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The Day I Didn’t Get Struck by Lightning

Let me tell you about the day I officially expected to be smote. Smited? Smoted? Whatever the past tense of God’s about to zap your face is, that was the mood. It all started with bread. Not normal bread either—Jesus bread. Communion bread. The kind that usually tastes like a stale Triscuit and dissolves on your tongue like regret, except this time, I’d accidentally microwaved it with foil still on it. Which, okay, yeah, dumb, I know, but in my defense, it was an accident, and I wasn’t trying to be sacrilegious, even if the youth group intern definitely shouted, “Parker Cross just nuked the body of Christ!” in front of everyone like I’d committed some kind of felony. I froze, holding the sparking plate in both hands while the microwave behind me belched smoke like it was coughing up demons. The room full of sweaty middle schoolers stared at me like I’d just pantsed a nun. And for a split second, I actually thought I was going to die. Not from the microwave. From heaven.

I braced for it—lightning bolt, holy fire, Jesus on a flaming Segway—anything. I stood there like, “Okay, God, I know I’m not great at prayer and maybe I use sarcasm like a full-body shield, but if you’re real and you’re watching, now would be the time to show up with, I don’t know, a thunderous ‘THOU HAST ERRED’ or something cool like that.” Instead, the microwave dinged like it had just finished cooking a Hot Pocket, and then the smoke alarm went off. That was it. No smiting. No plagues. Just Ms. April waving a dish towel at the ceiling and muttering something about “the devil in the circuitry,” which didn’t really help my paranoia. I dumped the ashes of the Lord’s snack into the trash and quietly sat back down next to Lily while the youth pastor tried to restart his lesson about spiritual disciplines using a crayon drawing of a traffic light. And for the rest of the night, I kept waiting for something. Anything. A cosmic nudge. A divine eyebrow raise. But nothing came.

Now, you have to understand something: I’ve been a church kid since birth. I could quote John 3:16 before I knew how to spell my own name. My grandpa, who I call Pop, still leaves Post-it notes with Bible verses on my cereal box like spiritual fortune cookies. My mom leads a women’s small group every Thursday and cries during worship even if it’s just the practice session. I’ve been to VBS, Bible Bowl, Sword Drill, and one deeply unfortunate lock-in where a kid threw up grape soda during the altar call. I know the answers. I’ve heard the stories. I can list the twelve disciples and tell you which one had anger issues and which one was basically the group accountant. But standing there with my hands still smelling like scorched pita, I had this one clear, cold thought that wouldn’t go away: What if none of this is real?

I didn’t say it out loud, of course. I’m not a complete idiot. In church culture, that kind of thought is like farting during prayer—it’s not illegal, but people will look at you funny forever. Still, I couldn’t shake it. I sat in that plastic folding chair pretending to listen to Pastor Joel talk about mustard seed faith, and I just... wondered. Wondered why I never felt anything when I prayed. Wondered why everyone else seemed to be swimming in God’s love like it was a Jacuzzi full of Jesus-flavored Gatorade and I was the awkward kid standing outside with his towel still on. I wondered why Pop’s stories about God always sounded like bedtime tales he half-believed himself, and why Mom’s prayers always sounded a little bit like desperation wrapped in praise. And I wondered—seriously wondered—if I was doing something wrong or if I just didn’t have the spiritual Wi-Fi password everyone else seemed to know.

That night, lying in bed, I stared at the popcorn ceiling and tried to talk to God the way you might text a friend who ghosted you three weeks ago. “Hey. Just checking in. Sorry about the bread thing. Are we good?” Nothing. Not even a vague sense of peace or the warm fuzzies. Just the hum of the ceiling fan and the neighbor’s dog barking like it was auditioning for a horror movie. I got up, paced the floor a little, then opened my comic book drawer and pulled out a half-folded issue of Captain Conviction #12, where the hero punches a demon so hard it flies through six walls and converts to Christianity midair. I stared at the page for a long time and thought, “Faith seems a lot easier when you’ve got laser eyes and a cape.”

In the Bible, God’s always showing up in big, flashy ways. Burning bushes. Talking donkeys. Fire from the sky. Angel armies with flaming swords. But in my eleven years of attending church, youth group, small groups, prayer groups, worship nights, campouts, and Christian movie nights (which, let’s be honest, are mostly just 90-minute sermons with popcorn), God had never done anything flashy. He’d never even done anything mildly inconvenient to get my attention. He just kind of... let me be. Which you’d think would be comforting, except it wasn’t. It felt like I was talking to someone who’d gone permanently on mute, and I wasn’t sure if it was on purpose or if I’d just been left on spiritual read. And the scariest part wasn’t that I didn’t believe in God—it was that I wasn’t sure if I wanted to anymore. Not if it meant spending my whole life pretending to feel things I didn’t feel just so other people wouldn’t worry about me.

