor Luke Baxter, clad in an old sportcoat and brown slacks that fit him poorly when he first bought them. Now, years later, the fit has only gotten worse.

Pastor Baxter is busy reviewing his sermon notes when a door knock interrupts him. Luke calls to the door, “Yeah?”

The head usher peeks his oily head through the door. Luke knows him as Phil, but beyond that he doesn’t care. He knows the ushers only work the gig to earn better seating assignments in Heaven and he doesn’t particularly like any of them.

“Mrs Christianson called and said she's not feeling well this morning.”

Luke looks annoyed. “Okay.”

Usher Phil leaves the doorway as Luke mutters to himself, “Crap.”

The door suddenly opens wide and Bart Baxter enters the office. He's wearing the same red suit he wore when he left prison two days ago, freshly cleaned and pressed, and his hair is immaculate. He looks like a VIP-ticket holder to his own show.

Bart notices Luke’s annoyed look and inquires, “What’s up?”

“My biggest donor isn't coming in today.

“Oh? Who's that?”

“Mrs Christianson.”

Bart remembers Grace Christianson from decades ago. She was old then too. “Ah yes, the widow Christianson. She's still chugging along huh?”

Luke appends Bart’s comment, “Chugging along and keeping this church afloat for the last fifty years.”

Bart quickly updates his mental file on Mrs Christianson. “Well don't you worry dear brother, the Heavenly Spirit is in the air of this old church.”

Bart holds his Bible aloft while smiling. “God is smiling on us, Luke. He even gave me a vision in the joint.”

Luke laughs dismissively at Bart. “A vision huh? Of what, exactly?”

Bart’s eyes flash with excitement, “Money.”

The boys laugh as Luke responds, “Okay Billy Graham just hold your horses there. You're ready for today right?”

A look of disbelief paints Bart’s face as he raises his arms to shoulder level and looks down at his own suit.

“Luke,” Bart pauses as confidence oozes from every pore, “do I look ready?”

Luke’s anxiety rises with Bart’s confidence. He’s not sure if his small church is ready for the Supreme Being known as Bart Baxter.

“Oh boy,” Luke says with a nervous sigh.

Bart revels in making his big brother uncomfortable. He spins around slowly to show off his suit of confidence as Luke stares at him. Bart begins dancing a jig as Luke sighs again.

“Oh boy…”


***


A light rain takes parishioners by surprise as they arrive inside the church and sniff out their regular pews. With only fifteen minutes until the service begins, attendance is nowhere near capacity in the two hundred seat church.

Clutching a Bible, Bart has been manning the nave door and chatting with arriving parishioners. Some elderly churchgoers remember him from earlier years. Fresher faces who’ve never seen him before are excited as the handsome, dapper man greets each and every one of them before they pass down the aisles.

At present, Bart is schmoozing the eighty-something Mrs Grace Evans. “Well it is a delight to see you again Mrs Evans, you look just the same as I remembered you. It's as if time stands still in this wonderful little church of ours!”

Mrs Evans chuckles to herself. “Tell that to Mr Evans.”

“Oh yes I remember Mr Evans, is he not feeling well today?”

Mrs Evans’ voice rises slightly, “He's dead!”

Bart blinks once on the outside and once on the inside, but quickly recovers. “Oh I'm so sorry to hear that. He was a lovely man.”

Mrs Evans waves Bart off and begins a tiny but impassioned rant. “Oh, lovely to you maybe! To me he was just one big, dopey, fartin’ machine. The house smelled like a fart factory after forty years of him tootin’ off all the time!”

Bart lets a small, unobtrusive laugh escape as he looks around uncomfortably for a way to exit the conversation.

“Oh well I'm sure your house smells nice and fresh Mrs Evans.”

Mrs Evans steps on Bart’s reassuring words, “Nice and fresh, yeah sure now it is after Fred isn’t around to go farti—”

Bart opts for the universal conversation ender: the watch check. He eyes his wrist and interrupts.

“Oh Mrs Evans, I’m sorry I need to get back to meet with my brother before the service begins. I forgot to mention, we need to pray for Mrs Christianson this week.” Bart feigns sadness. “She's not feeling well.”

A derailed Mrs Evans nods. She wasn't done ranting about Mr Evans and his gas issues, in fact she could go on for hours about it, but she understands that Bart has church business to attend to. She pats his arm in agreement and sends him retreating back toward the stage.

As Mrs Evans takes her seat, she pulls out a notepad and writes on it: Pray for Mrs Christianson.


***


Standing in front of his office mirror, Pastor Luke Baxter uses a wide-toothed comb to put the final touches on what remains of his hair. Bart enters the office and looks at Luke’s mirrored reflection.

“It's not gonna get any better Luke, just let it be.”

Luke is mildly annoyed at Bart. Men with hair have no business giving styling instructions to men without. “Yeah well just let me do what I have to do with it. I have a method.”

Bart laughs heartily and Luke chuckles in response as he gingerly combs the little dangler at the front of his scalp all the way to the back, where it will no longer dangle—it will rest.

“If I don't get it just right it'll flop down in front of my face.”

