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    Prologue


    


    To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God. (Revelation 2:7)


    From the time a doctor holds us upside down, slaps us on the bottom, and we come squalling into this world—cold, hungry, and naked—until we gasp our last breath, we are in the process of overcoming.


    For some, there are physical obstacles to overcome. For others, there are spiritual barriers, and for a few more still, there are the demons within.


    This story features a family—and others in their town—who faced obstacles, things that weighed on their hearts, and thoughts and actions to the point where they could not see beyond them…until they did.


    Jake Edmonds was obsessed with money and physical things that he did not have. He also held a caustic hostility against the man who killed his brother. Helen Dennis let men take advantage of her and abuse her. And she could not function without her alcohol fix. Marty, Maggie, and Jay just wanted love and attention. Perhaps we can learn through their stories how the love of God is able to conquer and bring passions into submission. 
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    Jake Edmonds seemed like a nice enough young man to strangers and casual acquaintances. He appeared polite and pleasant, with an outgoing disposition. However, he showed a very different face to his wife and children.


    Jake had married far too young, at only eighteen years of age. He had a large burden thrust upon him as his seventeen-year-old bride became pregnant in the first month of their marriage. That was June 1957.


    He had rented a small upstairs apartment for them, which was hot in the summer and cold in the winter. But it was all he could afford. Eight years and two children later, they were still in that small four-room apartment.


    Jake pumped gas and changed oil at an independent gas station owned by a friend of his father. He worked at least forty-eight hours a week for a dollar eighty-five an hour. In 1965, that was not a bad wage for such a menial job. By the time everything was taken out of his earnings, he brought home about seventy-five dollars a week.


    Working with the public was interesting if not a little frustrating at times. The snobbish businessmen in their Cadillacs and Lincolns were a demanding lot.


    The high school girls, driving flashy cars their daddies bought for them, flirted with him and tempted him at times. They would ask him to clean their windshield as they spread their legs apart and pulled their skirts much higher on their thighs than necessary.


    Jake‘s wife was a stay-at-home mom. Martha, who everyone called Marty, didn’t dress as well as the elegant country club ladies who came to the station; in fact, at first glance, one might have considered her a little dowdy in appearance. But she was actually quite lovely, and if enhanced by fancy clothes, makeup, and trips to the beauty salon, her beauty might have been more obvious. But this was not her life.


    Sadly, Jake neglected Marty. He never complimented her, nor did he offer to dress her up. She had worn her auburn hair with its natural curl in exactly the same style since high school. Marty’s last dressy outfit was three years old and had been purchased for her by her mother. However, despite Jake’s shortcomings, Marty loved him dearly, and she was a good wife and mother.


    Once in a while, Jake would load Marty and the kids into his rusty old Chevy and take them to the Dog-N-Suds drive-in for a hotdog and root beer. But mainly, Jake was sullen and petulant with his family. The two small children—Maggie, age seven, and Jay, age five—often grated on Jake’s nerves in that tiny apartment. He would sometimes scold them after a long, hard day at the gas station. He didn’t seem to understand they were only contending for his attention, and of course, simply acting their ages.


    Now, Jake loved Marty and the children, but he felt defeated and didn’t know how to show his love to them. He thought that money would solve most of his problems. He often contemplated, If I just had more money, I would show them how much I love them. He failed to understand that Marty and the children just wanted his attention and approval.


    Marty never complained. She accepted her lot in life. Actually, Marty had been raised in a dysfunctional family. She had never known kindness from any man until she met Jake Edmonds.


    Marty’s mother, Helen Dennis, was a heavy smoker and drinker, though fortunately, she was not a malicious drunk. To make up for her lack of attention, she’d actually spoiled Marty as a child by buying her things. However, these days, Marty seldom saw her mother. Jake didn’t forbid Helen from visiting, but it was obvious he was not fond of Helen’s drinking and did not appreciate her visits.


    Marty’s father had left the family when she was eleven years old, and she never saw him again. After that, a steady stream of men came to the house. They often drank and partied all night. Her mother told her they were her uncles. Of course, she knew better. Marty learned to hide from these men and lock herself in her room. They were always trying to touch her or kiss her when her mother was in a stupor.


