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Prologue


 







The water stain on the ceiling above the pew in front
on him reminded Tommy Bannister of the continent of Africa on the globe at home
in his room. His parents had dragged him to church again today and he was
trying to keep his mind occupied until he could go home and play a pickup game
of baseball with some of his friends. If they could get enough guys together it
should be a great afternoon.


He had been going to this same small church for the
entire twelve years of his life. It was located only a few miles from where
they lived in the mountains of north Georgia near Ellijay. On an average Sunday
there might be fifty people in attendance, including children. Of course, on
holidays like Easter and Christmas, as well as special occasions like
Homecoming, the number could easily be double that. But Tommy, his little sister
Katie, and his parents were there every week, sitting in their pew five rows
back, on the right hand side, close to the aisle.


The family would arrive at 8:00 a.m. and everyone would
go to their respective Sunday schools; Mom and Dad met with the other adults in
the dining room in back, and the kids met in a room off of the small kitchen
nearby. Sunday school wasn't too bad as they had some fun activities and
competitions as well as the standard Bible study you would expect in a church.
When it was over, everyone would mill around for a few minutes exchanging news
and gossip. Which was news and which was gossip depended on the subject and the
person talking. The smaller kids would run around playing and generally getting
on everyone's nerves until it was time to file into the sanctuary to be seated
by 9:00 a.m. sharp. 


Every Sunday Tommy would simply look around while the
choir and some people in the congregation sang hymns. They were the same songs
every week, year after year. After the music had ended the preacher would get
into his sermon. The sermons seldom made sense to Tom. If God is a vengeful
God, then why would Tommy want anything to do with him? If God's fondest desire
was to have Tommy fall on his knees and pray to him all day every day, then
what kind of life would that be? 


It looked like there was a change in plans today. There
was a guest preacher who had been invited to speak on the subject of God's
love. Mr. Joseph Pride was from Louisville, KY and an old friend of the church's
senior pastor. "Great", Tommy thought to himself. "It's going to
be another boring morning after all." 


However, once Mr. Pride got started, Tommy noticed a
difference. Instead of talking about the need to love God in order to avoid
going to hell, he was speaking about the love of God for us. He seemed to be
speaking directly to Tommy when he discussed how Jesus had loved us and given
his life to take on our sins, giving us a shot at redemption, and how God had
given us the freedom of choice. How each of us can either embrace your
salvation as the gift it really is or continue with what you are doing now. As
he continued, getting more and more passionate about his subject, Tommy became
mesmerized. This was what he had been longing to hear but hadn't even known that
he wanted it. It was a revelation to hear of a God of love and acceptance
rather than a God of fear and retribution. 


By the time the sermon had ended, Tommy felt like he
was filled with light almost to the point of exploding. Did he actually look
different? He glanced at his sister who looked back at him. She didn't seem to
see anything out of place as she turned back to the piece of paper she was
doodling on. How could she not see it? His entire being had shifted in one
wonderful moment! 


The choir started to sing a song softly in the
background as Mr. Pride started the altar call. This was when he asked if
anyone had felt the call to repent of their sins and accept Jesus as their
savior. For as long as Tommy could remember, this had signaled to him that
church was almost over and they would be able to go home soon. Today that was
far from his mind.


With sweaty palms and his heart thumping loudly in his
chest, Tommy stood up and shuffled past his parents toward the aisle. His eyes
were riveted upon the preacher in front of him. As he approached, the preacher
was still pouring his heart into a plea for those who wanted to accept Jesus to
step forward.


  He felt that everyone in the church was staring at him
as his feet carried him forward, and a little voice inside told him that he
should have stayed in his seat. But he continued on, the cheap carpeting
absorbing his footsteps all the way to the front. Mr. Pride brought his
attention to bear on Tommy and approached him with a serious expression on his
face. 


"Son, have you decided to accept Jesus Christ as
your personal savior?"


Tommy could barely get the words out, "Yes
sir."


"Do you repent of your sins and ask Jesus to make
you clean?"


"Yes sir."


"Let us pray." The preacher proceeded to speak
a prayer of blessing over Tommy. As he ended, Tommy's eyes were filled with
tears of joy. As he had seen others do in the past, he walked to the steps
leading up to the pulpit and in front of the small wooden cross standing there,
he knelt and prayed. It was the first heartfelt prayer he had ever offered up
and it was like he had a direct connection to Jesus. While he was praying he
felt that Jesus was standing right next to him, speaking directly to his heart
and assuring him that he was in for an incredible future. He didn't want the
moment to ever end.


As nobody else came forward from the congregation, Mr.
Pride concluded the sermon and dismissed everyone. Tommy finally stood up and
the glorious feeling within started to fade into a glow that would stay with
him for the rest of the day. He walked back to his beaming parents who were
standing there looking proudly at their son. Together, the family went home.


Tommy continued to feel that he had a close connection
to God from that day forward. While many of his friends gave in to
peer-pressure, he wasn't tempted to do things that he knew he shouldn't, such
as smoking and drinking. He attended church regularly, participated in Bible
studies, and did everything he could to be a good Christian. He did these
things because he believed that God loved him and would protect him.


The tragic events that took place on a night four years
later changed all of that.







Chapter 1


 




As Tom walked down the steps from his apartment he
barely noticed that the October morning air had turned cool. His mind was
already racing through the things he had to do that day at work. He had
recently been promoted to department manager in the big-box electronics store
where he had worked for the last two years. This had increased his salary a
little bit but it had also greatly increased his responsibilities. Now he had
to worry about the sales quotas of his entire team, work schedules, customer
complaints, and more. But it was worth it. The position was a stepping stone to
middle management. From there, who knows? 


He reached his car, a 2003 Nissan Maxima, and got in. A
cold steering wheel and an untidy collection of fast food bags and containers
greeted him. "I've got to clean this thing out", he muttered to
himself, just as he had done for the last few days. He kept his apartment clean
and organized, at least compared to those of most of his single friends, but
keeping his vehicle clean seemed like a monumental task and one best avoided
until the last possible moment.


His normal drive time to work was approximately twenty
minutes. He only lived about nine miles from work but the traffic was usually
horrible. Actually, he reflected, traffic anywhere in the Atlanta area is bad
during rush hour. It didn't do any good to remind himself that he had this
conversation in his head every morning when he stopped on I-575 and faced a
river of brake lights. For some reason he was in a good mood today, traffic or
no traffic. He hummed along with the radio and again considered the day ahead
of him. 


When he arrived at the store it was 8:30 a.m., thirty
minutes before time to open. He at once went to the employee's break area, put
his lunch in the refrigerator, and pinned on his name badge. A quick once over
in the mirror on the way out confirmed that he still had that extra ten pounds
that he needed to lose. He simply didn't seem able to find the time to work out
regularly, and the extra weight fiercely resisted his attempts to wish it away.
Still, not too shabby. Not exactly Brad Pitt in the looks department, but he
hadn't noticed any women run screaming in the opposite direction lately so that
was a plus.


His department was the computer section in one of the
largest electronics stores in Cobb County. Tom had been a so-called computer
geek since high school where he had developed a love for computers. He had
considered a career in networking or programming but most of those jobs
required a college degree. No one in his family had ever been to college and he
didn't think he would be the one to break that mold. No big deal, he still got
to talk about computers all day, and he did do some minor repair work at home
in his spare time. He didn't make much money doing it but it was fun. 


He walked his department, looking for empty shelf
space, trash that might have been missed by the cleaning crew last night, or
anything else that might need his personal attention. Today it looked good. A
great start to what would hopefully be another great day. He noticed his own
optimism with more than a little surprise. His friends had pointed out that he
had been acting a little depressed lately. Not in a "Gee officer, he
seemed like such a nice young man before he drove off with that rifle"
way, but definitely not as chipper as he used to be. His mother would have said
that he was "down in the dumps". Everyone knew what the problem was
but danced around the issue. Karen.


Just thinking about Karen was like probing a sore tooth
with his tongue. Painful, but somehow he just couldn't resist doing it every
now and then. He and Karen had dated for almost a year when she suddenly left
him for another man. He hadn't had a clue until she called him on his cell
phone at work one day and blurted it all out. She had been seeing this other
guy for a couple of weeks and she wanted to give their relationship a chance.


"What about our own relationship?" he had
asked, stunned. 


"We've been going down a dead end street. We both
knew it wouldn't last but neither one of us wanted to be alone. I am sure that
you will find someone soon too." Her reply hurt, even though deep inside
him he knew that she was right about the alone part. The part about finding
someone soon was just a cliché as far as he was concerned.


He'd had no interest in marrying Karen even when they
were at their best in the relationship. She had tried to be subtle in bringing
up the subject of marriage a couple of times but he had cut her short, not
wanting to think about it, let alone talk about it. It's not that he didn't
love her, or at least that's what he told himself; it's just that the thought
of being committed to her for the rest of his life did not excite him at all.
Come to think of it, Karen had done the right thing for both of them. She could
have done it before finding someone else though. It was just human nature that
the thought of her being happy while he was hurting made the pain feel even
worse.


That was three weeks ago. He had been moping around,
blaming her for the pain and loneliness he had been feeling. But today it felt
like he had turned a corner. Everything seemed brighter and more in focus than
it had since the break-up. His friends and parents had been right, he had been
feeling and acting nothing like his normal self lately and it was time for a
change. Maybe he would take the guys up on their offer and go out to a club
this weekend. He deserved some fun for a change, right?


As he finished his tour of the department, Tom noticed
Kenny Chastain sitting at his desk in the home electronics department where
they sold TVs, stereos, and more. Kenny was thirty two, approximately three
years older than Tom who had turned twenty nine last month. In short, Kenny was
black, married, the father of two kids, and an all-around nice guy. Over time
they had become pretty good friends. Not really close but they had talked and
joked with each other pretty often over the last year and had a number of
things in common. Both were technically oriented, though Kenny was more
interested in creating websites in his spare time than tinkering with computers
themselves. They both liked to watch professional and college football games.
They were both originally from Georgia, something that seemed more and more
rare these days with so many people moving in from up north and out west. Kenny
was from Stone Mountain, just east of Atlanta, and Tom was from Ellijay, up
north in the mountains. 


Tom walked over to say hello. "Hey Kenny, are you
ready for another fine day in retail?" 


Kenny replied, "Of course! Retail is my life Tom,
you know that."


"Yeah, sure it is." Then Tom noticed the
textbook open in front of Kenny. Continuing a long running joke between them,
Tom said, "Your story doesn't add up Kenny. You say you love retail, but
here you are, trying to escape from it. If I didn't know better I'd think you didn't
love us anymore."


Kenny had been injured while serving in the Army in
Iraq. An I.E.D., improvised explosive device, had blown up the truck in which
he was riding. He and two of his fellow soldiers had received shrapnel wounds.
Kenny had suffered nerve and tissue damage in his left leg and now walked with
a limp. After his discharge from the Army he had moved back home and was now
going for his bachelor's degree in business at Kennesaw State University, only
a mile or so from where they worked. The Veteran's Administration was not only
paying for the school, they also paid him a little extra every month. His
manager always arranged his schedule so he could go to classes in the evening
and sometimes on Saturdays.


With a grin, Kenny replied, "All right, you caught
me trying to escape. But it's going to take a long time to get my Bachelor's
and then my Master's degrees in business. I guess I'll have to put up with you
for a little longer. But once I have those papers in my hand I'm out of
here!" He made a motion as if to indicate a rocket taking off. "Who
knows, maybe I'll go into management here and fire a certain someone who likes
to leave the smell of tuna stinking up the break room. I'll have to think about
it."


"By then I'll be ready to retire anyway, so go
ahead."


Tom walked away, amused by the talk but thinking again
about Kenny's determination to get his education. Would it be worth it? Maybe
so, for Kenny, he thought, but it would probably be too difficult for him.
Although he had done very well in high school, he had gone straight to work
like his father and his grandfather before him. He knew that there was a big
world out there but didn't see how it really mattered. He was pretty much stuck
here and would work his way up as high as he could without a degree and be
satisfied with that. Somehow this thought left him dissatisfied as it never had
before.


He spotted a stranger walking his way and realized that
the store had opened while he was talking with Kenny. Nodding pleasantly to the
customer he went back to his department and found Marty Barnes, the sales
associate that was working the first shift with him. Marty was young, only
twenty three or so, but he was knew a lot about computers and accessories. He
worked hard and had good customer relations skills and Tom was glad to have him
on his team. 


"Good morning Marty. Are you doing okay this
morning?"


"Good morning Tom. Yeah, I'm fine. Do you know if
we're getting that shipment of Toshiba laptops in today?" 


They stood there for a few minutes and discussed the
delivery that was due that evening. Their impromptu meeting broke up when the
first customer of the day entered the department looking for a new printer for
his home office. Marty took him over to look at printers while Tom logged into one
of the employee computers to check his email account. 


He deleted a few emails that he didn't need and logged
off. He then picked up booklet from one of the computer manufacturers sitting
nearby to get familiar with a new model of high-end gaming computer they were
expecting to receive soon. "Wow", he thought. "This thing comes
with everything but the kitchen sink". It seemed kind of funny to him that
the most powerful computers they sold were almost exclusively bought by people who
used them mostly for playing games and streaming videos from NetFlix. Of
course, the advanced gamers would upgrade the graphics capability, the memory,
and other parts to make it even more to their liking. It reminded him of how
teenagers would modify their cars when he was a kid. 


The day progressed smoothly, sales were good and there
had been no customer service problems that couldn't be easily handled. 
Patricia and Doug came on later in the afternoon. They would all work together
during the busiest time of the day and in the late afternoon Tom and Marty
would get off and the others would work until closing time. Tom tried to create
a fair work schedule, not giving himself any slack. If fact, he often went too
far in the other direction, giving others more time off in the evenings and
taking on a bigger workload himself. Today happened to be one of the days when
he would have the night to himself. 


Earlier in the week some of the guys here at work had
asked him if he wanted to go out with them to this bar called Bailey's that had
opened a few months ago near the state university. He had been there once for a
few minutes just to check it out. It seemed like a good place to have some food
and drinks and to shoot pool or throw darts. There was a dance floor that was
apparently deserted in the early evening but he heard that it was usually
crowded by the end of the night. The people there were mostly young and a lot
of them were students at the university. Somehow he and Karen had never been
there while they were a couple. Yes, he thought, he would definitely go out
tonight and unwind a little. He didn't expect to meet a woman while there, and
if he was being completely honest with himself, he didn't really want to meet
anyone right now.


