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Thank you so much.  It’s an honor for me to be with you this morning.  As you know, I’m not a member of a Cumberland Presbyterian church.  I’m a member of First Baptist Church in Montgomery.  


For some people, I think religious affiliations are as much situational or circumstantial as they are an overriding preference for one denomination over another.  And I would say that is how it has been for me.  


A series of circumstances prodded me into membership of a particular church.  I was joining a group of people.  Otherwise, I might have ended up a Methodist, an Episcopalian – sometimes I have even wondered if I were actually a Presbyterian who was predestined to be a Baptist.  I have suspected that at times.  

Keep Door Closed 

Regardless of where I ended up, I have noticed that when you do visit in different churches, you see different sorts of things–whether it’s the same denomination or not, things particular to that particular church, sometimes different traditions.  In any event, you see different sorts of things.  


I saw that this was true in an unusual way when I was in another church from another denomination some time ago, and I saw something different.  I stopped in the Ladies Room before the service began, and as I was at the sink, I noticed a sign which said, “Please Close Window Before Leaving.”  


I thought, “Now THAT’s different.”  And I wondered just how many people leave by the window.  It must be a tradition peculiar to ground-level congregations.  


In a similar vein, there was another interesting sign in another ladies room one time – in an office building where I worked, there was a sign on the door leading to the hallway which said, “Keep door closed.”  I know that this was supposed to be a helpful reminder, because the door didn’t have a catch, and it often floated open.  The idea was not to actually keep people from opening the door, but to serve as a reminder to them to close the door once it has been opened, and once whoever had entered or exited.  But you couldn’t really put all of that on a sign, so the sign simply said, “Keep door closed.”  


Originally, one of these signs was also on the hallway side, but that meant that people might walk up to the door, see a sign which said, “Keep door closed,” and they might just walk away without opening it because the sign clearly said “Keep door closed,” and if they were opening it, they weren’t keeping it closed.   So the sign was put on the inside because surely people standing inside the room would not think they actually had to stay in there because the sign said “Keep door closed.”  Unless (and this could possibly be an explanation), unless this was one of those ground-level traditions where you were supposed to close the window before leaving.  


In any event, “Keep Door Closed” was a powerful message.  I know this is true because one day I was in that ladies room and I saw a woman trying to hold the door tightly closed; it wouldn’t stay shut because it didn’t have a catch, you see.  So she said to me, “I don’t know how they expect us to keep this door closed.”  


So, the point is, even a message as clear and as unequivocal as Keep Door Closed can still result in multiple interpretations.  


And I think people of faith can be very surprised when you take a book like the Bible – which contains all of the answers to all of life, and even if you’re reading from the same translation, you’ll get various interpretations on how that answer should be applied.  
Church Attendance

As I mentioned, my denominational affiliation is circumstantial.  I grew up attending a Baptist church, and once in my adult years I had been thinking that I might like a change of pace from what I had been when I was growing up.  And so I was very surprised when it didn’t work out that way.  


This was in my late 20s, when I joined this particular church.  Sometime after that, while going through old papers, I uncovered a journal entry I had written 10 years earlier when I was still in high school in my hometown of Alexander City, which is a small town not far from here.  The entry went like this:    


“I dreamed I was in a big church in Montgomery.  No matter how hard I tried, I could not escape.  I don’t remember any people or I didn’t recognize them.  There were people in the lobby getting Cokes.  I think I got my purse with the pretense of getting a Coke, but I escaped.”


That was the total of my journal entry.  I liked it.  The old “just getting a Coke” pretense.  That sounds like something I would do, even today.


In any case, it was as if God had decided more than 10 years before I joined a church which one it would be.  This was the environment in which He had designed that my salvation would be worked out.  He even knew that I might resist; but once there, I would be unable to leave.  


The thing I would say about my church experience during that time is that, ultimately, is it was a period of reassessment.  One of the first things I found out was that, in my earlier experiences, I had heard some things wrong.  I had developed some inaccurate perceptions of Jesus and of Bible stories.  


I guess I was thinking that Jesus and His followers were judgmental and, basically, no fun at all.  But when I read Matthew for the first time as an adult, I remember thinking, “Well, that’s not so bad.  That’s actually a very good story.”  And that was the start of seeing things in a new way.
Seeing Things in a New Way

I would say that the teachings of Jesus are all about seeing things in a new way.  That certainly comes through in the Beatitudes, which I know have been studied during your time together.  


