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        This novel is entirely a work of fiction. As a fiction author, I have taken artistic liberty to create plausible experiences for my characters void of confirmed scenarios. Any resemblance to actual innovative developments in any scientific area is purely coincidental. My writing was thorough, and editing accurate; hence active depictions of any kind in this book are attributed to creativity for a great story. It was my pleasure sharing these stories with you! ALL glory to GOD.
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      A CHRISTIAN INSPIRATIONAL SERIES

      He loved her but his past made him feel inadequate for her. She loved him but had a secret that could make their union impossible.

      

      Having worked as a nurses' assistant and provided end-of-life care for many patients, the experience simplified her priorities to two things - to serve God faithfully, and to get married to a godly man and have a happy home. But, a tragic situation interrupted her dream and made her lose something valuable that might make a happy home a mirage.

      Faced with more challenges than she could imagine, she didn't know that her prayers to God would not only be heard, but answered in a spectacular way.

      

      His gaining freedom was the highlight of his new life. But when cops grab him while on a date, things spiral downward. Can they trust God to make him the man she needs, and to give her the grace to trust  him with what she's hiding?
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      Rita Udo, kidnapping survivor and veteran nursing assistant at the Golden Years Assisted Living—a facility for the terminally ill—slid into a pew at the Living Faith Bible Church and felt like her heart would explode.

      A sniffle met her ears. When she turned sideways, a person two seats away sat hunched over, her head bent and face covered beneath a wide-brimmed hat and dark sunglasses. Whispering a word of prayer, Rita gave her the space her hat required, set her Bible on the empty seat between them, and curled her arms together in excitement for the service.

      Despite having entered late, she’d caught the last stanza of the worship song and murmured it as she’d strode in and let the usher guide her to her seat. She thanked God for bringing her safely to church and settled in, expectant for God to meet her here. Thrills of excitement, gratitude, and joy wove through her. She’d finally come to church after being away for nearly a whole month while covering an ill coworker’s shift. Getting the text alert yesterday evening, letting her know she could return to her usual work schedule that allowed her to go to church on Sunday mornings, had been the best gift ever.

      “We welcome you if you are joining us for the first time. This is the Living Faith Bible Church, and we will be receiving a Word from our senior pastor, Pastor Pete Zendel soon,” an associate pastor announced. “Please join me in rising as he takes the podium.”

      Lucy and her family had brought Rita to this church when Lucy’s brother, Tanner, had come to celebrate completing the New Beginnings Program with his friends. The genuine friendliness, the pure worship, and the balanced message offered just what her heart needed. She’d fallen in love with the church and stayed there while her family attended their former church. Now, she readied her mind to receive the Word of God.

      Pastor Pete—recently recovered from burn injuries—took the stage and bowed his head. A smile curved her lips at the way he always prayed quietly or with the entire church before he began preaching. He didn’t seem like much of a talker naturally. But as soon as he started preaching and got into his message, fire lit up his eyes and crackled in his voice. As he prayed, so did Rita. “Father God, please plant Your Word in my heart and let it bear good fruit in Jesus’ name, amen.

      “Thank you, everyone, for joining us for today’s service. I’m sure you must’ve gotten wet on your way in as it’s been raining since yesterday evening. I was going to pray about the rain”—he shrugged—“but I changed my mind when I remembered the days when I was in prison, wishing I could stand outside in the rain.”

      Rita had been so excited she’d barely seen the drizzle as she’d walked out her front door.

      A smile stretched his face. “It feels like a long time ago when I flip the calendar and check the dates in between these experiences. But it takes only a little rain to shrink the stretch of time between those dark times and these days full of light.” His voice shook a little. “I tell you, God has indeed turned my story around.”

      Applause trailed his words and, perhaps, strengthened his voice. “Which brings me to today’s sermon. It’s an interesting one. Seriously, I thought twice about how you all would react to it. Then I thought again, and by the third time, I was sure God wanted me to share what He had given me with you—without fearing you might not get as much from it as I did. So, please open your hearts and let the Word in. Amen?”

