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THINGS YOU OUGHT TO KNOW




I am a storyteller, not a historian. History is about facts; stories are about truth. Its important to know the difference. If I were a historian, every memory in this book would be precisely factual. Since Im a storyteller, I dont have to labor under that burden. Regrettably, we live in an age in which storytellers are suspect. Our search for truth has turned us into Pharisees who strain at gnats and swallow camels. I think truth comes robed in all sorts of garments.

The stories in this book are true, if by true you mean honest to the human condition. If by true you mean cold, hard fact, then this book is not always true. I cant always recall exactly what folks said, though the values they conveyed return to me crystal clear. Ive changed some names, uprooted some folks and replanted them in my hometown, and once or twice made my life seem a little more interesting than it really is. Please forgive me, but thats the kind of thing we storytellers do.

I dedicate this book to Joan, Spencer, and Sam.







    

A YARDSTICK OF THE SOUL




In the summer of my twelfth year, a new family moved into our neighborhood. They were from Chicago, which made them a novelty in my town. Had they been Unitarians, it wouldnt have caused the stir being from Chicago did. To return to school the day after Labor Day and write in your what-I-did-on-my-summer-vacation essay that you had visited Chicago automatically propelled you into the ranks of the worldly. Smoking cigarettes on the playground paled by comparison.

They moved into the old Sweeney housewhich we thought beyond redemptionthereby confirming our suspicions that people from the city, while sophisticated in some ways, were in other ways woefully unenlightened. The Sweeney house, to put it kindly, was the quintessential before picture. Its chief role was to make the rest of us content with our lot, and it served that purpose wonderfully. A man down on his luck could wander by the Sweeney house and come away feeling blessed beyond measure.

The only thing the Sweeney house had going for it was a strong foundation, which is not to be discounted, though in this case it was not enough. After all, what rests on a foundation is every bit as critical as the base itself. What rested on the Sweeney foundation were boards spongy-soft with rot. It was like pulling on five-dollar pants over hundred-dollar shoes.

What the Chicago family had hoped for was mere cosmetic change, a facelift for an old and sagging lady, but it was not to be. Halfway into the summer they realized that surgery of a more invasive nature was needed. I remember that day well. It was the Fourth of July neighborhood cookout. The men collected around the grill, talking home maintenance, while we boys listened from the fringes. The Chicago man said he was going to start over at the foundation. The other men nodded their sympathy, though I sensed in them a smug pleasure that their assessment of the Sweeney home had been confirmed.

Tearing a house down is infinitely sadder than building it. When the house my wife and I lived in during the first years of our marriage was torn down, we stood outside watching. The pain was surprising in its severity. We had hoped someday to drive the children by and point out where Mommy and Daddy had lived years before, where the star from our first Christmas tree had scratched the ceiling, where we had refinished the rocking chair wed used to lull them to sleep. Now there was nothing to show.

The day the Sweeney house came down, we gathered to observe. Even the Sweeneys came by. The demise of this neighborhood eyesore was so pleasant for us that we scarcely noticed the grim set to their faces. Twenty-five years later I remember it and wonder what memories that house held for them. What is junk to one is priceless to another.

Still, even in dying, a hint of promise can be founda sensing that death, in its cold way, is simply a stepping aside so new life might have its turn. In this manner new life came to the Sweeney house as fresh, white lumber rose up from the hundred-year-old foundation. I watched it ascend board by clean board. The man from Chicago would stop every couple of hours to drink a Coke, and we would talk of carpentrymostly about framing a house and how it was imperative that everything be plumb-straight lest wind and time reduce the house to rubble.

I drive by that house today and admire its clean lines. Though it is not an altogether attractive house, it is strong and crisp and thus has my respect. It reminds me that we are not called to be pretty, but to be fruitful and faithful and true. Besides, time has a way of conferring beauty, which is why a simple Shaker meetinghouse still moves us after two hundred years.

As with houses, some lives are more true and commendable than others. We have an odd way of showing this in our cultureshowering athletes with acclaim and fortune while paying social workers a relatively meager subsistence. What is needed is a unit of measure which more accurately reflects ones constitution and contributiona yardstick of the soul, so to speak. In the fruit of the Spirit such a yardstick is found.

On the wall of my workshop, my childrens growth is carefully recorded. Once a year they stand in stocking feet, a line is drawn on the wall marking their height, and the date is recorded. (Whenever I get a job offer, I ask myself if the new job merits leaving that wall behind.) My parents have a similar wall in their home. A look at it indicates that my height leveled out years ago. Now another way to measure my development has taken its placemy growth in love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Galatians 5:2223). Some days I measure up; some days I dont. Still, stretching ourselves against this wall of spiritual fruit and taking our measure is an important exercise and one we ought to continue.

The purpose of such a measuring is not to provoke guilt, but rather to remind us of those treasures which never lose their value.

While you read this book, I ask you to remember that a once-beautiful home was laid waste by neglect and inattention and that a man from Chicago labored to make it useful and true once more. And I ask you to celebrate the Christ who can cause the most barren life to yield sweet fruit. I pray such a life for you.