Just as that thought crossed his mind a co-worker named
Tamara, from the music and DVD section, walked up to him accompanied by a
pretty woman wearing a red sweater and blue jeans. Tamara was a no-nonsense
woman, in her mid-thirties, known around the store for her love of Hershey's
Kisses candy and her strong religious beliefs. She was also known to share
either one of these loves with anyone who showed any sign of interest. Tom had
spoken with her many times about music and was impressed by her knowledge of
artists and songs in all kinds of music. Not only was she familiar with Top 40
stuff that Tom didn't care for, she also knew all about local country artists
like Alan Jackson, Sugarland, and the Zac Brown Band. She could discuss the
relative merits of David Lee Roth vs. Sammy Hagar during their times as lead
singer for the classic rock band Van Halen, and she had a thing for Beethoven's
symphonies. Sometimes he would ask her for a recommendation when he wanted to
hear something different and she had never steered him wrong.


As she approached him she called out, "Hey Tom,
have you got a minute to help my friend here?" 


"Of course I do, Tamara. What can I do for
you?" 


Tamara introduced her friend Carolyn who was looking to
buy a new laptop computer. Tom was immediately attracted to her. She was
pretty, slim, and intense. He also noted that she was not wearing a wedding
ring.


"Hello, Carolyn. What exactly are you looking for
in a computer? What do you plan to use it for?"


"I mainly want something for checking emails,
surfing the Internet, and for using spreadsheets when I'm working at
home." 


"What about streaming videos or music?"


"I do listen to music pretty often on the computer
and I watch YouTube videos occasionally too."


As they talked, he started to feel somewhat flustered.
This wasn't the first time he had talked to an attractive customer, but this
was definitely the first time he had had this much trouble concentrating on
helping her. He didn't know where to put his hands! When he put them on his
hips he felt self-conscious. When he put them in his pocket he was sure that he
must look sloppy. What was going on here?


Carolyn was wearing a perfume distracted him with
thoughts that had nothing to do with computers. During the conversation he
glanced at Tamara who had remained next to Carolyn the entire time. She caught
his eye and simply nodded her head at Carolyn and then smiled. What was she
trying to say? He missed Carolyn's next few words and had to mentally pull
himself back into the conversation. 


"Yes ma'am, we can do that for you. Let's take a
look at this model over here."


They looked at three laptops that fit her requirements
and price range. After a few minutes of going back and forth, Carolyn decided
to purchase one of his recommendations. As they didn't keep that model on the
shelf out front he had to go to the stockroom to get one for her. 


"Girl, that man likes you!" Tamara was amused
at the look on Carolyn's face.


"Tom? Why would you think that?" Carolyn was
definitely not amused by the look on Tamara's face. 


"I'll tell you why. He couldn't keep his eyes off
of you ever since you got here and I've never seen Tom act so nervous around a
woman before. I bet he's kicking himself right now, wishing he could get up the
courage to ask you out. I know for a fact he's available and he's always seemed
like a good man to me."


"You know my situation. I don't have the time to
date anyone right now."


"Well it wouldn't hurt you to get out and have
some fun. I didn't say you have to marry him you know. Just spend some time
getting to know him. What's wrong with that?"


"I don't know. Maybe you're right, but you're
forgetting one tiny detail. He hasn't asked me out." Carolyn didn't really
want to get involved with anyone at this point in her life. Her last few dates
had ranged from dull to catastrophic and she saw no reason to set herself up
for disappointment again. However, Tom was kind of cute. Tamara and she were in
the same small group at church and had known each other for over a year. She
had never tried to set Carolyn up before and she would never do anything to
hurt her.


"Trust me, he will. You leave that to me. But tell
me, if he wants your phone number do you mind if I give it to him after you
leave?"


"Sure, I guess so."


"Well you don't have to be so enthusiastic about
it." Tamara came back with friendly sarcasm.


"Sorry. He does seem nice. So yes, if he asks for
my number you can have him call me." What could it hurt? Tamara was right.
A night out would be nice. It would be even better if it was with someone from
church but she hadn't met any single Christian men of her age at church yet.


Tom wanted to kick himself when he got to the back room
of the store. What was he thinking? Carolyn probably had guys lined up around
the block waiting to ask her out. Why would she pay any attention to him?
Besides, he could get into big trouble if he asked a customer out. That was
strictly against company policy and he had never questioned it. As he retrieved
the laptop he spiraled further and further into a whirlpool of negativity. This
is crazy, he thought. Why am I doing this to myself over a woman I've just met?
Forget about it, Tom. Just go take care of your customer and move on.


When he returned to his department Tamara and Carolyn
were looking at him with identical expressions of "I know something you
don't know" that women seemed to master at a very young age. 


"Let me ring this up for you. Since you're a
friend of Tamara's I'm going to throw in an extended warranty at no extra
charge. Did you need anything else while you're here?" 


Tom tried to get back into his normal retail sales
persona. It didn't work entirely but it did provide a small measure of comfort
as he looked at Carolyn. What was that perfume? Man, she really smells good.
Stop that! She's just another customer.


Carolyn gave him her credit card to complete the sale.
Tom smiled tentatively at Carolyn as he handed her credit card back to her.
"Just let me know if you have any questions about the laptop, okay?" 


"Thanks Tom. I appreciate all of your help
today."


"No problem. Have a great day." 


As Tom watched Carolyn walk away he was sure that he
would never see her again and it was a depressing thought. Tamara looked at him
and she could read every emotion that made its way across his face. Once
Carolyn was out of sight she spoke up.


"So Tom, what did you think of Carolyn?"


Tom looked at her questioningly and said, "She
seemed great. How do you two know each other?"


Tamara told him the story of how they had met at church
and gotten close over the last year or so. He himself was not a religious
person. There were things in his past that had turned him away from religion in
any form but that was not enough to cancel his interest in Carolyn. 


When Tamara had finished, he asked her, "Is she
seeing anybody right now?" He tried to be casual about it but he wasn't
fooling her at all.


"As a matter of fact she's not."


"Do you think she'd be interested in going out
with me?"


"I think she would be. Where would you take
her?"


He told her about the guys going out to the Bailey's
that night and asked if Carolyn was into dancing. Tamara replied, "I'll
tell you Tom, Carolyn is not the type to go out drinking and dancing and
staying out all night. She's a good woman, raised by Christian parents. What
else do you have?"


"What do you think about dinner and a movie?"


"That's a standard first date and I think it would
be okay with Carolyn. Do you want to give her a call?"


"What, right now? She just left. Don't you think I
should wait for a while?"


 "You can wait a few minutes for her to get in her
car and pull out. But don't wait too long. Here, here's her number. I have to
get back to my department." Tamara wrote Carolyn's cell phone number down
for Tom and walked away. 


Tom waited a few minutes and the called the number that
Tamara had given him. Carolyn answered immediately. 


"Hello Carolyn, this is Tom. Tom Bannister from
the store you just left. I hope you don't mind but I asked Tamara for your
number."


"No problem, Tom. What's going on? Did I forget
something at the store?" She thought to herself, "That was fast. I
wonder what Tamara said to him?"


"No, I was just wondering if you would be
interested in going out for dinner and a movie this evening." He sounded
hesitant.


She was silent for a moment. "Oh. Sure, that
sounds like fun. What time?"


"If it's okay I can pick you up at seven o'clock
for dinner. Do you like Italian food?"


"Yes, I love Italian food."


They talked for a few minutes about the restaurant and
the movie. She told him that she would text her address to him when she got
home. When Tom got off of the phone he continued to think about the upcoming
date. For one thing, he would need to go home and go through his closet. He had
to find something that looked good on him but still fit into the atmosphere of
the restaurant and he would definitely wash and clean out the car today on the
way home. Yes, life had suddenly gotten interesting again. One glance at him
now and his mother would definitely say that he was no longer "down in the
dumps". 







Chapter 2


 




Carolyn was having second thoughts about going on her
date tonight. Sure, Tom was cute and it had been a long time since her last
date, but her heart just wasn't in it. After all, once she told him that she had
a daughter he'd probably bolt like so many others had. She continued to pray
for God's guidance in her relationships with men but had not yet received the
answers she sought. Relaxing on her sofa after work, she thought about how she
had gotten to this point in her life.


If asked, Carolyn Morgan would say that she loved her
parents and that her childhood in rural Ohio had been wonderful. She had
nothing but warm memories of feeling cherished and special as a child. She
would recall cold evenings spend in front of the fireplace drinking hot
chocolate with her parents and older brother. Other memories would flow forth,
each one of them sweet and warm. Even later when she went away to college, her
trips back home for the holidays would renew her emotionally as well as
physically. Those trips felt as though she had stepped into a time machine and
gone back to being a little girl again, wrapped in thick blankets in her old
room and drifting off to sleep without a care in the world.


It was in college that she had met her first love, Jack
Logan. He was from Los Angeles, California and she thought he was so good
looking he could have stayed there and became a movie star. It was amazing to
her that he had even noticed her at all. Other girls tried to catch his attention
but for some reason he only had eyes for her. At least, that's what she thought
at the time. She found out later that there were other girls who had the same
experience with Jack. He had a way of making a young woman feel like she was
his entire universe. 


They dated for six months and Carolyn was deliriously
happy. Life was great, and then it wasn't. She discovered that Jack had another
girlfriend that he had been seeing for weeks. When she confronted him he
readily admitted it and didn't even have the decency to apologize about it. In
fact, he simply winked at her, stood up from the small table in the coffee shop
where they often met, and said, "See you around." She found out a
week later that she was two months pregnant. 


Over Christmas break she went home, dreading to break
the news to her parents. Her mother and father had raised her to be a good
Christian girl and she did not want to see the inevitable disappointment in
their eyes when she told them. There were no other options for her; she would
have to raise this baby by herself. Abortion was simply not in the equation.
Not only were her parents vocally anti-abortion, but she felt the same way
herself. The little person growing inside her was entirely innocent of any
wrong doing and it would simply be murder to deny his or her right to life. 


She need not have worried. Her parents had been
entirely supportive of her and her decision to not only have the baby, but to
raise the child on her own. After a night of tears and hugs she was reassured
of their love for her and her future baby. The next morning they all sat down
at the kitchen table over breakfast and made plans. They proposed to her that
she move back to Ohio and attend school at a university close to home. This
would allow her to finish her education and they could help with the baby. Her
mother had recently retired from teaching and her father was semi-retired. He
had turned over the day-to-day operations of his welding business to her
brother. She would move back into her old room and concentrate on raising her
child and getting her degree. While some people may find it a step back in life
to move back in with their parents, Carolyn felt nothing but relief. 


In time she had her little girl, Hannah Marie Morgan.
She finished college, got her degree in Marketing and started looking around
for a job. There wasn't anything to be found locally so she expanded her search
to the big cities in Ohio and surrounding states. It took some time but she
finally had an interview that turned into a job offer. The only problem was
that the job was down in Georgia with a small Internet startup located in
Marietta, a city just north of Atlanta. The opportunity was just too good to
pass up. While the starting salary wasn't great, it wasn't too bad for someone
just out of college. There would however, be stock options that might turn out
to be worth something someday. 


The only person she knew in Georgia was Sherry Gifford,
a friend from her sophomore year in college. Sherry had quit school and moved back
home to help her mother to take care of her father when he had become ill. He
had passed away a short time later but Sherry decided to stay in Georgia and
continue her education there. Sherry had found Carolyn on Facebook when Carolyn
was in her senior year. They stayed in touch since then, not only via the
Internet but also with weekly phone calls. When Carolyn called Sherry to see if
she knew of an inexpensive place for her and her three year old child, her
friend offered to let them stay with her in her apartment for as long as she
desired. She lived in Woodstock and the drive to her new job every day wouldn't
be too bad.


That was four years ago. The startup company she worked
for became successful, attracting venture capital and growing rapidly. Her
salary and responsibilities had grown along the way and she felt secure in her
financial future. After a year of living with Sherry, Carolyn had saved enough
money to move into her own apartment in the same complex. At the rate things
were going now, she would be able to buy a house in a couple of years. There
was a good elementary school nearby where Hannah was happy and doing well. 


When she had first moved to Georgia she had tried
various churches near where she lived. While the people had been unfailingly
polite and welcoming, she had just not felt that any of the churches were right
for her. It was a YouTube video that eventually led her to Stone Gate Church in
Kennesaw, just a few miles south of where she lived and not too far north from
where she worked. She had been watching videos of worship music one morning and
heard a song that expressed exactly how she was feeling at the time. Lost and
looking. A little research turned up the interesting fact that the group who
had written and performed the song was the worship band at Stone Gate. A quick
search for Stone Gate revealed that it was only a twenty minute drive from
home. She went to Sunday morning service that weekend and knew right away that
she had found what she had been looking for. 


The worship music at the beginning of the service was
inspiring. She was able to close her eyes and truly feel that she was in the
presence of God. After the music and the offering, the senior pastor preached a
sermon that spoke to her heart. He spoke about the goodness of God and how each
of us has inherited the kingdom of heaven as a son or daughter of the Master.
After the service there was a time of prayer in which a number of prayer teams,
two to a team, lined up at the front of the church. The pastor invited anyone
who needed prayer for any reason to come up to speak with a team. They could be
seeking physical or emotional healing, or simply getting prayer for
relationships in their lives. She did not feel the need for prayer at that time
as she felt that the church itself was the answer to so many previous prayers.


Carolyn returned to Stone Gate the following Sunday.
This time went up front for prayer after the service, curious as to what would
happen. She waited a few minutes for a team to become available and she walked
up to them. They were an older couple, married, and they both had the kindest
eyes she had ever seen. They asked her for her name and why she needed prayer.
She asked that they pray for a co-worker who was due to deliver her first baby the
following week. The pregnancy had been difficult and the mother-to-be was
worried for her child. They offered a wonderful prayer for the mother and the
baby. They also thanked God for Carolyn and the way she cared for her friends.
While they were praying Carolyn felt the Holy Spirit moving through her so
strongly she felt weak at the knees. This was what she needed!


On the first Wednesday of each month the church held
what they called the Night of Healing Prayer. It lasted from 7:00 p.m. until
the last person had received prayer, no matter what time that might be. As her
first experience had been so moving, she wondered how much better an entire
night set aside for this kind of prayer would look. She asked some of her new
friends and they told her all about it.


When someone walks into the church on the Night of
Healing Prayer they are asked to fill out a form with a brief note describing
what they are there for. Then they are assigned a number and shown to the
"soaking area". This is a section of the sanctuary where temporary
walls have been set up and rows of chairs are set up facing the front. There is
a group of musicians up front where the band normally plays and they play soft,
peaceful worship songs. The person takes a seat and waits. Members of the
healing prayer team walk through the soaking area and gently place their hands
on the shoulders of those waiting. They silently pray for the guest and ask for
healing and God's blessings on them. They are only there for about a minute,
and then move on to the next person. 