So yeah. That was the day it started. The day I microwaved Jesus. The day I didn’t get struck by lightning. The day I started to wonder if God was really paying attention, and if He was, why He was so quiet about it. I didn’t know it then, but that question—the quiet one I didn’t even say out loud—was going to stick with me for a long time. It was going to follow me into the school cafeteria, into my science class, into the hospital, into the back row of church, and into the weirdest, dumbest, most awkward end-of-year project my school had ever assigned. It was going to make me say stuff I didn’t mean and pray prayers I didn’t understand and argue with people I didn’t even know how to explain myself to. And eventually—slowly—it was going to become something else entirely. Not an answer. But maybe a seed.

Because the thing about mustard seeds—yeah, the ones Jesus talked about in that parable that gets quoted every third Sunday—is that they start small. Like, embarrassingly small. Like, you might accidentally inhale one while sneezing and never even know it existed. But if you actually plant one, if you stick it in the dirt and leave it there in the dark and just wait, it grows into something ridiculous. A tree that gives shade. Shelter. Maybe even a place for weird kids like me to sit under and breathe.

But that’s later.

Right now, I was just an 11-year-old who nuked communion bread and didn’t feel saved enough. I was a kid with mustard crumbs in my soul and zero clue what faith was supposed to feel like. I didn’t have a plan. I didn’t even have a clue. I just had questions. And maybe, if I’m being honest, a very small hope that God would meet me in my weirdness, in my sarcasm, in my comic-book dreams and burnt offering accidents. That maybe—just maybe—faith wasn’t for the perfect kids with perfect prayers. Maybe it was for the ones like me. The ones who kept showing up, even when they didn’t understand why. The ones who brought burnt bread to the table and waited for grace to show up anyway.

And if you're the kind of person who’s ever wondered that too—what if I'm not doing this right? what if I’m too awkward, too unsure, too sarcastic for God?—then maybe you’ll understand what happened next. Not all at once. Not in burning bushes or angel armies. But in waffles, torn jeans, awkward prayers, and mustard seeds that took their sweet time.

So yeah. That’s where it all started.

The day I didn’t get struck by lightning.
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Pop’s Waffles and the End of the World (Again)

The smell of burnt waffles is the unofficial alarm clock in our house, usually going off somewhere between 6:45 and “why is the smoke alarm yelling at us again.” Pop swears he knows what he’s doing in the kitchen, but his cooking is more art than science—which is a nice way of saying he routinely forgets he’s making breakfast until something sets off a chemical reaction. This morning was no different. I woke up to the sound of sizzling, a muttered “doggone it,” and the distinct aroma of what I can only describe as maple-scented regret. I shuffled into the kitchen, hair doing its usual mad-scientist cosplay, and found Pop poking at the ancient waffle iron with a fork, wearing his “World’s Okayest Grandpa” apron and humming an off-key hymn like he was summoning the Holy Spirit through sheer stubbornness. “Morning, boy,” he said without looking up, as if we were mid-conversation. “I prayed over these waffles real good, so they might taste better than they look.” I glanced at the iron, which looked like it had been used in a failed science experiment involving syrup, cement, and sadness, and muttered, “You might need to pray again.” Pop just chuckled like I’d made a joke worth bottling. That’s how he is. Old-school, unfazed by disaster, and absolutely committed to turning everything—burnt food, stubbed toes, plumbing emergencies—into a Bible metaphor.

He scraped two vaguely waffle-shaped objects onto plates and handed one to me with the kind of reverence usually reserved for communion. “Eat up,” he said. “You’ve got a big day ahead.” I didn’t have the energy to ask why he always said that, even when the “big day” was just Tuesday and all I had was a spelling quiz and two slices of cafeteria pizza to look forward to. Pop saw the sacred in the ordinary, which was admirable and exhausting. I poured syrup over the cratered waffle and prayed for the strength to chew it. Mom walked in a minute later, already dressed for work in her nurse scrubs, her hair pulled back tight, eyes puffy from too-little sleep. She kissed the top of my head, sipped from her travel mug like it contained the blood of Christ and three shots of espresso, and gave Pop a half-smile. “He burn it again?” she asked. “Sacrifices were made,” I said. Pop looked offended on behalf of his waffle. “It’s crispy. That’s different than burnt.” Mom arched an eyebrow and said nothing, which is basically the adult version of “bless your heart.” She grabbed her keys and bag, mumbled something about double shifts and reminding me to take the trash out, and disappeared into the morning like a ninja fueled by caffeine and responsibility.

I stared at my plate, poked the waffle with my fork, and wondered if breakfast was always this dramatic in other people’s homes or if ours had some special brand of chaos. Probably a mix









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
OPERATION:
USTAR,EED

sy
SR,

D. MICHAEL GROSS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





