Chapter 4

Before getting into her sermon preparation, Anne leaned back in her office chair to think a moment.  Her first month had gone quite well indeed, and she smiled and thanked God audibly.  People did seem very glad to have her there, and she felt comfortably settled.  By now she had managed to visit almost every family, and begun weekly visits at the two local nursing homes.  The youth group had enjoyed hearing about India, the girls enjoyed dressing in her saris, and the boys had laughed themselves silly wrapping the turban on each other.   She noticed that they didn’t even suggest that Pastor Mark or Shank sit still for it.

Though it would have suited Mark’s dignity….

Anne abruptly turned her attention to the text in front of her.  Tom Kelly and Ken Baker had suggested some topics “to get you started” for preaching – nothing earth-shattering, just good Bible exposition – and she had cheerfully picked up the parables of Jesus as a good starting place.  This week, her note said Luke 17… 

“And which of you, having a slave, would say to him when he comes in from the field, ‘Come along now, and sit down to eat.’  Would he not rather say, ‘Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat and drink; after that, you may eat and drink’?  Would he thank the slave when he did what he was told to do?  I think not!  So you, also, when you have done all that is commanded you, shall stand and say, ‘We are unprofitable servants; we have only done our duty.’”

Anne shook her head slightly, leaned back, and thought about it.  She realized she’d never heard anyone preach on this text before.  She gazed out the window idly, wondering what she had to say about it.  

We have only done our duty.  How would someone like Dolly take that?  Well, actually, maybe pretty well… Dolly didn’t think she was doing anything out of the ordinary, visiting people and looking after their needs, going to the hospital with people, visiting state agencies with others… But Dolly wasn’t in her congregation.  Nell was.  What would Nell think?  No, Nell didn’t seem to be someone trying to put herself forward by her good works, either.  And maybe that’s the point… all the good works came from God anyhow…where’s the verse about ‘good works prepared in advance…? Anne turned to her concordance, and grabbed her pen, to note down the references.

About an hour later, she looked up sharply when the back door opened, unlocked from outside.  Anne hadn’t even heard a car.  Her office windows only revealed part of the parking lot, and she saw no vehicles from them.

Two men came in, and Anne felt the usual shiver as she recognized Mark’s gruff voice.  She hadn’t analyzed the shiver yet, but attempted to push it out of her consciousness.

“You’ve been here twice at night, and seen the basement!  Come see the rest.”

“Hey, Darrow, a church is a church.  Except Father Pedro’s, hey?  I go out there once in a while, but I miss him.  Father Stephen’s still there, and he still takes in guys like us.  But Father Pedro – there’s no one like him.”

“Good thing for us there was him.  Oh!  Pastor Anne, can I introduce a friend?”  Mark stopped at the open door.

Anne got up and walked around the desk.  “Sure, come on in.”

Mark’s friend, a short and broad Latino man with very alert eyes and a wide smile, walked into her office, looking around.

“Man!  They let you have this whole thing?  This is wonderful!  I have a closet in the basement, down in LA.  Wow, couch and all!  Okay, Darrow, I’m sold!  Why didn’t you tell me they were looking for a pastor?”

Anne laughed at his teasing tone, though Mark replied rather shortly, “Villa, they wouldn’t want you.  Too street-wise.  This is Rev. Anne Moore.  Pastor, this is Rev. Diego Villa, no relation to Pancho - much.”

Diego stopped admiring the office, came and shook Anne’s hand very warmly, and protested that Mark Darrow shouldn’t talk about his ancestors, they’d been here longer than Mark’s, after all.  

“Longer than all of ours, I’d imagine,” Anne said, smiling.  “Have you lived in LA all your life?”

“No, I’m from New Mexico.  But they need good Spanish-speaking pastors to work with kids in East LA, and I know when God calls me.”

“A good thing to know,” Anne replied in Spanish.  Mark looked at her sharply, and Diego laughed delightedly.

“Oh, almost a good accent for a gringa!  Where are you from?”

“I learned Spanish in Texas.  I worked as a social worker in San Antonio for several years, mostly with Mexican women.  It’s been a while since I’ve used it, though.  I don’t speak Hindi,” she said, smiling at Mark.