When their number is called the guests go to the front
where they are met by the prayer team, consisting of two people who will be
praying for them, and are escorted to where they are set up. Guests are given
the option to stand or sit. Then they discuss why they are there. As on
Sundays, prayer requests are not limited to physical healing only. Many come
for prayer for emotional or relational healing as well. Both prayer team
members pray fervently for the guest, calling for supernatural healing of the
body, spirit, or relationship as requested. During the prayer there are artists
doing small watercolor paintings in the Spirit. These paintings are referred to
as prophetic art and are given to guests as they finish their prayer time. The
artists themselves paint them and then ask the Holy Spirit to give them
direction in whom to give the painting to.


It sounded wonderful to Carolyn so she went to the
Night of Healing Prayer the next time it was held. It was everything she had
been told and more. The soaking area itself was worth the visit. It was so calm
and peaceful, the music so soothing, and the feeling that the Holy Spirit was
there, as close as her every breath. She had gone to get prayer for herself
this time. She had realized that her past relationship with Jack Logan was
still attached to her, feeding her lies about men and her future. When her
number was called she met her prayer team and they offered heartfelt prayer
that certainly left Carolyn feeling better about herself and her attitude
toward men. There was no bolt of lightning, no crack of thunder, but she knew
when she drove home that night that something had shifted within her, something
that would to a major breakthrough in her life.


After she had been attending church at Stone Gate for a
few months, one of the associate pastors announced that they would be having a
meeting the following Friday night for anyone who was interested in joining the
healing prayer team. She attended the meeting and the next month when it came
time for the Night of Healing Prayer, Carolyn was sitting at a small table
welcoming guests as she handed out forms and pens. The following month she was
praying for guests in the soaking area.


Carolyn glanced at the clock on the wall and was
startled at how quickly the time had passed. Hannah was in her room doing
homework and an hour had gone by just like that. She needed to start now if she
was going to be ready on time. A Russian lady named Katya was her go-to
babysitter and she would be here in forty five minutes. She rose from her
comfortable position and went to her room to prepare. Katya arrived thirty
minutes later and went to Hannah's room to speak to her.


Tom showed up on time and went to the door to meet
Carolyn. They left in his newly cleaned car, arrived at the restaurant and were
escorted to their reserved table. Tuscany Table was in a small strip mall in
Marietta. Unimpressive on the outside, once you step inside it is like being
transported to a bistro in the heart of Tuscany. Unobtrusive music murmured
quietly in the background and the furnishings were tasteful and authentic. By
the time they were seated Carolyn had already started to relax and look forward
to the meal. She looked around and noticed that most of their fellow diners were
couples of different ages with few children in the room. It seemed like a
perfect place for a quiet date and wondered why she had never heard of this
place before. When she asked Tom how he had discovered it he told her that he
had just wondered in one day, hungry and looking for something different and he
had been coming back occasionally ever since. 


"It's such a wonderful place. If the food is
anywhere as good as the atmosphere then I will truly be impressed. Is this
where you always go for first dates?"


"Actually, you're the first date I've ever brought
here." He seemed to be sincere and she was flattered.


The waiter came by and they placed their drink orders, Carolyn
ordered sweet tea and Tom had the same.  A few minutes later they ordered their
meals and traded small talk. 


They talked about their childhoods and where they had
each grown up. It was typical "get to know you" chat that people
exchange on first dates as each look for things that they find interesting in
the other. Everything was going well until the subject of family came up.
Carolyn had described her childhood and her wonderful parents. She told him
about her daughter and was pleased when he took the news in stride. He
explained that a lot of his friends now children and so did a couple of his
past girlfriends. She then asked Tom about his family.


He was obviously reluctant to talk about the subject
but he finally said, "Okay, but my story isn't quite as pleasant as
yours."


When Tom was young his story was similar to Carolyn's in
that he had been raised by loving parents in a rural area. His time was spent
playing sports and hanging out with friends. Knowing that she was a Christian,
he even told her about the small church he attended and the day he was saved.
He told her about school, where he had always excelled, and about his little
sister Katie.


Then his voice tightened a little as he went on. One
day when he was sixteen they were on their way home from church. As they were
going through an intersection a semi-truck ran the stop sign and hit them on
the passenger side of the car. His mother was killed instantly and his sister
died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital.


He paused to take a sip of tea, the trembling in his
hands just barely noticeable. As he related his history he stared over her
shoulder, apparently looking through a window into the past.


He and his father had been awake and aware the entire
time. Tom had received a broken collarbone and left arm but his father had been
permanently paralyzed from the waist down. The accident had left a huge hole
their lives. The grief was almost more than either could stand, especially for
his father.


Friends and family tried to help but there was really
nothing they could do. His father blamed God for taking away the love of his
life and his little girl. He never again went back to church and didn't want
Tom to go either. For his part Tom lost his interest in church as well. As far
as he was concerned, if there was a God and he allowed people like his mother
and sister to die like this, then Tom didn't want any part of him. 


Over time Tom had recovered physically and emotionally.
He still missed his mother and sister and would sometimes find himself crying
for no apparent reason. However, as time passed it happened less and less
frequently. One evening when he was eighteen he realized that he not thought of
his mother at all that day. It was a depressing thought. 


His father adjusted to being paralyzed and spending his
days in a wheelchair. The insurance settlement had been a large sum of money,
more than enough to pay to have ramps installed in their home and to buy a car
that had been customized for him to drive. He remained bitter and had taken to
drinking in an attempt to drown out his memories. They still talk on the phone
occasionally and Tom would go up every month or so to visit for the weekend.
Their time together is usually short on talk and involves watching sports on
television while his father drinks himself into a stupor. Tom had tried to
convince his father to quit drinking but he wouldn't listen. It appeared that
he had given up on life and was determined to spend the remainder of his days
trying to escape memories of the past.


When he finished speaking his eyes came back into focus
and he looked at Carolyn. "I'm sorry about that. I hope I haven't ruined
your evening." Even if he had, he felt better for having told her about
his past.  He had only told a few people about what happened so long ago. He
had learned that it often made other men uncomfortable while women ended up
giving him pitying looks when they thought he wouldn't notice.


Carolyn was a little surprised that Tom would open up
with something so personal when they had just recently met. But she thought
that it was a brave thing to do and she could respect the courage it had taken
him to relate his past to her. She could not fathom the pain he must have gone
through at such a young age and she made a mental note to call her parents the
next day to tell them that she loved them.


"No Tom, I'm glad you told me. I'm so sorry for
your loss, though."


"Well, enough about me. Tell me more about your
daughter."


The food was excellent and they continued to talk long
after the last bit of salad and pasta had been consumed. At nine o'clock Tom paid
the bill and they went to see their movie. It was a decent romantic comedy that
they both enjoyed. 


After the film Tom took Carolyn home. They talked about
the movie, the actors, and some other films that they had each seen in past.
When they arrived at Carolyn's apartment they walked together to her door. Tom
briefly considered giving her a good night kiss but then thought no, it didn't
feel like a good time.


After they finished their goodbyes Tom turned to leave.
Carolyn stopped him, looked directly into his eyes and told him, "Tom, I
know I can't truly understand the pain you went through when you were younger.
But I can tell you that God is good and he didn't cause the accident that took
your mother and sister from you. He loves you now and he always will, even when
you don't feel the same way about Him."


Not sure how to respond, Tom simply said, "Thanks
Carolyn. I hope you're right about that." Then he went home, feeling that
it may have not have been a typical first date but it was one he would never
forget.


Carolyn paid the babysitter and then sat on the edge of
her daughter's bed, watching her sleep.  She thought about her evening and what
Tom had told her about his family. She prayed for Tom and his father. She
prayed for her daughter and her parents. Lastly, she prayed for herself, asking
for wisdom in her relationships with her family and friends. As she left
Hannah's room she felt that God had spoken to her heart and told her that it
would all work out in the end.







Chapter 3


 




Tom had the next day, Sunday, off from work. He spent
the day reading and watching football on television. He even felt inspired
enough to grill a steak and fix a salad for lunch. But no matter what he was
doing, he would often catch himself thinking about last night; thinking about
Carolyn. He wondered what she was doing today. He knew that she would be going
to church but what about the rest of the day? Was she going somewhere with her
daughter? He wanted to call her but he had told her that he would call on Monday.
How would it look if he called her today? Would she find it charming or would
she feel like he was some kind of stalker? Maybe she would see him as a
charming stalker. No, he would wait until the following day when she would be
expecting him to call.


For Carolyn, Sunday had been another wonderful day at
church with her friends. Hannah was upstairs where the older children enjoyed
their own music, games, and Bible studies. She had sat close to the front with
Tamara and her boyfriend Jerome. They were such a sweet couple and so good for
each other. She briefly wondered if they had discussed marriage yet. She would
have to ask Tamara about that when they were alone. The worship and sermon both
spoke to her and lifted her spirit to new heights. Truly, she felt more alive
when at church than she did the rest of the week.


After church she and Hannah had gone out for ice cream
and some mother-daughter time. Once they had their ice cream and sat down in a
booth, Hannah asked her mother about her date the previous evening. Carolyn
told her that it had been fun, the dinner was terrific and she had enjoyed the
movie, which she promised to rent when it came out on DVD so they could watch
it together. Hannah was happy that her mother had gone out and had a good time.
She was young but she was perceptive, and she felt that her mother was
definitely acting happier than she had in some time.


When Tom showed up at work the next day, he had a
spring in his step that had been missing for quite some time. He was smiling so
broadly that people who saw him walk by had to smile as well. A truly happy
person can be infectious and Tom was spreading cheer without even knowing it.
On the way to his department he saw Kenny.


"Kenny! How are you doing this fine day?"


Kenny glanced up at Tom and saw his friend standing
there, hands in his pockets and a carefree grin on his face. He pretended to be
concerned as he stood up. He placed the back of his hand against Tom's forehead
as if checking for a fever and exclaimed, "You're delirious. Have you been
traveling anywhere in the tropics? It might be malaria or something worse. Have
you been bitten by a mosquito lately?" His obviously fake concern made Tom
laugh.


"What do you mean? I feel fine. In fact, I feel
great."


"So why are you 'Mr. Sunshine' all of a sudden?
Did you hit the lottery?" 


"No." Tom suddenly realized that he was not
acting in what he would call a manly-man way. He didn't really want to discuss
Saturday evening or Carolyn so he tried to change the subject.


"So what's the latest news in the TV world? Are
there any awesome new products coming out soon?"


Kenny's eyes sparkled with amusement. He knew exactly
what Tom was doing. "Your good mood wouldn't have anything to do with
Saturday night, would it? I spoke with Tamara yesterday and she told me that
you and her friend from church had gone out. What's up with that? You weren't
going to tell me about her?"


Caught, Tom told Kenny that yes, he had a good time,
and yes, he did like Carolyn. She was smart, funny, and very pretty. The most
incredible thing about the evening was that she seemed to like him too. Kenny
was wise enough to know that this was not a good time to joke about Tom about
his date. He simply asked, "Well, when are you going to see her again?"


Tom replied, "I'm not sure. Soon, I hope. When we
left the movie theater on Saturday I told her I'd call her today. I'm thinking
about asking her to go bowling with me sometime this week." He wasn't a
very good bowler but that didn't matter. Bowling was an activity where everyone
had fun even when they played badly.


Kenny said, "Good luck Tom, that sounds like it
should be fun. Let me know how it goes." He turned and started to walk
away when Tom noticed that his limp seem more pronounced than usual. 


"Kenny, are you feeling okay? How's the leg?"
He knew that Kenny's war wound occasionally caused him pain but he had never
seen him move this awkwardly.


"It's been pretty bad since yesterday
afternoon", replied Kenny. "I was playing in the back yard with my
son and I twisted it. I'm sure it'll be better soon." 


"If it's that bad maybe you should go to the
doctor."


"I'm wearing a brace on my knee right now and that
helps. If it's still bad I'll go to the V.A. clinic in a couple of days."


"Okay, I hope you feel better. It's painful just
to see you walk."


Tom went to his department and got ready for the day.
When the store opened he was ready and things went well. Most Monday mornings
were slow and today was no exception. He managed to get caught up on some much
needed paperwork before lunch. His lunch break consisted of thirty minutes
starting at one o'clock. Today he grabbed his sandwich from the break room,
went to his car and wolfed it down quickly. He had decided to call Carolyn
during from his car in order to have some privacy. In the store it seemed like
there was always someone around no matter where in the store you went.


He called Carolyn's cell phone and she picked up.


"Hello Carolyn. This is Tom, is this a good time
to talk?" 


"Hi, Tom. Yes, I can talk for a few minutes. I
have to cut my lunch short and get to a meeting soon though." She didn't
want to make him feel hurried but she really did have a meeting and it was an
important one. "How are you?"


"Great. I'm doing great." Now that Tom was
actually talking to her he didn't know what to say. He had mentally prepared
for this conversation all morning but now he couldn't recall any of it to save
his life. "Hey, uh, I had fun Saturday. Did you like the restaurant?"


"Yes, it was nice. I really liked the movie
too." There was a moment of silence.


"I don't want to make you late for your meeting. I
was wondering if you would like to go bowling sometime this week."


"Well, Wednesday would be good for me. We could go
after I leave from the Night of Healing Prayer at church, which is usually
around nine o'clock. Hannah will have a babysitter already so I can just ask
her to stay a couple of hours longer. Is that okay with you? "


"That sounds great to me. Are you sure you don't
want to bring Hannah along, or would it be past her bed time?"


"She's normally in bed by ten o'clock so it
probably wouldn't be a good idea this time."


"We could do it another day, like Thursday, if it
would be better for you."


"No, I have to work late Thursday and Friday. We
can wait until the weekend if you want to though."


Tom couldn't even think of waiting that long to see her
again. He replied, "Wednesday evening is fine with me. Do you want me to
pick you up or just meet you there? Do you know where the Brunswick bowling
alley is on Barrett Parkway?"


"Yes, I've been there before. How about we just
meet there around nine thirty?"


"Okay, that sounds like a plan. I'll see you
there. Goodbye 'til then."


"Goodbye Tom."


After they had finished setting up the date they went
on about their daily business. Carolyn was happy that Tom had called as he had
promised. She had felt that he would but it was nice to see that her hunch was
right about him. A lot of guys say they'll call but somehow never seem to get around
to it, especially after they learned about Hannah. That's why she always let
guys know about her daughter from the very beginning. It was only fair to the
men as well. If they weren't ready to date a single mom, with all of the
challenges that presented, then they should know immediately.


Despite a phone call from his father that morning that
had not gone very well, Tom was feeling pretty good when he arrived at work on
Wednesday. He had his bowling date with Carolyn to look forward to and he was
going to have the next day off from work. His department was doing well as they
entered the holiday season, and he had received a compliment yesterday from the
store manager. Things were going well for Tom. 


