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“Then shall the King say to those on his right hand - Come, blessed of my Father; inherit the Kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world:  for I was hungry and you gave me food to eat; I was thirsty and you gave me drink; I was a stranger and you took me in; I was naked and you clothed me; I was sick and you visited me; I was in prison and you came to me.” ... “Verily I say unto you, inasmuch as you have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, you have done it unto me.”

~ Jesus Christ
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As Jackson Carter heaved the final bag of trash into the dumpster, he caught eye of that shiny black convertible in the light of the full moon.  He grinned as the car dashed from the parking lot, quickly accelerating down the boulevard.  It was a beautiful car for sure, a Porsche 911 Carrera with all the fixings, fresh off the lot.  “Mmmm, hmmm,” he uttered shaking his head, “For whoever has, to him will be given.”

He closed the gate to the enclosure and secured the latch before pulling the padlock from his front pocket, his arthritic hands struggling to open it.  Locking up the trash wasn’t something that made much sense to him, but orders were orders.  It wasn’t that people were stealing their trash obviously, although sometimes folks would rummage through it searching for recyclables.  It wasn’t even that people would dump their personal trash into the dumpster, although that too would happen on occasion.  It was mainly due to the increase in the local homeless population which had found its way to the suburbs after being kicked out of the downtown area.

All too frequently the front office staff had been showing up first thing in the morning only to find a few “vagrants” camped out behind the dumpster.  It was decided at the last staff meeting that the padlock was the solution, and so with padlock in hand Jackson sealed off the enclosure from any potential trespassers.

As he slowly shuffled across the parking lot back towards the main entrance, his large frame casting an ominous shadow, Jackson glanced up at the peaceful moon hovering high above him.  It was a harvest moon, one which brought back a flow of memories from his younger days working in the cotton industry.  He hadn’t worked the fields the way his kin had, his grandparents and great grandparents who had picked the cotton by hand.  They had mechanical harvesters for that these days, with spindles that would separate the lint from the seed.  He mainly worked the seed warehouse, driving a forklift, loading the cotton seed bins onto the flatbed trucks.

The harvest moon always brought back good memories of those days, especially the harvest parties that they’d have during the fall months.  As he shuffled along, he could almost smell the tri-tip roast grilling alongside the shrimp and the corn on the cob, and that big simmering kettle of ranch style beans.  “Luna de Cosecha,” he murmured to himself, recalling what his former co-worker Jose had taught him, Spanish for harvest moon.  He smiled thoughtfully.

As he approached the front door to the massive building he pulled the keys from his pocket, fumbling around with them for a spell.  His arthritis had been getting progressively worse over the last few years, and his large black hands were starting to carry that burden more visibly.  His long fingers bowed inward rather noticeably, no longer capable of extending fully outright.  In addition to his knuckles, his knees had started to swell more too, and his feet had taken to burning in the mornings when he first got up.  After he was up and around for a spell the pain and stiffness would subside, thankfully.  It was manageable enough, and he tried not to give it too much thought.  He’d do occasional stretching exercises to keep limber, and would pop an ibuprofen now and then.  For being in his mid-sixties, he figured he was still doing okay.  There were certainly a lot of folks that had it much worse off than he.

Jackson pulled open the massive glass door and walked inside allowing the door to shut slowly behind him.  Although he had been at that job for almost a decade, it was still rather intimidating for him to stand in the grand entranceway all by himself at night, staring up at the enormous crystalline image of the Christ, greeting all who entered.  It wasn’t that he wasn’t a believer, he most certainly was, but he was also a questioner at times.  He didn’t always take things at face value, he wanted to dive a little deeper, and that sometimes made him in turn question his level of faith.  “Double minded” is the term the pastor used, apparently from the Book of James as Jackson recalled.  Jackson figured that if he had been the one blessed with the shiny new convertible, he’d probably have the pastor’s level of faith as well.

He made his way towards his downstairs office.  It was really more of a good-sized closet, filled with miscellaneous cleaning supplies; a large cart, mops, a floor buffer and a few vacuum cleaners.  But it was an office in his mind, a place where he could seek refuge when necessary.

Jackson enjoyed working nights.  He kind of liked being by himself, rather than having to deal with the office politics that would eventually arise in almost any business environment, including a church setting.  He’d check in just as the daytime staff were about to leave and get off soon after everyone returned the next morning.  He’d stick around for the weekly staff meetings, but other than that there wasn’t much overlap in his schedule with theirs.  Occasionally, like on this night, the pastor would work late, but normally he had the gigantic building to himself; this large House of Our Lord that was once a community college gymnasium which seated nearly four thousand people.