“Well, Darrow, I think I’d better relieve you of this prize, then,” Diego said enthusiastically.  “A blonde girl who speaks Espanol so well!  I’d be the envy of the neighborhood!”

Anne laughed.  “Just don’t tell them my age, and you’re fine.  And I’m not blonde.”

“Close enough.  Come on, you’re not as old as Darrow here.  Hey, Darrow, you fifty yet?”

“I’m 42,” Mark replied abruptly.

“I’m close.  I’m 38,” Anne said.  

“Only four years older than me!”

“Hey, Villa, come, let’s leave poor Pastor Moore to her study here, and let me show you the rest of the sanctuary.  Dolly will be waiting dinner for us.  By the way, Pastor, we’re having a baptism Saturday at Kelly’s place.  Around three, and barbecue afterwards.  Do stop by if you can.”

“Thank you!  I will try.”

Diego grinned at her, following Mark out of the office.  Anne shook her head, sat down at her desk, and tried to resurrect her train of thought.

They looked in and said goodbye about fifteen minutes later.  Diego whistled cheerfully as they left, looking around.

“Whew, what a gloomy house,” he said, pointing at the vacant one next to the parsonage.

“Yeah.  One of the old man’s tricks,” Mark said glumly.  “He’s afraid to show his face now, but his follies live on.”

“That poor girl has to live next to that?  C’mon, Mark, you can do better than that!”

“She’s well taken care of,” Mark replied shortly.  “Her congregation loves her.  They fixed up her house with motion lights all around.  She keeps real early hours, so no one’s gonna think she’s a problem.  And Pat Evans sends a car by here twice every night.”

They climbed into Mark’s truck; he started it and headed out of the lot.  Diego chuckled.

“So tell the truth, you take me in to see the church or to see the pastor?  Pretty girl, Mark.  Dating her yet?”

Mark said nothing.  Diego looked at him searchingly, saw how stonily he kept his eyes on the road, and drew his own conclusions.  He let it drift between them a few minutes, eyeing his friend and keeping track of his reactions.

Then he said cheerfully, “Oh, ask her to go for a ride with you on your bike.  She says yes, then you know she’s for you.  Ben like her?”

Why didn’t I think of that?  Mark signaled the turn into Dolly’s driveway, and smiled very slightly.

Anne almost didn’t make it out to Kelly’s for the baptism.  A young couple in her church called her that morning, distraught over their own problems.  Anne went to their house and spent two hours talking and reassuring them, and helping them find ways to talk things over together.  She felt rather drained when she left, and took a back road home to have some time to recuperate.   Bright sun on the green mint fields and gold grass improved her spirits in a few minutes. 

She came out just half a mile from Kelly’s and remembered the baptism while debating which way to turn.  Her car clock told her it was just three, and she made up her mind, turning the opposite direction from her own house.  This should provide spiritual refreshment for her own soul.

Kellys owned a large acreage, most of it under irrigation for growing mint.  A pretty little river on its way to the Snake curved through their property, and they had created a picnic spot on its banks by a placid eddy, building two stone barbecue pits, and collecting a variety of picnic tables.  The church had already begun its summer habit of Sunday afternoon picnics out here, which Anne enjoyed immensely.

Apparently, Mark’s church had as welcome use of it.  As Anne pulled into the small field used for parking, she gawked at the amazing variety of motorcycles parked in it, and the even greater variety of motorcycle decoration exhibited.

She parked at one edge, near a large black bike with an eagle painted on the motor housing.  Near it was a red bike hung with every form of accessory that could be imagined, and one or two beyond imagination.  A purple one further had flames painted on it.  

Even the four pickup trucks showed some artistry and variety; more flames, two bright colors.  A large battered blue van with no decoration at all sat closest to the picnic area, its back open towards the tables, full of coolers.

A short broad blonde woman came to meet Anne as she approached the small crowd of people at tables and on blankets on the grass.

“Pastor Anne!  Glad you could make it!  Jane and Tom had to go up La Grande, to see Jane’s mom, or they’d be here, too!  I’m Dolly Williams, and I’m sorry I haven’t made it over to see you, but there!  You’ve been settling in, and I’ve been running after my girls!”  Dolly took her arm with friendly familiarity.  