Kenny on the other hand, wasn't doing so well. The pain
in his knee had gotten worse, not better, so he had taken a sick day today to
go to the Veteran's Administration Hospital down in Atlanta. Tom felt that this
was further vindication that God must not exist. If he did exist, how could a
good and just God let someone like Kenny suffer with pain like that? He made a
mental note to ask Carolyn her opinion on the matter on their date tonight. He
was not the kind of person to attack a person's faith, but it would be
interesting to hear how she explained her side of the issue. He realized that
this was not exactly second date conversational material, but the conversation
about his past on the first date had not exactly been sweetness and light. 


When it was time to go he walked over and spoke with
Patricia, who would be closing up tonight. 


"Hey. I'm going to take off now. Have a good
night, okay?" 


"Okay. Have fun on your date tonight."
Patricia smiled as Tom walked away. It seemed as though every employee in the
store knew about Tom's budding romance.


Tom went home to relax before his bowling date. He
wasn't going to meet Carolyn until 9:30 that evening so he decided to eat a
light dinner and see if anything was on television. He fixed a tuna salad
sandwich, opened a can of Coca Cola, settled in on the sofa and started to surf
through the channels on television, looking for something to distract him. But
whenever he stopped on a channel for more than a few minutes, his mind wandered
back to Saturday night and his conversation with Carolyn. 


Looking back he realized that he hadn't discussed his
family with Karen until they had been dating for at least a month. Maybe it was
because even though they had just met that day it felt as if he had known
Carolyn for years. Tonight, he promised himself, he would keep it light. There
would be no discussion of serious stuff unless she twisted his arm.


He glanced at the clock on the wall and saw that it was
after 7:00 and realized that Carolyn was probably at her church praying for
people to be healed. He still wasn't sure what to make of that. Did she really
expect to see people get out of wheelchairs and start walking around? Or to
pray for a blind person and have them start seeing right there in front of her?
He had seen so-called faith healers on television and had no doubt that they
were just con men working the crowds, making a bundle from the misery of
gullible people. But Carolyn was completely serious and she was volunteering
her time to pray for people she didn't even know. The church wasn't charging admission
or anything like that, so they weren't doing it for the money. He guessed that
he would probably never understand what made people do things like that and was
perceptive enough to realize that he might be missing something as a result.


At 7:30 his cell phone rang. It was Patricia from work.
Her son was sick and she had to go home immediately. Nobody else was available
to come into the store on such short notice to close out the day so Tom knew
that he would have to do it himself. The store was operating under extended
hours due to the holidays so that meant that he would have to work until at
least 11:00 p.m. that night. That meant he had to cancel his date with Carolyn.
He hated to do it but he didn't really have a choice, so he gave her a call. When
she didn't answer he hung up. At the last moment he decided to run by the
church and tell Carolyn in person. It wasn't far out of the way and he thought
she would appreciate the gesture. Plus, it would give him a chance to see her
for at least a few minutes.


Stone Gate Church was located near a busy intersection
across from a Christian school and next to an upscale strip mall. Tom had
driven by the church many times so he didn't have any trouble finding it. There
was a small sign out by the road that advertised the Night of Healing Prayer
taking place inside. He parked in the surprisingly crowded parking lot and went
into the church. It wasn't a huge church but it was much bigger than the
churches he had attended when he was young. 


A quick conversation with a greeter pointed him to
where he could find Carolyn. He walked into the sanctuary of the church through
the main entrance and saw people sitting in chairs facing the opposite
direction. A group of musicians were sitting on stools on the stage up front
and the music they were playing was soft and soothing. Tom looked around and
saw Carolyn not far from where he was standing. Luckily she was in the back row
praying for an elderly woman sitting in front of her. Carolyn's hands were
resting softly on the woman's shoulders and from his position Tom could see
that the woman had her eyes closed and appeared to be praying as well. He had
never seen anything like this, but instead of being uncomfortable, as he had
expected, he felt perfectly fine, calm and at peace. "Must be the
music", he thought.


He didn't want to disturb Carolyn but he didn't know
how long she would be praying for this lady nor if she would even notice him if
she finished and moved on to the next person. He decided to simply let her know
he was here so she could come back and talk to him when she was ready. So he
walked over and gently touched her elbow.


A strange sensation passed through Tom, like nothing he
had ever felt before. He could only describe it as a warm wave that swept over
him and left him feeling refreshed. But even that didn't do it justice. Carolyn
glanced down at the hand touching her elbow and then up at Tom. She smiled and
nodded at him. He reluctantly removed his hand and moved back toward the
entrance. Carolyn finished praying and stepped over to join him.


She asked quietly, "Did you come here for prayer,
Tom?" 


"No, I just wanted to let you know that I have to
go in to work tonight. Patricia son is pretty sick and there's nobody else to
close out tonight. I'm very sorry; I was looking forward to it."


"Don't worry about it. If you have time this
weekend we could try it again. If you don't mind I'll ask Hannah to join us if
we go early enough."


"That sounds like fun. I can probably make it on
Saturday afternoon. I'll text you as soon as I look at the schedule."


"Why didn't you text me about tonight? It would
have saved you a trip."


"This isn't far out of my way. Besides, I wanted
to see firsthand what a "Night of Healing Prayer" looked like.  It's
different than what I had pictured in my head. It's very relaxing in
here."  Tom looked around. The people receiving prayer did seem very calm
and peaceful. If nothing else, the atmosphere was probably beneficial in its
own way.


Tom and Carolyn said good bye and he made his way out
the door. He went back to work with a feeling of well-being and enjoyed the
rest of his evening. 


Clara Woodridge had been attending Stone Gate ever
since it had opened in the neighborhood six years ago. In her late sixties,
Clara had recently started having arthritis pain in both of her hands. She took
the medicine that her doctor had prescribed and she did the exercises as well
as she could. But nothing had helped and the pain was taking over her life. She
couldn't sleep very well and that affected the rest of her day. She was less
interested in meeting with her family and friends, and less able to do simple
things such as opening a jar. 


She had been going to the Night of Healing Prayer every
month for the last four months. While the prayers had seemed to help a little,
God had not seen fit to get rid of the pain entirely. If anything, the pain was
getting worse as time went by. She had decided that tonight would be the last
time she would go for a while.  Each time she came she had to have someone
drive her and she didn't like to be a burden. She would continue to get prayer
on Sundays. Maybe it would help eventually.


When she was in the soaking area that night she prayed
for healing in her hands. She had been sitting quietly, hoping her faith was up
to the task but feeling that if the pain didn't ease soon, her faith would be
tested severely. Members of the prayer team drifted through the room.
Occasionally one would stop behind her and pray for her. It felt nice to have
someone who cared enough to pray for her like that but she was looking forward
to the actual prayer session that would take place after they called her
number.


All of a sudden, while someone was praying for her, she
felt a wave flow through her. She later described it as being flooded with the
Lord's presence. She noticed after a few minutes that her hands had stopped
hurting. They had been hurting for so long that the absence of pain caught her
by surprise. She opened her eyes and looked down at her hands and fingers that
for so long had been twisted and unsightly. Now they looked completely normal.
She flexed her fingers, opening and closing her fists, and trying them out.
They seemed the same as they had been years ago, no longer young but in perfect
working order. She breathed a quiet prayer of thanks to Jesus, knowing that she
had experienced a miracle that night. The person praying for had moved on, so
she looked around, trying to figure out who had been her miracle worker. But
there was nobody nearby and it was impossible to tell who it had been.


When they called her number a few minutes later, she
stood up and moved gracefully down the aisle. Not only had her hands been
healed but her whole body felt years younger and she moved with a confidence
she hadn't felt in years. She reached the front and her prayer team met with
her. They were more than a little surprised as she broke into tears and told
them what had happened in the soaking area. 


They went with her to speak with the associate pastor
who had started the healing ministry at Stone Gate, Jason Reynolds. Jason had
worked had to establish the Night of Healing Prayer within the church and it
had turned out to be very successful not only in the church, but in the
surrounding community as well. He knew that not every person was healed right
away and some were never healed, but that didn't deter him in his mission.


Jason knew Clara very well and had prayed for her on
numerous occasions. It hurt him to see her suffer every day and to see that the
prayers had not helped her. Now, looking at her hands and knowing personally
how they had looked just last Sunday, he knew that God had worked a miracle in
her. He discussed the details of what happened and was determined to find out
who had been praying for her when she was healed. There had been no other cases
of instant healing that evening.


After the night was over and all guests had left, Jason
gathered everyone from the prayer team together in the soaking area. Carolyn,
along with the rest, expected the closing prayer that they normally had at the
end of the night. Instead, Jason introduced Clara and spoke to them about the
healing of her hands. He knew that more than one person had prayed for her in
the soaking area so he asked a simple question. Did anyone else feel the
presence of the Lord while they had been praying for her? Clara described the
"flooded" sensation she had felt during the healing process. 


Carolyn distinctly remembered having that feeling while
praying for Clara. It had happened at the same time that Tom had touched her
elbow. At the time she had thought it had simply been a matter of attraction to
Tom and had actually been a little embarrassed by it. Now she knew that the
Lord had been healing Clara through her. It was a bit unnerving, but thrilling
at the same time. It was something she had dreamed of since joining the prayer
team but had never experienced until this night. She raised her hand and said,
"I think it was me."







Chapter 4


 




It's easy to believe that God is good and wants the best
for us when things are going well in our lives. It becomes much more difficult
when things get tough. In these times we tend to feel like our life is a raging
river and we're being swept along with no control over where we're going or how
much damage we're going to receive on the way. Like a drowning person we'll
grasp at any straw, stick, or tree we can reach, looking for a way to survive.
For many people, this means turning to alcohol, drugs, or the arms of others.
Some will cry out to God, "Why have you forsaken me?" while others
will cry out, "Please help me God. I need you."  In the previous few
weeks, John Graham had felt like doing all of the above.


John was a very wealthy man. In fact, he was one of the
wealthiest people in the state of Georgia. A self-made billionaire, he had
conquered the business world at an early age, making his first million before
he was twenty years old. As he had gotten older he had expanded his empire into
a multinational conglomerate that continued to grow every year. He had great
political power in both Georgia and Washington D.C. World leaders valued his
opinions on business, the economy, and world events. 


He was also blessed in his personal life. He had wed
his high school sweetheart after college and they had been married for fifteen
wonderful years. They had two beautiful daughters, Bethany and Nichole, whom he
loved dearly. Bethany was ten years old and Nichole, the baby, was eight. They
both had him wrapped around their little fingers and they knew it. One look
from either child could pull at his heart strings like nothing else in the
world. His wife would sometimes scold him for spoiling them but she didn't
really mean it. She loved them just as much as he did.


However, no matter how much financial or political
power he might have, Bethany was dying and he could do nothing about it. He had
brought in the best and brightest doctors in the world but the end result was
the same. She had a brain tumor that was inoperable and she would probably not
live for another month. The chemotherapy had not helped at all, causing her to
lose her lovely blonde hair and leaving her weak and listless. He had her
bedroom outfitted with the latest medical equipment and had a doctor and nurse
there at all times, doing their best to keep her comfortable.


For certain tests and procedures it was necessary to
take her to the hospital, so they went to Children's Healthcare of Atlanta, one
of the top pediatric hospitals in the country. He and his wife went with her
every time, pushing her wheelchair and joking with her to keep Bethany's
spirits up. She wore a cute little pink beret to cover up her bald head and she
would laugh at her father's jokes in an effort to make him feel better. 


It was the first time in his life that John Graham felt
completely powerless.


 


The phone rang at ten o'clock in the morning. Tom had
slept in on Thursday after filling in for Patricia at the store the previous
night. He had the entire day off and was luxuriating in the fact that he could
stay under the covers for as long as he wanted. When his cell phone rang he was
in a drowsy state somewhere between sleeping and wakefulness. While part of his
mind pleasantly contemplated letting the call go to voice mail, his hand was
already reaching for the phone.


"Hello?" He had already answered when it
registered on him that it was Carolyn calling. He made a valiant effort to
shake off the lingering cobwebs of sleep and continued. "Carolyn? How's it
going?"


"Good morning Tom, I hope I didn't wake you
up." 


"No. I was just about to get up anyway. What's
going on?" He was still a little confused as he swung his legs out of bed
and tried to pull on some pants while holding the phone to his ear. 


"I know you have the day off today and I was
hoping you could meet me at the church at noon today. It wouldn't be for very
long and I would really appreciate it."


Huh? Meet her at the church? What was this all about?
It didn't make any sense to him but he was thinking quickly. If she wanted to
meet at noon then she must be taking her lunch break to be there. Also, she
wasn't the kind of person to be overly dramatic, so it must be important. The
question was, why did she need him to be there?


"Sure, I can be there. What do you need me
for?" 


Carolyn hesitated. She didn't want to lie to him but
she didn't want to push him away either. "Can we discuss it when we get
there? I'll meet you at the front door."


"Okay. I guess so. Will you have time to grab
lunch when we leave?" 


"Yes, I think we'll have time. We can talk about
it later, okay?"


"Okay. See you then." He pushed the button to
disconnect and then stared at the cell phone as if it could answer all of the
questions bubbling up inside him. Finally he just shrugged and decided it
wouldn't help any to sit there and wonder what was going on when he would know
in a couple of hours anyway.


He went through his morning routine of shave, shower,
and getting dressed. He decided that even though it wasn't a church service, it
was still a church, so he dressed neatly in khakis and a button up shirt.
Knowing he would be eating lunch with Carolyn, he didn't bother with fixing a
big breakfast. Instead, he made a pot of coffee and heated up a pastry that was
left over from the day before. The smell of Folgers breakfast blend coffee
followed him around the apartment as he tidied up before eating.


When it was thirty minutes before his meeting with
Carolyn, he left the apartment. He drove to the church using the same route he
had taken the evening before and was there in twenty minutes. Tom truly hated
to be late for anything so he tended to be early for everything. There were
only a few vehicles in the parking lot today so he noticed when Carolyn drove
up and got out of her car, a dark blue Toyota Camry. She walked toward the entrance
but stopped as he got out of his car and called out to her. They met, exchanged
greetings, and walked in together.


"I'm so glad you could make it Tom. I promise, we
won't be long, okay?" Carolyn was a little nervous about today. This could
be a turning point in not only her life but Tom's as well, and he had no idea
what was going on. She hoped he wouldn't be freaked out and run as soon as he
heard what they wanted him to do.