    When Marty met Jake, he was different. He was soft spoken and handsome, with thick, dark hair and a muscular build. His dark brown eyes were penetrating and seemed to take in every detail around him.


    Jake was also a hard worker. He had gone to work at the gas station even before graduating from high school. He didn’t smoke and only drank a beer occasionally. Marty found that refreshing.


    They first met at a high school sock hop after a basketball game. He was a senior, and she, a junior. Their dates consisted mostly of driving around and hanging out at the local drive-in. Jake didn’t try to touch her like the men who came to her house. He didn’t even kiss her until their second date.


    Four months later, when this handsome young man asked Marty to marry him, she said yes right away. Marty caught Helen on one of her drunken binges and coerced her into signing the necessary “permission to marry” papers. She and Jake were married right after his graduation by a justice of the peace. Marty didn’t go back to school her senior year.


    Now eight years later, Jake and Marty both felt trapped. It seemed every time they tried to get out of that apartment and rent something better, there was an obstacle, with lack of money being the largest. They could never save enough to make the move. Jake doled out money to Marty a little at a time; she was given just enough to cover groceries and nothing extra for personal things. Every day Marty felt more like a housekeeper and nanny, except without compensation. She had no idea how much money Jake had at any one time. They had no savings or checking account. Jake paid the rent and utilities. What he had left over went into his pocket. There was normally only some change left at the end of the month.


    Six days a week, Jake labored at that gas station, pumping gas, checking and changing oil, cleaning windshields, and airing up tires—all for people who looked down their noses at him.


    Marty became more frustrated every day, trapped in an apartment with two small children.


    On Sundays, they would occasionally take a ride in the country, and admire other people’s houses and land. Then they would come back and fall asleep across their bed while listening to the radio, dreaming of a larger, nicer house. They didn’t own a TV. They had an old used one when they first married, but it had stopped working, and Jake said they couldn’t afford another one.


    On very rare occasions, they would take the children to a Disney movie or a Western at the local drive-in. It was fifty cents for adults, and the children got in free.


    Jake’s parents, John and Edna Edmonds, were Christians who had overcome the tragedy of losing a child. Jake’s brother was killed in an auto accident when Jake was just sixteen years old. He was five years older than Jake, who’d always looked to him as some kind of hero. Jake was still fighting with God over this loss.


    John and Edna went to church twice on Sunday and prayer meeting on Wednesday night. Several times, they’d tried to talk to Jake about church, but he pushed them away. Jake was not interested in “their God.”


    A time or two, Marty seemed interested. She occasionally let the Edmonds take the children to Sunday school with them. It gave her some time alone with Jake. But these times alone usually led to a spirited discussion about money or another place to live. These arguments often ended with Marty crying and Jake stomping out.


    One Sunday morning, Marty accepted the invitation to go to Sunday school and church with John and Edna.
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    The County Line Church of Christ was a country church about five miles out of town. The building was ancient. Sunday school classes in the auditorium were divided by curtains, which were pulled to separate two classes. The attendees had to concentrate pretty hard to hear the teacher in that auditorium—it was loud with all the echoes and various conversations going on. This is where the older men and women attended Sunday school.


    The young adults, teens, and small children attended classes in the basement of the church, where they used two garage doors to divide the area into three classrooms. The acoustics were slightly better there, but not much.


    The old church was growing in numbers, as a new young preacher had been hired about six months before. The people were excited about the prospect of new members and an expanded evangelistic program.


    When the worship service started that Sunday, Marty noted they had a piano, an organ, and a choir. The singing was loud and lively; actually, it was very good. Marty heard some songs that sounded familiar to her, but she had to keep her head buried in the hymnal because she didn’t know all the words.


    The preacher appeared to be about thirty years old, dressed in a suit that was a little too small for his muscular build. His wife was a pretty, blond lady with two children about the same age as Marty’s children.


    The preacher’s wife sat right in front, her eyes never leaving her husband the whole time he preached. When they made eye contact, there was a wink or a smile exchanged between them. It made Marty feel really good to see how much love passed between these two people. She only wished she and Jake could have that kind of love.


    Marty did not remember much about the message that morning. But as she sat there, a peace came over her that she had never felt before in her life. When she shook hands with the preacher and his wife at the door, they introduced themselves. He told her if she wanted to talk about anything, she was welcome to call, and he wrote his telephone number on her bulletin. His name was Larry Lawrence, and his wife’s name was Louise. Everyone called her Lou.


