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    To my family.
To the small church and its members where I first learned about faith.
And to my wife — the Mamaw of our family.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "There is always still water somewhere. Upstream or downstream or right where you are standing if you know how to look. You just have to stop fighting the current long enough to see it."
— Mamaw

      

    

A NOTE BEFORE YOU BEGIN

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and congregations are products of the author’s imagination. If your church came to mind while reading, the author offers both an apology and a prayer.

And if you happened to recognize yourself or someone you know in these pages — good. It means we nailed it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE[image: ]
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Well, hello there. Pull up a chair and let me introduce myself. My name is Barney and I have been attending Riverside Community Church here in Riverbend just about as long as there has been a Riverside Community Church to attend. My wife too. We know just about where every nail is in this building and every wall that was patched up from Timmy putting little Billy’s head through it. And there was that time Timmy and Billy had a BB gun fight in the parking lot and Timmy shot out Billy’s tooth.

I suppose the worst thing that ever happened to this building was when the Geordan flooded and took out half the church. But looking at that river right now I am pretty sure we have got another flood coming. A different kind.

And before I get too far ahead of myself let me introduce you to a few folks. There is Mamaw — you will know her by the flowers on the communion table and the smell of her cookies on Vacation Bible School mornings. There is Maggy who keeps this place running in ways most people have never thought to notice. There is our Reverend Rocky who built something remarkable here. And there is young Eli who has more ideas than any room has yet been able to hold.

You will meet the others soon enough.

I guess Tim and Bill are old enough to be deacons now.
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CHAPTER ONE — THE ANNOUNCEMENT[image: ]
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There is a thin layer of snow outside this morning. Not enough to matter but enough to notice. And I can already see the small delicate purple flowers breaking through at the base of the fence line the way they do every year about this time. The Geordan is starting to rise. It always does this time of year. Snowmelt from up in the mountains finds its way down and the river that runs alongside Riverbend gets a little fuller, a little faster, a little less predictable than it was the week before.

I have been watching that river my whole life. I know what it looks like when it is about to do something.

Three weeks ago Reverend Rocky called a special board meeting. Said he had something important he wanted to share with us before anything else. Now I have been on this board long enough to know that when a pastor calls a special meeting and uses the word important with that particular tone in his voice, something significant is cooking in the kitchen. I have learned to pay attention to those kinds of invitations.

Truth is I had already been noticing things. Small things mostly. The way Rocky’s eyes moved in conversation. Looking away a little more than usual. A kind of careful distance in his words that had not been there before. And there was that passing comment about the carpet — that it did not much matter about the carpet. Which was an odd thing to say since nobody had brought up the carpet. I filed that away too.

Reverend Rocky was a star. There is no other word for it. He came to Riverside Community Church when we were somewhere between seventy-five and a hundred people — a faithful but modest congregation that had been planted in Riverbend by folks who loved God and knew how to work hard and did not have much else to recommend them. In just over seven years Rocky had grown that congregation to five hundred. It had been nothing short of remarkable.

So I suppose it was inevitable that sooner or later a larger church would come hunting for him.

And that was his announcement.

A church of two thousand in another state had lost their pastor and they needed a replacement. They had found Rocky. And Rocky, after much prayer and counsel, had said yes.

That is how the board found out. Just us. Nobody else knew. The following morning Rocky would sit down with Maggy and the rest of the staff and tell them personally. And then it would fall to the board to figure out how to tell the congregation of Riverside Community Church that the man who had led them for seven years was moving on.

I drove home that night and sat in the kitchen with my wife and drank my Postum and did not say very much. She did not push. She has known me long enough to understand that sometimes the most useful thing a person can do is sit quietly and let the other person think.

The Sunday Rocky Calloway told Riverside Community Church he was leaving started out like every other Sunday.

Maggy had the bulletins ready by eight. Eli had rearranged the youth room chairs into something he called an organic discussion circle, which looked to everyone else like he had knocked them over and not finished picking them up. The coffee in the fellowship hall was strong enough to sand the finish off the communion table, which is exactly how I liked it. I brought my thermos of Postum anyway. Old habits.

Mamaw was in her pew by the third window on the left at eight forty-five. She was always in her pew by eight forty-five. I have a theory she sleeps there but have never been able to prove it.

It was a good morning. A little chilly outside so the warmth of the church felt right when you walked in. Easter Sunday was three weeks away and you could feel it in the air — that particular quality of light and anticipation that comes in the weeks before resurrection. The kind of morning that makes you think everything is exactly as it should be.

Rocky preached from Joshua chapter one. Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid. The Lord your God is with you wherever you go. He preached it the way he preached most things — with authority, with precision, with the quiet confidence of
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