      As his steady, piercing gaze perused the church, Rita could see both the man he was now—yielded to God the Holy Spirit and walking in obedience to divine instruction—and some of the rugged guy he must’ve been who was primed and resolved to move forward with a message whether it sounded popular or not, as long as he knew it was from God.

      “Amen,” the church echoed as a baby’s wail rent the air.

      And the sniffling from Rita’s closest neighbor had stopped. Pastor Pete had her attention. Rita smiled inwardly. One win.

      Pastor Pete waited until the mother carried the shrieking baby out of earshot and silence settled again before continuing. “If you would, please open with me your Bibles to Acts chapter 6 verses 8 through 11: ‘And Stephen, full of faith and power, did great wonders and signs among the people. Then there arose some from what is called the Synagogue of the Freedmen (Cyrenians, Alexandrians, and those from Cicilia and Asia), disputing with Stephen. And they were not able to resist the wisdom and the Spirit by which he spoke. Then they secretly induced men to say, “We have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses and God.”’ Father, may You bless Your Word and cause it to work Your grace and power in our lives in Jesus’ most powerful name, amen.”

      “Amen,” the church responded again.

      Pleased to see her neighbors reading from their Bibles and the Scriptures on their devices, Rita opened hers. She was glad they weren’t all reading what was projected on the multimedia screens but were searching out the Scriptures for themselves.

      “My message today, if you are taking notes, is titled: ‘They Lost an Argument.’ I repeat that once more, ‘They Lost an Argument.’ I’ll cut to the chase.” Pastor Pete paced the length of the altar, and the purple curtains cast a royal glow on him. For a man rumored to be a king’s descendant, it suited him well.

      “I know you might’ve heard about the story of the first martyr of the church, Stephen. Many of you might’ve heard that in Bible stories. I did too. And I naturally assumed I knew the story.” He pinned a hand beneath his jaw. “I don’t recall a time I went searching Scripture looking for how a martyr, any martyr, died.”

      Pastor Pete’s son, little Pete Jr., toddled over near the altar and reached toward his father while mumbling baby-speak. On spotting him, Pete stepped down, kissed the boy’s cheek, and slid the pacifier dangling on his neck back in his mouth. Then he led the boy to his wife, who received Pete Jr. with eager hands as Pete returned to preaching. “Stephen’s story wasn’t as interesting as the story of David and Goliath. It wasn’t as awe-inspiring as the story of the plagues in Egypt or the miracle of parting the Red Sea. Nor was it nearly as popular as Daniel in the lions’ den. Nobody wants to hear about somebody dying for their faith. Not even me. So, you can be sure I didn’t lead myself to this path.”

      Zendel reached one end of the altar and leaned against a support pillar, leading Rita to wonder if his injured leg troubled him. But he didn’t seem uncomfortable. He seemed comfortable, just somewhat lost in thought. “You know, I’d asked myself why I went to this Scripture. It must’ve been by accident. But then, we know when God wants to shed His light in our hearts, accidents rarely describe where we end up.”

      His wife, Patricia, their son nestled safely in her arms, smiled, then nodded. She appeared so at peace these days. Rita had watched a video replayed in church when Patricia Zendel had shared a Word the week her husband woke up from his coma. That woman and this woman, looked years apart. At the time, she’d been a woman fighting for her husband’s life—sporting a simple outfit and shoes and wearing worry lines beneath her eyes—not like this classy, rosy-cheeked lady in a black dress with red pumps matching her fiery red hair as she smiled her admiration at her husband from the pews.

      Patricia’s love shone in her eyes with brilliance, trust, and rest. Given her current…situation…would Rita ever experience such marital bliss? She glanced away as tears filmed her own eyes, threatening to blur the joy she’d been ushered into the church with. God, You really do change one’s story, huh? I see You do it for many around me and for Mrs. Zendel. Please change mine by Your Hand because of Your boundless mercy. Here’s the pen. I yield control. Please, God, rewrite it into what You had in mind, please. I want to see Your Hand imprinted on my life in addition to this rich Word I receive here regularly.

      Soon, Pastor Zendel’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “It shocked me when I read this Scripture recently to realize that the events leading to Stephen’s murder started with an argument.” He pinned his gaze to the floor intently, and when he lifted it, a glassiness sheened his eyes.