Jackson followed the small staircase down to the basement level, ducking to avoid the low-lying water pipes.  He approached his office and opened the door, pulling on the light string to illuminate its contents.  He gazed around nonchalantly, his eyes finally coming to a place of rest upon his one and only wall decoration, a picture of him and his lovely wife Evelyn.

It was taken of them nearly twenty years earlier while they were on vacation in Port Aransas down along the Gulf of Mexico. They were standing on the beach, dressed in shorts and Hawaiian shirts. She had passed away just a few years after that picture was taken, succumbing to pancreatic cancer.  It had stormed into their lives like a whirlwind, taking her with it when it left a relatively short time later.  Not all of her mind you, just the physical part - the part that never lasts.  The rest of her lived on, and Jackson still felt her presence every now and again.

He pulled out his large metallic cleaning cart, his “hot dog stand” as he called it, as it reminded him of the carts the food vendors had used from his days in the agri-business field.  They used to set up shop in a nearby vacant lot and sell their goods to the warehouse staff and other nearby businesses.

Pushing his cart around, he sometimes thought that he’d just as soon be pawning Sonoran hot dogs (wrapped in bacon with Pico de Gallo) to the parishioners on Sundays rather than cleaning up after them, but who was he to complain.  He had it pretty good overall; so many had it much, much worse.

He wheeled his cart to the service elevator and proceeded up a floor to where the staff offices were located.  Once he confirmed that no-one was around, he clicked on his portable radio.  Usually, he’d listen to a local FM station that played a fair amount of Motown, as well as some other hits from the sixties and seventies.  He didn’t care much for the newer music, but give him some Marvin Gaye, a little of The Supremes, and a touch of The Temptations and he was good to go.

He approached the kitchen counter in the staff lounge and poured the remainder of the day’s coffee into a large Styrofoam cup, which he duly placed into the microwave.  He waited patiently for the coffee to heat up, listening contently to The Temptations singing about “My Girl.”  That song always reminded him of Evelyn; of the times they’d spend out dancing with friends at the roadside tavern on the edge of town.  Man, those were good memories, he’d think to himself, damn those were good times.  The microwave finally clicked off.  Jackson pulled the coffee out, taking a cautious sip.

He touched up the outlying offices first, dusting off the desks, wiping down the counters, cleaning the windows, removing any spots from the carpeting or furniture, before vacuuming thoroughly.

Then he made his way to the pastor’s office.  It was the large corner office which had its own key.  He never wheeled his hot dog stand into the pastor’s office for fear of accidentally knocking something over, like the small statue of the Virgin Mother, or one of the wall hangings depicting the Last Supper or some other such holy historical event. He’d carefully navigate around the office, ever so delicately touching up the desk and book cases and file cabinets, making sure all was in order for the following day’s activities.

The object that always caught his attention the most it seemed was the plaque on the wall entitled Matthew 13:12, which was written on scroll parchment in golden ink and read as follows: “For whoever has, to him will be given, and he will have abundance, but whoever does not have, from him will be taken away even that which he has.”

It was a quote that both fascinated and frightened Jackson, one which he could see being actualized in the world around him, as those “with” always seemed to end up with more, while those “without” always seemed to have less and less to get by on.  He could even see how it applied to his own life, losing his only child in a traffic accident, losing his wife to cancer, losing his former good paying career to a corporate buyout, and then slowly losing his health and potentially his ability to earn a living.  He couldn’t argue with the truth of the statement, but he could certainly argue with its fairness.  Could that really be the world that God had envisioned, one where so few had so much, and so many had so little?  Could that really be a world that Jesus would advocate for?

Jackson wiped down the windows, dusted off the desk, vacuumed the carpet, clicked off the lights and closed the door gently behind him.
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“Morn’n Big Easy!”

Jackson groggily gazed up from the couch in the staff lounge, an open newspaper in his hands.  “Morn’n Reverend,” he replied in his deep gravelly voice.  He re-folded the paper and set it on the coffee table.

The pastor promptly scooped it up and proceeded towards his office, “Anything of interest?”

Jackson grinned, “The Rangers won again.”