“I’ve enjoyed our conversations!   I knew we’d trip over each other sooner or later!  We have to be more deliberate about it.”  

“Oh, Pastor Anne, we’ll see to it.  Come on over and sit down!  Lizzie!  Get the unsweetened iced tea for Pastor Anne, will you?  There, have a seat.  Pastor Mark just took our ten new members down to put on bathing suits.  It’ll be a bit cool with this breeze, but they’re tough boys.”

“Ten?  That’s wonderful!”

“Oh, isn’t it?  And even Ben, too, he’s finally decided to get baptized.  It must be hard to be pastor to your own boy, but Pastor Mark’s very patient with him.  I’m not sure I am!  Ben has a way – well, no, he’s a good boy, but he can tease!  Suzie, too, she made up her mind a couple months ago.”

“Well, quite a day for all of you!”

Lizzie brought her a large glass of iced tea.  Anne thanked her warmly, and chatted a moment.  Dolly bustled over to offer something to a woman sitting on a blanket nearby.  

Anne saw Mark coming down to the river as Lizzie went away, and her attention wouldn’t focus on anything else.  He wore a t-shirt and cut off jeans, and at this distance, Anne could look at him without blushing much.  His ten baptismal candidates followed him, looking both nervous and determined.  He walked right into the river, and made his way up to the eddying pool right in front of the picnic ground.  Lizzie had taken a seat on a big rope dangling from a cottonwood by the river, looking cheerfully comfortable.

Mark grinned at everyone, nodded to Lizzie, warned her not to fall off too soon, and greeted them all.  His deep voice rang across the water, and Anne felt a quiver in her back listening to it.

“Well, folks, we’re here to praise God and to celebrate His work in the lives of these ten people who have given their heart and commitment to Him.  This baptism is a statement by each of them that Jesus is their Lord and Savior, and that they will walk after Him and learn to be like Him.  This baptism doesn’t save them, their faith in God has saved them.  From this point, they are members of the Kingdom of God, the Church of God, and of Grace and Hope at this time in particular.  Let’s pray together.”

Anne felt sure the Spirit of God was hovering over the water during that prayer.  She felt a bit afraid to look up at the end, not sure she could stand the sight if she saw it, much as she might want to see it.  But when she did look, she saw only Mark, standing waist deep, looking at his new members with a smile, holding out a hand, and calling the first one forward.

Anne lost herself in watching.  Back there on the Jordan, it had to be like this.  Simple, direct, between God and each person who came to John Baptizer.  Mark even looked the part, with his unruly hair and beard, his strong arms.

Each moment drew her deeper.  One of the boys, when Mark lifted him from the water, burst out in deep sobs of joy, lifting his hands to heaven, thanking God for saving him and giving him purpose.  Anne cried with him.  The congregation called amens and hallelujahs.  Suzie, grave and determined, almost seemed to shout her determination to follow Christ, she spoke so clearly.  Ben went last, and Anne wondered how Mark stayed so calm as he asked the questions, Do you believe in Christ as your Lord and Savior, Do you promise to follow Him the days of your life?  And heard Ben’s clear and firm answers.  When he lifted Ben up, he took him in his arms, and they embraced a long time; the watchers sat perfectly silent.

Ben stepped apart, looked at his father, and said clearly, “Thank you for being faithful in front of me.”

Anne felt it; Mark’s face flashed.  They walked out of the water hand in hand.

 Anne sat still, feeling tears on her face and not caring.  She lifted her face up to the sky, and felt that God had been more than pleased by all the faith shown today.  

Watching Ben and Mark walk off, she reflected that she didn’t often hear teenagers praise their parents.  Everything I see and hear makes me want to know more about him!  Where did this come from?  I thought I’d be safe from this sort of thing out here!

Mark’s congregation, after recovering from the silence, began to sing.  Lizzie began swinging in time to “Amazing Grace.”  During the second song, a lively “This is the Day,” a couple of the boys who had been baptized jumped into the water to let off energy.  Ben returned to the river and joined them.  Suzie jumped in to swim lazily around in the pool, and after the singing had died down, pulled her sister off the rope swing by one foot.