Last night after she had stepped forward, Clara had
thanked her profusely, crying and praising Jesus at the same time. Carolyn was
still trying to absorb what had happened. She had believed for a long time that
Jesus healed but she had never seen it in person. She had prayed for people
with headaches and had them tell her that the pain had gone away. She had
prayed for people for diving guidance in financial and personal matters. But
she had never actually prayed for someone and had the evidence of physical
healing take place right in front of her.


After Jason had prayed for the team she had a couple of
people approach her for healing prayer. Margaret Thomas had been on the prayer
team for two years. She had also never seen a healing like the one that had
taken place that evening. She had sprained her ankle the day before and was
painfully hobbling around with a bandage wrapped tightly around it. Carolyn
prayed one of the most heartfelt prayers she had ever given, but there was no
apparent result. Margaret walked around testing her ankle but the pain was
still there. She gave a little laugh and said, "Well, I guess I'll keep
praying and try to stay off of it for a while like the doctor
recommended."


Carolyn was somewhat discouraged by the results. She
had half expected that Margaret would be instantly healed and then waltz around
the room. Jason told her not to worry, reminding her that healing wasn't always
instantaneous and that it sometimes took place over time. Maybe Margaret would
wake up the next day feeling perfectly fine. Even with this encouragement,
Carolyn was a little reluctant to pray for the next person, Carl Dugan.


Carl was a carpenter and had smashed his thumb with a
hammer a couple of days ago. He had done this many times over the years and
simply accepted it as part of the job. The pain usually subsided within a few
hours but this time it hadn't done so. He had gone to see his doctor and x-rays
showed that he had a hairline fracture in his thumb. There wasn't much the
doctor could do but put a brace on the finger and tell him to take Tylenol for
the pain.


Carolyn took his hand, touching his thumb gently, and
noticed that he was also missing half of his index finger on the same hand. He
saw her looking at it and said, "That was the result of me losing a fight
with a circular saw a long time ago." He smiled and gave her an
encouraging nod. She prayed for healing in his thumb for a few minutes but she
didn't feel that warmth she had felt earlier with Clara. When she finished, he
removed his brace and flexed his thumb. With a wince, he shook his head and
smiled again. "That's okay. I'm sure it'll be better soon anyway." 


When it was apparent that the prayers had no effect,
Jason asked her to describe to him what she had been doing when she had prayed
for Clara earlier. They both knew that there was no secret formula for healing.
It was said that if they could follow a certain procedure to accomplish healing
or prophecy, then it would become some kind of magic, and that's not what God
wanted from us. But Jason felt certain that they were missing something. When Carolyn
mentioned that it happened when Tom had touched her, Jason discussed with her
the possibility of having him come to the church the following day to try his
hand at healing prayer. 


Carolyn was fairly sure that while Tom normally
wouldn't be interested in praying for anyone, she did think he might be willing
to do it as a favor to her.  They discussed the matter among the prayer team
and decided that if Tom was willing to come in the next day then Margaret and
Carl would come in as well to receive healing prayer again.


Carolyn and Tom walked into the small conference room
where the others were waiting. In addition to Jason, Clara, Carl, and Margaret,
the senior pastor Steve Bradley was there as well. Jason had told him about the
miraculous healing of the night before and he was curious as to what would
happen here today. 


After introducing Tom and the others, Carolyn took the
bull by the horns. 


"Tom, last night when you were here, did you feel
anything when you touched me while I was praying?" 


Tom looked at her and glanced around the room. While he
still didn't know where this was going, he was beginning to wish he hadn't
agreed to come. 


"Well, I did feel something I think. Why, is
something wrong?"


"No, everything is fine. In fact, things are
better than fine. Clara, can you come over here and show Tom your hands?"
Clara approached Tom with a bright smile on her face. She stuck out her hands
to his and displayed them proudly as she flexed her fingers. The look on his
face made her laugh. She pulled a photograph from her purse and gave it to him.
"Look at my hands in this photo, Tom. See my how my hands look there?
That's how they've been for a long time now. Until last night, that is." 


Tom examined the photograph and saw that Clara was
holding a small baby, maybe a grandchild. Her hands seemed dried out somehow
and her fingers looked like bird claws. Then he glanced at her hands still held
out to him. They seemed perfectly normal to him. What was this? Did they expect
him to believe that her hands had been transformed last night from the twisted,
arthritic wrecks shown in the photo to the hands in front of him? He had seen
arthritis like this before in his grandfather, and it didn't simply get better
like that. In fact, he couldn't remember a time when his grandfather's hands
ever looked normal.


Tom looked around the room again to see if this was
some kind of weird joke but everyone seemed to be serious. He turned to Carolyn
and said, "Okay. Even if this is true, what does it have to do with
me?" He still felt that he could trust her. Maybe she had been deceived
and truly thought that this lady's hands had been healed last night. He didn't
want to just stalk out or do anything to hurt her. If she wanted to believe in
miracles then that was fine with him. On the other hand, if she was going to
insist that he believe in this stuff then maybe he should just forget about
her. He didn't need this kind of drama in his life.


As if she could read his mind Carolyn simply said,
"Tom, if you follow along for a few minutes and nothing happens, I'll not
bring it back up again. We're not asking you to believe anything. If it helps,
look at it as a scientific experiment. If there are no results, then you
haven't lost anything, right? If nothing happens then we leave here, go to
lunch and forget this ever happened." She hoped he would give it a try.
She didn't really expect any dramatic results but she did believe that it was
possible. 


"Okay. What do you want me to do?" He thought
to himself that he may as well get it over with.


"It's simple. Carl here has a hairline fracture
in his thumb. If you don't mind, just touch his thumb and pray for it to be
healed." 


Maybe that was simple for her, but Tom had never done
anything like that. It sounded just like those guys on television that he
considered con men. But whatever, he was in it this far, may as well go all the
way. 


"What do I say?"


"You can say whatever you want to. If you can't
think of anything else, just say 'Be healed in the name of Jesus'. It's not the
words themselves that do the work. The Holy Spirit can work with anything you
say, as long as we speak the words out loud."


"Okay." Carl walked over and shook hands with
Tom. Then he held out his left hand for Tom to see. He had removed the splint
and Tom noticed that his thumb was swollen and the nail was purple-black. It
looked like he had smacked it good. Tom himself had done the same when he was
young and he remembered how strange it had felt when he had lost the nail a
week or so later. He also saw that Carl had lost part of his index finger and
mentally winced. That must have hurt!


Carl said, "Just give it a try, Tom. I don't think
you can make it any worse." He smiled to show that he was fine with
whatever happened.


Tom touched Carl's thumb and for the first time in
years, he prayed. "God, please heal Carl's thumb. It looks painful."
He didn't feel anything and Carl's thumb looked the same. "In the name of
Jesus, be healed." It came out more as a question than a statement. Still
no change, not that he had really expected anything.


He looked at Carolyn and she stepped over. As Tom
continued his contact, she touched Carl's thumb with her forefinger and said,
"Be healed in the name of Jesus." She said with such expectation that
Tom looked up at her face. He felt a familiar wave go through him and saw that
she was staring at Carl's thumb as her face became animated with excitement. He
looked back down and saw that Carl's thumbnail was no longer discolored. What
had happened? Was this some kind of trick? Then he saw something that made him
stare in disbelief. The finger that was half missing was moving. No, that
didn't describe it properly. It looked like the tissue under the skin was
moving around, like something was under the skin squirming around. Tom thought
that it was kind of gross but he couldn't look away. Then the finger seemed to
be getting longer. Tom snatched his finger back from Carl's thumb as if he had
been burned.


Carolyn and Carl were mesmerized as they stared at Carl's
finger. The others who were present started to gather around, wondering what
the excitement was all about. There was a collective gasp in the room as a
fingernail appeared on the end of the finger and began growing. Within a minute
after Carolyn had prayed, Carl's amputated finger was healed, and except for
the fact that it was much paler than the rest of his hand, it looked completely
normal in all respects.


Tears formed in Carl's eyes as he forgot about his
thumb and turned his hand back and forth, looking at his restored finger. He
reached over and gave Carolyn a hug and then turned to Tom.


"Thank you." He looked up to the heavens and
said in a husky voice, "Thank you Jesus!" Looking at this finger
again, he whispered, "Oh God, thank you for this miracle." 


He stepped back from Tom and hastened to show his
finger to the others in the room. While they crowded around touching his finger
and thumb and exclaiming over what they had just seen, Tom looked at Carolyn.
She was wiping tears from her eyes and she seemed to be glowing. He had never
seen her look so beautiful.


This was just too much for Tom, he had to sit down. He
pulled up a chair and had a seat. The senior pastor came over to him and sat
next to him. "Tom, in all of my years as a pastor, I've never seen
anything like that happen, never. That was the power of God, Tom." His
eyes seemed to wonder away in thought for a moment. "That was the power of
the Holy Spirit."


"Tom, are you willing to pray for Margaret? Or let
Carolyn do the praying? God loves to do miracles as we've seen here today. Will
you give it one more shot?"


Tom looked over at the pastor and said, "I don't
see why not." He was still stunned by what he'd seen just now. His
rational mind was telling him that it was some kind of trick, but in his heart
he knew that it wasn't. He just didn't know what it was. 


He turned to Carolyn and said, "Can you go ahead
and pray for Margaret?"


Carolyn had moved to stand by Tom's chair. She said,
"Yes, Tom. Margaret, would you like to sit down for this?" Margaret
nodded and sat down. She was visibly excited. This was exactly what she had
been dreaming of ever since she had joined the healing prayer team, real
healing from the power of the Holy Spirit. It was just a feeling right now but
she felt that today was just the tip of the iceberg. There would be a solid
demonstration of the presence and love of God and she was there to see it in
person!


Margaret sat down and extended her sprained ankle. Tom
and Carolyn stood and moved to stand on opposite sides of her chair. They each
extended a hand and touched her shoulders, Tom on the left and Carolyn on the
right.  Margaret closed her eyes and placed her hands palm up on her thighs.
Her ankle was throbbing with pain but she smiled. She knew that the pain would
be gone soon.


Carolyn prayed, "Father God, we ask again for your
healing spirit to enter this room. We ask for healing for Margaret's ankle God.
We ask you to restore what is broken. In the name of Jesus, we say, be
healed!" 


Margaret was thrilled as she felt the warm wave that
she had previous heard described washing through her. She was not surprised at
all when the pain disappeared from her ankle. She was smiling as she reached
down and removed the brace from her foot and ankle. She laughed as she saw that
the swelling was gone and she could rotate her foot freely and pain-free. There
was no need to tell the others in the room what had happened; they could see it
in her face and hear it in her voice. 


As she stood up and moved around Margaret noticed that
not only did her ankle now okay, she felt like she was years younger. A
toothache that been bothering her off and on for the last week was now gone.
She knew that she had a cavity so she had set up an appointment with her
dentist for tomorrow. She hadn't even thought to ask for prayer for the tooth.
But now, somehow, she knew that the cavity was gone and she would be canceling
that appointment. How great was that!


While this healing hadn't been as dramatic as the
previous one, Tom was still affected by it. He looked around the room and saw
that everyone was smiling. He could feel their delight in what had happened
pouring off of them. But he himself still felt confused and a little disturbed.
It was one thing to see these things happen on television or in the movies, but
to see them happen in real life was another thing entirely. Even worse was that
fact that he was involved. The others had tried healing these people with no
results. Now that he was in the mix it had happened instantly. 


He had to get away from all of this. Moving toward the
exit, he said to Carolyn, "I'm going home. I need some time to process
what just happened. Can I call you later?"


She walked over and gave him a hug. She looked him in
the eyes and said, "Go home Tom. Relax and call me when you are ready.
Just know this; you've experienced the presence of God today. He's healed Carl
and Margaret through us. Did you feel it? The Holy Spirit flowing through us
and washing away hurts in the others? This has been the best day of my life
Tom. Thank you for coming to the church today."


Tom just nodded and walked out. He had some thinking to
do.







Chapter 5


 




Sunlight slashed through Tom's living room widow,
dividing the room into light and dark. As he sat on his sofa watching motes of
dust dance in the beam of light, his thoughts were equally divided. For years
he had given up on the thought that God existed, but now he had seen proof of
the fact. Or had he? He knew that the human mind was capable of things he couldn't
explain. Look at hypnotism. Under hypnosis people could do things with their
bodies that they would never even try otherwise. Maybe because the people he
had seen at church were so devoted and believed in healing so much, they had
somehow accomplished these "miracles" themselves. 


But then, why didn't these things happen without him?
What did he contribute to help them heal their bodies? He wasn't a hypnotist,
nor was he some kind of charismatic faith healer. In the church Carolyn had
mentioned thinking of the whole thing as a scientific experiment. Maybe that's
what he needed to do. But how would he do that? He gave it some more thought
and then he had it.


It was three o'clock when he called Carolyn. 


"Hello, Carolyn. Did you make it back to work?"


"Yes, I just got back about an hour ago. How are
you doing?"


"I'm okay. I've just been thinking about what
happened earlier today. What happened after I left?"


"Well, Carl and Margaret were both at the church
during their lunch breaks, just like I was. Margaret went back to work but Carl
went home to show his healed fingers to his wife. Wasn't that awesome to see
God working right in front of us? We need to get together and discuss what
happened. Remember Steve, the senior pastor? He wanted me to ask if you would
come to the eleven o'clock service this Sunday. Clara, Margaret, and Carl will
be giving their testimonies about the healing they've received."


"I'm not sure about that. I don't think I'm ready
to go back to church just yet." 


"Well, at least think about it, okay? I think
you'd like Stone Gate. I'll bet it's nothing like the church you grew up
in."


"I'll think about it. In the meantime, do you
think you'd be up for an experiment tomorrow? Could you come by the store
during lunch time?"


Carolyn was still excited about today's events. Tom had
come to the church today as a favor to her so surely she could return the favor
for him tomorrow. "Sure Tom, what kind of experiment are you talking
about?"


"Similar to what we did today. But I want to try
something different."


"Okay, that sounds interesting. What time do you
want me to be there?"


"Twelve thirty would be good. Can you be here
then?"


"No problem. I'll see you at twelve thirty
tomorrow."


They said their goodbyes and hung up. Tom turned on
the television and flipped through channel after channel in an effort to
distract himself from thinking any further about today's events. Carolyn went
back to work, feeling that she was on top of the world, recalling again and
again what had happened at the church today.


The next day Tom went into work as though nothing had
happened. Kenny and Tamara were working today and he asked them both to be in
the employee break room at twelve thirty. When they pressed him as to why he
wanted them there, he simply said that it was a surprise.


At twelve twenty five Carolyn walked into his
department in the store. She was dressed in business casual for work and she
looked wonderful to Tom. After all that happened recently he had almost forgot
that they still hadn't set up their second date. So he asked her to follow him
to the break room and along the way he asked, "Do you still want to go
bowling on Saturday? I checked the schedule and I can go any time after five
o'clock. That should be early enough for your daughter to come along too,
right?"


