
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

A Backward Providence 

 
By Steve Hays 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

"Like the Hebrew alphabet, God's providence is best read back-
wards" (John Flavel). 



 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Preface 

 
I was about 40 the first time I wrote my memoir. That's a natural 
time of life to take stock, up to that point. Now, in my 60th year, 
I'm revising it. Another 20 years. Another third of life. It's bracing 
to be in a position to view life from both ends. Writing a memoir 
forces you to review your life and distill what is most important to 
you. That's a valuable exercise in spiritual self-examination, as 
well as preparation for death.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
(The Hays family, c. 1980. Left to right: Steve Hays, Stephanie Nicole Hays, 
Gladys Tipton Hays, Robert Lawrence Hays.) 



Chapter 1 

 
1. A face as fair as a pearl-drop, offset by rich rouge lips as they 
pursed to inhale a freshly lit cigarette—this image is my earliest 
memory. The woman was my mother1, looking like a movie star 
from the Thirties or Forties. She quit smoking a year after my 
birth2—which fixes the time, while the memorable incident took 
place in the master bedroom. 
 
Their first home was a houseboat on Lake Union. But when my 
sister arrived on the scene, the grandparents insisted that such 
an arrangement was altogether too hazardous for a toddler, and 
so they moved to a roomy house on Queen Anne. Although it 
lacked the natural appeal of their former situation, it commanded 
fine views of Lake Union and Union Bay. 
 
But my mother was always drawn to water, and a couple of years 
before I was born my parents purchased an acre and a half of 
waterfront property on the northern shore of Lake Washington. A 
long sloping lot with a winding wooded driveway under ocellated 
sunlight, like a wooded cathedral, leading down past fern and 
footpaths, down past an apple orchard, to a large yard, full-
fronting the pebble-bedded beach. The house, built as a beach 
cabin, was nestled up against the dry bank of the old lakebed—
exposed after the lake was lowered around 1917. The house 
commanded a southerly exposure, taking in Sand Point and the 
surrounding hills. The view from the dock swept in half the hori-
zon, while the lake swept out a crescent moon of blue expanse, 
rounded and bounded by soft ridges. To the southeast, on a clear 
day, Mt. Rainer towered in the distance–a portent of volcanic 
apocalyptic doom–while on either side the steel blue Olympics 
and red-edged range of the Cascades sharply defined the skyline. 
The firmament was often rainy and gray, but this had its com-
pensatory virtue at sunset when the western sky might flush and 
fluoresce like the red-ribbed, magenta-bled, breath-blown embers 
                                    
1 Gladys Tipton (née Shoot) Hays (1918-2013). My mother was born on a homestead in 
Hennessey, Oklahoma. 
2 8/31/59 (Seattle, WA). 



of a burning log, while the tune of Taps wailed across the waves 
from the naval base. The days of winter were gloomy and linger-
ing, but with long summer days and mild nights as their glad-
some tradeoff.  
 
The Northwest was prone to windstorms. We normally lost our 
power every winter. As a boy, a power outage was fun. We had 
to light candles and kerosene lamps. That plus the fireplace. The 
sudden reversion to life by firelight was magical. And that's 
something I think about when I read about the role of sunlight 
and firelight in the Pentateuch. 
 
During one power outage when I was a young boy, my father and 
I walked up the hill to a gas station–presumably to get batteries 
for flashlights. The road was very dark, with woods on one side 
and a steep ravine on the other. As we walked alongside the ra-
vine, the trees were twisting and shrieking in the howling wind. I 
found the darkness and element of danger exhilarating, but at 
that tender age I felt safe beside my father.  
 
There was a forgotten footpath from the orchard to the house. It 
was long overgrown with wild blackberry bushes, which we'd har-
vest come summer for my mother's deep-dish cobblers. One time 
as I was snooping around I uncovered an old lamp post, obscured 
by the overgrowth, that once lighted the trail. Having recently 
read The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, the discovery felt like 
walking right into another world. And, indeed, on a very rare 
evening you could look at a lunar eclipse or lunar halo. Into this 
storybook setting I stepped and spent my formative years. 
 
Our next-door neighbors to the east comprised a large family 
with two boys a few years younger than me, who became peren-
nial playmates. The parents were Christian Science. But Richard, 
the older of the two boys, and a hellborn delinquent, did his best 
to test Mary Baker Eddy's illusory theory of evil. 
 
Two doors down was Dr. Young, engaged in primate research at 
the University of Washington. My juvenile imagination furnished 



his basement with screaming monkeys in cages —wired with elec-
trodes. It wasn't the most entrancing introduction to scientific 
humanism. 
 
The family had a sweet-tempered dog that my sister befriended. 
But that was before Dr. Young's son tormented the poor thing to 
the point where it fled at the first sight of human company. 
 
Two doors westward were the Godes. Scott was a few years 
younger than me. The son of a physician, Scott had a very literal 
outlook on the world. His mother once told my mother that I had 
helped to cultivate his imaginative life. He needed the boost. 
 
Scott and I were each avid viewers of a newfangled drama called 
Star Trek. This has, of course, achieved iconic status in the popu-
lar culture. Many viewers bonded with Spock or adopted the 
worldview of Star Trek. To me, it was basically entertainment, 
and enjoyable at that level, but not as urbane as the Avengers or 
provocative as the Prisoner.    
 
In a few years, the dream of space exploration became a reality 
with the lunar landings. It was remarkable that we could reach 
out and grasp an object which poets, painters, and stargazers 
had contemplated from afar for millennia. At the same time, it al-
so underscored the severe and austere reach of the science fic-
tion vision, for space travel is confined to the inspection of a few 
dead planets and planetoids within the backyard of our own pro-
vincial little solar system.  
 
The Godes later had a daughter and twin boys. For some reason, 
each child was made to major in German and study in the 
Vaterland. One of the twins rebelled and was severely sanctioned 
for his intolerable act of individuality. 
 
When the Godes moved away, the Smith family moved in. Dr. 
Smith was a seismologist at the University. They had two sons. 
David, the older of the two, was a straight-A student who went 
on to MIT. He ended up making pottery in Ireland. His brother 



Peter was a very troubled young man. 
 
Three doors down was Teri Anne. She was two years older than 
me. At that time I had a crush on Emma Peel. But as she was un-
available, Teri Ann became the romantic understudy. We used to 
lie on the grassy hillside of her front yard, facing the lake. Alt-
hough we were secretly "engaged" when I was seven and she 
was nine, our wedding plans fell through in the intervening years. 
She married another man and later divorced, which serves her 
right for jilting her first paramour!  
 
2. My mother was the youngest of eight surviving children–nine 
in all. So that put her at the bottom of the pecking order. 
 
Her father was demonstrative and affectionate, but he was often 
away from home, preaching revivals. Her mother was conscien-
tious and dutiful, but distant. Moreover, her mother was preoccu-
pied with running the family business and putting food on the ta-
ble while her husband was on the sawdust trail. As a result, my 
mother was a neglected child. 
 
My mother grew up during the Great Depression. Times were 
tough. In the bitter winter, little birds would line up barbed-wire 
fences, huddling for warmth. One of my mother's brothers–I think 
it was Art–would ever so patiently pull the wire down, then re-
lease it–snapping their necks. That was dinner. 
 
Because her father was an itinerate evangelist, the family was 
frequently on the move when she was a child. So she didn't have 
much stability as a child. In addition, she once mentioned to me 
that when she was a little girl, her older brothers experimented 
on her sexually. Hers was not a happy childhood. 
 
When my mother was a girl, growing up in Guthrie, Oklahoma, 
the mailman used to deliver the mail in a sidecar motorcycle. And 
he sometimes let my mother go for a ride in the sidecar. That's 
one of her few fond memories from childhood. 
 



As a preacher's kid, she didn't receive formal religious instruction. 
She simply picked up a certain amount of theology by osmosis. 
By hearing her father preach. 
 
He died of heart failure when she was 35. He passed away in her 
presence. She prayed for him, but he died anyway. Her religious 
background didn't equip her for that. Church of God taught divine 
healing. At the time, she didn't know what to make of the fact 
that God hadn't answered her prayer. 
 
She married in her late twenties. There was an oilman who want-
ed to marry her. But she declined the proposal. He made it clear 
that she'd be a kind of trophy wife. Play hostess for his upscale 
clients. 
 
There was a farm boy who was smitten by her, but she declined 
his proposal because they didn't have enough in common. 
 
She married a man who was a faithful husband. But the marriage 
got off to a rocky start. My dad had a drinking problem early on, 
although he quit drinking. And he didn't have my mother's disci-
pline. 
 
In addition, he was rather aloof and inhibited. His insecurities 
stemmed from his own childhood, with an alcoholic mother and 
domineering father who favored the older son. However, my dad 
was involved in whatever my mother was involved in. He was 
supportive in that way. 
 
So my mother had a lot to overcome. She didn't get much affec-
tion from her parents or her husband. Yet she herself was re-
markably well-adjusted: outgoing and affectionate.  
 
At one point before she was married, my mother planned to study 
music in New York. At that time she was working as a model. But 
when my mother was modeling to pay for studies in New York, a 
lesbian model propositioned her. At that point my mother decided 
that she was getting drawn into the wrong kind of world, so she 



dropped her plans. 
 
My mother originally planned to be a church musician, as an or-
ganist and choir director. When her father took a pastorate in Ya-
kima, she followed him there, where she served as his organist 
and choir director. 
 
But then his church split, and he lost his job. Because my mother 
grew up in the Church of God, that was her only association with 
the church. 
 
She did a brief stint as a public school teacher, then became a 
private piano teacher. Indeed, she founded a school of the fine 
and performing arts, which made a deep mark on my own life. 
The Seven Lively Arts moved a number of times before her re-
tirement, but one of the most intriguing locations was a big old 
barn of a building my parents purchased from the Knights of 
Pytheas. This was a Free Mason order with faux-Grecian trap-
pings. They left some of their ritual robes and swords behind, 
which were plowed into our stage productions, but they carted off 
the skeleton, much to the disappointment of the boys. 
 
I also recall being intrigued by the furnace. I used to cover the 
floor duct with a sheet and watch it puff up and flap about like a 
flying dragon. 
 
She was a creative teacher. Because music is something you 
hear, but can't see, one technique she used with young students 
was to strike a tuning fork, then run it across a saucer of water, 
so that they could see the vibrations generated by the sound 
waves. 
 
After working through some initial problems, my parents had a 
fairly successful marriage. The high point was probably when my 
parents had The Seven Lively Arts in Kirkland, during the Sixties. 
At that time my mother and father had a genuine collaboration. 
 
Among other subjects, he taught drama at Kirkland Junior High. 



After work, he drove over to The Seven Lively Arts, a few blocks 
away, where he also taught drama, and my mother taught piano. 
So that worked out for both of them. 
 
We attended various churches over the years. My mother sang in 
the choir. She had a beautiful singing voice. 
 
During the mid-70s, a couple of incidents triggered her spiritual 
reawakening. The death of Wallace, her favorite brother3, was a 
sobering event. About the same time, at a Bible study, she was 
taken aback to hear her pastor deny the inspiration of Scripture. 
This prompted her to the realization that she could no longer rely 
on the clergy to supply her spiritual instruction, and from then on 
she conducted her own course of studies. 
 
After retirement she had the leisure time to expand her theologi-
cal studies. She'd read Bible commentaries cover-to-cover. Books 
on theology and biblical archeology. Christian biographies and au-
tobiographies. 
 
Until age caught up with her at 92, her usual routine was to do 
Bible study in the morning, go for an afternoon walk, then play 
organ, then write little notes to friends and relatives after dinner, 
before going to bed. 
 
When I was eight or nine, my mother checked into a hospital for 
internal bleeding. Although my parents didn't tell me anything—to 
forestall needless anxiety—my father's body-language was at var-
iance with his verbal assurances. This incident turned out to be a 
false alarm. But had I in fact lost my mother to cancer at that 
age, which was the unspoken apprehension, the consequences for 
my life would have been unimaginable. 
 
When I was a young child, my mother had natural, overflowing 
joy. But natural affections are too rootless to survive the storms 
of life, and over time she lost her spontaneous euphoria. With her 
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spiritual reawakening, the joy returned, yet in another hue, not 
as outwardly bright as before, but burning now with a mellow in-
tensity and constancy, like a Menorah stationed in the inner sanc-
tum of the soul, to light it night and day. 
 
Along with the religious reorientation came a political realign-
ment. As a daughter of the South and child of the Depression, my 
mother had been a Southern Democrat and New Deal Democrat. 
But from the first there were fault-lines in this foundation. On the 
one hand she subscribed to I.F. Stone's Weekly and other far-left 
literature. On the other hand, she always spoke bitterly about 
Sherman's slash-and-burn campaign, as well as the hypocrisy of 
freedom-riders who crossed the Mason-Dixon line to integrate the 
South before returning to their gated communities in the North. 
Indeed, when my mother was yet a young girl, her great-aunt 
Cinderella4 came to stay with the family. Cinderella's two brothers 
had served in the Confederate army, and she even taught my 
mother the Rebel War Cry! Later, as the Democrat Party moved 
to the left on social issues, my mother switched to the GOP.  
 
3. The faith was all on my mother's side of the family, extending 
back some distance. My father's kin were largely unchurched 
and–not coincidentally–hard drinkers. His side of the family re-
minds me of The Last Picture Show–a film I first saw when I was 
about 12. That's too young to get the point of the movie, but I 
saw it again later in life. 

 

The characters long for something better, but they have no con-

cept of what better would be. They have no perspective beyond 

this world. They have no ideal of goodness. Nothing to aspire to. 

Just their insular earthbound vacuity.  
 

Which is why The Last Picture Show was such a great movie of its 

kind. The rootless, aimless, joyless characters are drawn from re-

al life, in Larry McMurtry's semi-autobiographical novel about his 
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boyhood and hometown. The ugliness of the gray, horizonless 

landscape–accentuated by the angularity of the buildings–

allegorizes the moral ugliness of the townsfolk.   

 
My father's parents were both quite bright. His father5, a busi-
nessman, read highbrow literature like The Seven Pillars of Wis-
dom. He was an accomplished chess and poker player. His moth-
er6 had a remarkable memory. The morning after her bridge club 
met, she'd ring up a friend and recount every hand that was 
played the day before. But she was of a melancholic and alcoholic 
disposition, bored with smalltown life in Yakima. 
 
My father7 always lived in the shadow of his own father. Although 
an unbeliever, his father was a high-principled man with a fog-
horn voice. His introverted son could never match that moral self-
assurance. Moreover, his father favored the outgoing older son, 
and my Dad was haunted throughout life by the lack of paternal 
approval. 
 
The presence of the past exerts an invisible, yet powerful influ-
ence over our lives. I remember one summer evening when my 
father discovered a June bug in our frontyard. He hadn't seen one 
of these since his boyhood days in Yakima. Suddenly, across the 
distant miles and intervening decades, you could see a succession 
of bygone summers instantly pass over his eyes. A whole gallery 
of buried memories was contained within the compact shell of a 
June bug in a brief moment on a midsummer night. 
 
I don't remember my paternal Grandfather. But his sister Stella8 
once paid us an unexpected visit. She belonged to a bygone era. 
If you were making a Western, she was the woman you'd cast as 
the barmaid or saloon-keeper. 
 

                                    
5 Lawrence Hays (1883-1962).  The family name derives from a place name in Normandy 
(La Haye). 
6 Florence Delia (née Hubbard) Hays (1889-1949). 
7 Robert Lawrence Hays (1918-1999). 
8 Stella Pardee (1888-1972). 



My father married my mother because he fell for a woman with 
wreathing red hair and emerald eyes. But she was a preacher's 
kid, and as an unintended consequence he married into an ex-
tended family where religion was an inescapable and omnipresent 
fact of life. My father always felt he was born in the wrong centu-
ry. He fancied himself rubbing shoulders with Gibbon and Vol-
taire. But he gamely went along with the family faith. 
 