    
The fruit of the Spirit is love







    

Ray




I met Ray the first year I moved to the city. He worships at a Quaker meeting near his hometown of Dublin except when the roads are icy; then he worships at our meetinghouse. His Quaker meeting doesnt have a pastor. They sit in silence and wait for the Lord to give them a message, as the old Quakers used to do.

Ray is suspicious of pastors and said so within five minutes of meeting me. Most pastors like nothing more than to bully people, he told me. I replied that we pastors take classes in seminary on how to bully people.

Then he told me he didnt believe Jesus is God.

Thats when I made up my mind I wasnt going to spend a lot of time with Ray. The next morning the phone rang, early. It was Ray.

Id like to take you to breakfast, he said. I want to talk with you. Most pastors Ive met dont know their theology. I want to see if youre any different. It wasnt a request; it was an order, a command appearance.


Ray drove by and picked me up. We went to Bob Evans and ordered pancakes. He asked me what I thought of the Trinity. I told him I believed in it. He disagreed. I started to worry. Ray was nearly eighty years old then, but vigorous. If push came to shove, I think he could have taken me. But Ray is a pacifist; he disagreed with me, then paid for my pancakes.

A month later it snowed again. Ray showed up at our meetinghouse. We sang Are You Washed in the Blood? Its a rollicking old revival tune. We sing it whenever our worship needs livening up.

Ray took me to breakfast at Bob Evans the next morning.

I dont like blood songs, he told me. Thats beastly theology.

Now when it snows on Sunday, I make sure we sing Are You Washed in the Blood? Ray sits in the front row and grits his teeth.

Ray doesnt attend our Quaker meeting in the summer because the road to his meetinghouse is wide open. But once a month, generally on Sunday evenings, the phone rings. Itll be Ray.

Lets go for a root beer, hell say. My treat.

I drive by and pick him up. We motor over to Edwards Drive-In where they serve root beer in a frosty mug. We sit in the car, sip root beer, and discuss German theologians of the 1930s. I point out to Ray how all of them believed Jesus is divine. Ray thinks about that for a while, then says, Well, dont forget, those same folks voted for Hitler. Ray has an answer for everything.

Initially, I hadnt intended to befriend Ray. Im just orthodox enough to believe God might zap a man who denies the deity of Jesus as boldly as Ray does. But we have to get our thrills somewhere. Some men have a weakness for fast women. I have a soft spot for eighty-year-old heretics who buy me pancakes and root beer.

Before Ray became a Quaker, he went away to World War II. His pastor saw him off to war by telling him to kill as many soldiers as he could. I think thats when Ray started having trouble with pastors. When he came home, he took up with the Quakers. He met his wife, Marjorie. They had three children. The kids grew up and moved away, and Marjorie was diagnosed with Alzheimers. When Ray had to put her in a nursing home, he sat by her bedside holding her hand long after shed forgotten who he was.

A few days after Marjorie died, Ray came by our house. He sat in the rocking chair holding our baby, Sam. Sam came into this world about the same time Rays wife left it. I think in Rays mind, baby Sam is a replacement. Ray calls him my dear, little Sam. He rocks Sam back and forth, his eyes cloudy with tears. He tells me Im a blessed man. On this we agree.

Ray still doesnt believe Jesus is God. And he still doesnt like blood songs. If orthodoxy were a requirement for friendship with me, Ray and I would be enemies. But it isnt, so Ray and I are friends. Besides, Ive always thought that what is in a mans heart is even more important than what is in his head. I got that idea from the apostle Paul, who once wrote that love is the greatest gift of all.







    

The Clothesline




Several years ago, Dan and Joy, a Mennonite couple, moved into our neighborhood next door to Ray Stewart. Ray is a Quaker, and though he doesnt attend the meeting I pastor, he is quick to inform me of potential converts.

Had some Mennonites move in next door. You ought to go see them before the Disciples preacher gets wind of them, Ray told me.

Later that week when I was out for a walk, I stopped to welcome them to the neighborhood. Theyd moved into the old Crewes home. Joan and I had thought about buying that house ourselves and had gone to look at it when it was up for sale. But when we saw water stains on the parlor ceiling, our enthusiasm for home ownership dimmed.

When I stopped to visit, Dan was in the parlor peering at the ceiling, an anxious look on his face. I was grateful the ceiling was his problem and not mine. We exchanged introductions, and I invited Dan and Joy to our meeting for worship. With that innocent invitation, the course of my life was forever changed.

It began with their brick driveway. When the Crewes built the house back in the 1930s, they didnt put in a driveway. Dan dug down eight inches and put in a brick sidewalk and a place to park their cars. They used the dug-up dirt to make raised flower beds along the edge of their property. My wife, Joan, stopped in for a visit. Joy showed her the new flower beds. This was when Joan started talking about our making raised flower beds. I asked her where we would get the dirt. We can use the dirt youll dig up making our new brick sidewalk, she said.

