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Chapter 1: The Weight of the Call
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The Texas morning sun had not yet burned the mist off the sprawling acres of Crandall, but the parking lot of The Remnant Holiness Church was already coming alive. Inside her private office, Pastor Lashanda Session stood by the floor-to-ceiling window, adjusting the frame of her glasses. At fifty-four, with rich brown skin, shoulder-length hair neatly styled, and a full, well-put-together figure that commanded quiet respect, she looked every bit the leader God had called her to be.

Five years ago, God had planted a vision in her heart, and today that vision was a thriving, breathing sanctuary of 3,500 souls. But growth brought warfare, and the mantle of a no-nonsense pastor was heavy. Lashanda believed the uncompromised truth: it was heaven or hell, and people were either saved or they weren't. There was no middle ground in the kingdom of God.

A soft knock interrupted her prayers. Her sister and church secretary, Anne Session, stepped in carrying a thick stack of weekly bulletins.

"Morning, Pastor," Anne said, a knowing smile touching her lips. "The sanctuary is filling up early again. And the youth department is already asking about the summer camp sign-ups."

Lashanda turned, a warm smile softening her sharp features. "Good morning, Anne. Make sure those 500 slots are locked in with the retreat center. We can't have a single child missed. Remember what James chapter one, verse twenty-seven reminds us: Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world. We take care of our own."

"Already handled," Anne replied, setting the papers down. "And Bryant checked in from the security team. All parking gates are secure. Ryland is already up in the media booth doing sound checks."

Lashanda’s heart swelled. Her two sons were her heartbeats. Bryant, steady and protective, anchored the security ministry. Ryland, sharp-eyed and dedicated, managed the cameras that broadcasted the gospel far beyond the walls of Crandall. Along with a 10-acre property and her comfortable four-bedroom home that she shared with her boys and her sister, God had blessed her beyond measure.

Yet, as she walked down the carpeted hallway toward the sanctuary, the private chambers of her heart echoed with a familiar quiet. It had been over ten years since she laid her husband to rest. For a decade, she had walked alone, pouring her soul into the ministry, keeping her heart safely guarded in the hands of God while she waited for the helpmate He had promised.

As she stepped behind the mahogany pulpit, the roar of 3,500 voices praising God washed over her. The Remnant Holiness Church wasn't just a congregation; it was a family. From the fully stocked food pantry feeding the public and members alike, to the annual back-to-school drives providing uniforms, supplies, and two brand-new pairs of shoes to every child, nobody was left out here.

Lashanda raised her hands, calling the house of God to order. The organ swelled, and the room quieted instantly.

She leaned into the microphone, her voice carrying the unmistakable weight of authority and grace.

"Father God, in the name of Jesus," she prayed, her voice ringing clear across the sanctuary, "we come before Your throne this morning acknowledging that without You, we can do nothing. Search me, O God, and know my heart: try me, and know my thoughts: And see if there be any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting. Lord, set a guard over this house today. Purify our motives, mend our broken places, and let Your glory fall in this place!"

"Amen!" roared the congregation.

As she preached that morning, moving with holy fire and unyielding truth, her eyes swept across the pews. Sitting three rows back, helping a newcomer find his place in the hymnal, was Deacon Patrick Woodson.

Patrick was fifty-three—a year younger than her—tall, dark-skinned, bald-headed, and built with a stocky frame and a comfortable stomach that Lashanda had quietly, against her own better judgment, started to notice she had a distinct weakness for. He was a man after God’s own heart, fiercely faithful to the ministry. But goodness, he was also loud, rambunctious, and practically the total opposite of her quiet, calculated demeanor.

Lashanda blinked behind her glasses, momentarily losing her train of thought as Patrick let out a resounding "Hallelujah!" that practically rattled the stained glass.

Lord, Lashanda whispered internally, gripping the edges of the pulpit. You surely have a unique sense of humor.
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Chapter 2: The Fire in the Pews
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The sanctuary lights dimmed slightly as the final notes of the morning’s praise and worship echoed off the vaulted ceilings of The Remnant Holiness Church. The atmosphere was thick with the lingering presence of the Holy Spirit, but Pastor Lashanda Session knew that spiritual altitude always invited spiritual warfare. Even in a church where miracles happened, where food pantries were overflowing, and where 500 children were guaranteed a safe, Christ-centered summer camp experience, human nature still lurked in the pews.