"Sure, five o'clock is fine. We didn't really have
any plans for that day anyway. I'm sure that Hannah will be excited about
going. She's only been bowling a couple of times in her life." Carolyn had
also been thinking about the prospects of going out again with Tom. After what
had happened yesterday she was impressed that he hadn't simply pushed her away.
Considering how unusual it had been for her, it must have been doubly so for
Tom. 


They arrived at the break room to find Kenny and Tamara
waiting for them. Tamara and Carolyn gave each other a quick hug. Tamara said,
"I didn't expect you here Carolyn. What's going on? Why is Tom being so
mysterious today?"


Carolyn said, "I have an idea but I'm not positive.
Tom, can you tell us what your "experiment" is?"


Tom looked at Kenny and asked him, "Kenny, is your
knee still hurting you?"


"Yes, it's pretty bad today. Why?"


"We're going to try something out here, okay?
Don't worry, you don't have to do anything but sit there and besides, you've
got nothing to lose but a few minutes of your time." 


Tom turned to Tamara and Carolyn. "Can you two go
ahead and pray for Kenny's knee?"


Kenny started to say something but Tom interrupted him.
"I'm not messing around with you Kenny. I'm totally serious. Just give us
a few minutes, okay?"


"Okay. But I want you to know that this better not
be some kind of joke."


Tamara and Carolyn looked at each other and Carolyn
gave a nod to indicate that Tamara could start. Tamara, while caught totally by
surprise, didn't hesitate. She loved to pray for people and welcomed the chance
to pray for her friend and co-worker. She prayed out loud while they both
touched Kenny's knee but nothing happened. 


Next, Tom had Carolyn step back. He touched Kenny and
had Tamara do the same. She then prayed again with no results. This was
proceeding pretty much the way that Tom had anticipated.


Then Tom and Carolyn together touched Kenny's leg and
he told her, "Don't actually pray yet. Just say something out loud that
has nothing to do with healing or religion in anyway."


Carolyn nodded, thought for a moment, and then said,
"The heater in my car isn't working properly. I need to get it fixed
before it really gets cold." Tom asked Kenny to test his leg for pain once
again. Kenny moved it a little and said with a grimace, "It still hurts,
Tom. How much longer are you going be with this?"


"We're almost done, I promise." Tommy removed
his hand from Kenny's leg and touched Carolyn's shoulder. "Carolyn, can
you go ahead and pray like you did yesterday?" As she spoke, asking for
healing in Jesus' name, Tom felt a familiar warmth flow through him and right
there in the break room, with Tamara watching, former Corporal Kenney Chastain
was healed. 


Kenney stared at Tom and Carolyn as she finished
praying. He flexed his knee with no sign of pain. Then, without speaking, he
stood up and flexed it again. His knee hadn't felt this good in a long time. In
fact, he felt pretty good all over now that he noticed it. 


"It's gone! The pain is gone! How did you do
that?"


"We didn't do it. The Holy Spirit healed you; we
were just his hands. Thank you Jesus!" Carolyn was radiant as she turned
to Tamara. "Did Tom tell you what happened yesterday?" She had wanted
to tell Tamara yesterday after all of the excitement had died down but after
Tom's call she had decided to wait until today.


"No. Why, what happened yesterday?"


Carolyn filled her in on all of the details while Tom
stood by Kenny's chair looking bemused. Kenny stood up and started walking
around the room, gingerly testing his leg. He didn't fully understand what had
happened but he was certainly happy that it had. He hadn't been to church since
last Easter when he'd gone as a favor to his mother, but with what had happened
today he knew that he would be going this Sunday. Then he had a thought. 


"Hey, Tom, do you think you could pray for my
father? His kidneys are in bad shape; they were damaged in a car accident a few
years ago and now he has to go in for dialysis three times per week. Would the
prayer help him too?" He looked hopefully at Tom. His father was very
important to him and it pained Kenney to see him in this condition.


Kenney's words brought out the thought that had been
there tickling his subconscious since yesterday. If an amputated finger could
grow out like that, maybe someone who was paralyzed could be fixed too, someone
like his father. He realized that Kenney was waiting for an answer and said,
"Sure Kenney. I don't mind giving it a try anyway. But it looks like it takes
both of us, Carolyn and me to heal someone." Hearing the words coming out
of his own mouth made Tom cringe. What was he talking about? Was he seriously
thinking that he could heal people? But how else could you explain what had
happened so far?


Kenney waited for Carolyn to finish describing the
events of yesterday. Then he asked her, "Carolyn, do you think you could
pray for my father? Tom said he was willing." He told her about his
father's condition.


"Sure Kenney. I'd love to pray for him. Just tell
us when and where and we'll be there, right Tom?"


"That's right.


"I'm serious. I'll call him right now and I can
have my mother bring him here or wherever you want. Can we do it today?"


Kenney, Tom and Carolyn discussed it and decided that
it would be most convenient if Kenney would have his father brought to meet
them in the parking lot of the store at 5:30 p.m., after they had all gotten
off from work.


Once they had come to a decision, Tamara spoke up. 


"Guys, if you don't mind I'd like to invite my
sister to come for healing too."


Carolyn asked, "Why does she need healing? What's
wrong?"


"She and her husband have been trying for over a
year to get pregnant. They've been to doctors and had all kinds of tests done
and there hasn't been any definite answer as to why they can't conceive.
They've determined that it's not her husband so it must be something wrong with
her. They just don't know what it might be."


Carolyn said, "Sure Tamara, tell her to be here at
5:30. We'll pray for her too." 


Tom was starting to feel worried. So far they had
prayed for and healed what he considered to be minor things like a smashed
thumb, a sprained ankle, and a damaged knee. None of these were as serious as
the kidney damage of Kenney's dad or the infertility of Tamara's sister. The
healing of Carl's amputated finger was certainly a visible miracle, but it
hadn't exactly been a life threatening illness. He decided not to mention his
uncertainty. But he did want the others to realize that there was no guarantee
of healing.


"Kenney, Tamara, we're happy to pray for your dad
and sister, but we don't want to get anybody's hopes up too soon, okay? We
don't know if it works every time, when it might or might not work, and so on.
This is still new to us, right Carolyn?"


Carolyn was also nervous about what was happening. She
truly wanted to feel the presence of God and to heal people who needed it. But
what if she was getting in over her head? It would be nice to have her pastors
there to advise her. She decided to call Jason and ask if he could meet them
today as well.


She replied to Tom, "Yes, it is new. I want to
call Jason, the pastor in charge of the healing team, to see if he can meet
with us this evening. I'd feel better with him there."


Tom agreed and they all went their separate ways with
Carolyn, Kenney, and Tamara all making phone calls to get people to come to the
store. Kenney's father and mother were easy to convince after he told them how
his knee had been healed. Tamara needed to cajole her sister for a few minutes
before she finally agreed to be there on time. Carolyn called her pastor Jason
and he told her that he would be there. He was thrilled when she told him about
Kenney's knee and was looking forward to seeing God in action again.


Tom ate his lunch quickly and went back to the sales
floor. He kept busy the rest of the day and tried not to think about how things
might go later that day.


Kenney came by twice that afternoon, thanking Tom and
jumping up and down to show that his knee was really healed. It did seem to
help Tom quell the doubts with which he had been struggling.


When Tamara, Tom, and Kenney got off from work at 5:00
they walked over to a coffee shop a few doors down from the store and waited,
Tom and Kenney each ordering coffee while Tamara simply sat at a table near the
door, looking out of the plate glass window at the front of the shop. She
called Carolyn and her sister and told them where they were. Carolyn in turn
called Jason and told him.


Carolyn and Jason showed up a few minutes later. Kenney
received a call from his father telling him that they were pulling into the
parking lot so Kenney went outside to meet them. Once they had parked he
brought them into the shop, introduced them to everybody, and sat them at
another table near the front.  It was decided that they would wait for Tamara's
sister Jennifer before they began.


Tom sat at his table sipping his coffee as he regarded
Kenney's father. Mr. Chastain was a tall, distinguished looking man with
graying hair and a ready smile. His wife sat next to him and they watched as
Kenney demonstrated how easily he could bend his knee now with no pain. His
mother had silent tears of joy in her eyes as she watched her son walk easily and
without a limp. It was the first time she had seen him do that since he'd gone
on his last tour to the Middle East and she offered up a prayer of thanks.


Their area of the coffee shop was getting crowded when
Jennifer finally showed up at 5:45, delayed by traffic. Tamara gave her a hug
and had her sit down at the table. Kenney looked at Tom and said, "Well, I
guess we're ready. How do you want to do this?"


Tom stepped over to Mr. Chastain and Carolyn met him
there. They each touched a shoulder and Carolyn prayed for him. "Lord, we
ask for healing for this man. He is your son, made in your image, and we know
that you want him to be well. We ask this in Jesus' name. Amen." Tom had
been watching Kenney's father as he himself felt that wave that so far had accompanied
every healing. Before the prayer Mr. Chastain had acted as though he was here
as a favor to his son and didn't expect anything to happen to him. But now he
had a look of wonder on his face as the healing took place. It was like the sun
had come out from behind a cloud as he slowly broke into grin. He stood up,
full of energy, and said, "Oh my God. I can't believe it! I feel like a
kid again." He grabbed his wife by the arm, guided her to an empty space
between the tables, and spun her around in an impromptu dance. Then he hugged
her as the both wept tears of joy. 


Kenney walked over and embraced them both. He looked
over at Tom and Carolyn and silently mouthed the words "Thank you."
Jason went to speak to them and handed Mr. Chastain his business card from
Stone Gate Church. He told them that if they had any questions he would be
happy to answer the best he could. While there were no obvious physical signs
that he had been healed, Mr. Chastain's response showed everyone how he felt
about it.


Jennifer looked at her sister and said, "Is that
all there is to it? How will I know if I've been healed?"


Tamara told her, "I don't know. Maybe you won't
feel anything at all. But I have faith that you will be healed just like Kenney
was and like his father was just now. Don't worry, Jen, God wants you to have a
baby!"


Jennifer put her hands in her lap and closed her eyes
as Tom and Carolyn moved to stand beside her. They each touched her and Carolyn
prayed for her in much the same way she had prayed for Mr. Chastain.
"Thank you God for showing us your presence here today. We ask for healing
for Jennifer today, Father God. We ask that you take whatever is wrong and make
it right. We ask this in the name of Jesus, amen." Tom again felt that warm
wave move through him. Jennifer had felt the warmth go through her as well but
didn't really feel any different. 


As she opened her eyes she panicked. She couldn't see!
She wasn't blind but her vision was the same as it was when she wasn't wearing
her glasses or contacts, as she was now. She exclaimed, "What's happening?
I can't see!"


Tamara touched her on the arm and said, "Are you
wearing your contacts right now?"


She replied with a shudder, "Yes!"


"I think I know what happened. Take one of your
contacts out. Now!" She emphasized the last word to get Jennifer's
attention.


Jennifer hesitated and then reached up, held her
eyelids apart and removed her right contact lens. She blinked a couple of times
and said, "I can see! I can see you as clear as day." She then
removed her left lens and looked around the room. Jennifer, who had worn
glasses or contacts every day since she was ten years old, found that her
vision was fully restored. She sat down and hugged her waist as she started
crying on her sister's shoulder. It had occurred to her that if her eyes had
been healed, her infertility may have been healed as well. "I'm going to
be a mother. I'm really going to be a mother. Thank you, God"


Carolyn looked around the shop and saw that all of the
other patrons and most of the workers were all staring in their direction. One
of the women at a table nearby stood up and walked over to her. She hesitated
and then said, "I saw what happened over here. Do you think I could I get
prayer as well? I haven't been to church for a while and I've never believed in
faith healing but I would certainly appreciate it if you would try." 


Carolyn called out to Tom and he came to stand with
them. The lady said, "I have skin cancer here on my arms and I'm supposed
to have surgery next month to remove the affected areas. Can you pray for me to
get rid of it?" She then rolled up the sleeves and showed them a number of
dark spots on her arms. Neither Tom nor Carolyn had ever seen skin cancer
before but they didn't hesitate.


Tom touched her left arm and nodded to Carolyn who then
touched her right arm. She prayed for healing and they stood there and watched
as the dark spots faded away and were replaced by healthy skin. The woman fell
to her knees and started crying. Jason knelt down beside her and introduced
himself. When she learned that he was a pastor she spoke to him in a quiet
voice. After a moment of conversation they stood and he walked her back to her
table.


Tom and Carolyn left the coffee shop at 6:30. As they
strolled down the sidewalk Tom looked at her and asked, "So, does this
count as our second date?"


Carolyn laughed and replied, "Sure. I have to say,
that was the best second date I've ever had." She reached over and took
his hand as they went to their cars.


Jason had stayed behind in the coffee shop, feeling a
little stunned but talking to people who wanted to learn more about God,
healing, and his church. It was easy to understand their desire because before
they left, Tom and Carolyn had healed a total of eleven men, women and
children.







Chapter 6


 




Tom got up on Saturday morning feeling wonderful. What
had happened yesterday at the coffee shop was real. He knew it was real but he
was still not convinced that it was due to God. If it was God then why had he
picked Tom to be a healer? Carolyn he could understand. She was not only a good
Christian; she was simply a good person. He could see how delighted she had
been when those people were healed. He was happy too, who wouldn't be? For him
it was still a struggle to get on board with the whole Holy Spirit moving
through him thing but for Carolyn, it was like she was living out her dream.
Some people fantasize about being movie stars or famous musicians. Apparently
Carolyn dreamed of helping people through prayer. That was probably what all of
those people on the healing team dreamed about.


Tom didn't really have any dreams and aspirations like
that. He had never really wanted to be famous. He couldn't sing or play an
instrument and had no desire to learn. He could say with absolute certainty
that at no time in his life had he wanted to perform miracles, so the past few
days were a mixed blessing for him. He had to admit; watching an amputated
finger grow out in front of his eyes was pretty cool. Yesterday he had watched
two teenagers being healed at the coffee shop. One had a bad case of acne that
cleared up immediately, leaving his face smooth and unblemished. It had been
like watching his face being airbrushed right there, live and in person. The
other had been addicted to meth, a big drug problem in the South. This girl had
been pale, thin and nervous-looking when she had asked for prayer. He had the
impression that she had felt hopeless as they touched her but when Carolyn had
prayed for her she regained her color and her eyes came into focus. 


Tom was pretty sure that drug addiction was not only
physical but also psychological. Jason had stepped in to speak with her after
the healing and she seemed to be very conscious of what had happened and knew
that she had been delivered from her addiction. He hoped that whatever had
caused the addiction in the first place was not enough to drive her back to
using the drug and that Jason would be able to help her with that issue.