A few weeks later, Joy and Joan were talking after worship. Joan commented on Joys clothesline. Joy comes from Amish people and hasnt yet made her peace with machines that blow hot, stale air on your clothes. They strung up a clothesline from the edge of their back porch over to their garage. It is the only clothesline in our neighborhood. When Sam, our two-year-old, saw their sheets fluttering in the breeze, he clapped his hands and yelled, Circus, circus!

Joy was telling Joan how nice it is to fall asleep on sun-dried sheets. Joan remembered that smell from her childhood and the next day commented that she would like a clothesline. Plus, think of the money well save on electricity, she told me. It was my day off, so I went to the lumberyard and bought the wood. Then I went to the hardware store to buy the line, eye bolts, and cement to set the posts. It cost seventy dollars in all. Saving money, I was learning, could be quite expensive.

Though Dan and Joy only have a one-wire clothesline, ours has three wires. I take a strange delight in besting a Mennonite. The posts are set twenty-five feet apart. We can hang the entire weeks wash at one time. Sam and Spencer play among the sheets. Next spring, were going to plant morning glories at the base of the poles and train them along the lines. Well lose drying space, but the extra beauty will be worth it. Im hoping itll take Joans mind off the brick sidewalk and raised flower beds.

People from our church come by to visit, and we sit outside underneath the shade trees while our family underwear flaps on the line. My slender sons have tiny Mickey Mouse and Tigger underwear. In comparison, my underwear are large and ratty. They beat the air like flags. My fellow Quakers steal glances at them and shudder. Its hampered my ministry with them. I stand in the pulpit and preach about such lofty, wondrous things as salvation by grace, and they ignore me. Theyve seen my underwear. Now Im just another bozo with holes in his skivvies. Im probably going to have to leave this church and start over somewhere else.


Truthfully, Im thinking our clothesline will be a blessing. People have a tendency to revere their pastor. I dont think thats always good. It obscures our humanity. You need to see our undies flapping on the line to remember that we are human.

Do we love people for who they are? Or do we love them for who we think they ought to be? I sit underneath those shade trees and visit with couples whove been married more years than Ive been alive. Folks who love each other for who they are, not for who they ought to be. A big problem in our world is that we fall in love with images instead of persons. God forbid that our underwear should show, that our masks should slip.

These Mennonites moved into our staid, proper neighborhood and hung out their skivvies for all to see. Thats who we are, they told us. No pretensions. Their arrival was providential, God-directed. We were growing snobby. A friend of mine lives in a subdivision where clotheslines are a violation of covenant rules. They dont want to see your underwear and dont want you to see theirs. Repression and image are the neighborhood bywords. That was where we were headed.

Love, the Bible teaches, does not put on airs. It took a few Mennonites moving into the old Crewes place to remind us of that ancient truth.







    

Stitches in Time




Electricity was discovered by the ancient Greeks, though it didnt find its way to my in-laws farm until the summer of 1948. Thats when the truck from the Orange County Rural Electric Cooperative made its way down Grimes Lake Road, planting poles and stringing wire. My mother-in-law, Ruby, sat on her front porch snapping beans while the linemen set the poles. That night she asked her husband, Howard, what he thought of her getting an electric sewing machine. Her treadle sewing machine was broken, the victim of two high-spirited boys who had pumped the treadle to an early death.

They drove to Bedford the next day to the Singer Sewing Center and bought a brand-new electric Singer with a buttonholer, a cabinet, and a chair. It cost two hundred and forty dollars, money theyd earned from selling a truckload of hogs to the meatpacking plant in New Solsberry.

Ruby set into sewing for her boys. They added three children to their flock. More sewing. After supper, when the table was cleared and dishes washed, Ruby would bend over the machine, churning out clothes for her children and her neighbors. Thousands of dresses and shirts and pants. Clothes for dolls. Clothes for the ministers wife in town. Prom dresses. Wedding dresses. The Singer raised its needle millions of times. Her family would fall asleep under Ruby-made quilts, lulled to sleep by the Singer hum.

The kids grew up and moved away. Grandchildren came, eight in all. The Singer stitched maternity clothes, baby dresses, baptismal gowns, and quilts for the cribs. In 1987, Ruby called us on the phone, discouraged. After thirty-nine years, her Singer was limping. She took it to Mr. Gardner in the next town over. He fixed sewing machines but couldnt revive hers. He sent it away to Chicago. A month later it came back, a paper tag hanging from its cord. Obsolete. Parts not available, the tag read.

I went to a sewing machine store the next day to buy a new one. Her old one was metal. The new machines are plastic and have computers and cost the same as Rubys first car. They give classes on how to use them. In the display window was a 1948 metal Singer blackhead.

Does that one work? I asked the man.

I dont know, he said. Lets plug it in. He plugged it in. It hummed to life.


Its not for sale, he told me. Its a display. There arent a lot of these old Singer blackheads around anymore.

I told him about Rubyhow she lives by herself and sews to keep busy, how she only charges six dollars to make a dress because the people she sews for dont have a lot of money, how a lot of times she doesnt charge a dime, how sewing is her ministry.

He sold the machine to me for twenty-five dollars.

The next weekend we hauled it down to Rubys. She was sitting on the front porch, watching for our car to round
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