My father had a facile mind and eloquent tongue, but he lacked 
the disciplined ambition to make his mark in academia. After the 
war he was a teaching fellow and doctoral candidate. His thesis 
topic was something on Henry James. But he spent too much 
time at the Blue Moon Tavern, dropped out of the program, and 
became a public school instructor instead, teaching on such di-
verse subjects as Latin, French, drama, English lit., film-making 
and classical mythology. 
 
He was in the age-long tradition of men with a humble back-
ground who wish to improve themselves. As a young man he left 
agrarian, small-town Yakima behind for "civilization" in Seattle. 
Both my parents aspired to high culture.  
 
Although I share their aesthetic taste, I don't aspire to high cul-
ture. Because I was born into a highly artistic home, that's not 
something I ever need to aspire to. In a sense I went in the op-
posite direction. I'm more down-to-earth than my dad. I'm both 
highbrow and lowbrow. I'm more psychologically American. I'm at 
ease relating to the working class, whereas my dad strove to put 
that behind him. (Not that my father came from a working-class 
family. His dad was a businessman with a degree in business.) 
 
I'm drawn to stories about people living on the edge. People in 
crisis. Where life is unendurable until somebody enters their life, 
and it's like that's when life really begins for them. I think part of 
it is owing to the fact that I've always been socially isolated to 
some degree. Gifted children don't relate to other kids on their 
own level. In addition, some of my father's remoteness rubbed off 
on me. Combine that with the further fact that my parents were-



n't into pop culture, and that left less common ground with my 
peers. However, a fringe benefit of my spectator status is that I 
was never sucked into the delinquent behavior that teenagers 
frequently commit when they socialize.  
 
I think that makes me attuned to how many desperately lonely or 
alienated people there are in the world. I have a natural connec-
tion with outsiders because that's what I've been all my life.  
 
For many years he taught at Kirkland Jr. High, which was a state-
ly brick complex built in 1932, overlooking Lake Washington. I 
especially remember a summer picnic held there by the principal, 
way back in the Sixties. Folding tables were arrayed against the 
hot facade of Waverly Hall, soaking up the sun; sapphire sky 
above, with liquid sapphire below, beneath the burnished floor of 
heaven. 
 
To my ingénue eyes, the world was fresh and fair as the seventh 
day. The school burned down in the 70's, and things were never 
quite the same after that. Years later I went back there on sum-
mer days to pray for my father. In memory and imagination, the 
setting evoked happier times for both of us.  
 
My father was a deeply and desperately emotional man, needing 
to love and be loved.  He would weep every time he heard Flag-
stad sing Dido's lament. But his withering childhood cast a life-
long pall. He was a romantic frozen in the pose of a rationalist. A 
devoted, but formal father, and a conscientious, but distant con-
sort, he felt isolated in old age. 
 
The marriage of my mother and father was not an especially hap-
py affair, although it lasted for fifty-two years. She was outgoing 
and affectionate, he restrained and reserved; she was an idealist, 
he a pragmatist. He had a drinking problem when they married, 
and although he overcame that, their relationship became more 
strained after she returned to the faith. At the same time, he also 
became more appreciative of the kind of life from which she had 
rescued him. 



 
I'm stronger than my father was, but I'm stronger because of the 
father I had. That's the paradox. My parents gave me the happy 
childhood they never had. 
 
4. My mother's father9, born in Keytesville, Missouri, was a holi-
ness preacher. He died some years before I was born. As a teen-
age convert he joined the Church of God. This denomination lay 
in the Wesleyan tradition and restorationist movement—viewing 
itself as the apogee of golden age prophecy. From this cultic con-
ceit it eventually mainstreamed into a bland Arminian denomina-
tion, while retaining its dogmas of divine healing and the second-
blessing. By my lifetime it was feverishly following the mainline 
churches over the cliff. But despite his lack of formal training, or 
perhaps because of it, my grandfather was something of a mav-
erick, for he refused to canonize the Church of God as the desire 
of the ages. 
 

 
(Wallace Homer Shoot is on the left with a bowler hat.) 

 
My grandfather began his ministry as a circuit-rider preacher and 
open-air evangelist. The life of an itinerate was a shoestring af-
fair, and special providences paved the way. On one occasion he 
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was asked to conduct a camp-meeting. After committing the mat-
ter to prayer, he set out, penniless, for the train station. When he 
arrived at the platform he was hailed by an acquaintance to come 
aboard and explain some Bible verses to him. My grandfather 
said he didn't have a ticket. The passenger handed him a $5.00 
bill through the window, which was just the right amount to cover 
the train fare. 
 
He had to change trains in Kansas City, Missouri, where his family 
was then living. Streetcars charged 10¢ back then. He had a dime 
to get there, but nothing for the return trip. After visiting with his 
family he started back to the station on foot. He didn't ask them 
for the fare as they disapproved of his vocation. As he ap-
proached a streetcar the Lord told him to stop at the corner. Up-
on boarding, he asked the driver if he could pay the fare after he 
unloaded his luggage. The Lord then told him where to sit. And 
there, lying on the empty seat, was a dime.  
 
These are the only two stories of that kind my mother told me 
about her father. I find them plausible. If he was prone to tall ta-
les, I'd expect more than two such stories.  
 
During the Jim Crow era, he took down the ropes segregating the 
outdoor gatherings. When the Klan came after him, he started 
preaching against them as well! This was decades before the civil 
rights movement. 
 
My grandfather had a romantic streak. He loved to travel and see 
new places. He had an eye for scenery. Forty years into their 
marriage he would still quote the Song of Songs to my grand-
mother. And he once wrote that the praise of God was the honey 
of life, which a believer, like a bee or hummingbird, drew forth 
from the nectar of God's gracious providence. 
 
To judge by some of his taped sermons, my Grandfather spoke 
under a mighty unction. His delivery had a chant-like cadence, 
which I assume he cultivated to carry the voice without amplifica-
tion. The style was extemporaneous, a method made possible by 



the fact that, having memorized so much Scripture, he was never 
at a loss for words, weaving the sacred text in and out of the ad-
dress like a tapestry. And having sat under his preaching, my 
mother could quote a lot of Scripture. 
 
Religion went back quite a ways on his side of the family.10 
 
5. When I was a young boy, my grandmother11 was the spiritual 
beacon in my life. She was, in the Southern tradition, an oral sto-
ryteller—riveting in her folksy rendition of Bible stories.  
 
She was born in Ft. Smith, Arkansas, before the family moved to 
Indian Territory–later Oklahoma–and was christened at a Presby-
terian church. My grandmother claimed to recall the event. Alt-
hough that seems incredible, she always had the eye of a novelist 
for fine detail. She described the color of the hot, fancy baby 
clothes she was dressed in for the high occasion, and her infantile 
efforts to kick off the stuffy outfit. 
 

 
(Nora Ethel Shoot as a girl.) 

                                    
10 Rev. Frederick Shoots (1794-1855), a Baptist minister from Kentucky. 
11 Nora Ethel (née Siegrist) Shoot (1885-1978). 



 
At a later date her family joined up with the Methodists. On a 
Mother's Day when we took her to church, near the end of her 
life, she described this event, which she was careful to distinguish 
from her true conversion: 
 

I'm one year older, and one year nearer home. You spoke 
about how many had been members for 50 years. We were 
members of the Congregational Methodist Church, where the 
people had to be voted in. 
 
My mother told me that when I was baptized I was less than 
a month old.  We were taught to be honest, upright and 
truthful—to honor our father and mother. But when I reached 
the age of ten, God made me to know that it wasn't enough. I 
didn't know what to do about it. I went off to my place of 
prayer in the woods. I threw myself down on the leaves and 
wept bitterly. Then I thought I'd pray before leaving. I rose; I 
said, "Lord, I don't know what it is, but it grieves me greatly 
that there's something between you and me. Forgive me 
whatever it is, and take it away. I want to be just what you 
want me to be." 
 
My tears were dry, my burden was gone. I went to the house, 
then I realized that I had the sweetest peace and joy in my 
soul—so restful that I didn't want anyone to speak with me. 
The only thing I can compare it to would be the peace the 
angels sang on the night that Christ was born. Then I knew 
that I was a truly born child of God, acceptable in his sight, 
and a partaker of that peace. That was on September 4, 
1895. And every day has been a blessing.12 

 
My grandmother sometimes stayed with us, and we often went to 
her house in Seattle. We'd drive by a Catholic church coming and 
going. It had a statue of the Madonna in the courtyard. As a 
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her. And I wonder if this didn't contribute to her awakening. 



commuter student, many years later, I sometimes took that route 
on the way home just to remind me of those childhood trips to 
her house. My father used to be in the driver's seat. Now it was 
me, doing the exact same thing. For me, repeating the lifecycle 
was never enough to make life meaningful. Just to replace your 
parents and create your own replacements. 
 
On the same block as her house, there was a Monkey Puzzle 
tree—that's what my father called it—a few houses down–a name 
that naturally peaked my childish curiosity; but however hopefully 
I looked, I never saw a monkey in the tree, much to my chagrin. 
 
A mother of nine, my grandmother survived two of her own chil-
dren, and she was even a wet nurse to another mother in need. 
Her daughter Vera13 died of diphtheria at the age of three. Spirit-
ually precocious, her last words were: "Kiss me, Papa, I'm going 
to Jesus." I once saw a picture of Vera–a lovely child with a far-
off gaze. 
 
Even Christians may tremble at the prospect of death. But con-
sider this: if a child can face death, surely an adult can face 
death. Some children die in the faith. They are old enough to em-
brace the Gospel. They take comfort in the prospect of heaven. 
Other children die without the comfort of the Gospel because they 
were unchurched.  
 
A year before her own death, my Grandmother would attend the 
funeral of her third son, who succumbed to brain cancer. That 
was, indeed, the last time I saw her—withered with grief and 
great age—on a cold, snowy night at the funeral home. If I'm fa-
vored to see her again, she'll be rejuvenated—like those old pho-
tos of her as a young woman. 
 
Sunrise lies beyond the setting sun. It cannot be reborn in the 
east unless it dies in the west. And once it dies, there's nothing 
left to keep us here. Only darkness remains. Unbelievers rage 
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against the dying light. But for the saints, our light must die be-
low to then ascend to the zenith of meridian glory. Before we rise 
to light everlasting, our sun must set.  
 
When the family was homesteading in Colorado, my grandmother 
would rise before the crack of dawn, boil a kettle of water, and 
make the rounds of the snake holes—to make it safe for children 
at play. Not a life for fainting-violets! 
 
As a mother she was preoccupied with trying to support a large 
and extended family. This was during the Great Depression. It 
got to the point where the family was down to one meal a day, 
consisting of one boiled potato per child. Then they ran out of po-
tatoes.   
 
My grandmother was self-conscious about her lack of social 
polish, but proud of how she'd improved on her circumstances. 
She once told me that when she was a girl the womenfolk in her 
community held a spitting-contest. She told me that to show me 
how far she'd come from where she'd begun. 
 
Although my grandmother was on a fixed income, she kept track 
of all the birthdays of her grandchildren, great-grand-children, 
and great-great grandchildren in order to give them Christian-
themed birthday presents.  
 
I once watched her try to compensate for her impaired vision. 
This was back in the days of rotary phones. Because she couldn't 
see the numbers, she tried to keep count, using the finger holes. 
If she lost count, she'd call the operator. 
 
She used to type letters, although she couldn't see to type. And 
sometimes the keys would jam. So it was a challenge to decipher 
her letters. At the time we found the exercise humorous, in a not 
malicious way, but in hindsight her situation was pitiful, while her 
determination was admirable.  
 
My grandmother did so much with so little. She epitomized the 



parable of the talents, multiplying what God had given her. She 
had a very retentive memory for her own life. But other than 
that, she was an ordinary woman. What made her special was her 
faith. That's what set her apart. She lived by faith, lived by pray-
er, lived to share her faith–to pass it along to the next genera-
tion–like the spreading flame of a candlelight service, candle-by-
candle, aisle-by-aisle, until the entire sanctuary is ablaze in aure-
ate light, all from one lone candle in the darkness.  
 
That was my grandmother. She took me along with her on her 
pilgrimage, long before I knew I was a pilgrim. She died soon af-
ter I came to faith, after I was able to make the journey without 
her. 
 
She moved out of my life by stages. When I was young, she was 
living in the Ravenna district, where she had a garden in the 
backyard. She loved to garden. Then, for a little while, one of her 
daughters moved her into a brick house in the Roosevelt district, 
near the reservoir. Afterwards, they lived in Ballard for a number 
of years. It was a slummy part of town, and their apartment was 
a dump. I didn't like going there. At the time I was too self-
absorbed to realize how frustrating that must have been for her–
cooped up in that stuffy apartment all day long while her daugh-
ter was at work. Trapped at the top of the stairs. 
 
Then, when I was still in junior high, she moved across the 
mountains to Yakima. I rarely saw her after that. I know from a 
letter my mother wrote that she was lonely there. My mother 
said, "We did get to go over and spend a couple of days with 
Mother. She was so pleased. She just hugged me for the longest 
time and said, 'Just to think you have been to see me three 
times!'" 
 
Finally, she moved out of state to live in Michigan with another 
daughter–my aunt Grace. That's where she passed away. She 
died three months after I graduated from high school. She's been 
gone for two thirds of my life. She remains dear to me, but no 



longer near to me.  
 

After my mother passed away I visited the mausoleum where my 

grandmother is interred. I hadn't gone there for several years. I 

wondered when the last time was that someone visited their 

grave. I was the third generation. The final generation to visit 

their grave. The final generation to remember. I doubt many 

grandkids visit the graves of their grandparents. There's a sense 

in which you're lucky if your kids visit your grave on a regular ba-

sis. It's even less likely to continue to the third generation. 

 

We're quickly forgotten. When we die, those who remembered us 

follow suit. It won't be long before no one ever visits my grand-

mother's grave. No one will remember who she was.   

 

And in time the mausoleum will be torn down. As the dominant 

culture becomes more secularized, there is less reverence for the 

dead. Death is regarded as a natural biological process, to which 

all organisms are prone. Unless we belong to God, our lives have 

no enduring significance. We mattered to our loved ones, but 

they, too, will die. The world is indifferent to our demise. As if we 

never existed. Time replaces and effaces our past.  
 
6. My sister Stephanie14 is eleven years my senior. She was a 
better sister to me than I a brother to her. She came of age dur-
ing the psychedelic Sixties. She studied violin and majored in 
drama, acting in such period plays as Tell Me That You Love Me, 
Junie Moon. While she was taking her violin lessons at the Uni-
versity, my father and I would go over to the HUB and buy a bag 
of peanuts to feed the chipmunks and squirrels. 
 
One day, when I was just a young boy and my sister was still a 
teenager, she took me for a walk up our driveway to show me a 
playhouse she made in the woods when my parents first moved 
there. She wanted to share that with me. 

                                    
14 Stephanie Nicole Hays (1948-). 



 
7. I didn't receive systematic religious instruction as a child. It is 
natural for young kids to pose theological questions. One time I 
asked my parents where God came from. My mother replied that 
God made himself. But I found the notion of self-causation vi-
ciously circular, and the answer lowered my parents in my intel-
lectual esteem.15 On another occasion I asked my father how 
Zeus was related to God. I could see the question made him un-
comfortable. He said something about the Miltonian view in Para-
dise Lost, where the old gods are subjugated and supplanted by 
the high God. But it seemed to me that this sidestepped the 
question of their reality. 
 
The only impression I formed from these inquiries was that my 
parents were talking down to me because they didn't have any 
good answers. And I would just take this occasion to remark that 
it is a capital mistake when parents make up answers they don't 
believe in themselves. Children have a nose for insincerity, and it 
is a common error to underestimate the intuitive reach of a 
child's mind. 
 
I'm always amused by the atheist trope that Christians are only 
believers because they had blind faith in their Christian parents 
and pastor growing up. They regarded their parents and pastor as 
indisputable religious authorities.  
 