These people's lives had been changed for the better
and he was involved in that. Part of him wanted to go out and start healing
people immediately, but he also had the desire for things to go back to the way
they were before all of this started. Life was simpler and easier to understand
when he was just working and doing his normal, everyday routine. Take for
instance his date for bowling with Carolyn today. How would things work out
between them now? Normal people dated for a while, determined if they were
compatible and decided whether or not to continue seeing each other after they
go to know each other.


As far as he was concerned, going out and healing
people together was not the same as dating. He had a quick picture of the two
of them going out to a restaurant for dinner and spending time between courses
healing the waiter and other diners. Was that to be their fate? It would be
like they were movie stars but instead of people asking for autographs, they
would be asking to be healed of cancer or something. 


His mind still in turmoil, Tom continued with his
morning routine and later found himself sitting at his computer. He opened up a
browser and searched for the term "faith healing" on Google and then
read the Wikipedia article that showed up in the results. The consensus was
that many Christians were open to the idea that physical healing could happen
as a result of prayer or faith, but there were still critics even within the
church.


Tom stood up and walked away from the computer, still
confused and not sure what to think about the situation. He thought of calling
his father but immediately dropped the idea. He knew that his father would shut
down at the mention of Christianity, faith, or anything in the realm of
religion. He was sure that his father wouldn't even believe him if he told him
of the things he had seen in the past few days. To be honest, just a week ago
he wouldn't have believed anyone if they had told him about this stuff either.
Now he knew that it was not only possible, it was happening to him. He decided
that he would talk with Jason about all of this. Maybe he could explain why
God, if it was indeed God, had chosen him to work miracles.


He had one of Jason's business cards in his wallet so
he got it out and called the office number first, just in case he was at the
church this morning. When his call went to voice mail he hung up and dialed the
cell phone number on the card. After a couple of rings Jason picked up.
"Hello? This is Jason Reynolds."


"Hi Jason, this is Tom Bannister, good
morning."


"Good morning, Tom. Hey, I want to thank you for
letting me be there yesterday at the coffee shop. That was quite an experience,
wasn't it?"


"Yes it was. That's what I wanted to talk to you
about if you have some time today."


"Of course I do. Do you want to talk now or do you
want to meet somewhere?"


"I'd prefer to meet if you don't mind. Can we meet
at your office?"


"Sure, what time?"


"It's 10:00 now. Is 11:00 okay with you?"


"11:00 would be fine. I'll see you there."


They said goodbye and disconnected. Tom briefly thought
about inviting Carolyn to their meeting but decided that he would rather see
Jason alone. 


Tom arrived at the church on time and drove around to
the back entrance where the offices were. He went in and found Jason waiting
for him. They went to his office and sat down. 


"So what's on your mind, Tom?"


"Well, I just wanted to talk about all of the
stuff that's happened lately, you know, the healings and everything." Tom
hesitated for a moment and then blurted, "I don't even believe in God."


Jason smiled and said, "Well then I guess it's a
good thing that he believes in you, isn't it? Seriously though, I understand
where you're coming from. Tell me, why don't you believe in God? What stops
you?"


Tom sat back in his seat and then leaned forward as if
struggling with his emotions. Then he proceeded to tell the pastor about the
accident so many years ago that killed his mother and little sister. Jason
gently asked a few questions in order to establish where Tom had been in his
spiritual journey before the accident and what had changed inside him since
then. When Tom was done, they sat in silence for a minute or so, Tom struggling
to fight back tears when thinking of the past, and Jason considering what he
had just learned.


Finally, Jason leaned forward with a compassionate look
on his face. He said, "Tom, I don't really have an answer as to why some
people die in car wrecks and some people walk away from one just as bad. I can
tell you that it is not the will of God to have his children die like that
though. He loves us and wants us to live full, happy lives. In the case of your
mother and sister I am sure that when they did die, Jesus was right there to
welcome them to Heaven, comforting them with his presence."


Tom replied, "I can see where God may not have
actually caused the accident, or all of the bad things that happen to people
every day. But he doesn't stop them from happening either. What is the
difference between that and not having a God at all? It just seems so
random."


Jason thought for a moment and said, "Did you know
that it's possible to talk with God? I don't just mean by prayer, but to have
an actual conversation with him?"


"What do you mean? Is this like Moses and the
burning bush?" Tom almost grinned as he pictured one of the bushes outside
his apartment on fire and holding a meaningful conversation with him. 


Jason did smile and said, "No, not really. I mean
talking to God as if you were sitting right next to him, having a conversation
like we're doing right now. Believe it or not, God wants to have a close
relationship with you. It's like he's waiting by the phone waiting for you to
call. He would love to talk to you about your day, hear all about your hopes
and dreams and much more. Think of him as a loving father having a conversation
with his son. Because that's exactly what it is."


Tom wasn't sure what to think of this. He'd never heard
this kind of theology in the church where he'd been raised and it sounded kind
of freaky. However, he did like to think of himself as pretty open-minded, so
he paused to consider his reply.


"No offense Jason but it's hard to believe that
it's that easy to speak with God, assuming that he really exists."


"Well Tom, if I had told you a few days ago that
it was possible to pray for someone and watch their amputated finger grow out
right in front of your eyes, or to heal a woman's skin cancer and see the spots
disappear, what would you have said?"


Tom laughed, "Fair enough I guess. I would have
thought you were crazy." He would have said something polite and then
excused himself as quickly as humanly possible. Or maybe he would have jumped
up and ran from the room immediately. Who knows? "Looking back, I almost
believe I'm crazy myself."


Tom relaxed in his chair. He said, "Okay, so how
do you have a conversation with God? Do you just close your eyes and say 'Hi
God, how's it going up there?'"


Jason replied, "That's certainly one way to go
about it, though I wouldn't recommend it when you're driving. Many people will
start out by asking God how his day is going, or even just asking how he is.
That's normally how you start a conversation with someone else, right? In fact,
I think that's how our conversation started today. You can ask him what he
thinks about you. That's a good one and you might be pleasantly surprised by
the answer."


"Just remember that God speaks to us in different
ways. For some people he replies with images instead of words. For many people
it might vary from day to day. One day they might see images and the next day
they might hear lyrics from classic rock songs. I've personally spoken with God
and I saw us in an old black and white movie sitting on a damp, mossy log that
straddled a small stream. I recognized the location from my childhood but until
that moment I'd forgotten all about it. I felt more peace in those few minutes
than I'd felt in years. For you it might be something totally different."


"One thing to remember is that when you listen for
God's voice, sometimes what you hear is not from God. If you receive anything
that is mean, unpleasant, or downright evil, you can bet that it's not from God
but from the enemy. If you hear something negative about yourself, something
that seems designed to make you feel guilty, that's also not from God. Satan loves
to slide a message in there sometimes, hoping that you will think that it's
from God."


"Another voice you might hear is your own. You
have to learn that once you've asked a question of God, you listen.  Once you
learn God's voice then it's like answering the phone. If someone you know well
is calling then you recognize the person's voice even if they don't introduce
themselves. The same goes for God's voice. Eventually you learn to know if what
you receive is from God, from the enemy, or from your own mind."


They spent another ten minutes in discussion about
learning to hear God's voice and Tom made some notes on paper that Jason
provided. While the whole "speaking to God" process made sense when
Jason described it, Tom didn't really want to try it here and now with of
Jason. It would simply be too weird. 


Tom left the church satisfied that he had gotten some
of his questions answered. He was not completely sure that the answers were
correct, but now he had something to work with. It would be interesting to get
the opinion of a real medical doctor, but he didn't know any doctors
personally.


When arrived at his apartment Tom sprawled out on his
sofa and called Carolyn.


"Hi Carolyn, I'm just calling to confirm that
we're still on for bowling today."


"Hi Tom, yes, we're still on. Hannah and I are
both looking forward to it." She hesitated and then continued, "So,
what do you think about yesterday Tom? Are you okay?"


Carolyn had been replaying yesterday's events in her
mind all morning. It was so exciting and gratifying to see God working through
her and Tom. It was an amazing feeling to watch a person's life change due to
healing and she wanted to do more. The only problem was that Tom obviously
needed to be there and in physical contact with her or the person being prayed
for. Not that she had anything against Tom but she felt that this requirement
placed limitations on what she could accomplish.


She didn't know why God had set things up in such a way
that it took both of them to heal someone, especially as Tom was no longer a
believer. But, she did know that even though she didn't understand God's plan,
he did in fact have one, and he must have arranged things this way for a
reason.


Tom arrived at the bowling alley first and waited
inside near the door. Carolyn and her daughter showed up a few minutes later
and he met them as they walked in. Hannah looked a lot like her mother, with
long dark hair, a slightly pointed nose, and a dazzling smile. They were
wearing jeans, tennis shoes, and matching pink sweaters.


"Hi, Carolyn. Hi, Hannah. Are you guys ready to
have some fun?"


Carolyn smiled and said, "We sure are."


They paid for their shoes and bowling and went to their
assigned lane. 


Soon after they started playing it was obvious that
they were evenly matched with none of them showing any particular skill at the
game.


Tom had gone to the snack counter and purchased soft
drinks, pizza, and nachos with melted cheese. They ate and laughed while
discussing who the worst bowler among them was.


When they had a moment alone while Hannah was bowling,
Tom asked Carolyn if she had told Hannah about the healing they had
experienced.


She told him, "Of course! Hannah loves to pray for
people. She's very excited about the miracles we've seen and happy for the
people that have been healed."


Hannah returned to the small table where they were
sitting and said, "It's your turn Tom."


Tom looked at her as she stood there smiling and asked,
"So Hannah, what do you think about all of this healing stuff? Does it
seem weird to you?"


She seemed a little surprised at the question when she
replied. "No, not really. In church they teach us that people get better
when we pray for them. Not all the time of course, like when you and mom pray.
Mom told me about the people at church and the ones in the coffee shop. I wish
I could have seen that." She looked away for a moment and continued,
"I think it's really cool that you and Mom can help people like that. It
must make you feel really special."


Tom hesitated while he considered his reply. He didn't
want to discourage Hannah but he didn't want to lie to her either. "I
hadn't really thought of it that way Hannah. I'm glad to see people feeling
better and seeing them get healed, but it doesn't really make me feel special.
I'm still the same guy I was a few days ago before all of this began. To be
honest, I still don't have a rational explanation for it. Sometimes I want to
believe what you're all saying about the Holy Spirit and God and so forth but
it's kind of hard for me. Do you understand?"


Hannah grinned and said, "Sure. In school we're
learning about gases, solids and liquids. Did you know that the air we breathe
has other gases in it besides oxygen?"


"Sure, I know that. There's carbon dioxide and
nitrogen and some others I think."


"Well, how do you know for sure? You can't see
them, smell them, or touch them. I guess believing in Jesus is like that, you
know? I don't see him but I know he's there."


Tom had never meant to get pulled into a theological discussion
with a seven year old girl and was slightly uncomfortable. He looked over at
Carolyn and saw that she was smiling at them. 


"It's okay Tom. Hannah and I have talked about
this a lot both in and out of church. Go ahead and bowl. We can continue this
conversation in a few minutes if you want to."


Tom agreed and went to take his bowling ball from the
ball return area. 


Hannah walked away, looking for a lighter ball that she
could throw a little harder. The one she was using seemed to be too heavy for
her. The rental bowling balls were lined up on racks behind the bowlers. There
were no suitable balls in the rack nearest their lane so she went to the next
one and kept looking. At the fourth rack down from the lane where her mother
and Tom were talking and laughing together she finally found what she was
looking for. As she was lifting it up and down, checking the weight of the
ball, another girl walked up to the rack and started moving the balls around,
checking their weights just as she had been doing, looking for a ball she could
use.


The girl was dark haired and about the same age as
Hannah. She looked at Hannah and smiled tentatively. Hannah immediately noticed
the scars on the girl's face and one of her arms. She smiled back and said
"Hi!"


"Hi."


"My name is Hannah. What's yours?"


"Maria." She seemed shy and as she spoke she
turned her head and body in an automatic effort to hide her scars. 


"What happened to your face and arm?" Only
the very young and the very old can ask a question like that with no fear of
reprisal or condemnation. Maria didn't hesitate in answering.


"I was burned when I was little. My mom was
cooking and I sneaked up behind her and surprised her. She spilled a big pan of
oil on me. It hurt a lot back then but it doesn't hurt now." The last
sentence was rushed as if she had answered those questions many times and just
wanted to get them out of the way.


Hannah stepped nearer and looked more closely at the
scars. Then she had a fantastic idea. Her eyes opened wide and she excitedly
told Maria, "My mom and her boyfriend can heal you! They can pray for you
and the scars will go away." She said this with so much confidence that
Maria was impressed.


"Really? My mother used to pray for me all of the
time. Now my father doesn't like it so she only does it before I go to sleep.
Sometimes she cries when she sees my face. I think it makes her sad." 


"Come on, let's go ask them. They're right over
there." She pointed to her mother. "That's my mom wearing the pink
sweater like mine."


Maria glanced over at the lane where her parents were
still getting ready to play. Hannah seemed nice so surely it wouldn't hurt to
go over and talk to her mother.  "Okay. Let's go. But we have to
hurry."


Hanna led Maria over to her mother. Carolyn glanced up
and then did a quick double take at the scars on the little girl who hovered
behind Hannah. "Hello dear. Who's your friend?"


"Maria. She got burned when she was little. Can
you and Tom heal her? Please?" Her tone of voice sounded like she was
asking for an ice cream instead of a miracle. Carolyn looked over at Tom. His
face was neutral but his body language told her that he was uncomfortable. 


Carolyn spoke to Maria, "Hello Maria, are you here
with your parents?"


Maria nodded and pointed to her parents a few lanes
down. Her father and mother had both noticed the exchange and were walking over
to meet them. Carolyn was not sure what to say. In the past when she had prayed
for people they had come to her and wanted prayer. Tom stood up and smiled but
he was also wary. The father was a huge guy and didn't look all that happy that
his little girl was talking to strangers.


Carolyn spoke first. "Hello, you must be Maria's
parents. My name is Carolyn; this is my daughter Hannah and my friend
Tom."


Maria's father visibly relaxed a little as her mother
walked over and put a protective arm around Maria. 


"Hello. My name is Frank and this is my wife
Dorothea." He looked over at his daughter and said, "Come on honey;
let's let these folks get back to their game."


Caroling stepped forward and said, "This might
sound strange but would you mind if Tom and I prayed for your daughter?"


Frank frowned and said, "What do you mean? Why do
you want to pray for her?"