The Beatitudes have always been a hopeful thing to me because, for some of those, I felt I was on the first side of the equation – the poor in spirit, the one who mourns, the meek. 


Not all of them.  I’m not sure I hungered and thirsted after righteousness, or was pure in heart.  I’m sure I hunger and thirst after righteousness as it applies to other people, you know.  Or maybe in my own mind, I’m pure in heart.  


So I can’t say the Beatitudes speaks to my strengths, but in the area of my shortcomings, there was the promise of making things right; that there is another system of justice, another set of laws, a new way of seeing things.  

Oral Tradition

As I understand it, Bible teaching was originally an oral tradition, because the ability to read wasn’t as common as it is today.  One of the premises behind missionary efforts to teach people to read was so that those who were illiterate could begin to read the Bible for themselves. 


Even so, I’m not sure how far we’ve gotten away from that oral tradition.  I’m not sure how much has changed in the years since reading became a school subject.  Because people still do sit in churches the world over and have Bible stories told to them.  


I had done that myself, and I had absorbed a lot of perceptions.  Maybe they were right; maybe they weren’t.  But they were things I had been told, rather than seeing for myself. 


For instance, I remember for most of my life having a general awareness that it was wrong for Sarah to laugh, when at an advanced age, she was told she would bear a son.  This was Sarah, the wife of Abraham, well advanced in years at the point she hears the Lord say she will have a son, and she laughed.  She shouldn’t have laughed; that’s the part I remember.  


But I later read that section for myself and saw that Abraham had laughed too.  I think of this now as factual, not so much consequential.  God didn’t tell her it was wrong to laugh.  He simply said, You laughed, she denied it, and he said yes you did.  But I had carried a negative impression of Sarah because I thought it was wrong for her to laugh.  


So I suppose the message I was taking away from that is that if I were very advanced in years and told I would bear a son, I would be so strong of faith I wouldn’t laugh.  


I also remember the fearful story of Lot’s wife, who looked back and turned into a pillar of salt.  Obviously, if she hadn’t looked back like she was told not to, this wouldn’t have happened to her.  


What does this mean?  Does it mean we should never look back?  Again, it was consequential that she looked back, but the Bible doesn’t explain the reasons she looked back.  Maybe she was overcome by fear.  Maybe she dropped something.  She may have been exhausted.  


But it’s hard to imagine that in the middle of her fearful flight that her desire was to be disobedient to the admonition, which is the perception I had formed in my mind.  I was thinking that even though she had been warned, she deliberately chose to be disobedient.  I guess the message I take away from that is that, if I were fleeing a rain of sulfur, I would be so strong of faith I wouldn’t look back – unlike Lot’s wife who didn’t do the right thing.  


Or maybe when people are running from a rain of sulfur, I could be a little more merciful in how I view their actions – seeing as how I’m sure I would have ended up as a pillar of salt too.  


Then there’s the story of the widow’s mite – in Luke.  A poor widow put in two coins, and I had always understood that, because she put in everything she had to live on, this was the finest example of generosity ever.  But Jesus didn’t actually say that; He said she gave more than the others.  He had seen the rich put in their gifts, which may have been substantial in size, but which didn’t affect their ability to feed and clothe themselves.  And then He saw the widow put in her two coins, which was everything she had to live on, and He simply made the observation that she gave more.  


But he didn’t say “Go and do likewise.”  He didn’t say, as He did with Mary when she anointed his body with expensive perfume, that she had done a beautiful thing.  He said this poor widow gave more.  


So what does this mean?  In the verse before that section, Jesus had cautioned his disciples to beware teachers of the law – because one thing they do is devour widows’ houses.  So, you could ask, is the tale about the widow’s mite a caution against devouring widows’ houses, or is it an act of generosity to be emulated?  


I couldn’t say, but I do know that reading the Bible for yourself gives you a chance to ask and answer those kinds of questions.  It allows you to sort through teachings and lessons you’ve heard and read and apply them in your own life.  Because one of the most amazing things about the Bible is that it takes the universal, the truth for all of time, and makes it personal.    

