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1. Beginning Faith: A Country Boy’s First Lessons
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Faith was not something I discovered suddenly later in life. It was woven into the fabric of my childhood, stitched carefully into everyday living by family, community, and the quiet rhythms of country life. I entered the world as the eleventh of twelve children, born into a large family where love was abundant, resources were stretched, and everyone learned early that cooperation was not optional—it was survival. In a household that full, there was always movement, laughter, chores, and plenty of opinions. Yet through all the busyness, one thing stood firmly at the center of our lives: faith.

Being near the end of a family of twelve meant I was surrounded by older brothers and sisters who had already carved paths before me. By the time I arrived, many family traditions had already taken root. I learned by watching. I watched older siblings help with chores, respect our parents, and prepare each week for church as though it were the most natural and important thing in the world. There was little debate about whether we would attend church. Sunday was the Lord’s Day, and our family honored it faithfully.

Our spiritual home was the Free Union Church of Christ, a country church that may not have looked impressive to outsiders, but to me it was a sacred place filled with memories and meaning. The church stood as a steady presence in our lives, not just on Sundays but in shaping the values we carried every day of the week. It was there that I first learned Bible stories, listened to sermons, sang hymns, and began forming my earliest understanding of God.

Sunday mornings in our large family were never quiet or simple. Getting a family of fourteen ready for church took organization and patience. Clothes had to be clean and pressed as best as possible, shoes found, hair combed, and breakfast eaten. Somehow, despite the size of our family and all the opportunities for delay, we managed to make our way to Sunday School and church at Free Union Church of Christ. Looking back, I realize how much effort that required from my parents, though at the time it simply seemed like what families did.

Sunday School was often my favorite part of the morning. The lessons were simple enough for a country boy to understand but powerful enough to stay with me for life. I remember hearing stories about Noah, Moses, David, Daniel, and Jesus. Those stories were more than ancient history to me—they were lessons about courage, obedience, faith, kindness, and trust in God. The teachers at Free Union Church of Christ may never have imagined how deeply their words would shape a young boy sitting quietly in class, but they planted seeds that would continue growing throughout nine decades.

After Sunday School came the church service itself. The sanctuary had a feeling of reverence that stayed with me. There was something special about hearing prayers spoken aloud, listening to Scripture, and joining voices together in song. Music stirred something deep inside me even then. I did not yet realize that singing would later become one of the great passions of my life, but perhaps the seeds of that love were planted in those wooden pews as voices blended in familiar hymns of faith.

Faith in our home extended beyond Sunday services. My parents’ believed Christianity was meant to be lived, not simply talked about. Hard work, honesty, kindness toward neighbors, and helping one another were expected. In a family our size, selfishness did not work very well. You learned to share food, responsibilities, and sometimes even privacy. We did not have everything money could buy, but we had enough, and we learned gratitude early.

Growing up in the countryside also taught me lessons about God’s creation. Open skies, changing seasons, growing crops, and the wonder of storms all pointed toward something bigger than ourselves. Even as a boy, I sensed there was order and beauty in the world that could not simply be explained away. Faith often felt as natural as breathing because God seemed present in both the church pew and the fields around us.

Of course, life was not perfect. Large families have disagreements, hardships, and struggles. Money was not plentiful, and hard work was simply part of everyday life. But faith gave our family stability. It provided hope during difficult times and gratitude during better ones. I learned early that trusting God did not mean life would always be easy; it meant we never faced challenges alone.

As the eleventh child in a family of twelve, I may not have stood at the center of attention, but I stood at the center of something more important—a family grounded in faith and strengthened by love. Looking back after nearly nine decades, I can see how those early Sundays at Free Union Church of Christ helped shape the person I became. The lessons learned there became the roots of my faith journey, roots that would be tested, strengthened, and deepened through every season of life.

When I think about where my faith began, my mind returns to that little country church, my parents’ steady example, and a family gathered together on Sunday mornings. I did not know then what roads life would bring, what joys and hardships awaited, or how many times faith would carry me through uncertain days. But the foundation had already been laid. A country boy, the eleventh of twelve children, had quietly begun a lifelong journey of faith.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2. A One-Room School and Simple Beliefs
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My early education took place at Prairie Grove Grade School, a small one-room country school that reflected the simplicity and close-knit spirit of rural life. In many ways, Prairie Grove was more than a school—it was the center of a small community where children learned lessons not only from books, but from one another and from the values that shaped country living. Looking back now, I realize that my years there helped strengthen both my character and my faith in ways I could not have understood at the time.

Prairie Grove Grade School was not a large brick building filled with endless classrooms and bustling hallways. It was a humble one-room schoolhouse where students of different ages learned together under the guidance of a single teacher. Older students often helped younger ones, and everyone learned patience because there was no such thing as having a teacher’s attention all to yourself. In that one room, lessons in reading, arithmetic, spelling, geography, and history were mixed with life lessons in responsibility, kindness, and perseverance.

For a young boy from a family of twelve children, school brought both excitement and familiarity. I was already used to being surrounded by people, sharing space, and learning how to get along with others. At Prairie Grove, classmates often felt like an extension of family. We knew one another well, and because we lived in the countryside, many of us saw each other outside school too—at church, community gatherings, or helping our families with farm work.

The school itself was simple by today’s standards. There were no computers, no smartboards, and no air conditioning humming in the background. Winters could be cold and summers warm, but no one expected luxury. We came to learn, and somehow learning happened remarkably well in that modest setting. Students sat at wooden desks, lessons were written on a chalkboard, and books were treasured possessions meant to last from one year to the next. Discipline was expected, respect for the teacher was assumed, and excuses for laziness rarely carried much weight.

Faith and morality quietly influenced life at Prairie Grove Grade School even if religion was not formally taught throughout the day. The values I learned at home and at Free Union Church of Christ naturally followed me into the classroom. Honesty mattered. Hard work mattered. Respect mattered. When disagreements happened, children were often expected to work things out rather than carry grudges. There was an understanding among families that character mattered just as much as grades.

I remember how naturally faith blended into daily life in those years. No one seemed embarrassed to mention church or speak about God. Sunday School lessons carried over into conversations during the week. Bible stories about courage and integrity somehow fit naturally with everyday problems children faced. If someone’s family was struggling or illness struck a neighbor, people prayed, helped, and stood together. Faith was not separated from life—it was simply part of life.

Growing up in the country also taught lessons no classroom alone could provide. Before and after school, chores still needed to be done. Animals had to be cared for, fields worked, and responsibilities met. Those experiences taught discipline and appreciation. Life was not always easy, but it was meaningful. Hard work created a quiet sense of satisfaction, and I learned that effort often brought rewards, even if they did not come immediately.

The seasons themselves became teachers. Spring planting, summer heat, autumn harvest, and winter hardship all carried reminders that life moved in cycles and that patience was necessary. Even as a boy, I sensed something deeply spiritual about watching the world renew itself year after year. God’s presence seemed visible in the changing skies, the growing fields, and the wonder of nature around us.

At Prairie Grove Grade School, friendships were built through shared experiences. We played games at recess, solved problems together, and sometimes stumbled through mistakes together too. There were no strangers for long in a one-room school. Older children looked after younger ones, and younger students learned by observing those ahead of them. It created a spirit of cooperation that stayed with me long after those school days ended.

Looking back over nearly nine decades, I can see how Prairie Grove Grade School shaped me in lasting ways. It taught me to value education, but even more importantly, it taught me humility, responsibility, and perseverance. The lessons learned there blended naturally with the faith foundation my parents and church had
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