      “Imagine you went to your job, happy and excited on Monday, and were getting ready to settle into work and someone catches you just before you set your laptop case down. They ask you a question, and you answer with the truth. You still haven’t gotten settled in. They seem flustered and ask you another question, and you reply with the truth. They are right up in your face with the third question, and by now, others are showing up and gathering around you—some curling their arms, others balling their hands into fists and gritting teeth, all appearing threatening—just as that person asks you a fourth inevitable question. You hesitate. Your mind counts the number of people hastily, you eye the lone entrance and exit, and the many human obstructions to that exit, before you realize your only choice—if you were a person of integrity—is to answer that fourth question truthfully and to face the consequences.”

      He scanned the church, silent as a calm sea. “Or to never have answered the first question, if someone clued you in that you were being set up.” He closed his eyes, obviously ruminating on this while allowing them to consider it as well. Then he opened them and gazed out at them. “But it’s too late.”

      A sharp inhale of breath from her neighbor met her ears. Rita didn’t turn.

      “It might’ve come out as a question, but it was a trap. A life and destiny threatening trap.”

      She prayed in her heart that the Word of God was ministering to the lady whose face she hadn’t seen. At this point, she too was focused on the message.

      Pastor Pete leaned up and curled his arms as he strode back to the podium and slid on what must be his reading glasses. “That, my brothers and sisters, was the kind of situation our brother Stephen found himself in. It was too late when things unfolded and escalated. And, by the way, that is a reason why you should always pray before leaving the house. You never know what’s waiting out there.”
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      Ruminating on his words, she realized that she usually prayed…when she remembered to, which was occasionally. So, she made a note to add a reminder to her phone, at least, until praying regularly became a habit.

      A slight pause, while he turned toward the other side, gave his words time to sink into her heart. “Back to Stephen’s story. Stephen wasn’t an ordinary man. He was a treasure to the early church. The Bible said he was powerful in word and deed among the people. Meaning, he knew the Word of God, and walked in the manifestation of God’s power, a rarity. That was not a man you wanted to lose—ever.

      “What had started as an argument with people whose names we don’t know turned into a satanic setup to truncate Stephen’s life on the earth. Friends, what shocked me most is that the only reason Stephen ended up in front of the council—and then the group proceeded to stone him to death—was because some people lost an argument. How ridiculous is that? They lost the argument, called false witnesses, and set him up to be stoned without even a proper trial. They lied against him, just like people lied against our Lord Jesus before He was led away to be crucified. Is anyone seeing the lameness of hell’s repeat strategies?”

      Some murmured while others chuckled.

      “I felt so sad after the end of the story when Stephen had gotten stoned. Just like I’d felt when Jesus gave up the ghost in the previous book of John. But, in Jesus’ case, we know He rose on the third day. Stephen, on the other hand, died and went to Heaven to be with the Lord forever. He left the earth through pain, torture, and an undeserved death. No one should suffer like that. No one.” Pain flitted across his face.

      His fingers curled inward. Then his chest fell. Having physically suffered harm and learned how it felt, he was obviously visualizing Stephen’s unmerited suffering. “I saw the wickedness of the human heart. But I also saw a moment in another place in the same book of Acts, when a crowd was confronted with how they’d supported the death of our Lord Jesus Christ that they repented en masse. Crowds respond differently. But crowds can never eliminate individual responsibility. Ever. God won’t judge us as a crowd but as an individual. Before you align yourself with an ideological, political, spiritual, or other thought, make sure it’s something you can defend before God one-on-one. If it falls short of the glory of God, and of God’s standard laid out in Scripture, it is not worth standing for—no matter who else close to you supports it. Amen?”

      A few nods, vigorous ones, followed. “Amen.”