Hannah
In the whole Bible, one of the most personal stories for me is the story of Hannah.  The 1st chapter of 1st Samuel tells of her longing to have a child.  


Now, to preface.  I have no children, per se.  I have lots of nieces, and they are the great joy of my life, but I am not a mother, per se.  Although that has not been an overriding concern in my life, I like to think that, had I had children, I would have taken care of them.  I wouldn’t have said, “Go fix your own supper. I’m just not that maternal.”  I would have fixed supper.  


So, in that way, the story of my longing is different from Hannah’s, but I relate to her all the same.  


Hannah is introduced as a woman without child who was overcome by her desire to fill that void.  Taking her plea to the temple, she stood and prayed out of the bitterness of her soul.  A man named Eli observed Hannah’s prayer and accused her of being drunk. 


“‘Not so, my lord,’ Hannah replied, ‘I am a woman who is deeply troubled.  I have not been drinking wine or beer; I was pouring out my soul to the Lord. Do not take your servant for a wicked woman; I have been praying here out of my great anguish and grief.’


“Eli answered, ‘Go in peace, and may the God of Israel grant you what you have asked of him.’” (1 Samuel 1:15-17 NIV)


Hannah had one particular need.  It was as if she were saying, “While I am on this earth, there is one thing I can do.  There is one way I can make a contribution.  There is one way I can bring value.”  


The trouble is, that one thing was not opening up to her.  Time and again, her desire was denied.  She may have wished that she could say, “Oh, it does not matter anymore.  I’ll make do without.”  But the desire would not relent.    


What would it mean to see so clearly what you are meant to do and to have it denied at every turn?  In Hannah’s case, she was in anguish.  But she did not languish; she took responsibility, turning to the Source of the need.  For why would she feel such a strong desire to create life had the God of Israel not created her in that way?  She poured out her soul to the Lord.  She asked His help – audaciously, to be sure, but also humbly and reverently.  And when her call was answered, she did the most audacious thing of all.  She returned the gift to the Giver.  

This is a long time before Jesus said, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.  For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened.”  

Hannah hadn’t memorized this verse, but she demonstrated the power of asking, seeking and knocking.  She demonstrated the practicality of taking our requests to the ultimate authority.  She took responsibility and, accordingly, she accepted consequences.  She gave birth to Samuel and returned him to the house of the Lord and for the whole of his life gave him over to the Lord.  

In the second chapter of 1st Samuel, Hannah says another prayer, beginning with “My heart rejoices in the Lord; in the Lord my horn is lifted high.”  In verses four through nine, she begins a litany of contradictions:  


“The bows of the warriors are broken, but those who stumbled are armed with strength.  Those who were full hire themselves out for food, but those who were hungry hunger no more.  She who was barren has borne seven children, but she who has had many sons pines away.  The Lord brings death and makes alive; he brings down to the grave and raises up.  The Lord sends poverty and wealth; he humbles and he exalts.  He raises the poor from the dust and lifts the needy from the ash heap; he seats them with princes and has them inherit a throne of honor.  For the foundations of the earth are the Lord’s; upon them he has set the world.  He will guard the feet of his saints, but the wicked will be silenced in darkness.  It is not by strength that one prevails.”  


It is not by strength that one prevails is actually my favorite verse in these two chapters.  This whole section seems to be saying, “You think one thing. The Lord does another.”  It is similar in tone to the language of opposites that Jesus used–the first shall be last and the last shall be first.  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness for they will be filled....” Or if I added my own opposite, “and the unwritten shall be written.”  


Hannah matters to me is because, I guess you could say, I was a writer with manuscript infertility.  I knew the anguish of longing for publication – not because I had a profound message to share, but because I felt it was one way I could make a contribution, one way I could bring value.

Manuscripts
I had been looking for the right thing to write for a long time.  


Years ago, I began to write reflections of life and faith that I would occasionally share with audiences at my church.  After my readings, people would often say, “You should write a book.”  That sounded fine to me, but I thought “book” meant “novel.”  My first attempt was a dreadful experience.  I didn’t like making up characters and putting them in difficult situations.


As I was trying to tell a friend about this struggle, I explained to her that I had begun writing a fictional story, that the plot depended on the death of a certain character and that I had written of that man’s death.  My friend was aghast at the news.  “Well, how old was he?” she asked.  “Did he have kids?”  