Lashanda stepped back to the center of the podium, her shoulder-length hair swaying gently with the movement. She didn’t need notes today; she needed discernment. Her gaze swept over the congregation of 3,500, her sharp eyes catching a subtle tension near the middle section.

She saw Sister Beatrice and Sister Clara. Both women held prominent positions in the women’s ministry committee, and both women had spent the last twenty minutes of the service whispering animatedly, their eyes darting aggressively toward the front where the deacons sat. More specifically, they were glaring in the direction of Deacon Patrick Woodson.

Lashanda adjusted her glasses, a righteous fire kindling in her chest. The Remnant Holiness Church was a house of order, not a house of distraction or petty jealousy. Over the past few weeks, Lashanda had noticed how certain women in the congregation had started viewing Deacon Pat not with the respect due to an officer of the church, but with proprietary, worldly interest. Pat, with his booming laugh, his deep dark skin, his bald head, and that charmingly stocky, chubby frame that somehow managed to command every room he entered, was entirely oblivious to the subtle turf war happening over him. Or, if he wasn't, he was doing an admirable job of ignoring it in favor of worshiping God.

Lashanda gripped the sides of the wooden pulpit, her knuckles turning white. She had built this ministry on holiness, truth, and accountability. You could not preach deliverance on Sunday and live in carnality on Monday. And you certainly could not sit in leadership while your heart was rotten with envy and misplaced affection.

"Before we dismiss with the benediction," Lashanda’s voice cut through the lingering organ music like a sharp blade. It wasn't loud, but it carried the absolute weight of spiritual authority. Every whisper in the sanctuary stopped instantly. You could have heard a pin drop on the thick carpet.

"I need to address something in the house of the Lord," Lashanda continued, her tone steady and uncompromising. "The Bible tells us in First Corinthians chapter fourteen, verse forty: Let all things be done decently and in order. Some of us have forgotten where we are. We have brought the spirit of the world, the spirit of competition, and the spirit of fleshly distraction right into the sanctuary of the Almighty."

She let her eyes lock directly onto Sister Beatrice and Sister Clara. The two women instantly stiffened, their color draining as the weight of the pastor's gaze pinned them to their seats.

"God did not call us to build a social club," Lashanda preached, stepping out from behind the pulpit and walking to the edge of the platform. "He called us to build a sanctuary. If your eyes are wandering during worship, if you are looking at your brother or sister with envy, malice, or inappropriate possessiveness, you are operating outside of the will of God. And I want to make this plain: in this ministry, we do not sweep sin or carnality under the rug."

The congregation sat in breathless silence. No one moved. No one coughed.

"Effective immediately," Lashanda declared, her voice ringing with unyielding resolve, "Sister Beatrice and Sister Clara, you are hereby relieved of your duties on the women’s ministry committee. You will step down from leadership until you spend time fasting, praying, and getting your hearts right before God. Holiness is not optional here. It is heaven or hell, and you are either serving God with a pure heart, or you are playing games. And we do not play games with God in this house."

A low, reverent murmur rippled through the pews. There was no room for confusion about where the pastor stood. She loved her people fiercely—she would give the shirt off her back, fund their children's education, and stock their pantries until they overflowed—but she would never compromise the standard of God's Word.

A few rows back, Deacon Patrick Woodson watched her. His deep, dark eyes held a mixture of profound respect and sheer awe. While others might have shrunk back from exercising such bold discipline, Pat admired a woman who stood tall for righteousness. He knew firsthand the cost of serving God with integrity, and seeing Lashanda handle the sanctuary with such grace and power only deepened the quiet stirrings happening in his own heart.

As Lashanda finally closed the service with the benediction and dismissed the congregation, the heavy spiritual atmosphere shifted into a buzzing hum of awe and reflection. People filtered out into the bright Texas sunlight, whispering about the power of God and the uncompromising integrity of their pastor.

In the back hallway, near the media booth where her son Ryland was packing up camera equipment, and close to where Bryant was coordinating the security detail departure, Lashanda exhaled a long breath, feeling the physical toll of the morning's spiritual battle.

Suddenly, a booming, rambunctious laugh echoed down the corridor.

"Now that," a deep, rich voice called out, "is why God put a general in the pulpit! Good word today, Pastor Session!"
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Chapter 3: Fruits of the Spirit and Quiet
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The Texas heat hung heavy over Crandall on Tuesday morning, but the activity inside the multi-purpose building of The Remnant Holiness Church was nothing short of electric. The annual back-to-school drive preparations were in full swing, turning the fellowship hall into a sea of colorful backpacks, neatly stacked uniforms, and rows of pristine shoeboxes.

