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I did not want to jump off that mountain, but I did.

It is against human nature to run off a 600-foot (183-meter) cliff as fast as you can, but that is exactly what I did.

My instructor shouted, “GO,” and my legs started pushing the glider toward the edge of the mountain as fast as they could travel. The first twenty feet of flight was terrifying as the earth seemed to rise up to smash me, and then, as I was lifted up by the kite, I felt the aluminum bar touch my knees and pushed it slowly forward. The soaring sensation was astonishing. I was in total control flying across a cow pasture, and the experience brought me pure exhilaration. I had practiced for weeks in order to successfully fly the craft. Carefully following the instructions given at the ground school, as well as the yelling flight teacher, I piloted the hang glider to a soft landing. That was the first of many flights.

My instructor told me that he had taught dozens of people at ground school. Many who came to the cliff could never bring themselves to run off the edge of the mountain. They dreamed of flying, they practiced flying, but they could never overcome their fear. They allowed fear to overcome their desire to fly.

That is the way it is with some Christian believers. God may ask us to go on an adventure, but we are too afraid to do it. We attend church, we rehearse our Christian songs at home, we feel the urge to talk about Christ with a friend, or perhaps go help refugees, but we never do any of these things. We allow fear to echo in our ears so loudly that we do not respond to the call of the Lord. We never have the joy of teaching an English class to internationals, singing a solo in church, or seeing our friends experience a relationship with Jesus

Christ. Even though we love our friends, we never tell them about the most important thing in our lives. Fear wins.

When you feel the urge to do something for the Lord, it may be God talking to you. Ask those who have risked a response to the call of God if they have regretted it. Ask them if their lives are better for overcoming fear. They will tell you that they were afraid, but they did what they felt God wanted them to do anyway and they were glad of it.

If you want to experience the joy of hang gliding, then you have to run off the cliff. The desire to fly must be stronger than fear. If you want to experience the power of the Lord in your life, then you must respond to His call. The desire to do God’s will must be stronger than fear.

The Lord put it this way:


“Fear not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of my righteousness.” Isiah 41:10


This book is a series of stories that tell about my greatest fears, how I faced them and, in spite of my trembling heart, how I precariously tried to participate in God’s adventure for my life. It is amazing to me that even through multitudes of mishaps, abject failures, and even moments of depression, godly and successful events took place.

I never felt that I was the impetus for these occurrences. I felt that I was an observer who participated in the many miraculous events that unfolded before my eyes. Many times, I felt like a fool when strange and sometimes scary urgencies compelled me to talk to folks about Christ in unusual places and times. Even though these occasional, peculiar, otherworldly encounters have been unusual, I believe they were treasures from God, and it has been a great ride.
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Before I tell my story, you need to know the world in which I was born and raised. It starts with my dad, Felton H. Griffin, known to his friends as “Griff.” He was a Texas cowboy who always wore western boots and a cowboy hat for every occasion and season. I can’t remember a social gathering at which he wasn’t in those boots, and usually with a bolo tie secured around his neck. So I am certain he was in his regular cowboy gear when he read the article that changed his life forever. At least, that’s how I pictured him when he told me about that day.

Griff was pastor of a church in Karnack, Texas, at the height of World War II, when he read about the small church that was meeting in Anchorage, Alaska. The church had no pastor and they were struggling to stay open. The Japanese had recently invaded Alaska, and the United States military was in full battle mode. The story struck him unexpectedly in a way that he couldn’t get it out of his head. Soon afterward, he sat at a piano in his church auditorium, deep in prayer, when he felt the urge to go to the infant church in Anchorage.

He prayed, “Lord, if you want me to go to Alaska, then please tell me now.”

Without a breeze or any movement in the room, the hymnal on the piano fell to the floor and flopped open to “Wherever He Leads, I’ll Go.”

He sought my mom for counsel. He told her what had happened and said, “Laverne, what do you think I should do?”

She simply said, “You need to go.”

With her blessing, Griff launched into the adventure of his life when he resigned his Texas church and boarded a train to Seattle.

He had no job, no prospects, and the Alaskan church didn’t even know he was on the way.

Griff had no idea how he would get to Alaska after he arrived in Seattle in 1943. He asked around the shipyard and finally found a tramp steamer carrying a military load to Seward that had an extra bunk. Seward was a hubbub of Army activity and it was easy to catch a train to Anchorage. All beds and rooms were rented in the town during the war, so there was no place to stay.

Griff eventually found an old one-car garage on the edge of town with a cement floor, a cot, and a coal-burning stove in it, which became his home. Laverne and his children, Patsy, Jere, and Cecelia, joined him during the winter about six months after Griff arrived in Alaska. The bathroom was next door in the neighbors’ house, and the cold winter wind whistled through the cracks in the planks. There were plenty of jobs, and soon he was working as a painter building American defenses at the new Army base, Fort Richardson.

Anchorage was a rough, nearly lawless city that felt right out of the Wild West—inhabited and regulated by tin-horns (basically the Mafia by today’s standards) who ran local bars, gambling rings, and prostitution operations. Fourth Avenue had only a few family- friendly businesses like the local drugstore and the Army/Navy dry goods store; the rest of the street was inhabited by nefarious establishments. Most men cut from the religious cloth probably would have turned and fled right off the boat, but Griff saw right away a territory rich with folks who needed Jesus Christ. It was indeed a “field, ripe unto harvest.” What better place for a church?

When Griff located the meager church from the article, he found a tiny congregation made up of a few locals and military men, founded by a couple of army chaplains. Griff took that mustard seed and eventually built a church populated by every conceivable profession— staff sergeants, former prostitutes, mayors, families, Japanese, Native Alaskans, African Americans, Chinese, police, and former tin-horns. You name it, they were there. Griff took them all when they decided to follow Jesus Christ. Couples of mixed ethnic groups were common. Indigenous cultural practices that some earlier missionaries of other faiths tried to erase from history were incorporated into church services along with traditional Christian hymns, because Griff understood that Christ wanted to save souls, not assimilate everyone into Western traditions. It was a magical time.

Soon, Griff established himself as the only Baptist preacher in Anchorage—a town that needed a hard-fisted, brassy pastor who wouldn’t be run out of the city. Griff was that man. He got regular calls from bars and brothels inviting him to come and preach the Gospel. Those folks were a large part of the community, and sometimes, after hearing the preacher, the ladies would leave their profession on the spot. Our church took them in without hesitation, to the point that pimps frequently had significant losses in income. Comprehending how tin-horns were using alcohol to manipulate and suppress Alaska Natives, Griff also launched an anti-liquor campaign that helped sober up Anchorage’s population while driving down alcohol sales. The “cowboy preacher” was subsequently hunted and shot at. He faced down threats without reservation and always walked away unscathed.

Griff was brilliant, and he had most of the King James Bible memorized, rarely opening the holy book when he preached. He freely leaped from passage to passage while quoting chapter and verse to the congregation. He spoke in plain language with many vivid illustrations. Men heard about him and came to church to see him in action. They often responded to the “altar call,” and the block church building on Sixth Avenue outgrew its location.

I was born in 1952, and it was great growing up in that world.
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Throughout this book, there will be space at the end of each chapter to respond to a Reflection and add your thoughts in a Journal format.

Reflection:


-  How do you think Griff felt about





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