I felt so badly about the whole thing that in my next attempt, I revived him, and I wrote it so that he didn’t actually die but only “disappeared.”  I don’t know why I thought that would be easier on the family.  It certainly didn’t help the manuscript.


Thus, I abandoned fiction for good, and I began to organize the religious and inspirational stories into a series of unpublished manuscripts.  It seemed like the right thing to do, except that a creative door opened I had not expected.  One morning I wrote a single sentence, obviously fiction, which went like this:  “Nothing in the world was ever as quiet as it was in my mind the day I first heard about God.”  


I did not know what the sentence meant, but I followed it for several thousand words.  It eventually became an unpublished novella manuscript, which eventually became a published short story, which eventually served as an inspiration for a published novel.  So there you have it.  That’s what happened when I gave up fiction for good.  Unfortunately, I did not actually get to keep the sentence that began the journey; I edited it out.  But it the meantime it had served as an arrow, pointing the direction.  

Life with Strings Attached

Life with Strings Attached, my novel, is a book told in first-person, and my first thoughts of it was that it is a fictional memoir.  It’s not true.  The story is not true.   But as I was writing I poured into it things that I heard, overheard, experienced, read, read about and remembered.  And the name I could not help but choose was Hannah.  


Hannah is a seven-year-old growing up in a small town in Alabama, during the spring and summer of 1972.  There are two themes – one, a girl and her dog – because she’s very concerned about her dog Pumpkin and keeping a watchful eye.  The other is a girl and her God because at the same time she’s sensing a very early call to God’s service, and she’s wondering how to express that.  


So let me introduce my narrator Hannah the way she introduces herself:  

PAGES 1-3

From there Hannah goes back to her seventh year, to the day she stepped forward to become a Christian and a member of her church.  There are a couple of reasons that she’s seven.  


One, I wanted to capture her at a time when everything was still possible, before she was aware of any limits, when she can still do anything.    


And this was just a structural issue, but once I figured out the time period and knew that the story would follow the spring and summer of 1972 and that she would be ending first grade and heading into the second grade, I knew that at some point she would have to turn seven.  Based on my knowledge of little girls about to turn seven, I knew she’d have wanted a birthday party, but I didn’t feel like planning one, fictionally speaking.  So I just got that out of the way having had her turn seven just before the story began.  

Publication

I am glad now to have this story in print, but I can assure you publication came by a long slow process.  After I spent about three years writing the manuscript, I was ready to seek publication at the same time the anthrax attacks made everyone afraid to open the mail.  And so I was sending out envelopes into the great unknown, wondering if anyone would ever see it, open it, read it – I had no idea.   


I kept a list going of things to try – agents, regional publisher, more agents, local publisher.  And after two years, the last thing I had on my list, the very last thing, was a note about a contest seeking a literary novel with Christian themes, which sounded like my work.  I submitted my manuscript to the Paraclete Fiction Award contest, and I won and that meant, finally, my novel would be published.  I was presented the award at a conference in Grand Rapids in 2004.  


When I came home, I had a dream that seemed to put the whole struggle into perspective.  

Letting Go

There’s a puppy in the story that I had based in part on a sweet, sweet Yorkshire terrier named Cosmo who belongs to my niece Julie.  I had not cared for dogs since I’d become an adult, but it was impossible not to love Cosmo for the simple reason that she loved me first.  


Shortly after I returned from the conference, I had a dream that Cosmo’s “real owner” had come for her, and we had to turn her over.  This is just a dream, because my niece is Cosmo’s real owner.  But in this dream, it seemed that Cosmo had never belonged to us.  We had only been nurturing her and taking care of her until her real owner returned.  As I watched this take place in my mind, I could feel the sorrow of giving up a much-loved pet while knowing it was the right thing to do, the only choice to make.  


And it was the same with my manuscript. A much-loved piece that had been only mine for many years would now be turned over to its rightful owner.  


I would say in the writing of this book, I learned the same lessons that Hannah did, the ones about giving back.  So many times, I was knocking on doors that were being kept closed.  When a door finally does open, it helps to remember that even your own creation isn’t yours to keep.  The work of your hand is complete only when it is returned to the Source of your soul.
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