Pastor Lashanda Session walked through the aisles, clipboard in hand, inspecting the progress with a critical yet deeply satisfied eye. For Lashanda, ministry was never just about what happened behind the pulpit on Sunday mornings; it was about the tangible, daily impact on the community. Here, in the heart of Kaufman County, nobody was left out.

Her sister Anne walked up beside her, balancing a massive carton of composition notebooks. "We’ve already processed the sizing requests for over six hundred children," Anne reported, wiping a stray bead of sweat from her forehead. "And the footwear shipment arrived early. Every single child is getting those two brand-new pairs of shoes just like you requested—one for daily wear and one for Sunday best."

Lashanda smiled, taking a notebook to check the quality. "Good. We don't give God our leftovers, Anne. If these children are walking into a classroom, they need to walk in with their heads held high, knowing they are valued by their community and deeply loved by their Creator. Keep a running tally on the food pantry inventory, too. With summer winding down, family utility bills go up, and we need to make sure our pantry shelves stay fully stocked for anyone walking through those doors needing a meal."

Across the hall, her oldest son, Bryant, was directing a team of volunteers unloading heavy pallets of canned goods. His steady, no-nonsense demeanor—so much like his mother's—ensured that everything ran like clockwork. Up near the media staging area, her younger son, Ryland, was filming promotional clips for the upcoming youth summer camp, capturing the joyful laughter of volunteers sorting supplies.

Watching her sons work with such dedication brought a profound peace to Lashanda’s spirit. They were her heartbeats, the two young men who had stood by her through the grief of losing her husband a decade ago, and through the grueling, faith-filled early days of planting The Remnant Holiness Church five years prior. Walking the halls of her spacious, four-bedroom home each evening—a house she proudly owned alongside the ten surrounding acres of land—she often thanked God for her family. The property was an oasis, large enough that one day, should God ever send her a helpmate, there was plenty of room to dream about building a family compound for her children and his.

A helpmate.

The thought slipped unbidden into her mind, causing her to pause by a stack of blue backpacks. For ten years, she had guarded her heart, content in her singleness, pouring every ounce of her maternal and pastoral affection into her sons and her 3,500 members. She wasn't looking for a man. She was looking souls, holiness, and the kingdom of God.

Yet, ever since Sunday, a certain loud, rambunctious, deeply faithful deacon kept crashing the gates of her thoughts.

Later that afternoon, after the volunteers had gone and the fellowship hall was quiet, Lashanda retreated to her private office. She sank into her high-backed leather chair, kicked off her sensible heels, and bowed her head in prayer.

"Father," she whispered into the quiet room, her hands folded tightly on her desk. "You know my heart. You know I don't move unless You say move. Search me. If there is any foolishness in my mind—if I am just lonely or reacting to the presence of a man simply because he's attentive—strip it away. Give me wisdom. You are the author and finisher of my faith. If this is of You, make it plain. If it's not, silence the noise."

Unbeknownst to Lashanda, miles away in his own home, Deacon Patrick Woodson was bowed in prayer as well.

At fifty-three, Patrick was a man who knew the value of patience. Losing his wife years ago had left a hollow place in his chest that only God could heal, but over the last year, watching Pastor Lashanda lead her flock with such fierce integrity, unshakeable courage, and breathtaking grace had done something entirely unexpected to his soul. He loved a woman who loved God more than she loved her own comfort. He loved her brown skin, her intelligent eyes behind those stylish frames, her full, beautiful figure, and even the commanding way she carried herself.

Patrick stood up from his bedside, pacing the room in his stocking feet, his tall, stocky frame casting a shadow against the wall. He was bald, dark-skinned, and carried a comfortable stomach that he often joked about, but right now, his heart was beating with the nervous energy of a teenager.

He was a deacon, but God had gifted him with a prophetic teaching voice, and he knew the scripture inside and out. Proverbs eighteen, twenty-three said, Whoso findeth a wife findeth a good thing, and obtaineth favour of the Lord.

Patrick stopped pacing. He clenched his jaw, took a deep breath, and grabbed his phone. He had prayed about it. He had sought God’s face. And he knew that if he didn't take a step of faith, he would spend the rest of his life wondering.

His phone buzzed as he dialed the church office line, his heart hammering against his ribs. It was time to make a move, even if it meant risking a stern pastoral lecture if she turned him down
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