It's true that God often uses social conditioning to cultivate Chris-
tian faith. Most Christians can't be scholars or philosophers.  
 
In my own case, the most devout family member I had regular 
contact with growing up was my grandmother. But unlike my 
parents, she wasn't an intellectual, and while I adored her, I nev-
er regarded her as a religious authority figure. I admired her 
faith, but I didn't take her seriously from an intellectual stand-
point. 
                                    
15 My mother later admitted to me that she said this because she didn't think I could grasp 
the idea of eternal existence. In fairness, neither of my parents had received systematic re-
ligious instruction in their youth. 



 
When I was in grade school, my parents sometimes attended a 
Presbyterian church. The pastor was thoughtful. I remember two 
of his sermons. In one he said people in the Gospels didn't follow 
Jesus out of blind faith, because the Gospels include the reaction 
of skeptics who were not convinced by Jesus.  
 
However, even though I was still in elementary school at the 
time, I didn't find his argument persuasive. To my young mind, 
the Gospels weren't really giving both sides of the argument. This 
was the Christian version of his opponents–rather than an inde-
pendent source by his opponents. We get their objections filtered 
through the Gospel narrator.  
 
At that age, of course, I wasn't able to articulate it so explicitly, 
but that's what I had in mind. My point is not to assess his argu-
ment or my misgivings at this distance from the events, some fif-
ty years later, but merely to note that I never fit the tidy stereo-
typical narrative into which atheists try to shoehorn Christian be-
lievers. 
 
When my sister was a teenager, and I about five or six, she de-
cided to start attending church. We began at a nearby Lutheran 
church. Although a dedicated servant, the pastor was a feeble 
preacher. During prayer time, as is customary, we were told to 
bow our heads and shut our eyes. Yet I sometimes peeked 
around me in case I could sneak a sidelong glimpse of the Holy 
Ghost moving up and down the pews. 
 
The Christmas Eve service left an impression of sorts. This was 
partly because it was the only day of the year when I was allowed 
to stay up so late—well past midnight. We had a family tradition 
of playing the Festival of Lessons and Carols, by King's College 
Chapel choir, before heading off to church. The Alpine clarity of 
the high treble descant, echoing in the ambient chapel, was 
mesmerizing to me. And the candlelight service at church aug-
mented the magical mood. 
 



That planted a lifelong fondness for King's College Chapel choir, 
and its repertoire. Nowadays I can watch services on my laptop. 
The hymns I've been hearing and singing since childhood take on 
greater resonance as we ourselves pass through the pilgrimage of 
life and faith–watching our godly relatives go ahead of us, and 
following in their footsteps.  
 
Even though I still enjoy Anglican boy choirs, in my teens I de-
veloped a passion for opera divas like Caballé, Sutherland, 
Crespin, Milanov, Ponselle, Verrett, and Leontyne Price. Feminine 
beauty isn't just visual, but vocal.  
 
Régine Crespin became my favorite. She was the key to my lock. 
Not only a sensual voice, but the alluring persona behind the 
voice. Some women project a feminine ideal. Although a number 
of her recordings are captivating, it's her haunting performance in 
Poulenc's Stabat Mater that stays with me the most. And never 
more so than in the forlorn inflection she lends the parting 
phrase–paradísi glória ("the glory of paradise"). 
 
There was one time, as a small child, when my mother and father 
threw a lawn party on a long summer day that wore on into even-
ing. Like a moth drawn to the light, I reached for a kerosene lan-
tern, oblivious to the danger, and it was only the fast acting of a 
guest that saved me from flaming into a human torch. So I was 
really a brand snatched from the fire (Zech 3:2; Amos 4:11).  
 
When I was about five years old I bought my grandmother a gift. 
I only had a dollar, and that was what it cost. My mother tried to 
discourage me from spending all my allowance on the present, 
but children are a stubborn lot. A few weeks later, as I was wan-
dering along our beach, I found a dollar bill that had washed 
ashore. I showed it to my mother, and quoted the verse, "Cast 
your bread upon the waters, for you will find it after many days" 
(Eccl 11:1). As I look back on this incident I cannot recollect 
when or where I had occasion even to hear this verse, much less 
commit it to memory. But somehow it stuck in my little head. So 
both inwardly and outwardly, my tender life was spent within a 



sunny spot of Goshen, largely innocent of the surrounding plague 
of impenetrable darkness. 
 
8. I attended public school from K-12—an experience that did not 
especially enhance my esteem for public education. Kirkland Ele-
mentary was a few blocks down from The Seven Lively Arts. The 
daily walk to school and back took me past a shiny green new 
Mustang. The windows were rolled down on sunny days—nobody 
locked their cars or houses back then—showcasing the black 
leather interior. For a budding boy, this was love at first sight. 
 
After kindergarten I began first grade at the same school. This 
established a pattern of intellectual boredom that would dog my 
school days ever thereafter. The teacher faulted me for spending 
so much time drawing that I didn't complete the lettering exer-
cise. But, of course, drawing was more interesting than forming 
letters of the alphabet, and more suited to a child's imagination.   
 
Another way of staving off tedium was to stare at the chalkboard. 
I found that by fixing my gaze for a few moments, the swirls of 
dust would coalesce into coherent images. From this I would later 
infer that the mind is more than a photographic plate that pas-
sively registers input. I don't mean this in a Kantian constructivist 
sense, but rather, that the mind reconstructs the data. 
 
First grade did signal one epochal event in my life, for it marked 
my debut as a novelist. At least, it was from this period that I 
date my earliest surviving specimen of creative writing: 
 

While I was riding my pet dinosaur to school, I was attacked 
by a pink elephant with purple polka dots. It chased me into 
the woods, where I met a leprechaun who gave me his pot of 
gold. When I found my pet dinosaur and was riding him the 
rest of the way to school, a tiger pounced on me and stole my 
dinosaur and pot of gold, and I was forced to walk to school 
like any ordinary boy. 

 
Not exactly James Joyce. Still, I should take some credit for my 



precocious command of the quest genre.  
 
Because my teacher didn't even know my name, my parents 
pulled me from first grade, sending me to a different school the 
next year. Two events stand out in my mind. One was a girl who 
caught my fancy. Jennifer had auburn eyes and soft chestnut hair 
surmounting her finely-beveled features. She also drew exquisite-
ly. Over the years she came and went as we were rotated in and 
out of different schools and classrooms. We crossed paths once 
more in high school. The essential grace and delicacy of her ap-
pearance remained unchanged. Little did she know she had an 
unspoken admirer for all that time. 
 
The other event that took place in first grade—after school, real-
ly—was my first effort at Christian apologetics. There was a Jew-
ish boy in our class, and I got into a rather heated argument with 
him on the playground over the doctrine of the Trinity. On the 
spot I devised a highly original theistic proof, contending that 
since God couldn't be in two places at once, he had to have a Son 
to take his place when he was away. I can't claim that the force 
of my logic left my interlocutor stupefied. And I trust that what 
my apologetic arsenal has since lost in novelty, it has gained in 
orthodoxy. 
 
There is one other girl I remember from grade-school—the se-
cond grade, I think. I don't recall her name, if I even knew it. She 
always came to school in the same faded thin blue dress, rain or 
shine—mostly rain, given the climate. As almost all the students 
were middle to upper middle class, she was shunned on account 
of her unpardonable poverty. Kids are cruel, and I was no excep-
tion in my disdainful indifference. But I've always wondered what 
became of her. 
 
I think it was in second grade that I also recall our teacher telling 
us the story of Christopher Columbus. With a knowing smile, she 
talked about how the sailors were afraid their ship would sail off 
the edge of the earth, like a canoe going over a waterfall. As she 
was winking and smirking over their simplicity, I was wondering 



to myself whether she was any better off. Had she ever tried to 
prove that the earth was round? Wasn't she merely parroting 
whatever she'd been taught, just like the sailors? 
 
Third grade is a bit of a blank. For fourth grade, the main thing I 
remember was flying paper airplanes at recess and arguing with 
my teacher during class. He was my first male teacher, and a 
stern taskmaster, unaccustomed to a smart-talking boy. In fifth 
grade my parents were summoned to a conference with the 
teacher. It seems that I was a problem student. What was the 
nature of her complaint? Well, she prepared a daily lesson plan. 
She would read a story to the students and then ask a series of 
follow-up questions. Not only was I the only student to raise his 
hand, but I would then launch into such a sweeping answer that 
it stole her thunder. So she wanted my parents to discourage this 
disruptive behavior. 
 
9. I learned more at home, under the instruction of nature. 
"Speak to the earth, and she shall teach you" (Job 12:8). So 
many people just rush through life, only seeing the world out of 
one corner of their eye. On one occasion I studied the play of 
light on submerged stones in shallow water. Of particular interest 
was the way the wave interference generated a geometric grid of 
ever-shifting, yet unbroken rhomboidal boundaries. The fact that 
I enjoyed an innate aptitude for discerning the abstract pattern in 
the flux and flow already inclined me to Platonism before I knew 
the name. 
 
Like many a boy, I had a dog—a Collie-Shetland halfbreed named 
Sneaker. We used to roam the neighborhood together. My dog 
and I grew up together, only I grew up and she grew old. It was 
sad to see her become so enervated. She was eager to go for 
long walks with me, but it took too much out of her. 
 
Her death was the first death that really hit me. Something was 
wrong with her. When she tried to stand up, her legs would fold 
under her. We took her to the vet. He diagnosed a stroke. Putting 
her to sleep was the only option. 



 
I was petting her to comfort her. I assumed that she would fade 
out of consciousness when he injected her. But her spine instant-
ly stiffened under my hand. The abruptness of death is so unfor-
giving. One moment they are there, the next moment they are 
gone. Of course, the death of a pet is trivial compared to the 
death of a parent.  
 
One day, when we were still living there, my mother and I walked 
up our driveway to get a tree. I unearthed a sapling. We planted 
it in the frontyard. It was a successful transplant. The tree con-
tinued to grow and flourish until we were forced to move away. 
The new owners cut it down. It died before its time. 
 
I hope that in the world to come, my mother and I will plant an-
other tree to take its place. Every few centuries, we will plant a 
new tree to replace the dying tree. 
 
During my childhood our family went on camping trips. On a cou-
ple of occasions we stayed at Spirit Lake, under the shadow of 
Mt. St. Helens. A few years later its cataclysmic eruption would 
trigger an accelerated process of geological formation and refor-
mation that turned it into a little laboratory of creation science. 
 
Despite my love of art, music, and nature, I suffer from both a 
congenital hearing impairment and partial color-blindness (in the 
blue-green spectrum), again genetic. The diagnosis of these con-
ditions made me mindful of the immeasurable distance between 
appearance and reality, for I didn't see what others saw or hear 
what others heard. And that would figure in my denial of direct 
realism and scientific realism. 
 
When I was about ten years of age my mother began to buy a 
new line of hosiery that came in plastic oval containers. These 
were fun to play with. This suggested an experiment. I put mar-
bles in a container and rolled it across the floor. The marbles var-
ied in size and number. I found that beyond a certain threshold, 
the incidence of wobble became too erratic to track. Although I 



wasn't thinking of this application at the time, it would make me 
suspicious of particle physics; for if the microscopic world is like a 
Chinese puzzle box, then we can never infer its ultimate inner 
constitution from vapor trails and the like. 
 
I used to read the encyclopedia as a kid. And this may have been 
where I learned about Pi. But whatever the source, the idea of in-
finitude opened a door into an illimitable universe of the real and 
imaginary that is, I would now say, akin to a religious awaken-
ing— although it was far from conversion in the evangelical 
sense. As with beauty, divinity and infinity are spiritual soul-
mates. 
 
In our jaded age, innocence is a relative term. When my father 
first saw Phantom of the Opera in 1925, he almost lost bladder 
control, not over the unmasking scene, but at the novel sight of 
color on the silver screen. 
 
A less explicit movie that left a deeper impression was Queen 
Christina. At some point in the film it dawned on me that the 
characters were supposed to mistake Garbo for a man. This over-
taxed any willing suspension of belief. Even to my preadolescent 
eyes, there was no confusing the gender of that classic counte-
nance. I was offended and incensed that the filmmaker would so 
insult the credulity of the audience. But although I never forgave 
the film, the face stayed with me. 
 
After I hit adolescence, I collected pictures of gorgeous, 
glamourous movie stars like Garbo, Ava Gardner, Rita Hayworth, 
Dolores del Rio, Sophia Loren, Maureen O'Hara, Merle Oberon, 
Michèle Morgan, Catherine Deneuve, Elizabeth Taylor, Grace 
Kelly, and Marlene Dietrich–not to mention artistic icons like Nef-
ertiti and Botticelli's Birth of Venus. There are women who project 
a feminine ideal even though they may be bad women in real life.  
 
We also attended plays at the Showboat, which was, as the name 
suggests, a real ship, docked in Portage Bay, which had been 
converted to a theater house. I found the setting more interesting 



than the plays! 
 

 
 
(Steve Hays, c. late 1970s. Standing on the dock of his parents' waterfront 
home, where he grew up, with Lake Washington in the background.) 



Chapter 2 

 
10. Before they tore it down, Finn Hill Junior High had a park-like 
campus, with courtyards and trees in abundance. The football 
field occupied a shallow ravine, with a creek-fed glen in the 
backwoods. After graduation, I often went back there to walk, 
reminisce, and pray–on hot secluded summer days, the trees 
flickering in the afternoon sun, tall grass on the hillside, commin-
gling with dandelion puffs, rippling in the lulling breeze, and noth-
ing but murmuring bees for company. Then, after my mother's 
death, I went back there to grieve, pray, and reminisce. What I 
used to associate with a high-point in life I now associate with a 
low-point in life.  
 
Many people recall adolescence as a troubled time of life, but I 
enjoyed junior high. The passage from boyhood to manhood is a 
stirring experience. In contemplating adulthood, I, for the first 
time, contemplated the entire life-cycle. At one level, it might 
seem odd for a thirteen-year old to consider his own mortality. In 
all likelihood, I had decades ahead of me.  

 

But in another respect, that made sense. I was coming of age. I 

was thinking about what I'd do with my life. It was logical to 

mentally start at the end and work back from there. What would I 

do in-between? 

 

At that time I was not a believer. I figured this life is all you get. 

And for me, the prospect of passing into oblivion cast a shadow 

all the way back to me at thirteen. That implied a world in which 

human lives are ultimately worthless. Zeroed out. Like we never 

existed in the first place. A story with a happy beginning but an 

unhappy ending is an unhappy story. The ending cancels out 

what happened beforehand.  

 

At that age I didn't have a philosophical argument to back up my 

intuition. But I was right. Thankfully, I never lied myself into be-

lieving that life is important in a godless universe, like so many 



atheists con themselves into believing.  

 

I'm reminded of John Ruskin's experience. As a young man, he 

was transfixed by natural beauty. He cast himself in the role of 

nature's prophet, filtering nature through Victorian biblical typol-

ogy. That lasted until he lost his boyhood faith.  

 

Suddenly, the natural world became disenchanted. He believed in 

benevolent nature so long as he believed in a benevolent God, 

who stood behind the natural order. Nature was sacred. He felt 

he was seeing nature through the eyes of God. A private com-

munion. But once he lost his faith, nature ceased to be benevo-

lent. It was just a thing, indifferent and oblivious to the sympa-

thetic observer. As children, we take the world for granted. But 

coming of age, the spell was broken as I reflected on my wholly 

insignificant place in a world without immortality.  

 

As I've grown older, I feel differently about death than I did when 

I was thirteen. As an adolescent, I was afraid of my own oblivion. 

As a Christian, I lost my fear of death. 

 

But as loved ones die, what I find bothersome about the idea of 

death is not my demise, but the demise of others I care about–if 

there was no afterlife. That's not a perspective which the average 

adolescent can enjoy. That perspective is inherently retrospective 

rather than prospective. A viewpoint that takes a certain amount 

of life-experience to appreciate. Seeing others die can be more 

unsettling than the prospect of one's own impending demise–as I 

watch them vanish into the footfalls of the night. 

