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A Vision and a Loss

I was born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

I was the fourth child my mother gave birth to, but my birth was unique because I was my father’s firstborn.

I had three older siblings and five younger siblings. We were mostly back-to-back children, with only a few years between us.

My brothers and sister had a different father, but we never recognized that difference growing up. It was not something that was ever made an issue. I did not learn until later in life that we had different fathers.

In Pittsburgh, we were a close family.

I do not remember much about my father, but I do remember him.

This was a time when my mother was not especially involved in church, but I never knew her to live irresponsibly.

We were not a family that had a lot, but I remember us being close all the same.

My mother’s sister stayed close. At one point, she must have been in the same building because I remember sweeping some steps for my aunt for a nickel.

In the 1950s, a nickel went a long way.

I do not remember much conflict between my mother and father, but something must have happened because I clearly remember moving from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

I hated going to school in the snow.

We managed to do okay. It is strange how, when you are young and do not have much, you do not always realize what you are missing.

Some of the most defining moments of my life happened when I was just a boy.

Some remarkable things took place when I was a young boy, and they truly shaped my mind and the way I thought.

At the time, I had no idea they would shape my character, strengthen my faith, and prepare me for a calling that would unfold over the next seven decades.

My mother was making moves to leave my father. I had absolutely no idea what was going on.

All I knew was that things were changing very quickly.

The transition to a new state made life very difficult for a large family with a single mother.

We did a lot of different things to make ends meet.

I remember picking some cotton.

I remember a lady named Miss Cross. She was an elderly woman, and my older siblings and I would help her out.

I don’t know if we actually lived with her, but I do know she helped us.

It was the first time I ever saw a person kill something.

She had chickens.

I watched her grab a chicken, lift it up, and snap its neck.

As the chicken moved around for a little while afterward, I realized it would become our meal.

I had never experienced that before.

We did complete the transition from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to Waco, Texas.

It was pretty tough.

But again, when you don’t really know you’re poor, you don’t really feel it.

We moved around for a little while trying to gain some stability.

By this time, my mother had developed a strong interest in God, and I began to see her life change in that area.

She became so committed that she involved the children in ministry, especially my older brothers.

At some point, I can’t exactly say when, she actually started preaching herself.

Eventually, my mother pastored a small church beneath the apartment where we lived.

There was not a lot of space, but we made it work.

The church was more than a building, it was my playground and a home away from home.

I spent countless hours walking through the sanctuary, standing behind the pulpit, listening to sermons, and watching people seek God.

It wasn’t a big congregation, but we had a few people in attendance.

I was too young for it to matter much or for me to pay close attention.

But this little church building played a very essential role in my life.

I never imagined that one ordinary night would become one of the most unforgettable nights of my childhood.

Many times, the sermons were long and drawn out.

I would find ways to hide.

I was about eight or nine years old when I fell asleep in the back of the church after a service.

When I suddenly woke up, the building was silent.

It was completely dark.

I was already pretty scared because I was alone.

As my eyes adjusted, I looked toward the pulpit and saw something that terrified me.

It was a large, bright light in the shape of a male figure, but not quite the shape of a human being.

Even today, I cannot fully explain what I saw.

I only know it was real to me.

I was terrified.

The image did not go away.

It also did not make any sound.

But just the same, fear instantly gripped my heart.

I ran to the front door and desperately tried to open it, but it was locked.

I pounded on the door, screaming for help.

My voice echoed through the empty church, but no one answered because there was no way anyone would be able to hear me.

This entire time, the light remained.

Then something happened that I have never forgotten.

The light began to dim.

Without anyone touching it, the door slowly opened.

(I know you’re saying I was imagining things.)

But I felt I was too old for my imagination to be that wild.

I was frightened just the same.

I didn’t stop to look back.

I bolted outside, raced up the stairs into our apartment, and burst through the door.

My brothers and sisters were still up.

Strangely, no one had even realized I was missing.

One of the realities of a large family is that you can be missing for a while and no one will notice.

For years, I wondered what I had seen.

As I grew older and my relationship with God deepened, I came to believe that experience was connected to God’s hand upon my life.