Bart stares at Luke in the mirror as he fusses with his hair. Luke finally finishes combing and looks side-to-side to verify his handiwork.

“Bullseye.”

Bart humors him, “Hey it looks good man!”

“Thank you,” Luke replies smugly, still eyeing the mirror.

With all Baxter hairs in place, Bart changes the subject to the sermon. “Now when you introduce me, don't say anything about prison. Just say I was away for awhile.”

Luke nods, “Okay.”

“And don't forget to put out the prayer request for Mrs Christianson. We need to keep our money train chugging along.”

Luke looks disapprovingly at Bart. Money train or not, Mrs Grace Christianson is still a loyal member of the church and should be afforded some dignity.

Recognizing that he went a tad too far, Bart backpedals. “Okay, maybe that was a bit harsh.”

Luke stares at Bart with eyebrows raised. “Is that all, coach?” Luke asks sarcastically.

“Yes that's all. Go get 'em.”

Slipping into his old sportcoat, Luke tells Bart, “I've been doing this crap for over ten years now, Bart. I think I know how to do it by now.”

Bart looks judgmentally around the stuffy, dated office. “Yeah I can see that,” he says underwhelmingly.

Luke ignores the comment and heads out the door.

“Oh wait Luke!”

Annoyed, Luke returns to the door. “What, Bart?”

Bart looks at Luke and pumps an imaginary train whistle with his arm, “Bwoop-Bwoop!”


***


The Organist plays soft fill music as Pastor Luke Baxter finishes up the opening prayer. Except for Pastor Luke, all heads are bowed and all eyes closed, including those of the Organist. Luke peeks through squinted eyes at his notes resting on the pulpit.

“...and finally Lord, we keep Grace Christianson in our thoughts as she's been bothered with a terrible chill this weekend. We ask that you keep her warm and dry this week in a cocoon of divine protection...”

A deep voice from within the congregation calls out warmly, “Yes, Lord.”

“...so that she may continue in her planetary service to you.”

Offstage, Bart cocks his head and looks sideways, perplexed by his brother’s strange prayer.

“In Jesus' name we pray,”

Pastor Baxter and his congregation speak together in agreement, “Amen!”

Luke claps once to end the prayer and move forward with the sermon. He addresses his congregation in the familiar pastorly cadence.

“Brothers and sisters, I'd like to introduce a very special man to you. This person is a good man. He is a humble man. He is kind...he is warm...and he is God-fearing.”

The congregation tunes-in tightly to Pastor Luke.

“And this man has a wonderful message of repentance and salvation to deliver. Salvation Alley, please welcome home my kid brother, Pastor Bart Baxter!”

The small congregation applauds lightly as Bart, just offstage, makes eye contact with the Organist. Bart nods to her and begins his walkout as she softly plays a triumphant tune.

Bart walks to Luke and the two embrace at the pulpit. Smiling widely, Bart pulls back and looks squarely at a teary-eyed Luke. Bart’s own eyes moisten in response. They embrace once more as the congregation rise to their feet and applaud further.

As the men let go of one another and separate, Luke pats Bart encouragingly on the arm.

“Good luck,” Luke says off-mic.

Luke walks offstage as Bart steps up to the pulpit, dabbing at his eyes.

“Wow, I didn’t expect that,” Bart says, slightly overcome at the sight of his brother’s tears.

The congregation offers up a friendly laugh.

“Well, I’d like to introduce myself to all you fine folks. I’m Bart Baxter and my father was Pastor James Baxter. Some of you might have known him…”

Bart continues speaking as the congregation listens attentively.


***


The church clock reads 10:40 a.m. Bart has been speaking for twenty minutes and is nearing the end of his sermon. He’s speaking with fire now; the congregation is mesmerized by him.

“…but every second I spent in that prison cell was a second I spent closer to God. Because God is who sentenced me to live in that cell all those years, not some man callin’ himself a judge!”

A voice from the congregation shouts, “Amen!”

“For there's only one judge in this world, and that's the Lord God Jesus Christ!”

A different voice shouts, “Praise Jesus!”

Bart hits them with his finale, “And I'd do it all again tomorrow if the Lord God judged it so!”

A chorus of Amens hail from the congregation as Bart pauses for his final line to sink in. He smiles across the congregation. They love him.

Pastor Luke enters the stage clapping. He slowly approaches Bart at the pulpit as the congregation sustains their applause. The two men embrace once more. This time when they separate, they smile knowingly at each other before Bart quickly makes his way offstage.

Luke motions toward Bart as he loudly addresses the applauding congregation, “My brother, Pastor Bart Baxter! A Very Special Man!”

The congregation strengthens their applause as parishioners nod to one another in agreement.

Luke lowers his eyes and shifts them side-to-side before he slides a fast one past the energized parishioners.

“Before we leave today we’d like to take the offering...”


***


Eleven-fifteen in the church parking lot as a hot sun burns away puddles that remain from this morning’s surprise rain shower. A decade’s worth of Sundays would see this parking lot emptied already, but today it’s abuzz with chatter and excitement at the handsome, charismatic Pastor Bart Baxter
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