 

Beyond a certain point, believers are waiting to die because most 

of their life is both behind them and ahead of them. Life is waiting 

for them on the other side. Life picks up on the other side. And 

not just picks up where it left off, but better than ever. Yet many 

unbelievers are waiting to die because their life is behind them. 

They have nothing left to live for. A past without a future. Noth-



ing ahead, only behind. (Actually, they do have a future, but a 

very grim future.) 
 
11. My teachers at Finn Hill Jr. presented an interesting mix. Ms. 
Thorne was a mod, swinging science teacher who sported tight 
pants and a shiny yellow Porsche. She never had trouble main-
taining eye-contact with the male students. Mrs. Gladsjo was the 
resident, guilt-stricken liberal. Mr. Erickson was my history teach-
er. He looked like Peter Lorre in the late B-film phase of his ca-
reer. A Harvard grad who had lived in Lebanon, Mr. Erickson was 
clearly on the downhill slide, with the hand tremors of a drunk. A 
sad, solitary, aging queer, he committed suicide a few years after 
I graduated. School has no mercy for the weak. 
 
Mr. Radke was my math teacher. Well, there was another math 
teacher, a washed up hippie retread, but Radke stood out in more 
ways than one. Stylistically, he was a throwback to the Eisen-
hower era. But he projected a trim and brainy manliness that 
commanded my admiration. One day in class, don't ask me how, 
the issue of hair-length came up. This was back when boys were 
sporting shoulder-length locks. Radke's close-cropped pate, along 
with his black-and-white attire, stood in defiant contrast to the 
flamboyant fashion of the day. In the course of the impromptu 
class discussion he cited St. Paul's admonition that long hair was 
shameful on a man (1 Cor 11:14). One student countered that 
Jesus had long hair. Mr. Radke replied that if you study art histo-
ry, the early portrayals of Jesus depict him with a page-boy cut. 
Such a public witness was unexpected. But because I respected 
Mr. Radke before I knew he was a Christian, I had to respect him 
as a Christian, even if his argument struck me at the time as a 
trifle on the silly side. And in hindsight I'd have to grant that 
Samson and Absalom don't present a propitious omen for 
longhaired men. 
  
In Ms. Thorne's class we had a fat, obnoxious, student. He hated 
everyone and everyone hated him in return. It's hard to say 
which came first. I'm sure that a little Christian charity would 



have worked wonders on the boy, but as I was still a heathen in 
my graceless heart, he received no lovingkindness from me or my 
fellow unregenerates. I do wonder, though, what became of him. 
 
12. High school was something of a letdown. The sustained ab-
sence of intellectual stimulus was starting to erode my study hab-
its. On one occasion I bluffed my way through an exam. I skipped 
the assigned reading and decided to wing it. The first question 
went something like: "In The Fly and the Buttermilk, what hap-
pened to Johnny on the first day of school?" That's the only clue I 
needed. This was clearly a consciousness-raising exercise on race 
relations. So I wrote that Johnny was the first black boy to inte-
grate an all-white school. On the first day of school he was called 
nasty names by all the racist white kids [the assumption being 
that white folks are born-racist]. He ran home and vowed never 
to return. His mother phoned the teacher. Being an enlightened 
liberal, she was horrified and organized a pow-wow of all the par-
ents. They were horrified as well. As a result, universal peace and 
brotherhood broke out, and everyone learned how to sing in per-
fect harmony. My answer went along those lines. And, as it 
turned out, my instincts were right on target. 
 
I think I had natural aptitude for math which I didn't develop be-
cause it was discouraged in school. Math courses were about 
learning rote techniques to solve problems rather than cultivating 
mathematical insight. In algebra I ignored the textbook and let 
the equations play around in my head until they balanced out. My 
teacher, even though she had a doctorate in math (unusual for a 
high school math teacher) expressed disapproval. After that I lost 
interest. 
 
(In college I had to take a math entrance exam. I'd forgotten the 
formula for solving a particular math problem, so I simply came 
up with my own solution on the spot, which yielded the right an-
swer. My answer was marked wrong by the math lab superinten-
dent because I used a nonstandard method. I appealed to a math 
professor who agreed with me that the process by which I de-
rived the solution was legitimate–much to the consternation of 



the lab superintendent.)  
 
The teacher herself was an interesting woman. Dr. White began 
her career as a child performer in vaudeville, and brought a for-
midable stage presence to teaching. Once when she was talking 
with a troubled student, I heard her ask, "Anna, do you believe in 
God?" She then launched into a little testimony about the differ-
ence that God made in one's life. 
 
A mediocre curriculum, dished up year-after-year, discourages 
any incentive to achievement. Between classes I took refuge in 
the library, reading reference works on zoology or Hastings Ency-
clopedia of Religion and Ethics. 
 
This is not to say that high school was an unpleasant experience. 
Frau Clausen was my German teacher. Although a war bride, she 
retained the master-race mentality of her native land, and it was 
fun to push her buttons. She later confessed to me that she tried 
to shape all her students, but I was already cast in bronze. 
 
13. My curiosity was not entirely confined to paper and ink. There 
were girls who caught my eye. Ilo was a petite thing, with raven 
hair and matching eyes offsetting a cream complexion. She was 
also quite bright. Alas, she was often seen in the company of 
Scott, a friendly guy in my German class who later got an engi-
neering degree from MIT. Since mortal combat was against the 
rules, my recourse was limited. She later married and divorced. 
But I haven't seen her since graduation day, so she remains, for 
me, forever frozen in time, as an ageless teenager. You might call 
this immortality on the cheap, but as with discount theology in 
general, it lacks the lasting benefits of the full-priced alternative. 
What you save at the cash register you pay at the door. 
 
There was another girl who caught my fancy—a red-crested cal-
culus student with Botticellian bangs. Ah! Beauty and brains in 
one package! But, alas!—I watched one fateful day as she opened 
her locker, and there, to my supreme disillusionment, I spotted a 
Barry Manilow poster pasted on the inside of the door. After that I 



could never look at her the same way. 
 
Then there was a girl in French or German. It was a small class, 
so all the students knew each other. And because it was a small 
class, there was no assigned seating (the teacher could easily 
remember our names), so I sometimes sat next to her. 
 
Every time I sat next to her or looked at her, my heart would 
melt inside. She was so quintessentially feminine. Sweet, gentle, 
petite, soft-spoken, and pretty–with delicate features, like fine 
china. But she passed out of my life at graduation.  
 
14. In the summer of my sixteenth year, I felt led, for no particu-
lar reason, to read the Bible. I had tried this once before, but be-
came lost in the trackless regions of the Sinai. This time I started 
with the New Testament. I underwent conversion simply by read-
ing the Bible. It wasn't based on corroboration or argumentation. 
Apologetics came later.   
 
My mother, having no other resources at the time, turned to her 
brother Frederick16 for advice. Uncle Fred was Dean of Education 
at Anderson University. He was also a closet apostate. He rec-
ommended two titles—one a book by Fosdick.17 What a thing to 
put in the hands of a newborn believer!—like giving a child a vi-
per. Fosdick was my first encounter with progressive theology. 
But if my uncle's intention was to steer me clear of "fundamental-
ism," his tactics backfired.  
 
Strangely enough, the other book was a Scofield Bible. The con-
servative slant of this study Bible was useful, if rather retro-
grade—even by fundamentalist standards. I discovered that I 
could understand the Bible without recourse to the Dispensational 
scheme, which struck me as an artificial division of the sacred 
history. 
 
                                    
16 Dr. Frederick Shoot (1914-2000).   
17 Dear Mr. Brown: Letters to a Person Perplexed about Religion (Harper & Brothers, 1961), 
56. 



At the time of my conversion, our family was attending a United 
Methodist Church. The senior pastor was a Barthian. He had an 
interesting mind, but the Gospel was obscured by the Barthian 
scrim. The junior pastor was no improvement. He once said to me 
that he felt free to put God on hold—a remark which instantly 
miniaturized his stature in my eyes. 
 
I soon realized that I could raise questions no one at church could 
answer. As so often in my life, I had to find my own answers. 
This involved a zigzag journey through many different denomina-
tions and theological traditions—Baptist, Black, Catholic, charis-
matic, Episcopal, Greek Orthodox, Messianic, Methodist, Presby-
terian, Russian Orthodox, Salvation Army, Wesleyan, &c. I wast-
ed a lot of time, although there was some benefit to be derived 
from the process of comparison, contrast, and elimination. The 
Baptist and Presbyterian traditions are most congenial to my 
head and heart, while the Anglican and Lutheran are most con-
genial to my eyes and ears.  
 
Before I ever studied Calvinism, I took early note of some Re-
formed prooftexts (Isa 6:9-10; Rom 9). Yet at that stage I found 
the notion of predestination unpalatable. But such verses didn't 
fade away. 
 
Over time, certain factors swung me back around. I was non-
plused to find that there were no Arminian theologians of the first 
rank. Given that Arminian theology enjoyed more superficial ap-
peal, I had to wonder why it failed to attract any of the best theo-
logical minds. 
 
Although I didn't know at that time who was worth reading, there 
was a fine Christian bookstore in town. One item I picked up was 
the two-volume set of Warfield's shorter writings. In his review of 
Miley's Systematic Theology18, Warfield pointed out that fore-
knowledge implies foreordination, for if God knew the future, then 
he must have intended the consequences when he chose to make 

                                    
18 Selected Shorter Writings of Benjamin B. Warfield, J. Meeter, ed. (P&R, 1980), 2:310-11. 



the world. 
 
The internal logic of the so-called five points of Calvinism was ob-
vious to me from the start. But it was not until I could settle 
some exegetical issues to my satisfaction that I committed myself 
to the system as a whole. There were a number of philosophical 
issues remaining that I had to work out at a later date, but hav-
ing put my hand to the plow, I never looked back. Next to my 
conversion, adopting the Reformed tradition was the most influ-
ential move in my theological development—a secondary conver-
sion, as it were, for it supplied, not only the way of salvation, but 
a whole philosophy of history. 
 
Although I defend Calvinism on a regular basis, I've always main-
tained a certain distance from the Reformed community due to its 
cliquishness and clannishness. The Confessional Calvinist mind-
set. I'm not suggesting that's distinctive to the Reformed com-
munity. You find that mentality in just about any religious com-
munity–as well as other kinds of communities.  
 
Theological traditions are off-the-shelf packages. And you always 
have dutiful adherents whose mindset is to robotically check eve-
ry box. The motivation isn't primarily theological but sociological. 
Because human beings are social creatures, there's a powerful in-
centive to assimilate to your peer group. To be a loyal team-
player. Where creeds simply function as a litmus test for mem-
bership in the club. 
 
That reduces theological fidelity to playacting. Unfortunately, 
many Calvinists are actors who recite a script. Memorize a script. 
It's not first and foremost about fidelity to God but playing a role 
to be a member in good standing with your peer group. Again, 
that's hardly unique to Calvinism.  
 
I'm a non-denominational Calvinist. Not because I'm latitudinari-
an: just the opposite. I'm such a stickler for theology that I don't 
expect any denomination to be an exact match for my own views.   
 



15. The same Methodist church we were then attending hosted 
Rabbi Raphael Levine, a Lithuanian Jew who was the leading Re-
form rabbi of the Seattle area. He was something of a local TV 
celebrity as well, having participated in an ecumenical TV show 
back in the Sixties. 
 
For some reason, he got on the topic of Gen 1-2 and asked the 
audience a leading question regarding its authorship. I had al-
ready studied the Documentary Hypothesis, and explained the 
argument for composite authorship. This caught him by surprise, 
and he took a personal interest in me. He made the mistaken as-
sumption that since I could summarize an argument, I must 
agree with it. Actually, I was of the view, then and now, that the 
Documentary Hypothesis is a piece of intellectual slackness. 
 
The chief lesson I took away with me from Rabbi Levine was the 
power of personal charm in marketing pious bibble-babble. Re-
garding the Second Coming, he said, with a twinkle in the eye, 
that the Jews will exclaim: "Look, the Messiah has come!" where-
as the Christians will exclaim, "Look, the Messiah has come 
again!" The audience smiled back at this beautiful breakthrough 
in interfaith dialogue and mutual respect. 
 
I, however, did not smile. The remark filled me with intellectual 
disdain rather than respect. For it pretended that Jews and Chris-
tians believed in the same Messiah. But it was obvious that Rabbi 
Levine didn't believe any such thing—otherwise he would have 
been a Messianic Jew. In general, modern Judaism reduces reli-
gion to ethics. It shaves off the vertical dimension of faith. A 
moralizing humanism. 
 
The last time I spoke with Rabbi Levine was when he invited me 
to his home on Mercer Island. We got into a rather intense ex-
change over the possibility of secular ethics. There was nowhere 
to go from here because his commitment was essentially irreli-
gious and earthbound. 
 



Back in the Seventies–I think it was–my parents used to frequent 

a Jewish deli in Lake City (Seattle). It was a father/son operation. 

The elderly proprietor had a lot of old world charm. That's one 

reason we went there. After he suffered a heart attack we 

stopped going. It only occurred to me years later that he was 

probably a Holocaust survivor. I'm sure most of his relatives per-

ished in the death camps. 
 
16. One afternoon my mother picked me up from high school. 
There was a family crisis. A man had broken into my grand-
mother's duplex late at night and raped her. She was about nine-
ty at the time. Although she recovered from the attack, she never 
recovered her sense of security. She moved in with her daughter 
Grace, and lived for another couple of years. When Grace was 
away at work, my grandmother would nap by the front door, 
gripping a butcher knife, waiting for Grace to return from work. 
What a tragic ending! 
 
Yet she retained her faith, right up to the bitter end. Hers was a 
faith etched in tongues of fire–unquenchable to the last. 
 

Some Christians have faith-shattering experiences. It leaves their 

faith in pieces. And in this life they can't repair it. Some pieces 

are missing. This causes some Christians to lose their faith. 

Sweeping away the remainders.  

 

But others cling to the shards of glass. Even a shattered faith is 

better than no faith at all. Sometimes God melts the broken glass 

and reforms their faith, like a glass-blower. But in other cases, 

only heaven can replace or refit the broken pieces.  
 
This was my first personal encounter with the problem of evil. 
Having become a Christian about two years prior to the assault, I 
had no theodicy in my back pocket to whip out. Yet it had no im-
pact on my faith when it happened. That was a more resilient 
time of life. However, watching what happened to my grand-
mother, and later to my aunt Grace, had a delayed effect as well 



as a cumulative effect–after watching what happened to my 
mother.  
 
Over the years I've devised a number of theodicies which–in ad-
dition to some stock theodicies–address the intellectual problem 
of evil to my own satisfaction. But regarding the emotional prob-
lem of evil, seeing what happened to those I most care about has 
had an alienating effect. I can't recover the youthful reverence I 
used to have. That's gone.  
 
My basic belief-system remains solidly intact, but my theology is 
darker. There's far too much evidence to doubt God's existence, 
yet his benevolence is harder to celebrate.  
 
But interestingly, that parallels Scripture. In Scripture, God's ex-
istence is never in doubt. But prophets and psalmists express 
misgivings about his benevolence. Everything that happened to 
my mother, grandmother, and my aunt Grace is consistent with 
biblical theism. To be expected. It's just that we wish God's 
goodness was kinder.  
 
There can be a good reason for everything that happened to 
them, but if so, they suffered for the sake of others. And that's 
the sticking point. It's natural for us to be partial to our own. 
Practically speaking, it's hard to see how God can share our par-
tiality, since there are so many competing interests to balance. 
What's best for my loved ones may not be best for yours–at 
least, not in the short-term. So that's understandable and justifi-
able, but the estrangement remains.  
 

So we walk by twilight. Yet twilight comes in two kinds: dawn and 

dusk. One faces into the rising sun while the other faces into the 

setting sun. Is it the twilight before sunup or the twilight before 

sundown? Are we walking into the night or walking into the light? 