      “Second thing, Stephen didn’t look to see if anyone in the audience liked what he was saying when he spoke before the council. Whatever words God the Holy Spirit put in his mouth, he spoke. Every word he spoke was true. He spoke them respectfully, calling them ‘fathers and brothers,’ but without fear. We must learn to respect men but not to fear people. Even if your spouse, parent, child, grandchild, or anyone with authority over you or close to you, stands for something which many stand for, but you know it is not in line with the Word of God, He expects you to hold firm on the grounds of righteousness, justice, and fairness—and the undiluted Word of God—instead of giving in.”

      Pastor Pete gripped the podium with a firm hand. “You can never win by lowering your standard. God has never shifted His stand to gain popular opinion, and He never will. You can suffer for standing for the right thing, but when you do, nothing comforts like knowing God is with you. But, again, when you suffer, make sure it’s for the right thing not for some un-Scriptural ideology. Your reward only comes when you stand for God.”

      He straightened and resumed pacing, sliding one hand into his pocket. “You know, when I think about it, Stephen wasn’t the first person hell sidetracked with something unrelated to their calling. John the Baptist was preaching and baptizing freely until he got enmeshed in a domestic dispute about Herod. That led to his beheading. Prophet Elijah defeated the prophets of Baal and called down fire from Heaven on soldiers, but a threat from Jezebel sent him fleeing in fear and subsequently giving the reins to Prophet Elisha. David was reigning in victory on all sides until he took some downtime and saw a naked woman. Scriptures are full of servants of God getting sidetracked with things that shouldn’t take them out. When our Lord Jesus warns us to watch and pray, He means it.”

      Little Pete escaped the confines of his mom’s arms and raced toward his dad. This time, Pete’s smile in his direction showed he saw his son coming. With open arms, he scooped him up. “Looks like I’ll have a deputy while preaching today. I hope you all don’t mind.”

      When the church busily cooed and ah-ed at the boy, signally they didn’t mind, Pastor Pete resumed. “Keep this in mind. Just as Stephen was valuable to the early church, so are you to God. He loves you and He treasures you. Don’t ever forget that. Just like the devil was desperate to take out Stephen and those others through any means necessary, the enemy is desperate to do the same to you. But, the good—no, great—news is that, in all these instances, God still triumphed. He knows where we are weak, and when the enemy cuts in, God breaches our fall so we never hit the ground—no matter how low we fall.”

      Murmurs of agreement moved through the church.

      “If you are aware that your enemy isn’t sleeping, you guard yourself. The Bible says watch and pray.”

      Little Pete’s pacifier dangled from his mouth, and he reached for the mic looped through his dad’s ear. So, Patricia walked up to rescue Pete and take the boy.

      “Meaning, keep your eyes wide open and watch for everything—offenses, sin, temptations, indiscipline, errant thoughts, and so on—which could lure you from God. Friends, holiness is loyalty. If you know what God wants and you give Him that, you are His friend, and God will protect you even if the enemy tricks you into a destructive argument. One important thing to keep in mind: Stephen did not fight his accusers and stoners after he defended his spiritual position. He, instead, fought against the spirit of offense that could keep him from eternity. Watch and pray. Watch. And pray.”

      Little Pete’s cry rent the air, and he kicked as he tried to escape his mom’s hands but couldn’t. Carrying him, Patricia hurried out the side door. Pete paused until calm returned before continuing. “John the Baptist was beheaded, but he fulfilled his ministry of announcing the Messiah. And, when he sent a message to our Lord Jesus, asking if He was the Messiah, the Lord sent back the only thing John had to watch against—offense. It didn’t matter what all God was doing on the earth with Jesus, as long as John finished well—and the spirit of offense was waiting at his beheading—and Jesus’ warning about being offended in him must’ve been what John needed to scale through. Amen?”

      “Amen.” Some nods and smiles met their gaze on the screen.

      Pete cleared this throat and sipped on some water. “Elijah resigned, but he raised a prophet who performed twice the recorded miracles he’d performed. David committed adultery and murder, but when he repented, God gave him an heir in Solomon who built a magnificent temple for God. My friends, if you are saved and have received Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and Savior, no matter what detours the enemy seizes to try to stop you, be rest assured of this: God’s purpose for your life shall be fulfilled! No one—I repeat, no one—has ever truncated God’s plan, and they never will. The enemy can cut short one’s life if they get sidetracked, but he can never cut short God’s purpose. You will not fail in Jesus’ mighty name!”