    When Marty started to address him as Reverend, Larry held up his hands and stopped her. “No, please just call me Larry or Brother Lawrence.” Both Larry and Lou gave Marty a feeling of comfort. They exuded faith and stability. Whatever they had, she thought, that’s what I want.
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    All that week, Marty could not get the morning service and the Lawrences out of her mind. She could hardly wait to go back. But when she spoke to Jake about the church, he became very quiet at first, and then finally in a loud voice, he told her to “shut the hell up about church!”


    She turned her head away as tears streamed down her face. Jake had never used that kind of language with her before, even in their money discussions. She looked to see if the children had heard, but they were fussing over a toy that each claimed was theirs. Thankfully, they had not heard Jake’s outburst.


    The next Sunday, Marty asked Jake if he would like to go to church. He just looked at her with his penetrating eyes and shook his head. Marty could read him well and didn’t press the matter. However, she and the children went with John and Edna once again to County Line Church.


    Marty’s Sunday school teacher was a middle-aged man by the name of Harold Reagan. He was well versed in the Bible, and it was obvious that he’d spent time studying the lesson. Harold made the people, places, and stories in the Bible come alive. Marty felt like she was actually in the middle of these wonderful Bible adventures.


    That Sunday, the worship services meant more to Marty than the first time she’d come. She was intent on listening. The sermon was entitled “Majoring in Minors.” It was about how society was majoring in unimportant, material, and temporary things, while ignoring the eternal things.


    At one point, Larry paused and asked, “Where will you be one hundred years from now?” Marty was so used to living from payday to payday that she had never thought more than a week ahead. It was a provocative question.


    When the invitation was given, Larry encouraged those who needed prayer, or to make a decision, to come forward. Marty so wanted to go forward for prayer, but she could not let go of the pew in front of her. It was as if her fingers were glued to the back of that pew.


    All that week, she kept thinking about the preacher’s question, “Where will you be one hundred years from now?” It haunted her. She had no idea where she would be five years from now.


    However, that week, Marty began to do something she had not done since the first few months of her marriage. She awoke early and prepared Jake’s lunch box and a nice breakfast. She sat down, drank a cup of coffee with him, and tried to make small talk. The conversation was one sided. He only grunted and had that sullen, gloomy look on his face.


    As Jake started out the door, Marty stood in front of him, reached up, hugged his neck, and planted a kiss on his lips. He looked a little surprised, but he responded by kissing her back.


    She said, “Have a nice day, babe.”


    He just grunted back, “Okay,” and rushed down the stairs.


    Marty did something else too. She went into the bedroom and opened her hope chest, which sat at the foot of the bed. It had been months since she had opened that old cedar chest. Rummaging through it, she found a Gideon Bible that her mother had probably lifted from a motel several years ago and had put in the chest. The book had never been opened that she knew of. It had the sweet scent of cedar on it. Some of the pages were still stuck together. However, she didn’t read from it that morning. She just held it in her hands like one would hold a valuable treasure.


    Then Marty closed her eyes and began to speak to God. She didn’t repeat any prayer she had ever heard . . . because she didn’t know any. But she asked God to bless her and her family. She confessed that she was a sinner. She thanked God for her children and for Jake. Then she said, “God, I am sorry I don’t know how to pray.” That was it . . . that was all she prayed, but it was a start. She was sure God hadn’t heard her, because, in her mind, she didn’t deserve for God to listen to her.


    The week went much better for Marty. The children’s behavior seemed so much improved. She rewarded their good conduct by taking them to the park. The three of them swung on the swings. The children went round and round on the merry-go-round, went up and down on the teeter-totter, and slid down the slides. They laughed as they walked, ran, and skipped back home. Then Marty let them help her make a batch of peanut butter cookies.


    Come Sunday, Marty decided she would use a different tactic with Jake. She simply laid out Jake’s nicer casual slacks, along with a blue shirt and a sports coat that he had not worn in months. She then asked him in a non-threatening way if he would like to go to church with her and the children.


    Jake frowned, then sighed and said, “No, not today. I need to rest.”


    Marty didn’t argue. She had done all she could do. The rest would be up to him.
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