I didn’t understand it then, but I believe He was already preparing me for a purpose far greater than I could imagine.

That vision stayed with me.

Later in life, once I was committed to ministry, I went into my closet as a young adult to spend time praying to God.

That same image appeared to me in the closet.

It was much smaller and not as intense, but it reminded me that what I had seen was connected to the hand of God and not merely my imagination.

The strange thing is that I was still very fearful of it.

But it also brought tears.

And I wept for a good long time.

But around that same season of my childhood, another event took place, one that left an even deeper mark on my heart.

Something that I would not be able to live down for many, many years.

My younger brother Steven died in a tragic accident.

The fact is, I was right there.

I wasn’t able to do anything to stop it from happening.

That’s the torment I carried for so long.

The situation was partly children misbehaving and partly children simply having fun.

So I did have conflicted feelings before it happened.

We were playing on the second-floor porch above the church.

It was pretty small.

But the rails were a little wider than they should have been.

Knowing now what I know, especially as a contractor, this was something that was not governed by city code at the time.

Some neighborhood children had been throwing rocks at us, and like many boys would have done, I began throwing rocks back.

This went on for a little while.

My little brother watched me, picked up a rock, and tried to do the same thing I was doing.

In an instant, everything changed.

As he threw the rock, he lost his balance, slipped between the porch rails, and fell.

I didn’t even have time to react to what he was doing.

My entire life, I carried the weight of my little brother falling between those rails.

Always wondering if there was something I could have done.

I should have been watching him better.

I should have been looking out for him.

He was so little.

I was much bigger.

I felt responsible for his fall and death.

That’s a lot of weight to carry when you feel like you were responsible.

I didn’t blame the kids throwing the rocks, even though I was very angry at them and angry at any kids that I felt were doing something wrong.

I always believed that I should have been much more attentive, even at that age, in watching him.

For many years, I cried under the weight of that guilt.

And when my little brother fell, he screamed and hollered and cried.

He was calling my sister’s name.

I still remember that.

Crying and calling my sister’s name.

My sister was there, and she did come.

Shortly after that, my little brother died.

There are moments that divide your life into “before” and “after.”

That was one of them.

Seeing my brother in the casket is a memory I have never been able to escape.

The funeral is something I can’t get away from even to this day.

For years, I carried an overwhelming burden of guilt.

I also wrestled with anger toward the children who had started the rock throwing.

I used the fact that the kids had teased and picked on us to bury my own guilt for not looking out for my brother better.

This is the first time I have shared this story publicly.

As a child, I buried those emotions because I didn’t know how to express them.

I only knew that something inside me had changed forever.

The pain never completely disappeared.

Instead, it became part of me.

Looking back now, I believe much of my determination was forged in that tragedy.

I refused to become a victim.

I refused to let anyone intimidate me.

Whenever someone challenged me, something deep inside immediately rose up and refused to surrender.

At the time, I didn’t understand why.

Now I do.

The grief of losing my brother created a wound that shaped much of my life.

I hated confrontation.

And if I was faced with it, I was never going to give in.

The first signs of that determination appeared at school.

I had become a changed person because of my little brother’s death.

During the final years of segregation, my mother met a white minister who helped our family move into a better neighborhood.

I became one of only six Black students attending that school.

We were treated unfairly.

I was not one to allow anyone to pick on me or anyone around me.

Kids were being kids, and some were quick to pass the blame.

And it was easy to blame the Black kid.

Many times, I was paddled by the principal for things other children had done.

After enduring it long enough, I gathered the other Black students together.

We made a decision that we would no longer accept being bullied.

When we stood together and defended ourselves after school, the abuse stopped.

The school turned out not to be such a bad school.

But tragedy seemed to follow close behind.

One of those six students, a young girl, later drowned while crossing a creek on the way home from school.

The creek had a strange waterhole.

The current would swirl and could pull a person under.

I never knew why no one fixed that.

I almost drowned in that very same creek myself.

As I struggled against the current, my younger brother found a tree branch, stretched it toward me, and pulled me to safety.

God had spared my life.

Years later, my uncle
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