Dolly came by a few minutes later and cheerfully asked Anne if she preferred chicken or ribs to eat.

“Lots of each!  Shank’s been busy!” she said cheerfully.

“Chicken, please!  Thank you, Dolly!”

“You sit right there, and I’ll bring you some.  Jimmy, you watch those kids in the water!  Don’t let them drown each other, now!”

She returned five minutes later with a piled plate and put it in front of Anne, with napkins and fork as well.  “You have enough tea?  I’ll bring over the bottle.”

Anne hardly had a chance to thank her before she went off to serve someone else.  While she looked after Dolly, someone put a plate down on the table beside her.  She looked around to meet Mark’s blue eyes as he swung his leg over the bench, sitting down beside her.

“Glad you could make it,” he said, smiling at her.  “I see Dolly is taking care of you.”

“Very much.  Mark, there aren’t words – that’s just what a baptism should be.  Just people of faith and God.”

“Sometimes I’m glad I don’t know more theology,” he said, still smiling.  “Though I keep reading.”

“When you really believe in God being bigger than we are, it won’t hurt,” she said.  “The boy who thanked God for purpose in life – what is his purpose?”

“You’ll meet him.  He was very sorry he missed hearing you talk about India.  He wants to be a missionary.  He likes languages, and he has just heard about the translation projects.  He graduated college in December and was quite depressed this past winter, not knowing what exactly to do, because teaching doesn’t appeal to him, and his other leads just withered.  How he bloomed when he heard about Bible translation!”

“Oh, my.  Yes.  And Ben.”

Mark only smiled.  Anne understood, not having any words to say beyond that herself.  They sat silent, eating companionably.

“Your friend still here?” she asked after a while.

“No, had to leave this morning.  Ben took him over to Boise.”

“He’s an old friend of yours, isn’t he?  It showed.”

Mark grinned.  “He’s the kind of friend that you love and that you want to smack in the face, usually in the same moment.  Always has been.  Met him down in New Mexico, when Father Pedro was rehabbing the both of us.”

“Tell me about it,” Anne invited, looking curious.

“Ah, yes, you probably haven’t heard.  The turning point in my life.  I took off from here, bummed around a few years.  Somewhere along the line fathered Ben – his mother died when he was a year old.  But in New Mexico, I was in the only accident I’ve ever had on a bike – and it was some accident.  Truck fell on me when the trailer load shifted and broke a bad hitch.  Crushed a hip – my left one’s artificial now.  I was in the hospital about a month – a week before I even woke up.  Woke up, and this little priest is sitting staring at me. ‘God has a plan for you.  God has not given up on you,’ he says to me, and leaves.  Came back every day and said the same thing until I was alert enough to ask him what the heck he was talking about.”

“Rather obvious, isn’t it?”  Anne asked, smiling.

“Well, now it is!  I’d slammed doors on church, though, back then.  Grew up in First, see.  But there was Father Pedro.  Came and prayed for me every day until I woke up.  Came every day after that and talked to me and prayed for me.  When I was up and in rehab, he told me to come live with him and recover.  No where else to go, so I went.  He collected guys like me, and he rehabbed us in more ways than one!  Taught us to cook for ourselves, do laundry correctly, and put us to work as soon as we were fit.  Me, I wasn’t too fit, so he got me reading.  First the Bible – three times.  Talked with me about everything.  Had me read it to the others while they did things in the house.  He even got me back on a bike again.  I hadn’t thought of it much, but one day, he shows up with Diego, who had a bike, and told me to ride around the yard.”

Anne nodded.  “Good man,” she commented.

“Very.  Helped me get custody of Ben when his mother died. Talked to me for hours about my folks.   Made me call them.  We fought about that for three weeks, but I did it.  I’d called Parsons long before I called them.  And after three years, told me I was ready to go do what God had kept me for, and to go home and find it.”

“Why home?”

“Why not?  I think he was using the model of the prodigal son.  I came back here, but I went to Parsons.  Man, Ma Parsons was so glad to see me!  We sat up till two am talking it all over.  They gave me my job back and a place to stay.  Still there, in fact.”

