
John 12:43

For they loved the praise of men more than the praise of God.
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GARFIELD CROSS DID not open with a joke, like many pastors do. He hadn’t done it in forty years- and if he had- it had never been intentional. It was 10:47 on that October morning and he took the thousands of people in front of him very seriously. They’d been entrusted to his care and he was well aware of that. 

“Acts 2:38.” He wasted no time. Not that he was a man who was known for short sermons. Nora would remember him often preaching late into the afternoon. He had his Bible open, but he didn’t look at it. It was a fact that half the congregation- or more- wouldn’t have needed to open their Bibles to that passage. He quoted it from memory. “Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized, every one of you in the Name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost.” 

Pastor Cross stepped out from behind the pulpit. “Peter didn’t say the Name is optional. He didn’t say three-in-one like a shampoo bottle.” A few chuckled- it was one of those moments Pastor didn’t mean to be funny. “He didn’t say pick the Name that feels right for you. He said the Name. Jesus. Jesus! I’ve been preaching Jesus for forty years- I have never found a reason to preach another one.” He paced. He slowed. He let the Spirit move. He gripped the pulpit. Age can do that to one. “Repentance. It’s not feeling sorry. That’s easy. I feel sorry everytime I go off the diet my wife had me on.” Another chuckle rippled. Not as loudly. Most in the congregation remembered Laura who had gone on to glory four years prior. That was around the same time that Nora had been selected to fill the gap as pianist. “Repentance is turning around. It’s stopping the direction you are going and going the other way. I thought on my way and turned my feet.” A split second passed as the aged pastor tried to remember which passage bore that. “Psalm 119.” It didn’t take him long. “Repentance. It costs something. It’s supposed to. Don’t think differently.”

A woman in the fourth row said amen and he did not acknowledge it because he was already somewhere else in the thought and the thought would not wait.

He preached for seventy two  minutes. No one ever saw notes. He hardly would have needed them for this particular service. This didn’t particularly need to be prepared. It was truth- the Spirit moved him. He didn’t call people to the altar, they just began to come forward.  By the time he said something along the lines of "the altars are open" there were forty or fifty people moving toward the front, and Nora the worship team came back in to softly lead.  Garfield Cross stepped down from the platform and walked among the people praying in the front, laying his hands and fervently praying. He was never the kind of man who watched from a distance. He besought God- sometimes in tears- and moved on.
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PATRICIA CAME THROUGH the crowd with a bottle of water and a clipboard. Patricia Osei had been Garfield's secretary for twenty-two years. She was fifty-one years old and had worked alongside his wife. Patricia kept his schedule and on Sundays, she kept track of the visitor cards. 

Pastor Cross looked at the number written in her small handwriting. “Praise God.” His voice was much different than the thunderous voice at the pulpit that really didn’t need a microphone. He accepted the bottle of water Patricia offered him and made his way to his office at the end of the corridor. 

On the desk there was his Bible, open to Acts again. On the edge was a photograph of his wife. He’d never moved it. And just beside that was the prescription bottle with the ordinary label. He sat and didn’t look at the bottle.

In just three hours he would be behind the pulpit again. 
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GARFIELD CROSS WAS tired in a way that sleep was incapable of fixing. It wasn’t his first time being tired- forty years of services, funerals, hospital visits, meetings, not to mention caring about such a large scale of people would exhaust anyone. This tiredness was something else. He hadn’t told anyone about it. Instead, he stood at the pulpit. He didn’t move across the platform as quickly. No one seemed to notice. No one except Elder Jim. 

Elder Jim had been in the church for fourteen years. He knew the tiredness from age, from the burden that Pastor Cross bore. This was not that. Jim was a practical man. He looked at situations and assessed them. He didn’t move to conclusions quickly. He observed deeply. He watched Garfield preach and thought about what he was seeing. No scheming. Just noticing. It was an easy Sunday to do this. Pastor preached on the greater depths of mercy in Christ. It didn’t take much out of the congregation, Jim included. It didn’t tear at the heart. It just sat pleasantly for the congregation to thank God for and bask in. 
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THE ALTAR CALL THAT morning was the longest in recent memory.

Patricia counted sixty-three people at the altars before she stopped counting because the number had gotten lost in the crowded altar. She’d been counting for twenty two years and sixty three was the largest number she’d ever written down on an ordinary Sunday in at least three years. It had to have been the sermon. Who wouldn’t come to the altar- or the church- to hear about the love and grace of God? 

Pastor Cross stood behind the altar. This was the first time Nora noticed he didn’t move amongst the people. He had forty years of practice of not letting people see the burden he carried. He wasn’t deceptive- that was never his intention. He just believed that a pastor was the one people came to, and he wasn’t going to reverse it. Even now. He put both his hands on the edges of the pulpit and just stood there. He wasn’t praying. He wasn’t doing anything exactly. He was just standing in the place where he’d stood for so many years- the place he’d given his life to, the place he’d built from a  storefront with just eleven people and borrowed equipment, the place where he’d baptized and buried grandparents and preached the same gospel that never expired nor lost its power. 

He stood there for four minutes and made his way to his office. 
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Tony was twenty six and lived alone in a two bedroom apartment. He never needed the second bedroom and shortly after graduating college it became a workspace. Two monitors, a recording setup, and various other equipment took the place where a guest bed should have been. He was good at his work, and that wasn’t ego, simply accuracy. He excelled at voice modeling and personality architecture. His clients were largely corporations, which was very impressive considering Tony’s age and the recency of his graduation. He had serviced a company that wanted their founder's voice preserved for internal communications after the founder retired. A bank that wanted its customer service interactions to carry a consistent tone. Tony built their requirements and moved on to the next one. There was always a next one.
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HE DID NOT FIND THE work cold. Other people found it cold when he described it. He found it precise, which was different. Precision was not coldness. Precision was respect for the thing you were trying to capture. You could not build a faithful model of a person without paying close attention to that person, and paying close attention to a person was not a cold act.

Tony had two close friends and a brother in Vancouver who only called on birthdays. He kept to himself mostly. He’d grown up in a church. Not Pastor Cross’ church. A small one. Two hundred in the sanctuary at most on a good Sunday. Like Garfield, Tony’s Pastor preached straight without omitting anything from the Bible. Tony had been baptized there when he was sixteen. And then, he’d drifted. 

There was no single moment that caused him to leave the church. Had there been, he might have been able to go back to that moment and consider if what had happened was a significant reason for him to leave the church. But there was no moment. Just life. College was two hours away. His new friends didn’t go to church. Sundays became a day for rest or studying or going out to eat and before he knew it the drift’s gap had widened to something irreversible. He’d never really thought about it. With no pivotal moment, he determined years ago it wasn’t worth examining and had largely kept that decision intact. 

He had decided it was not worth examining.

Until the call came. 

It was a Tuesday morning. Late January. A number whose area code placed it on the opposite end of his city. Most people avoid numbers they don’t recognize, but not Tony. Those numbers usually work. He wasn’t wrong. He hadn’t been wrong yet.

The man introduced himself as Elder Jim from Cornerstone City Church. He said they’d gotten his name and number from a firm they’d worked with before for some audio production. That they had contacted him years ago for some recording sessions, but they hadn’t followed through then. Pastor Cross used
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