Is the darkness lifting or descending? Is the worst behind us or 

ahead of us?   

 



God sometimes sends a miracle to light our way. Yet a miracle is 

not a floodlight or heat lamp to turn a frigid winter night into a 

balmy summer day. A miracle is not a spotlight shining with a 

steady beam. 

 

No, a miracle is a blinking light guiding travelers to the world be-

yond. A lighthouse has a rotating beam that shines in darkness. 

It doesn't provide interior illumination for a ship at sea. Rather, it 

directs the ship. It draws the ship to land, to safe harbor.  

 

Although miracles happen in this world, they point to another 

world. God performs enough miracles, now and then, here and 

there, to remind us of a better country from afar. A beacon of 

hope beyond the pain, and hope beyond the grave.  
 
17. When First United Methodist in Seattle was inviting the public 
to sing along in its production of Handel's Messiah, we began at-
tending. My parents were both endowed with fine singing voices. 
My father had a soft-grained bass-baritone, while my mother's 
voice had a three-octave range, with a timbre like Frida Leider's. 
My own instrument was larger and deeper than my Dad's. But I 
was up against stiff competition. Back in the Forties, Ezio Pinza 
had given a concert at my mother's college. Of course, his effect 
on the female audience was attributable to factors above and be-
yond classical vocalism. 
 
David Aassen was Sr. Pastor at First Church. He created quite a 
stir when he granted an interview to the local paper in which he 
denied the deity of Christ. Although my parents were still attend-
ing, I had, having already crossed swords with him over the issue 
of sodomy, left First Church in search of something more Evan-
gelical. The controversy was my first foray into apologetics. 
Aassen held public discussions in which I took the lead in defend-
ing the deity of Christ. 
 
From time to time, First Church hosted guest speakers. One of 
these was Giovanni Costigan, a retired history prof. He was the 



darling of the local left-wing establishment. Costigan was a gen-
tile version of Levine—a man of charismatic humanity and hu-
manism. He had been my father's icon in college. 
 
I had occasion to challenge him during a public lecture at First 
Church. Costigan was railing against our foreign policy in Latin 
America. After the lecture there was a question-and-answer ses-
sion, the purpose of which was ordinarily to allow his fawning au-
dience to pose softball questions that would evoke his fatherly 
benediction and confirm them in their liberal state of grace. I 
raised my hand and proceeded to ask why his concern with hu-
man rights did not seem to extend to red-tinted regimes. I ticked 
off some statistics about the Maoist and Stalinist purges, the kill-
ing-fields of the Khmer Rouge, and so on. His eyes rolled as the 
worshipful throng murmured at the discovery of a dissenter in 
their midst. He offered a backhanded reply. My father was in at-
tendance. I think the brush-off lowered Costigan in his esteem, 
for he could tell that it was unresponsive to the question. 
 
My mother was more active at First Church than I. After she re-
tired from teaching outside the home, she resumed her original 
ambition of artistic ministry within the church. At First Church she 
organized a festival of lessons and carols for the major feast 
days. She also took the occasion to hold home Bible studies for 
the lectors. In addition, she contributed a series of articles on 
Christian symbolism to the church newsletter and program of 
worship. When the controversy over the deity of Christ broke out, 
she contributed an article on the witness of Scripture to his true 
and full divinity. 
 
After leaving First Church, she ministered in a number of other 
churches as a guest organist and choir director—working with 
adult and children's choirs. She also collaborated with my father 
in the production of musical dramas for Christmas and Easter. On 
one occasion she was the keynote speaker at a women's retreat. 
 
Besides church work, she participated in parachurch ministry to 
believers behind the Iron Curtain, intervening for their release, 



sponsoring them over, mailing Bible versions abroad. She also 
kept up an informal Barnabas ministry of personal notes and 
cards to encourage family and friends. 
 
18. I started attending church around the age of 5. In the past 
55 years I've attended a wide variety of churches. I'll just com-
ment on the most significant or interesting examples.  
 
I've done hundreds of posts critiquing Roman Catholicism. How-
ever, I don't critique Catholicism entirely as an outsider observer. 
Although I'm not a cradle Catholic, after my evangelical conver-
sion as a teenager I did look into Roman Catholicism. Initially, I 
attended Mass at Saint John Vianney, up the hill from where I 
lived. At the time, it rented the chapel of the defunct St. Thomas 
Seminary, adjacent to the defunct St. Edward Seminary. Both 
closed after the priesthood shortage in the 60s. It was located on 
a sprawling, scenic, park-like setting, with wooded trails leading 
down to the shores of Lake Washington. The chapel itself was el-
egant. However, the celebrant was a guitar-strumming hippie 
priest.  
 
I found the folk Mass so off-putting that after a few visits there I 
took the bus into Seattle and attended Mass at Blessed Sacra-
ment, on the outskirts of the U. District. It had a tasteful, capa-
cious sanctuary and decent music. In addition, the church was 
staffed by Dominicans, so the homilies were more intelligent. 
Mind you, that doesn't mean they were exegetically accurate. On 
one occasion the homilist talked about how wine is a living sub-
stance, and drew theological parallels. But that's completely off-
base. In Scripture, sacrificial blood doesn't represent life but vio-
lent death. Shed blood. 
 
I sometimes attended Mass downtown at St. James Cathedral. It 
had a large handsome sanctuary, although it was no match for 
European cathedrals. Music was fairly good. Sometimes had a 
dulcet cantor to lead the congregation in song. The homilist was 
Fr. Gallagher. He had a charming, avuncular demeanor.  
 



This was during the stormy tenure of Archbishop Hunthausen. 
Ironically, Donald Wuerl, who later rose through the ranks to be-
come the disgraced Cardinal Archbishop of DC, was tasked by the 
Vatican to curb Hunthausen's progressive agenda.  
 
Of course, attending Mass isn't the only way to evaluate Catholi-
cism. You need to study the theology and assess the arguments. 
At a later date I used to do research at the Seattle U. library up 
the hill, where, among other things, I read many volumes of 
Rahner's Theological Investigations. Rahner had an interesting 
technique of replacing traditional, but obsolete Catholic dogmas 
with modern substitutes. It was revealing to see Catholicism de-
fended by throwing away the offending parts and reconstructing 
the remainder with newfangled parts. A backdoor admission that 
traditional Catholicism was indefensible.   
 
However, there are Catholic apologists who think you can't 
properly evaluate Catholicism as a detached observer. It's some-
thing you must experience, in community. Having sampled Ca-
tholicism, I was ultimately unpersuaded. For one thing, I was too 
Bible-centered to warm to it.  
 
In addition, I think Catholic piety, even among the faithful, is 
about professing or affirming Catholic doctrine, not from any 
sense of direct conviction, but from the sense that as a good 
Catholic, it's your duty to affirm these things. So there's that un-
derlying disconnect.  
 
For several years I attended a black church down in the hood. 
The pastor was an extemporaneous preacher. In addition to that 
church, I befriended some black guys at a church up the street. 
We were about the same age. 
 
It was an instructive experience, musically and socially. That's 
when I cultivated an interest in black Gospel music, which I still 
listen to, on occasion.  
 



I saw a lot of talent that wasn't properly fostered and focused. I 
saw young kids in church who were on the way to becoming ju-
venile delinquents, because the adults were preoccupied with 
having an ecstatic worship experience. I saw one guy I got close 
to revert to drug addiction.  
 
The church I attended had a Filipino guy who became a police-
man. Some of his friends disowned him because he crossed over 
to the enemy side!    
 
The same church had two sister who belonged to the Lummi 
tribe. Both of them natural vocalists. One of them told me a story 
about how a relative had been hexed. The indigenous witchcraft 
was still a force to be reckoned with.  
 
After that I attended a messianic congregation: Beth David. Saul 
Wallach was the pastor. As I recall, he was originally groomed for 
the Rabbinate before he converted to Christianity. Despite many 
years of Hebrew instruction, when he first went to Israel and or-
dered something in Hebrew, the cashier responded to him in Eng-
lish! 
 
The worship service had sacred dance, to Eastern European mel-
odies. Tasteful. Not something you see in the average Presbyteri-
an church.  
 
However, the preaching had an emphasis on the modern state of 
Israel. The restoration of Israel. The ingathering and all that.  
While that's natural for a messianic Jew, it's not something I can 
relate to personally. I support the state of Israel, but that's hardly 
central to my theological outlook. And I have no emotional at-
tachment to the land. 
 

19. When I took my first job at the Seattle Public Library, my su-

pervisor was a Japanese lady–Fumi Yamaguchi. I maintained con-

tact with her after she retired. Friendship evangelism. She was 

Buddhist. Every so often I'd reconnoiter with her for lunch. Some-



times I took my mother along, since I figured two women about 

the same age could hit it off.  

 

One time we had lunch scheduled in Chinatown in February of 

1989. There was possible snow in the forecast, but the skies were 

clear, so I gambled on driving into town rather than cancel our 

get together. My mother was with me. There was no snow on the 

drive down. 

 

We had a nice lunch at a windowless Japanese restaurant. When 

we got out of the restaurant, it was snowing! And it was sticking! 

That's a sight to inspire panic in Seattleites. If it was just me, I 

could tough it out. If the streets were impassable, I could walk to 

one of the nearby hospitals and camp out there for the night. 

Hospitals have backup generators. I could use it as an overnight 

shelter. No doubt others would have the same idea.  

 

But I had my mother with me. She was pushing 71 at the time. 

So we had to drive home.  

 

We made it from Chinatown to I-5, then made it to the Evergreen 

Point bridge exit. Traffic was already snarled.  

 

So long as the surface was fairly level–with no steep inclines–and 

you kept moving, you didn't get stuck. But if you stopped you 

couldn't get moving again.  

 

We got across the Evergreen Point bridge. That was hairy. Bump-

er-to-bumper traffic as desperate drivers fled the city, hoping to 

get home before it became impassable. And it was getting dark. 

 

In fact, shortly thereafter, the bridge became impassable. Ma-

rooned drivers had to abandon their cars, turning the bridge into 

a parking lot. Imagine being stranded in that situation. If you 

stay, with the car running, you may run out of gas. Imagine try-

ing to stay overnight in a car without a heater as temperatures 



plunge into the teens.  

 

But imagine having to leave your car, walk across the snowbound 

bridge in either direction–the bridge is about 1.5 miles long–

under those conditions. And where do you go? Where do you find 

shelter? The snow storm triggered a power outage city wide and 

county wide. I saw transformers exploding in the dark. Spectacu-

lar!  

 

But we got across the bridge, then got stuck halfway up the 

offramp. There were other cars strewn along the shoulder.  

 

We had to get out. As we walked across the overpass in the 

snow, we were almost crushed by a bus, jackknifing in the ice 

and snow. We were right between the side of the bus and the 

guard rail. Thankfully, it didn't slide all the way over to us. 

 

The good news is that there was a La Quinta Inn about block 

away from the offramp. That's where we were headed. 

 

As you can anticipate, it was filling up fast. A line of drivers who 

abandoned their cars in the snow. It wasn't clear that there'd be 

a room available by the time we got to the front of the line. But 

thankfully there was.  

 

After securing our room, we walked over to a restaurant in the 

motel parking lot and had a nice dinner. During dinner I over-

heard a waiter answer the phone. Someone wanted to make res-

ervations for dinner that night. Outside was snowmageddon, yet 

you had this idiot who thought it would be a swell idea to get on 

the road. The waiter politely explained to the caller that he (or 

she) should really stay home.  

 

As we were walking back from the restaurant to the motel, one or 

two transformers exploded. The restaurant went dark. Perfect 

timing for us! Of course, the motel had no power, but we had our 



own room with running water, beds, and blankets.  

 

Suppose our car hadn't gotten stuck on the offramp? It would as-

suredly have gotten stuck on the way home. I'd be driving 

through the narrow main street of downtown Kirkland in stop-

and-go traffic. Gridlock.  

 

Even if I got past that, there'd be a steep hill between there and 

our house. Uphill. Another place to get stuck. Then, if we got past 

that, our house was at the bottom of a steep hill, beside a ravine. 

It would be extremely treacherous to drive down that icy hill 

without chains or snow tires. 

 

So we actually got stuck at just the right time and place. Any-

where else might well have been fatal–for my mother, at least. 

Had we arrived a few minutes later, the motel would be full. And 

the restaurant would be closed, due to the power outage. It was 

tough going for several days, but survivable.  

 

20. As she got older, my mother developed macular degenera-

tion. She prayed about it and her eyes got better. Her ophthal-

mologist was baffled. I remember because I sat in on the ap-

pointment.  

 

Later, her eyesight worsened again. However, she could see well 

enough to read and play organ. Towards the very end of her life 

she complained about worsening eyesight and stopped reading 

and playing organ. But I think that was due, not to declining vis-

ual acuity, but declining mental acuity. Due to advancing demen-

tia, she no longer had the concentration to read or play organ. So 

her eyesight held out as long as her mind held out. Her eyes gave 

out when her mind gave out. Not that she lost either one entirely.  
 
21. Late in life, my aunt Grace19 moved from Michigan to a re-

                                    
19 Dr. Nora Grace Donohew (1913-1993). 



tirement home in Redmond. Grace had a sad, lonely, disappoint-
ing life. A life of heartache and heartbreak. One letdown after an-
other. She never got what she was seeking in life. She waited 
and waited until she died. The clock ran out. She "died in faith, 
not having received the things promised, but having seen them 
and greeted them from afar, as strangers and exiles on the earth, 
seeking a homeland" (Heb 11:13-14). 
 
As the eldest daughter, she was put in charge of her sisters while 
her mother tended to the family business—a hatchery—and her 
father was away on the sawdust trail. If she broke a plate while 
washing dishes, she'd get a switching. She once overheard her 
father say that she would never amount to anything, which hurt 
her deeply. 
 

 
(Aunt Grace with her husband.) 
 
She married a much older man and missionary. They couldn't 
have children. They tried to adopt, and were promised a child. A 
cradle and baby clothes were procured, and a nursery prepared, 
only to be turned down at the very last minute by the adoption 



agency. 
 
Grace was the linguist of the family, sponging up Greek, Latin, 
Spanish, French, German, Dutch, Flemish, Bantu, and Swahili 
during her lifetime. She had an excellent ear, even being able to 
reproduce the African click-languages, which are the despair of 
most students. There were four different clicks, she once in-
formed me, rattling off each in turn. 
 
She acquired her knowledge of African languages during her 
years as a missionary in Kenya. The original plan was to do mis-
sionary work in Germany, where she hoped to study voice as 
well. But postwar Germany was in a state of utter disrepair, so 
Africa was the fallback. I know from a letter she wrote to her par-
ents that she was homesick in Africa. 
  
She was widowed early, and taught German at Warner Pacific 
College in Portland, a Church of God institution. She was offered 
a Sabbatical to enter the doctoral program at the University of 
London. Warner Pacific promised to hold her position open, but 
reneged once she was out of the country, leaving her alone and 
stranded. The episode precipitated a temporary crisis of faith. 
She recorded the ordeal in her notebook: 
 

Faith was shattered. Fear possessed me. Where was my 
bread and butter to come from? Then a realization of my 
lack of faith in God came to me. God enabled me to see that 
here was my chance, and responsibility, to grow in faith. I 
applied myself more diligently to my daily devotions. Each 
evening after dinner to Battersea Park, to spend one-and-a-
half to two hours in prayer—walking, sitting, praying, until a 
profound sense of confidence, peace and calm prevailed in 
my heart. "My God shall supply all your needs according to 
his riches in glory" (Phil 4:19). Faith became stable. Then 
came the telegrams, letters—and then the contract from Ball 
State. 

 
As Bishop Leighton has said, "adversity is the diamond dust with 



which heaven polishes its gemstones."  
 

On top of that, she initially hit a roadblock because her doctoral 

advisor was a male chauvinist. He didn't approve of women in ac-

ademia. He didn't approve of women getting PhDs. So he made it 

very difficult for her. 