      “Amen!” Applause burst forth—including from her neighbor.

      Rita finally turned, saw the bruises on her cheek, and heard the clatter of the lady’s sunglasses as they fell beside Rita’s purse on the empty seat. Her smile stayed. This was a small but significant progress. Hidden bruises spoke to one possible explanation among a couple, domestic violence. But…she didn’t know that, or anything about the lady. Rita tapped her pen on her lip. How could she help this person? They didn’t know each other. It would be presumptuous of her to assume or ask anything. She prayed for divine guidance in her heart, then returned her attention to the message while penning a few lessons. Watch and pray. Avoid getting sidetracked. Repent if you sin and forsake. Refuse to be or stay offended. Forgive them while they stone you. She gulped at that last one, praying for such grace if need be.

      When they quieted, Pastor Pete continued. “Here is the crux of this message: Avoid spiritual arguments. Avoid sidetracking. At all costs. Focus on your God-given assignment with unrelenting targeting. Verse 8 of this chapter tells us what Stephen was doing before these things happened. He was working at his divine purpose and powerfully too. Hell could not withstand him in word or deed. So, they set him up by the side.”

      Silence filled the church so well you could hear Pete’s breath magnified by the microphone. “Saints, please, I beg you, avoid debating doctrine. Know the Word of God for yourself and stick with it through thick and thin—even in the face of death—because dying in Christ Jesus in righteousness is actually transitioning from earthly life to eternal life. While, if you compromise to save your life, you have lost everything both here on earth and in eternity.”

      As he shook his head, solemnity enveloped him, and the light’s purple glow bathing him amplified the intensity of his expression. “Compromising God’s holy standard is not worth it.”

      He raised his hand. “Stephen stood. He stood alone. Beware of being lured out of the sheepfold. Nothing but destruction awaits outside the protective embrace of Christ and His body of genuine believers. Despite finding himself alone among enemies and false witnesses, he stood when they dragged him out of the temple. He stood when the first stone hit his body. He stood when the stones pillaged on him, tearing through his flesh. He cried out, but he stood. He never wavered. They might’ve buried his body, but they had absolutely no power over his spirit—the part of him that really mattered. Stephen watched people stone him until their faces must’ve blurred against the blood, his blood, coloring his vision. Will you stand for Christ, even if He doesn’t rescue you out of your present and future earthly troubles? Think about that and choose now what you will act on then—and choose right.”

      Another pause, a vein pulsed in her throat as Rita listened.

      “And, in the final moments of his life, Stephen—refusing for offense to take root inside him—prayed for our Lord Jesus Christ to forgive them.”
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      Rita scribbled more on her note.

      Zendel reached a step and sat down, pinning a hand beneath his jaw. “Now, that tripped me. Maybe because I’ve never been stoned. I’m sure that offers peculiar perspectives. But I don’t think that, if someone were stoning me, I’d be praying forgiveness in that moment. Matter of fact, I’ll be really honest, it would take God’s grace not to cuss them out.”

      Laughter breezed through the church, cutting the earlier silence. Then some whistled. “Preach!”

      He lifted a shoulder. “I’m being serious. I couldn’t understand why Stephen would pray like that”—a smile curved his lips—“unless Jesus prayed it first. He was full of the Word, remember? He trailed our Lord’s footsteps.” Silence settled like a blanket again. “Stephen learned from our Lord Jesus how to deal with traitors. Revenge for us is forgiveness. I’m getting excited.”

      He clapped his hands together, and his smile grew. That fire she knew lit his eyes, and Rita grinned. “This is when it gets interesting. When Stephen forgave those who stoned him and asked the Lord to please not hold it against them, he set them free. But, more, he set one particular person free—someone who would slap the devil’s face for all eternity with his Scriptural accomplishments and birth more Stephens and Pauls through his writings for the rest of history—Saul.”

      His growing smile stretched and widened. “No one in that

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/ahappyhome-2.jpg
JOY
OHAG\X/U






OEBPS/images/image3.jpg
LifeFountainMedia