“And your folks?”

Mark remained silent.  Anne looked at him after a moment.

“Hardest to deal with, aren’t they,” she said softly.

He looked at her and nodded, appreciating her sympathy.  “I did try, but it went no where.  You have to have two to forgive, you know.”

Anne thought to pat his arm, but looked at the muscular one on the table, the faded tattoo emphasizing its solidity, and realized she’s unsettle herself far more than comfort him.

Shank came over with a platter and asked if anyone wanted refills.  Mark took another plateful.  Anne took some more chicken, complimenting him on it.

“Eat more, then,” he said, grinning at her.

Mark grinned after him.

“When I got back here, Shank was just out of the pen.  He’d run into a good preacher man there, and become a believer himself.  When I met up with him, we sat up all night talking about what God had done for us.  Haven’t stopped yet.  Parsons gave him a job, too.  Helped them out a lot – he’d just married Dolly, and they had three of the kids. It was tough.”  He took a bite, looked at Anne, correctly guessed her puzzled look, and grinned.  “Dolly’s been his woman since she was fourteen.”

“Ah,” Anne said, flushing slightly to be found out to be puzzling it.  “They’ve raised nice kids.”

“Quite.”

Ben came up to the table, with a tall man shuffling along behind him, both with overstuffed plates.  

“Hey, Pastor Anne!  Glad you could come!  You okay, Dicky?  There you are.”  He made sure his friend got his plate down safely and sat down before Ben made himself comfortable.  Dolly came up and put cans of soda down
for both of them, and gave Ben a pat on the back before she went off.

“Hey, Dicky, this is Pastor Anne, at Second Baptist.  You should see the nice Mercury she’s got!”

Dicky smiled in her direction, but mumbled something to Ben, who laughed.

“Too electric!  You’re right, Dicky.  It’s power everything.  But you could still make it run better.”

Dicky smiled, but gave his attention to his plate.

Anne looked at Mark, who smiled.  “My star mechanic,” he said.  “Shank’s kid brother.  Give him anything mechanical and he will fix it, tune it, improve it, in his own way.  I tell you, I have a waiting list for my used machines, ‘cause guys know how well he keeps ‘em.  I’ve got five trucks right now that shouldn’t be running, but he has the touch.  We found it out by accident, but what a difference it made for him.  We have a hard time keeping him out of the shop!”

 A couple more of the guys came over to sit next to Ben, and Ben introduced them and got them talking with Anne.

After about half an hour, though, Anne felt she’d better get home while she wasn’t yet tired.  She began to disengage herself from the conversation, and got up.

“Need to get home?”  Mark said.  “Here, I’ll take your plate and fork.”  He got up, too, and they took the plates over to the blue van and put them in an empty cooler.

“Dolly runs them through her dishwasher,” Mark explained.  “Like my head deacon?  I’m very impressed with her, myself.  She thinks of things ages before I do.”

“I think your church is a wonderful example of what God had in mind,” Anne said, looking at the cheerful group.

“I’d like to think that.  Yours isn’t such a bad example, either.  Integrity is a wonderful thing - I think that any time I deal with Tom and Ken.  The rest really do take the cue from them.  It’s a wonderful thing to see people teach and learn by example.”

Anne looked at him in surprise; he had just articulated what she thought since she met her congregation.  

They walked down to Anne’s car in silence.  Anne suddenly felt very aware of walking beside him.  She hoped she didn’t do anything terribly foolish.

Like what?  Throw yourself in his arms and kiss him silly?  She started a bit at the thought.  Yes, exactly like that. Though the person really silly would be me.
Mark gestured at the black motorcycle with the eagle as they passed it.  “That one’s mine,” he said.  “Want to go for a ride sometime?”

She stopped and turned to face him, smiling.  “Yes,” she said.  “Yes, I would!”

He smiled back.  “All right.  Some day I’ll take you for lunch.  Can’t promise exactly when, but we’ll wing it.”

She got out her keys.  He took the door as she opened it, held it for her, and thanked her again for coming.  She answered something appropriate – she hoped – and he closed her door and watched her drive off.