 

When Grace was visiting us in Seattle around 1970, we went to a 

mausoleum where my grandfather is interred. It was a family oc-

casion. I know this happened around 1970 because we visited 

Grace in London in 1971, when she was working on her doctor-

ate. So it had to be around that time, c. 1970-72.  

 

Grace, my mother, and I were present at the mausoleum. My fa-

ther was undoubtedly with us (he was the driver). My sister was 

probably with us. My aunt Ruth was probably with us. It's quite 

possible my grandmother was with us.  

 

Anyway, my mother formed a circle, holding hands, to pray about 

Grace's situation. My mother prayed that the obstacle would be 

"taken out of the way". I remember that. 

 

Later she said she felt something like an electrical current run 

through our prayer circle. I can't vouch for that. I don't remem-

ber that. 

 

Be that as it may, Grace's advisor dropped dead the next day of a 

heart attack, and Grace was assigned a new advisor, who hap-

pened to be a woman. A sympathetic advisor rather than a hos-

tile advisor. 
 
In her final years, Grace cared for her mother until her mother 
passed away. Grace was later diagnosed with cerebellar degener-
ation, which left an active mind imprisoned in a petrified body. 
Having had to care for her little sister, it was then her sister's 
turn to care for Grace, which my mother discharged with warm 



devotion and diligence. 
 
It is hard to keep moving forward when you have no encourage-
ment. Yet she was faithful to the bitter end. Hers was a persever-
ing faith. Steadfast from first to last. 
 
Grace was a brave woman. A hurting soul. Yet despite hurting in-
side, she lived for others. Her greatest gift to me was the witness 
of her life and faith. The example she left. 
 

Deciduous trees turn twice: in autumn, the tree symbolically dies. 

Its leaves turn yellow, orange, red, and brown, then drop, one-

by-one, until the tree is denuded. In Spring, the tree symbolically 

revives, producing buds that blossom and bloom into flowers and 

leaves.  

 

Faith has seasons. Faith in spring and summertime. Like first love 

or falling in love. Vivacious. Then there's autumnal faith–darker 

and sadder.  

 

Faith in winter. In a sense, faith must die to be reborn. The tree 

doesn't die inwardly but outwardly, shedding its leaves. Contract-

ing. Withdrawing from the world into a bare essence. Waiting for 

the sun to return in its spring and summer glory.  
 
A godly woman is a rose out of season, an autumn blossom in a 
winter world. And when she folds her petals at last, she blooms 
anew in the amaranthine Spring of God's garden above. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3 
 
22. My parents paid off the mortgage just in time to be driven off 
their land by property taxes. To rub salt in the wounds, they suf-
fered through an ugly lawsuit over the sale of the house. Between 
the unjust judge, crooked lawyer, shady developer, and witness-
tampering, it was straight out of prophetic denunciations of a cor-
rupt legal system. Because the world loves its own, the sons of 
light will frequently find themselves on the losing side. 
 

 
(Gladys Tipton Hays, with a view property overlooking Juanita Bay on Lake 
Washington.) 

 
I remember the day, that last day, when I left behind my moth-
er's magnolia bush, my father's flaming geraniums, and my sis-
ter's playhouse. Left behind musical streams in dappled ravines. 
Nothing could or really should recapture those days. But the new 
house was nicely situated above the bay area of Lake Washing-



ton, overlooking a scenic park system. At the north end was a 
park bisected by a circumflex stream, and opening out onto a 
broad and sandy stretch of beach. At the other end was a former 
golf green I used to row to before it was converted to a park. A 
pedestrian bridge connecting both sites was lined, on one side, by 
a procession of poplars, while the other side skirted the wetlands, 
with cottonwoods and beaver dams. On a mid-summer stroll in 
late afternoon, the bay took on the aspect of a Monet painting as 
water-lilies, gilded by a western sun, swayed in copper waves. 
 
But the move to a more urban setting cut me off from the ca-
dence of nature. To greet the spreading sunrise, trace the phases 
of Venus, eye a shooting star, watch waves mirror the moon-
beams, hear the night owls, or simply soak in the dark downy 
stillness, was thereafter denied me.  
 
23. When I was living there, I sometimes had an odd experience. 
I'd be very hot at night. Sweaty. And sometimes my bare skin 
would generate sparks, like static electricity, when I touched my 
back. Little bursts of light in my darkened bedroom. I don't know 
if that's normal. 
 
24. In 1984 and again in 1985, my parents and I traveled Europe 
for a second and third time. The first occasion was back in 1971. 
Our itinerary revolved around certain churches, painters, and Bi-
ble sites.20 I don't have much to say that hasn't been better said 
by countless tourists and art critics. But I will comment on a few 
impressions—without regard to relative chronology. 
 
We attended Sunday Matins at King's College Chapel. The choral 
singing and fan-vaulting were glorious, but I got into a verbal 
spat with John Drury after service over a derogatory remark he 
dropped during the homily about the "genocidal" passages in the 
Old Testament. Naturally, our exchange got nowhere inasmuch as 

                                    
20 E.g., Amiens, Daphne, Hosios Lucos, King's College Chapel, Rheims, St. Mary Redcliffe, 
San Apollinare in Classe, San Marco, San Vitale, Santa Costanza, Santa Sabina, Santa So-
phia, Sainte-Chapelle, Vézelay, York; Botticelli, Da Vinci, El Greco, Monet, Rembrandt, Re-
noir, Turner, Van Eyck, Van Gogh, Vermeer; Athens, Ephesus, Patmos, Pergamos, Sardis. 



he exhibited that split-brain capacity for intellectual conceit and 
deceit which structures the cerebral cortex of the average liberal. 
Why preach on a book you don't believe in? I confess that my 
gray-matter isn't half so supple or subtle. 
 
Later that day we went to an evening service at a Baptist church 
where Spurgeon once taught Sunday school. Although I thought 
the young preacher's piety was a bit effortful, it was nonetheless 
inspiring to witness the lasting impact of Spurgeon's teaching and 
testimony. 
 
We visited the Bavarian church of Wieskirche. Its ostentatious 
Rococo interior was repellent to my aesthetic and spiritual sensi-
bilities alike. But the surrounding countryside was a wonder, as 
the smooth spreading meadows extended to the forest edge, 
which rose to the forested foothills above, which rose to the 
frosted slopes of the Ammergau Alps, which melted into the ice 
blue firmament, streaked through and through with frosty clouds. 
 
Venice was a bit of a disappointment inasmuch as a real, lived-in 
city, couldn't quite measure up to the expectations of lovesick 
poets and painters. Yet sitting in sidewalk café beside the Plaza 
San Marco, I was suddenly struck by the impression that every 
third woman might have stepped straight out of a quattrocento 
painting. I had always assumed that Da Vinci and Botticelli need-
ed to be finicky in their choice of models, but the Italian race, 
with its round-hipped, full-lipped, almond-eyed, and olive-skinned 
women presents a studio in nature. 
 
We took a train to Prague. This was before the fall of the Iron 
Curtain, and the claustrophobic desperation of the natives was 
palpable. Although humanism aims for utopia, it always hits hell 
on earth. 
 
We also flew to Istanbul. Taking an afternoon stroll through the 
Golden Horn, the yawning hour was suddenly blasted by the call 
to prayer, wailing from the Blue Mosque below us. All at once I 
felt exposed, as a Christian in a hostile land. Both behind the Iron 



Curtain and in Anatolia, I wore a cross, but this was the first time 
I felt vulnerable. 
 
Our excursion to the troglodyte churches of Cappadocia, hollowed 
out of the odd conical hills–"fairy chimneys"–was an especially 
evocative experience. This was, in a way, a delayed homecoming, 
for it brought us very near Eden and the ark. Yet the severity and 
austerity of the region also served to intensify the loss of prime-
val Paradise, while the sorry state of the ancient and abandoned 
churches, situated in a country overrun by followers of a false 
God, bore wordless witness to our passing pilgrimage. 
 
25. Upon returning I underwent a spell of spiritual warfare. I 
would doze off for a while, and then pass into a trance-like state 
that was distinct from dreaming, lucid dreaming or daydreaming. 
In this altered state of consciousness I was dimly aware of my 
physical surroundings, but my perception seemed to be out of 
phase. I was also conscious of a personal, overpowering presence 
in the room. I felt an almost irresistible temptation to leave my 
body. But I was afraid that if I gave in, I'd lose control. These vis-
itations took place over a period of about a year. Like a dream, I 
usually forgot them. But as they increased in intensity, the con-
flict came to a head. Persuaded of its diabolical origin, I reproved 
the presence in the name of Christ, and was delivered, although 
the ominous aura lingered on for a time. 
 
Even though I wouldn't ascribe dogmatic status to my experi-
ence, it did give me insight into certain aspects of parapsycholo-
gy—such as possession, astral travel, and the intermediate state. 
A sceptic would attribute this impression to sleep paralysis or 
night terrors. Perhaps it was a trick of the mind. But I don't think 
so. For one thing, it only took place during one brief period of 
early adulthood. In addition, the same period was punctuated by 
phenomena of a mildly poltergeistic nature. 
 
Many years later I did some research on the phenomenon. Nowa-
days it goes under the title of ASP (awareness during sleep paral-
ysis). Historically, it went under different names. During the Vic-



torian era it was related to night terrors, and poltergeists; in Me-
dieval Europe to incubi and succubae; in Asia to fox-possession; 
in Judaism to Lilith (cf. Isa 34:12); in Sumerian times to Lilitu; in 
Roman times to Lambia; in Celtic culture to the Hag (hence, "Old 
Hag Syndrome"); and in modern times to alien abductions, lucid 
dreams, astral travel, OBEs, and so on. In other words, we seem 
to be dealing with a cultural universal. Although the symptoms 
are somewhat variable, as is their interpretation, yet they share a 
common port of entry. Obviously there is in all of this a lot of 
room for deception and self-deception. But an experience so di-
verse in time and place cannot be dismissed with a wave of the 
hand. David Hufford is a useful writer on this issue.  
 
Skeptics often imagine that they can explain away a phenomenon 
by slapping a fancy label on it (e.g., "hypnagogic hallucination") 
or detailing the physical side-effects. But this substitutes a dis-
guised description for an efficient explanation (e.g., the attractive 
force of gravity). 
 
26. For three years in the late Eighties I conducted jail ministry. 
At the time I had a godlike bass voice. Great for preaching. Due 
to aging and ill-health, the voice is now an echo of its former glo-
ry. 
 
I did the preaching and my mother played the keyboard. After I 
left prison ministry to resume college, my mother maintained jail 
and prison visitation. 
 
27. A library seemed like a natural place to work for a man of my 
bookish proclivities. I hadn't given any thought to the political 
culture of a library. It turned out, of course, that this was a hot-
bed of radical activism. 
 
I formed a covert alliance with Dr. Andrea Vangor, a Lefebvre-
leaning Catholic and crusader against kiddy-porn. I was her mole, 
smuggling out incriminating internal memoranda and flagging 
outrageous movies. Andrea used the inside information to get the 
laws toughened up, which effected a change in the library's selec-



tion policy. Andrea showed what one determined person can ac-
complish. A single woman, working out of her condo on a shoe-
string budget, she and her seven cats had the well-heeled liberal 
establishment running scared. 
 
While working at the library, I caused a bit of a stir when I posted 
a Christian sticker and prolife sticker at my work-site. One of my 
coworkers—a butchfemme freethinker—took offense and filed a 
formal complaint. My supervisor warned me of possible repercus-
sions, but I stood my ground. The issue went all the way to the 
City Attorney, who ruled in my favor.  
 
28. While working at the library (1979-1994), I returned to col-
lege in 1990, where I double-majored in history and classics. Se-
attle Pacific University was originally a Bible college for Methodist 
missionaries. By the time I attended, it had high academic stand-
ards, but the ambition to mainstream with secular academia was 
far advanced. 
 

 
(Steve Hays, c. 1990.) 
 
The debate over inerrancy had broken out a year before I began. 
The school paper ran a debate. In order to find an opponent of 
inerrancy, they only had to go as far as the School of Religion, 
whereas to find a proponent of inerrancy, reporters had to tap 
the professor of electrical engineering. 
 



Chapel attendance was mandatory. On one occasion a witch-
doctor delivered the homily. I'm not making this up. The preacher 
was an American-Indian, ordained in the United Methodist 
Church. He preached on how to hex people, and equated the 
temptation of Christ in the wilderness with a "vision quest." I 
turned my head to the right, and then to the left, looking for 
frowns of consternation. But, no, it seemed to be all the same to 
the congregation whether their guest speaker was George White-
field or Simon Magus. 
 
An alternative to chapel attendance were so-called cadres. One of 
these, provocatively entitled Skeptics Anonymous, had been or-
ganized by an apostate named Jeff Lowder, who went on to start 
an atheist website. I attended in order to maintain a Christian 
presence and offer an apologetic counter-weight. We covered the 
usual menu of items (inerrancy, creation/evolution, Noah's flood, 
the Resurrection, the problem of evil, the existence of God). In a 
sense, my debate with Jeff never ended. 
 
Another student I met was Jeremiah Lawson, an interesting guy 
with a Quinault tribal background. As a journalist, Jeremiah did 
yeoman work exposing Mark Driscoll. However, Jeremiah is, in 
addition, a composer, and film critic–at Mockingbird.  
 
As I say, SPU still had high academic standards and a fine faculty. 
Three of my professors were especially noteworthy. Christina 
Roseman, my classics prof., taught a broad range of subjects, 
from Latin, Greco-Roman and ancient Near Eastern history to art 
history and world mythology. Although she didn't teach Greek, 
due to lack of student interest, I had already taught myself 
enough Greek to do readings with her in Homer, Xenophon and 
the Septuagint. The only time we ever tangled was over the da-
ting of the Exodus, I defending the traditional date.   
 
I also took a course in Eastern European literature from Frank 
Leddusire. He was a man of wide-ranging talents, but intellectual-
ly aimless after he lost his faith some years before. Although he 
pretended to treat this as a liberating experience, in the common 



affectation of apostates, the evident effect of his lapse left his 
considerable abilities without a worthy object. 
 
A year before Star Wars came out, Leddusire did a science fiction 
take-off on the Book of Revelation, relocating the action to outer 
space, with the forces of Theo battling the forces of Draco, and so 
on. It was an interesting experiment in cross-cultural adaptation. 
 
I took a couple of courses from Bill Lane, the NT scholar and 
commentator. Lane was more single-minded than Leddusire or 
Roseman. He received a good grounding in the Reformed faith 
from Roger Nicole at Gordon-Conwell, and in his subsequent 
studies at Westminster under Young and Stonehouse. From there 
he went on to Harvard, and so distinguished himself that he had 
a shot at a professorship on condition that he would tone down 
his adherence to the authority of Scripture—a Faustian bargain he 
turned down. 
 
He did post-doctoral studies at Hebrew Union. There the Rabbini-
cal students asked him what kind of Christian he was. He found 
the question a bit puzzling until he discovered that other "Chris-
tian" students had a reputation for frequenting the local brothels. 
 
Early in his career, Lane served as pulpit supply in the OPC. How-
ever, his scandalous divorce later induced him to the more lenient 
environs of Methodism. Sin is a liberalizing factor in our theology. 
 
For my astronomy course I wrote a critique of Hawking's secular 
cosmology, which I attacked as philosophically maladroit. Karl 
Krinke, my astronomy prof., was favorably impressed with the 
paper. 
 
I befriended a number of the Arab students while I was in college. 
It is amusing to hear Muslims attack western decadence. The Ar-
ab students were as affluent and worldly as you please. As with 
modern Judaism, Islam is essentially horizontal in orientation. It 
pays lip-service to Allah, but Allah is an abstraction. The real in-
terest is on the good life here-below, of which the hereafter is on-



ly a sensuous extension. A truly God-centered piety is distinctive 
to the Bible. 
 