“Yeah, I watched the game with my boys. Eleven innings.  Great game!”  The pastor entered his office and set the paper on his desk.  “Staff meeting in fifteen,” he shouted.

Jackson nodded, “Yes, sir.”  He got up and retreated to the restroom next to his own office downstairs to tidy up a bit.

Most of the time the staff meetings were held in the conference room just off the main entrance and this morning was no exception.  Jackson arrived just in time to grab a donut and a cup of coffee before taking his usual seat around the large circular table.

He always sat next to Sally Jean from accounting.  She was a mother of two twin seven-year-old girls in her late-thirties who had taken a liking to Jackson, kind of in a fatherly sense, or maybe more as an uncle.  They had become good friends over the years.  She and her husband would have Jackson over for Thanksgiving each year.  She was of Irish ancestry, tall, strong and attractive, with pale skin and flaming red hair, and a fiery personality to match.

Sitting on the other side of Sally Jean was Joe, the manager of operations and Jackson’s official boss.  Joe was middle-aged, short, bald, and had a bit of a gut.  He was a fair man and treated Jackson with respect.  Next to Joe was the ever so attractive Camille.  She was the pastor’s secretary.  She was in her mid-twenties and always dressed a bit provocatively, especially for a church setting, at least in Jackson’s mind.  He tried to avoid her as much as possible, and was very conscious of not glancing down at her long, tan and shapely legs which always seemed to be on display, even in the dead of winter.

Next to Camille was Pastor Mike.  He had inherited the throne so to speak after the founder of the church had passed away five years earlier.  Mike was from New Orleans (pronounced N’orlins according to the pastor), no doubt from where he came up with Jackson’s nickname, one which Jackson tolerated at best.  Jackson tried not to be too judgmental of Pastor Mike, but it was hard for him at times.  He was the antithesis to the churches founder, Reverend Charles, who had hired Jackson.

Charles was a larger sized man much like Jackson, one who had a large sized heart to match.  He really cared for people, and not just those involved in his ministry.  He spearheaded many efforts in the community to serve the less fortunate, including a Saturday afternoon meal for the homeless in a nearby park.  Jackson enjoyed that service immensely and became quite involved in helping the reverend to facilitate the event.  Even after the church had dropped its official sponsorship of the meal a few years back, Jackson continued to facilitate the event on his own in Charles’ honor, much to Pastor Mike’s displeasure.

Mike was in his mid-forties, about 5’10”, 170 pounds or so.  He was handsome and clean-shaven with black hair which he combed back.  He was in great physical condition, spending several hours a day in the gymnasium, doing cardio or lifting weights.  He was married to a gorgeous blonde named Julie, who was about five years his junior.  She was from Southern California, the Newport Beach area.  They had met at a Christian College just outside of Phoenix.  They had two boys, ages ten and twelve, and lived in a very large house in a gated community in the foothills.  All in all, they pretty much had the perfect life.  Jackson frequently wondered if his issues with Pastor Mike didn’t actually just stem from jealousy.

Sitting next to the pastor was the marketing and development department, the largest of the church’s departments by far.  They were in charge of fundraising and membership recruitment and included Dan, the pastor’s right-hand man, Chelsea, the queen of fund raising, and Alejandro, the only other person of color on staff who managed the membership and fundraising data bases.  The pastor had recruited all three of them from his prior gig as an associate pastor in the Houston area.  They were definitely all cut from the same cloth.  In fact, Dan and Mike were not only workout buddies but also fellow gun enthusiasts who enjoyed shooting off rounds with their Glocks together at the local firing range.

There were a handful of other contract employees who helped with building maintenance on Sundays for the main service or during other special events, but they generally didn’t attend the staff meetings.  There were also several young ladies from a local college that served as interns, mainly assisting the membership recruitment and accounting functions.  They were exempt from the meetings as well.

Pastor Mike opened the meeting with a brief prayer, and then Sally Jean gave her updates on the church finances, which as always were solid in the black.  Joe talked about some upcoming landscaping projects which would require some additional hired labor, and then Dan went over the current membership numbers which remained steady, after falling off for a few years upon the death of Reverend Charles.  Finally, Chelsea discussed an upcoming community fund raising event which would be held on site.  It was a Christian rock music concert that would be occurring during the afternoon on the first Saturday of November.  Joe agreed to round up additional help to assure that everything was in order for that following Sunday’s services.  Jackson volunteered to switch nights that week so he could cover that Saturday as well.

All in all, it
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