My academic involvements didn't entirely blind me to other areas 
of interest. There was a woman in my sociology course who, I'm 
quite confident, never suffered from male neglect. Faith Felice 
had a comely countenance to match a comely name—a sanctified 
version of Grace Kelly or Deborah Kerr. 
  
29. After graduating in 1993, I spent a couple of terms at West-
minster Seminary California, to study under John Frame, with 
whom I'd corresponded. Over the years he's been a gracious 
mentor to me–and many others. 
 
He used to get into hot water because he's too intelligent for the 
Confessional Calvinist mentality. Unlike so many others, he was-
n't playacting or reciting his lines. Rather, as an independent 
thinker, his priority is always to be true to God's truth.  
 
Early on I consulted Reformed polymath Vern Poythress, with 
whom I've corresponded over the years. He's been very patient 
with me.  
 
While at WSC I got to know Greg Welty. A gentle soul, Greg has a 
penetrating mind with a consecrated heart. He went on to pioneer 
theistic conceptual realism. He's done wonderful work on the 
problem of evil as well as the deficiencies of freewill theism. It's a 
pity some of his best thinking remains unpublished.  
 
I got to know James Anderson through Greg. Over the years, he's 
provided me with technical assistance as well as stimulating con-
versation. A philosophical apologist who unites Errolesque elan 
with Alvinesque acumen. 
 
Paul Manata is another member of that charmed circle. It's a 
good thing he broke with the strong modal interpretation of the 
transcendental argument for God's existence, because that one-
trick pony show was hampering his philosophical development. 



Freed from that constraint, he's been expanding his formidable 
abilities as a philosophical theologian.  
 
For a précis of my intellectual development, see "My intellectual 
development"21.  
 

 
(Steve Hays, c. 2000.) 
 
30. My health began to decline in my early thirties. Among other 
things, I developed Fibromyalgia. Not only is that fatiguing, but it 
clouded the thought-process, which was very frustrating.  
 
My lymphoma diagnosis hit my family harder than it did me. As it 
turned out, the good Lord granted me an Indian summer to pro-
long my little labors in his vineyard. And so I still wait for my 
change to come (Job 14:14). 
 
This was the third time I've received a divine reprieve. When I 
was 14 months old I came down with a life-threatening respirato-
ry infection, and after that the narrow escape with the lantern. So 
I'm a thrice-snatched brand from the fire. 
 
Twenty-two years later, my lymphoma returned. On the first oc-
casion I was thirty-five, which is a very different time of life. I 
had far more to live for. I underwent the full course of treatment.  
 
                                    
21 http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2019/04/my-intellectual-development.html 



This time I'm letting nature take its course. I might well be dying 
of cancer as I write this.  People can live too long for their own 
good. Modern medicine extends life, but that's risky in other 
ways. I'm puzzled by Christians who cling to life. It's okay to let 
go.  
 
In the last few years I've had an increasing number of angina at-
tacks–a prelude to a full-blown heart attack. So I've been close to 
death on many occasions.  
 
For Christians, a fatal disease is a gift. A friend. A doorknob out of 
this world into a better world. What is dreadful is not the prospect 
of death, but a world without a doorknob.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4 

 
31. For a final time I ran my fingers through his luxuriant white 
hair, then with a last backward glance, left the room. My father 
had died a month shy of my fortieth birthday. 
 
It's shocking to see your father dead. I remembered him through 
a child's eyes, when he was younger and stronger, when he was 
my provider and protector. He gave and gave until he gave out. 
You never know how close they are to the end until the moment 
comes–like a fence that seems sturdy to the eye, but is riddled 
with dry rot within. 
 
Had I been more confident in his state of grace, the separation 
would not have left things hanging in the air. After he died my 
mother had a dream in which he told her he was waiting for us. 
But one shouldn't put much stock in such things. I continue to 
pray for him, to pray that God saved him before he died. Some 
answers to prayer are retroactive.  
 
He read a certain amount of Christian literature, sometimes at my 
instigation, and other times at his own initiative. As to the latter, 
he read F.F. Bruce's commentary on John's Gospel, as well as his 
New Testament history. In preparing to play one of the Wise Men 
for a church play, he did some study of the Magi. He also read bi-
ographies of Whitefield, Tyndale, and St. Paul (by F. F. Bruce)—
although I no longer recall who took the initiative. 
 
He was very sensitive to Christian art and music, as when we 
went to concerts of the St. Matthew Passion by Bach. Certain ca-
thedrals also left a deep impression on him. In his travelogue he 
wrote that Vézelay was "an incredibly beautiful spot. It may 
haunt me the rest of my life," while of Amiens, he wrote that "the 
sunlight streamed into the inner space, and someone was playing 
the Bach Prelude & Fugue on the really big organ." And of 
Rheims, he again wrote about "the sunlight streaming through 
the open doors and the extraordinary stained-glass windows." But 
it must be admitted that these reactions are rather more aesthet-



ic than evangelical. 
 
My favorite actor is Alec Guinness, in part because he reminds me 
of my late father. A low, resonant, soft-grained voice; patrician 
accent, and detached demeanor. Both men were unhappy in 
childhood, and their emotional reserve is a way to mask the pain 
and sadness. It's not that they are actually unfeeling–quite the 
opposite. They are hungry and hurting beneath the facade, and 
they distance themselves to avoid further rejection.  
 
Tragically, our relationship became strained in his later years. It's 
natural for sons to measure themselves by their fathers. My mis-
take was to subconsciously continue using him as a yardstick. He 
couldn't measure up to that inhuman expectation. I contributed 
to his sense of isolation and depression.  
 
Despite his deficient upbringing, he was a remarkably devoted 
husband and father. He was, withal, a far better father to me 
than I a son to him. Outwardly inhibited and undemonstrative, 
but unstinting in his unspoken care and consideration as he went 
about discharging a multiplied myriad of unbidden and unrequited 
favors. That will remain the great moral failing of my life. I think 
one reason God puts us in families is that it strips away the public 
varnish and leaves our raw character cruelly exposed. We're 
saints in church, but sinners at home.  
 
He had suffered a heart attack the month before his death. Even 
though his brother was in town at the time, he didn't stick around 
for the funeral. Neither did any of his grown children who lived in 
the area. The only people who came were the pious members of 
my mother's family. The same was true at Grace's funeral. A 
friend to many, she died without a friend, and even her only sur-
viving brother—the apostate—absented himself from the funeral. 
Blood may be thicker than water, but the only indissoluble bond 
is sealed by the blood of Christ. 
 
His sudden decline and death came right in the midst of moving. I 
was returning to WSC, and my parents wanted to relocate to a 



warmer, drier climate. My mother and I had to fly down to find a 
house while he was still hospitalized. The initial prognosis was 
fairly favorable, but that was before the stroke and diagnosis of 
lung cancer. After the stroke, he still enjoyed little flickers of lu-
cidity when his eyes beamed brightly at the sight of my face gaz-
ing down at him, as I held his hand or stroked his hair, only to 
turn distant a moment later—as he straddled two worlds. 
 
Between his death and moving arrangements, my mother never 
recovered her former strength. But when she no longer had the 
energy for music ministry, she carried on her mother's ministry of 
prayer, personal evangelism, and discipleship. 
 

 
(Robert Lawrence Hays as a G.I. in World War II.)



32. It would have been more practical to buy a house by the 
seminary, but the inland valleys did not appeal to us. A ride out 
to Oceanside, with a high surf—like a moving mountain range, 
rolling in under the summer sun–cinched our choice. We bought a 
house in the river valley a few minutes from the beach. The 
backyard commanded a wide view of the folded hills, forested by 
palm, cypress and eucalyptus—bent backward in the sea breeze 
—with undulating uplands blushing in the western sun. Overlook-
ing the valley sat the Rosicrucian shrine, squatting like a bleached 
frog in the heat. 
 
Except for a green strip skirting the river, the valley was fairly 
barren. But there was a riverside grove nearby the house which, 
like the old oak of Mamre, became my favored haunt for prayer. 
And hidden in the hillside above I could hear the bells of the Ben-
edictine Abbey tolling the canonical hours. 
 
The Southwest has better songbirds than the Northwest, like the 
Solitaire, while doves would sooth the noonday air. From time to 
time feral peacocks flew into our backyard. Hummingbirds fre-
quented the Honeysuckle, and Roadrunners crossed our path.  
 
Natural beauty is based in large part on the interplay between the 
solid and the fluid. Stable objects provide the background to dis-
cern motion: gliding rivers, ocean waves, drifting clouds, grass 
and trees waving in the wind.  
 
Despite the sunshine and scenery, I never took to Southern Cali-
fornia. Perhaps the fact that my father didn't make it down with 
us cast a tenebrous cloud over the move. It may also be that my 
eyes were color-coded for the more alpine palette of my native 
Northwest. The austere and angular landscape of coastal Califor-
nia stands in sharp contrast to the sfumato coloring of the Pacific 
Northwest. Perhaps people, like plants and animals, are naturally 
adapted to their native soil. 
 
Another little thing I missed was the sound of wind at night. Right 
after sunset at my boyhood home, the wind would sometimes rise 



in the south and ripple across the lake. I'm not sure why it hit me 
here and now, for it had been a good ten years' time since that 
rushing sound used to whistle and echo in the back of my mind. 
By the same token, it reminded me of the bamboo leaves, rus-
tling in the breeze, by the water's edge. As well as waves lapping 
on the beach. A lost world.  
 
One distinction that the move more forcibly bore upon me was 
the difference between space and place. I had left an area where 
every tree and hill held a story in my life—for a literal land where 
a tree was just a tree and a hill was only a hill. It had its own his-
tory, but not my history. So the Bible becomes our portable, per-
ennial homeland.  
 
Our sense of identity is in no small measure cemented by 
memory, and our memories are specific to time and place. Space 
is a beachhead against the flux of time. The more we travel, the 
more at home we feel upon our return. 
 
But my hometown is now a ghost town. The landmarks are gone. 
The loved ones are gone. What's left is memory. A secret place 
that only God and I inhabit. The private recesses of recollection 
are remembered spaces of the soul—like a walled garden, to 
which God and I alone hold the key.  
 
33. After my mother retired for the night, I'd pray in the dark-
ened living room. Sometimes, for no apparent reason, the alarm 
would go off. There was something spiritually oppressive about 
living there. Something ominous. 
 
34. We finally moved to Charleston, South Carolina–which is fa-
mously scenic and historic. If I was younger, I'd wax rhapsodic 
about the scenery, but I'm beyond that point in life. It's too late. 
That's for another life. A viewpoint both behind me in this life and 
ahead of me in the world to come.  
 
One time we visited Magnolia cemetery, on the banks of the 
Cooper river. Most striking were the vestibule mausoleums. These 



had marble crypts. The entrance was open to the elements–
stained-glass windows in back to provide further illumination and 
decoration. 
 
They must have been expensive to build–more so in the decimat-
ed postwar economy. A proud statement of wealth, prestige, and 
permanence. Designed to impress the onlooker. 
 
Which makes the more striking their state of disrepair. The un-
forgiving contrast between the boastful intentions of the family 
that built them, and the impudent ravages of time. The marble 
crypts were grimy, the floors covered with dirt and dead leaves. 
Moss, and shrubs, growing on the roof. 
 
Why were they so neglected? Simple: they were forgotten. Fa-
mous in their day, long forgotten today. Not only were the occu-
pants dead, but everyone who ever knew them was dead. Long 
gone. Widows, widowers, fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, 
sons, daughters, and lifelong friends–everybody who ever knew 
them or loved them now as dead as their skeletal remains. No 
one left to sweep the floor or lay fresh flowers. No one to re-
member. 
 
The state of decay wasn't confined to the interior of the crypts. 
The mausoleum itself, as well as the weedy grounds, with anthills 
and obtrusive tree roots, bespoke the pervasive decay. What was 
meant to be a bulwark against the indignities of time became a 
testament to the futile vainglory of human pride, power, and am-
bition. A muted statement by the dead, for the dead, and to the 
dead. So there they stand, facing the air; the silence, the empti-
ness, the mocking and merciless erosion of the seasons. 
 

It reminds me of Giorgio Bassani's short story, with its deceptive-

ly innocuous title: The Smell of Hay. For most folks, that evokes 

fond, nostalgic associations with spring and summertime–

universal and perennial symbols of new life, new hope, and the 

prime of life. Likewise, I'm sure that for many people, summer 



represents the carefree days of youth. Some of their fondest 

childhood memories are recollections of summer break. The mere 

sound of lawnmowers can instantly evoke that past.  

 

In that respect, Bassani's title is subversive, because the default 

associations are juxtaposed against the intended meaning. The 

title fosters a false impression that Bassani will sabotage. In con-

text, the title alludes to mown hay at the gates of the Seven-

teenth-Century Jewish cemetery in Ferrara. In that setting, it has 

reference, not to hope and halcyon youth, but to death and for-

getfulness. Bassani trades on the contrast between the default 

association and the abrasive context.  

 

And it has a more sinister significance. Not death by natural 

causes, not death from old age, but the Holocaust. Of the 760 

Jews who lived in prewar Ferrara, only 200 survived. So many of 

Bassani's Jewish friends, neighbors, and classmates perished in 

the gas chambers. So his title is actually ominous. For some peo-

ple, the fragrance of fresh-cut grass brings back memories of a 

happy childhood. But for Bassani, it's the stench of death and 

moral horror. Bassani wrote to keep their memory alive. Ironical-

ly, he is now interred in the very cemetery his title evokes.  

 
One time, when we were at Live Oaks cemetery, I saw a dove fly-
ing around the cemetery. We often heard doves hidden in the 
woods round about, but I hadn't seen a dove there before. It was 
a perfectly proportioned dove, with ebony eyes offset by pure, 
snow white feathers. 
 
My mother was in the car, resting, while I continued my walk. I 
made the dove fly towards the car so that she could see it 
through the windshield and passenger window. The dove flew 
round and round. Then, within a week, the dove was gone as 
quickly as it appeared. Like an emblem of the world to come. 
 
35. I had an uncanny experience at Drayton Hall. I used to walk 



along the banks of the Ashley River. It often seemed as though, 
when I approached one end of the trail (near the site of the old 
orangerie), it would become gustier, then the wind would die 
down when I turned around. I don't mean it was just windier 
along that stretch. I mean the wind seemed to pick up as I drew 
near, in response to my approach. You can see from a distance if 
an area is breezy. The trees will wave in the breeze. It wasn't 
chronically windier at that end. Drayton is reputedly haunted, so 
maybe it was more than natural or coincidental.  
 
36. I began my blogging career in Charleston. I don't have much 
to say about that, in part because the blog speaks for itself22, and 
in part because my memoir is where I reflect on what matters to 
me, what is most important to me, whereas most of what I post 
on my blog is written from a sense of duty rather than personal 
interest. Most of my writing is a bore and a chore. The apologet-
ics, ethics, and the culture war stuff. Necessary, but tedious.  
 
That said, apologetics forces theological reflection. I do have a 
personal interest and investment in exegetical and philosophical 
theology.  
 
Ironically, the posts that get the most hits tend to be the polemi-
cal pieces, which interest me the least, while the posts closest to 
my own heart–the fiction, existential pieces, as well as studies on 
the biblical symbolism of light23–generally get the fewest hits. If I 
had my druthers, I'd focus on fiction. That's more meaningful and 
enjoyable to me. I've written an experimental novel24 and many 
short stories.25 Unfortunately, the short stories are underdevel-
oped. Too skeletal. The reason is that I'm pulled in too many dif-
ferent directions. Life is short and you have to be single-minded 
to do your best. But this life isn't all there is, so that's something 
I'll save for the world to come. In due course, my select writings 
will be issued in a series of topical ebooks. 

                                    
22 http://triablogue.blogspot.com 
23 http://drive.google.com/open?id=1roZD7ebH2y0V2jMk4GH8lCeTMi5Ht33F 
24 http://calvindude.org/ebooks/stevehays/Musica-Mundana.pdf 
25 http://truedreamsfiction.blogspot.com 



 
 
Yet a fringe benefit of blogging is the friendships that fostered. 
Peter Pike has provided me with technical assistance over the 
years, in addition to thoughtful conversation–while Patrick Chan 
became my closest confidant. Always willing to lend a helping 
hand. Patrick has a very interesting background. So does Mat-
thew Schultz. Then there's Jason Engwer, who's made great con-
tributions to defending the Jesus of the Gospels. It's been good 
getting to know John Bugay, Evan May, and Berny Belvedere as 
well. Indeed, I could keep adding to the list. 
 
37. My mother became more saintly as the years wore on. After 
she was widowed, at age eighty, she lived with me for the last 
fourteen years of her life. For several years she retained her mo-
bility. We went for walks. But there was steadily declining stami-
na. 
  
Then she began to have "senior moments." In the final twenty-
two months of her life she was bedridden, oscillating between 
mild and moderate dementia. She suffered from sundowner syn-
drome. Her personality remained intact, although she withdrew 
into continuous sleep in her final weeks of life. 
 
She'd fall down or walk into walls, hurting herself. If only I could 
see it coming, I'd interpose myself to prevent it. But I couldn't 
see it coming. I resent God for failing to protect her. He didn't 
take up the slack. He didn't do what I was unable to do, or give 
me the foresight to intervene. That's something I can't get over 
in this life.  
 
I was her sole and full-time caregiver, although I had a nurse 
come once a week to bathe her, which gave me a chance to go 
shopping. Caring for her got harder and harder, but caring for her 
could never be too hard. Caring for loved ones is its own compen-
sation. 
 
Things got harder, but better–better because they were harder. 



That made it more meaningful. Take nothing for granted. Cherish 
the remaining time.  
 
I'd rather have her with sundowner syndrome than not have her 
at all–by far. I'd rather have her bedridden than not have her at 
all–by far. I'm grateful that she put it behind her. Grateful that 
she won't have to go through that again. But "gone" is a terrible 
word.  
 
There are two ways to be lost. One is not knowing where you are. 
The other is knowing where you are, but having nowhere to go. 
That's the worst.  
 
I have a theodicy for "big" evils. The stereotypical debate usually 
centers on big evils, viz. the Holocaust, Titanic, Boxing Day tsu-
nami, &c. But big evils produce compensatory goods. 
  
What I find more nagging are "little" evils. Private evils that seem 
inconsequential to the history of the world, but harmful to indi-
viduals–including God's children. That's what I find galling. 
 
The three people who were the finest Christians in my personal 
experience were my mother, my grandmother, and my aunt 
Grace. And they suffered the most. In some instances it seemed 
to be gratuitous. Although I'm still an orthodox believer, it has 
left me disaffected. There's a tension I can't resolve. Ultimately, 
only God can fix what God has broken. 
 
That said, I think God put us together–even though that's psy-
chologically damaging to the caregiver–because if they didn't 
have us, where would they be? I cringe to think what would be-
come of her if my mother never had me to protect her when she 
became so helpless, defenseless, and vulnerable. She'd be so lost 
without me. She deserved better than me, and she was better 
than I deserved. But without me she would have been so lost. In 
the end, she was down to me. Just one strip of insulation be-
tween her and the polar night.  
 



I cringe to think of her living alone in her old age. Or winding up 
in a nursing home, at the mercy of strangers. I remember that 
nursing home in New Orleans. When Katrina was forecast to hit 
New Orleans, where were the family members? Why didn't they 
come back for their stranded mothers and fathers, to rescue 
them ahead of the storm? They just left them behind. Left them 
to take their chances. Left them there to die.  
 
I see many elderly women with walkers or EPWs trying to shop 
on their own. Where's their family? I see lots of elderly women 
walking their dogs. Evidently, they live on their own. Just one 
stroke, one broken hip, away from horror.  
 

38. Our car developed transmission problems. I drove her to her 

hair appointment, then drove to the autoshop a few blocks away. 

I then walked from the autoshop to the hair salon. That was the 

easy part. 

 

My concern was how I'd get my mother to the autoshop after her 

hair appointment. Obviously, I couldn't drive her because the car 

was in the shop. She was ninety-two, so she didn't have much 

stamina to walk there. There wasn't a sidewalk at that time. Just 

a narrow uneven shoulder of grass and dirt. And we had record 

heat that day: 102°, not counting humidity. So I was very anx-

ious about her situation. 

 

We began to walk to the autoshop when an off-duty chauffeur 

just happened to be driving along that stretch of road. He saw us, 

turned around, and gave us a lift in his limo to the autoshop. That 

struck me as providential.  
 
39. As I got older I had more memorable dreams. I don't know if 
that's attributable to the time of life.  
 
One dream was set on Christmas Eve. My mother and I were 
back at my boyhood home. After dark we went outside and start-
ed walking down to the lake. The next-door neighbors had 



Christmas tree lights on their shrubs, just over the fence. 
 
In another dream my mother and I were living in a townhouse. I 
decided to go for a walk. I went downstairs and out the back 
door, which was at the bottom of the stairs. After walking around 
the neighborhood I came back. She was waiting for me at the 
bottom of the stairs. So we went back upstairs together. 
 
The next day, in real life, I went for a walk, and she was in the 
kitchen when I got back. That was unusual. At that time of life 
she was usually in her bedroom. 
 
One time I had a bad headache, so I went to bed early, before 
dark. I dreamt of two women walking their dogs at night in the 
moonlight. They started at the bottom of Finn Hill, where I used 
to go for walks. Up the hill it was more urbanized in my dream 
than when I used to live around there. 
 
A moment later I woke up. I glanced at the clock. It was 11PM. I 
peered out my bedroom window and saw a woman walking her 
dogs in the moonlight. 
 
Later, after I moved back to my home state, I drove back to Finn 
Hill. It was more urbanized than when I used to live around 
there. Rather like my dream. 
 
Another time I had a bad headache, so I went to bed early, be-
fore dark. I slept face down, facing away from my bedroom win-
dow. I then dreamt I was walking on a moonlit evening in the 
front yard of my old home, where I grew up. First I walked down 
to the shore, then I went back up to the house. Saw a light in the 
house and heard my mother talking to someone. 
 
I woke up. Turned over. Saw moonlight streaming through my 
bedroom window. Through the baby monitor I heard my mother 
stirring in her bedroom, so I got up to check on her. 
 
Another time I dreamt that my mother and I slept overnight at a 



church. In the morning we went outside. My mother was chilling 
in the shadows, so I moved her to a sunny spot, removed my 
shirt, and put it over her. 
 
Then I woke up. When I went into her bedroom that morning, she 
told me she was chilling the night before. 
 
Then there was a dream I had three months before she died. In 
my dream the bus dropped me off at Juanita junction. It was a 
sunny, colorful spring or summer day. It was nice to be back. 
 
I started walking back home to Champagne Point, where I grew 
up. In real life I used to take the bus to Seattle, then after work, 
came back. Then I'd walk back from the bus stop. 
 
But in my dream, when I was about halfway home, I suddenly 
remembered that I didn't live there anymore. And I also remem-
bered that my father was dead. 
 
So I doubled back and started walking back to Juanita Bay, where 
we used to live after moving away from Champagne Point. 
 
But as I was headed back to Juanita Bay, I remembered that I 
didn't live there anymore, either. In fact, I couldn't remember 
where we were currently living. 
 
Then it dawned on me that I was by myself. My mother wasn't 
with me. That concerned me because it wasn't safe for her to be 
alone. She was so vulnerable. A defenseless old woman. Imagine 
how terrified she'd be if she called to me and I didn't come. If she 
looked for me, but couldn't find me.  
 
However, when I got back to Juanita Bay, I found her. She was 
unharmed, wearing a blue pullover sweater she used to wear. I 
was very relieved. She was safe with me. I could protect her. 
Then we started to walk along the bridge, hand-in-hand. I noticed 
that the flowers were beginning to turn brown. 
 



I was still a bit anxious, because I couldn't remember where we 
were supposed to be living. But I figured we could stay at a motel 
overnight. 
 
And then I woke up. We never reached our destination. 
 
To me, this dream is so allegorically accurate that it's almost a 
premonition. It could just be a normal dream, but I think it was 
God's way of preparing me for the fact that my mother's pilgrim-
age was almost over. We would be separated before we were re-
united.  
 
Seven months after she passed away, I had another dream. In 
my dream I was asleep in bed when I was awakened by the 
sound of somebody knocking on my bedroom door. That was odd. 
Why would somebody be knocking on my bedroom door? I was 
living alone. How would they get in?  
 
Anyway, in my dream I got up in the dark, went over and opened 
the door. My mother was on the other side. I could see her clear-
ly because she was holding a candle. She was wearing a white 
robe, and her face was bathed in candlelight. 
 
She came inside, which flooded the room with candlelight. Her 
face was beaming, as if she'd been waiting for this moment. 
Looking forward to this moment. In the dream, the implication 
was that I had died in my sleep, and she had come to take me 
with her back to heaven. 
 
In another dream, I was working at the library. I hate those 
dreams. After I got off work, I walked down a block to catch the 
bus. As I rounded the corner, my late father was waiting at the 
bus stop. So we rode home together.  
 
After my cancer returned, I dreamt that I was back in my old 
bedroom, where I grew up. It was after dark. I went outside, on a 
warm starry summer night. 
 



I walked down to the beach and then out to the end of the dock. I 
looked across the lake. I never had a dream that felt so real. The 
crisp detail. Sense of solidity underfoot. Space around me. I said 
to myself, "After all these years I've come full circle. After all the 
intervening events, I'm back where I began". 
 
It was like stepping right back into the past. Or a parallel uni-
verse where the past is intact.  
 
Then I turned around, facing the house. The windows suddenly 
flared, like stained glass, illuminated from within. Dazzling in the 
darkness. They had an intricate geometrical pattern, like a nauti-
lus. It was enthralling. 
 
I said to myself, "I sure like this dream. I wonder how long I can 
hold onto it". And then I woke up. 
 
In another dream there was a family of four: mother, father, and 
two teenage brothers. They were unloading the car after shop-
ping for Christmas decorations. Then one of them shut the garage 
door, thinking the car was unloaded and everyone was inside. 
This inadvertently locked him outside in the garage. The older 
boy panicked, fearing he'd be trapped in the frigid garage all 
night long. There was a window between the garage and the liv-
ing room. He would see his parents and brother inside. It was 
very festive inside. Aglow with amber light. He cried out but he 
couldn't make himself heard. 
 
(By the way, this is a recurring them in some of my own dreams, 
where I can't make myself heard.) 
 
Finally, his father noticed him, but his father was on the cell-
phone, and was in no hurry to let his son in. Then his kid brother 
noticed him, but did nothing because he found it amusing to see 
his big brother stranded in the garage. Finally his mother noticed 
him. She was aghast and rushed over to let him in, very apolo-
getic–even though she acted immediately when she became 
aware of his situation. 



 
When the boy emerged into the living room, it became clear that 
this was an Asian family. He was furious with his father and 
brother, but he dare not confront his father, so he directed his 
rage at his kid brother. 
 
Then the scene shifted to a back room with paintings of a Chinese 
or Japanese monster. The implication in the dream was that the 
Asian monster would be defeated by the coming of the 
Christchild. 
 
Thinking recently about a dream I had about 40 years ago, give 
or take. In the dream I was a teenager. My dad and I were going 
for a walk. A gang of teenage thugs began hurling rocks at us. My 
dad stood between me and them, shielding me from the rocks. 
He collapsed after they pelted him with rocks, then the mob went 
away. I went over to my dad, lying on the ground, to examine his 
injuries. He wasn't just hurt. He was dead. They stoned him to 
death. I was shocked. And I felt guilty that I failed to protect him. 
I let him shield me when it was my duty to shield him.  
 
The dream is a subliminal analogy of vicarious atonement. He 
died in my place. 
 
40. The journey's end 
 
I watch the candle burn bright, 
I watch it flicker and flame; 
 
I watch the candle burn low, 
I watch it sputter and smoke; 
 
I watch the candle burn out, 
And I lie alone in the dark. 
 
The first thing I ever remember was gazing upward at my moth-
er's face, when I was about one-year old. Now I was looking 
down at her face, a few minutes after she passed away. Loss of 



weight was one symptom of her final illness, which left her face 
lean and smooth like alabaster, accentuating her high cheek-
bones. 
 
I stroked her hair and kissed her one last time, but her lips were 
already cold. 
 
The last twenty-two months of her life were an ordeal for both of 
us. I think God was teaching me to get more out of less. To be 
thankful for less. To appreciate the hidden good wrapped in out-
ward evil. When she could no longer do the things we used to do 
together, I found joy in the little things. Living in scenic, historic 
Charleston, we did many special things together. Yet what I miss 
about her are not the special things, but the ordinary things. A 
smile. A look of recognition. It teaches us to be thankful for the 
mundane blessings we'd normally slight or take for granted.  
 
Death is so brutal. After she died I waited for the funeral home to 
come by and pick up the body. He pulled back the covers, reveal-
ing her ravaged body, with just the thin hospital gown the bath-
maid put on her the day before. 
 
He wrapped her body in the bottom sheet she was lying on in 
bed. With my assistance, he put the body on a gurney, wheeled 
the gurney outside, slid the body into the back of a minivan, and 
drove away. Fifty-three years of my life gone in a flash. 
 
At that point I knew her body was just an empty shell, but that's 
how I knew her: a mother's voice, a mother's hands, a mother's 
face.  
 
Light was streaming out of my life. There still was light, yet no 
longer from this world, but as a lighthouse in the next world, 
flashing into ours. Sometimes it takes two deaths to heal one 
death. There's healing from death and then there's healing in 
death. 
 
In her final months of life I'd overhear her talking to someone in 



the bedroom. I'd go to her bedroom to ask her who she was talk-
ing to. She said a mother and daughter appeared to her. That 
happened repeatedly. Perhaps that was a hallucination, brought 
on by dementia. Or perhaps, as her grip on life was loosening, 
she was in a borderland between life and death, where saints 
from the world beyond came to see her and prepare her for her 
exodus. Maybe they were the dearly departed. In the months and 
years following her death, I experienced a few timely spontane-
ous auditory, visual, and tactile apparitions.  
 
A month before she died, she was hospitalized. Sitting by her bed 
I was, by turns, reading the prologue to John's Gospel and glanc-
ing out the window as the declining sun backlit the meadows, 
hills, and foothills–behind which rose dark, cloudy mountains. 
 
The prologue hearkens back to Genesis, with the interplay of light 
and darkness. And outside the window, the setting sun shot forth 
dying shafts of light across the pleated hills. John adds depth of 
field to Genesis. The Light behind the light. 
 
In the end, that's what life comes down to. A Bible. A patient. A 
prayer. An aging, dying parent with a child by their bedside. 
Strangers–doctors and nurses–circulating through the room at 
odd hours. In the end, there is nothing more to this life. There 
never was. Just love. Immortal love. Love above and love below.  
 
Yet even in the here and now, when the sun dips below one 
mountain, it rises high above another, under the gabled sky. A 
token of the life that was; an emblem of the world to come. 
 

And so we see by matchlight. We journey by matchlight. But once 

the new day dawns, we will cast the matchbox aside.  
 

Faith is waiting. Waiting in hope or tremulous expectation. We 

wait for God's promises to come due–ultimately, at the moment 

of death. Faith, like waiting, is fatiguing.  

 



Sometimes in life we know when we reached a turning-point. The 

worst is behind us. Nothing worse can befall us. Things will be 

better from hereon out. 

 

Yet some turning-points in life are invisible. It may be just around 

the next bend or over the next hill, but we can't see it. There will 

be a day or week when we do everything for the last time, alt-

hough we may not know it.  

 

For my sainted loved ones, the pain is past, the longing gone, the 

sorrow over, the patience requited, and the waiting rewarded. Far 

above the stars, where angels chime the watches of the night, 

they join the everlasting choir–in the tintinnabulations of a thou-

sand-thousand bells. 