Carolyn replied, "Well, we would pray for healing
for your daughter's burns. We believe that God wants to heal his children and
we've seen his goodness in healing a lot people in just the last few
days."


"So you think you can heal my daughter? That's a
laugh! She's had the best doctors that the children's hospital could find but
they couldn't heal her. You think that praying to a God that doesn't exist is
going to do anything that they couldn't? Come here Maria. We're getting out of
here."


Tom was surprised by the bitterness in the man's voice.
He then realized that just a few days ago he might have had the same reaction
in this situation. He glanced at Carolyn and saw that she was speechless so he
felt that he had to say something.


"Sir, I know it sounds crazy but I've seen it
myself. I was there. In the last few days I've seen an amputated finger grow
back, really bad arthritis go away, and skin cancer cured. To tell the truth, I
can't guarantee that your daughter's burn scars will be healed immediately like
that but it wouldn't hurt to try."


Frank heard Tom but did not reply. The woman seemed to
be sincere; misguided but sincere. But there was no way he was going to get his
daughter's hopes up just to walk away with the same physical scars and perhaps
another emotional one to add to her already heavy load. He saw how most people
recoiled when they saw her face and would trade his life to have those wounds
magically disappear. However, he knew that there was no God who would show up
to heal her. No Jesus would come striding into the room to touch her and make
her whole again. Her only hope was science, and science was not advanced enough
to do the job right now. He opened his mouth to give them a piece of his mind
on the subject.


"Stop." The word was spoken softly. It took
Carolyn a second to realize that it was Maria's mother who had said it.
"Stop, Frank. I'm tired of hearing you say things like that. There is a
God. I just know it. I don't care what you say, they can pray for her if they
want to and I will be grateful to them for it. So what if nothing happens? She
certainly won't be any worse off than she is now, will she?"


She stepped forward with Maria and told her, "Just
stand here Maria. This nice lady and gentleman are going to pray for you. It
won't take very long." Hannah caught Maria's eye and winked at her. Maria
smiled back and her nervousness dissolved. She had been afraid that her parents
would punish her for coming over here. Her dad still looked pretty angry, but
her mother was not.


Carolyn and Tom moved over to stand by Maria. They
reached out and each took a hand. Tom happened to be on the side that had been
burned and he noticed that her small hand was scarred as well. He couldn't
imagine the pain this little girl had gone through. Just the thought of it made
him want to cry. Instead, he looked into her mother's eyes as Carolyn prayed.
He didn't want to miss the look on her face. It didn't even occur to him in
that moment that the girl would not be healed.


"Father we thank you for this little girl, Maria.
We know that you are a good father do we ask that you fill her with your Holy
Spirit. We ask that you take away these scars and that you restore her to be in
your image, clean and whole. In Jesus' name, amen."


Frank was still seething inside. As far as he was
concerned this was a waste of time and emotion for him and his family. He
couldn't watch this travesty and so he turned around and started walking back
to their bowling lane. Dorothea could bring Maria back and later he would tell
her "I told you so." He just hoped that Maria would forget all about
it soon. He hadn't gone more than five steps when he heard a yell of surprise
behind him. He turned back and hurried to see what had happened. If Maria was
hurt then they would soon regret it.


Instead, he saw that Maria and her mother were smiling
and his wife had tears in her eyes. It was then that he realized the scars on
Maria's face were gone. She had always been beautiful in Frank's eyes but now
he saw the real Maria revealed in her flawless complexion. He was dumbfounded. 


Dorothea noticed the expression on her husband's face
and gestured for him to join their group hug. Tom, Carolyn, and Hannah were all
but forgotten in the next few minutes. Frank and Dorothea pulled up Maria's
sweater sleeve and verified that her arm and hand were also devoid of any
scars. Maria pulled her sweater up to reveal her lower side in a gesture of
innocence and joy. "It felt funny Momma, like I was being tickled on the
inside."


Frank looked up and wiped the tears from his face, not
ashamed by them at all. He locked eyes with Tom and just nodded. He then
reached over and hugged Carolyn gently. Then he stepped away and turned his
gaze back to his beautiful daughter. "Thank you", he whispered,
"Thank you."


Carolyn and Tom both had moisture in their eyes at this
point and Hannah was grinning from ear to ear. Carolyn replied, "Don't
thank us. Thank Jesus for using us to heal her. Thank God for still performing
miracles when people have given up on miracles."


He slowly nodded and then fell to his knees. He used to
believe that there was no God. Now, he started to pray in a broken voice to
thank Him.







Chapter 7


 




When Tom awoke on Sunday he ate breakfast, poured a cup of coffee, and sat down in
the living room. He propped his feet up on the coffee table, turned his
television on to a sports channel and allowed his mind to drift over the past
week or so. It was funny, he thought, how he had come to see the supernatural
as something almost normal. He wondered again why this had happened to him and
not to someone else, someone who would be better suited for this than he. He
had so many questions but there didn't seem to be anywhere to find real
answers.


Speaking of questions and answers, he now remembered
the conversation about "talking to God" he'd had with the pastor at
Stone Gate. Shrugging his shoulders, he decided to give it a try. He downed the
rest of the coffee in his cup and settled back on the sofa. Then he relaxed and
closed his eyes. Feeling slightly ridiculous and glad that no one could see
him, he asked the question out loud, "So God, what do you think of
me?" Before he had even finished speaking the words he felt that he heard
a voice say, "I love you more than you love yourself."


Ooookaaaay. That was strange. Did it really mean
something or was he simply having a conversation with himself, in his own head?
Pastor Reynolds had said that in the beginning it might be difficult to tell if
he was hearing God or his own thoughts. But what he had heard really didn't
seem like something that he would say about himself. So, now he was supposed to
follow up with another question.


Tom asked, "What do you mean by that? How can you
love me more than I love myself?"


"You are my son. I have always loved you and I
will always love you. I am very proud of you." Tom clearly felt the
conviction behind that statement, and he knew that it did not come from his own
thoughts. He knew that what he had heard was from God and a tear fell unnoticed
from his eye. This was not some big, flamboyant sign from God like a burning
bush or the parting of a large body of water. No, it was up close and personal
and meant just for him.


He felt a flood of emotion rush in as he realized that
he had not heard his own father say that he loved him in many years. Looking
back, he realized that their conversations had been mostly small talk that
avoided the real issues between them and they never, ever, discussed the
accident that had taken the lives of his mother and sister. Tom knew that he
was just as much to blame as his father. The pain of remembering what he had
lost was greater than the desire to work through it.


It had gotten to the point where they didn't discuss
any serious topics at all when they talked. It seemed that his visits consisted
of sitting in front of the television, watching sports and the news and
listening to his father snore in his chair. When they ate together they would
talk about people around town that Tom either didn't know or had not seen in
years. Tom had tried to get his father interested in computers and the Internet
but it was no use. He would simply say that he was too old and set in his ways
to fool with things like that. He didn't even have a cell phone, and said that
if someone wanted to call him they could call the phone in his home.


Many people seeing his father in his wheelchair might
think that his physical condition was the reason he was so withdrawn. But Tom
knew that it was his way of dealing with the loss of his wife and daughter. If
only he would realize that while they may be gone, Tom was still here and
needed his father.


Tom was amazed that so much had come out of him from so
few words. It was like giving a rock a nudge and watching it gather speed as it
rolled down the side of a mountain, becoming an avalanche. Not normally given
to introspection, he felt something shift within himself. I don't know where
this is going, he thought, but it will definitely be better than staying in the
rut where I've been for so long.


Not feeling as though he was really praying,
nonetheless he said out loud, "Thank you." Immediately he heard,
"It's good to have you back. Get ready because I have big plans for
you." Tom would have sworn that God was smiling as he spoke.


Occasionally a person has one of those days when it seems
that everything is perfect. You leave the house five minute earlier than you
had planned and find that the sky is clear and the temperature is comfortable.
You start the car and the radio immediately begins playing your favorite song
and on the way to your destination every traffic light you approach turns
green. Everything seemed destined to go your way.


Today, Carolyn was having one of those days. Her senses
were heightened, colors appeared brighter, the worship music seemed more
beautiful and inspirational than ever, and even the aromas of perfumes and
colognes around her blended together to form a heavenly fragrance. Before the
regular service at church, the pastor had asked for testimonies. People who had
recently seen God at work in their lives would come to the front and share
their experiences. Normally there would be five to seven people who would come
to the front presenting a mix of testimonies about healing, finances, personal
relationships, and more. Today there were twenty. More than half were people
that she and Tom had healed recently, many of whom were at Stone Gate for the
very first time. That included the family of the little girl who was healed of
her burn scars just yesterday at the bowling alley.


As she listened to the testimonies she felt a sense of
wonder welling up within her. She was so happy to be a part of God's plan
and to help bring others to Christ. As people told of the healing that they had
experienced and how they had felt the power of the Lord washing through them,
it was obvious to everyone present that something special was happening in
their midst. Carolyn looked at the faces of the people around her and was
struck by the expressions of joy and faith that shone on their faces.


Briefly she wondered if this was how the original
disciples of Jesus had felt when they had been given the power to heal and to
cast out demons. Not long ago the senior pastor had preached a sermon in which
he had told them that everyone who had accepted Jesus as their savior was a
disciple and it was their Great Commission to make disciples of all the
nations. Today was the first time she really felt that she understood what he
had meant that day. The Holy Spirit lived inside her and provided her with a
connection to God in a way that had only seemed theoretical until she had seen
the physical healing taking place in others.


Carolyn felt that the Holy Spirit was a river flowing
through her and the others around her but that they had only tapped a small
amount of what was actually available to them.  She could only imagine the
results of what would happen when the full power of God was released in today's
world, but even those fragmentary scraps of imagination sent shivers of
anticipation up and down her spine.


As the pastors were aware of the unique circumstances
of how the healing had taken place, requiring both Carolyn and Tom to see
immediate results, they did not single her out during the testimonies or in the
following sermon about physical healing. However, before the service, Pastor
Reynolds had found her and asked her to meet with them after the service. She
had agreed and looked forward to speaking with them.


 When the service had ended, the prayer teams had
met with all of those who had wanted prayer, and people were socializing in the
sanctuary, Pastor Reynolds and Senior Pastor Bradley approached her and asked
her to walk with them to the office area for a private conversation. She
accompanied them out of the sanctuary, still feeling as though she was floating
on air. For some reason it crossed her mind that she had still not told her
parents what had been going on in her life recently. She resolved to call them
that afternoon to fill them in on the good news.


As she left the sanctuary she stopped for a moment as a
small boy shot in front of her, laughing loudly. When she glanced back up she
found that she was looking at Tom through a small crowd of people. His head was
turning back and forth with a lost look on his face. As she felt a smile
crossing her lips he turned and looked directly back at her, his eyes
connecting instantly with hers, and he smiled back. He walked toward her and
only when he reached her side did he realize that the pastors were standing
with her, having stopped when she did.


"Hello Tom. I'm so happy to see you." Her
face was radiant.


"Hi, Carolyn. It's good to see you too." He
hesitated, seeing the smiling faces of Pastor Jason and Pastor Steve. "I
guess it�s good that you guys are here too. I was hoping to talk to all of you
today if you're not too busy."


Jason laughed. "We were just going to Steve's
office to talk with Carolyn anyway. Please, join us."


Tom nodded his head and said, "Sure, but can we do
something first?"


Earlier, Tom had continued to wonder if he was doing the
right thing. He'd had this conversation with himself all the way over here and
it had continued while he sat in his car in the parking lot watching people
leave the church, on their way home or out to eat in the local restaurants. It
was a big decision, one that would affect his life in many ways, so he did not
take it lightly. 


As he sat there he noticed a group of kids leave the
church from a side door opening into a small playground. They ran to the slides
and monkey bars screaming with delight while their parents strolled out behind
them at a more leisurely pace. Tom smiled at the sight of a small boy trying to
help his even smaller sister climb higher on the bars, while they both
maintained running conversations with their friends. 


Then he noticed another child being pushed out the door
in a wheelchair, a young girl with bright red hair and a pink jacket to keep
warm in this cool weather. His smile faded and something spoke within him when
he saw the sadness on her face. He did not know if the wheelchair was something
temporary or a permanent fixture in her life, but he knew that she did not
belong in it. She should be out there playing with the other kids, enjoying
what it meant to be a child. 


That was the catalyst Tom needed to make his decision.
He walked over to the woman who had brought the girl outside and said,
"Hi, my name is Tom and I would love to pray for your little girl here.
Are you going to be here very long?"


Patricia Hancock had seen many here at Stone Gate and
in other churches pray for her little girl's legs with no results, but she had
not given up hope that someday her daughter would walk again. "We will be
here for about ten minutes or so. My husband will be around in the minivan to
pick us up soon. If you miss us you can pray for Alexandria next week if you
want to."


Tom replied, "Please, wait here for as long as you
can. I just need to find someone inside right quick and bring her out here with
me. Okay?"


She hesitated. Normally, when people prayed for her or
her daughter, they just started right then and there with no special
preparations needed. But he did seem sincere and the weather was nice. Lexie
needed to get some fresh air before it really started getting cold. Ever since
the car accident last year, her legs were withered and the doctors said that
there was nerve damage. They also said that she would be in a wheelchair for
the rest of her life. 


"Okay, we will wait for a while. But like I said,
if we're not here, you're welcome to pray for her next week."


Tom smiled, "Let's hope that's not necessary."



He then turned and walked to the front and entered
through the main entrance, not wanting to take a chance on missing Carolyn. As
he entered, he looked around wondering where she might be. The laughter of a
boy caught his attention and when he glanced over, he saw Carolyn standing
there, looking so beautiful that he almost forgot why he had been looking for
her.


After speaking with Carolyn and the pastors at the
entrance, he quickly led them to the playground where Alexandria still sat in
her wheelchair with her mother standing nearby. As she saw the pastors walk up
she smiled and said, "Hi Jason, Steve. I just loved today's sermon, Steve.
Thank you so much." 


Steve grinned, glanced over at Carolyn and Tom walking
to stand near Alexandria, and said, "I think you're going to have
something to be much more thankful for pretty soon." 


Patricia gave a hesitant smile and asked, "What
are you talking about?"


"Mommy!"


Patricia's head jerked back to her daughter, fearing
that she might have fallen out of her wheelchair. Instead, she saw her precious
little girl standing on her own. She was between the man who had spoken with
her earlier and a woman whom she had seen in church before but had never met.
They were not supporting her at all! Lexie's lap blanket had fallen to the
ground and there, sticking out below her best Sunday dress, were her healthy,
pale little legs, knobby knees and all. 


Alexandria stepped forward hesitantly, and then with
greater confidence, leaping into her mother's arms.   "Look Mommy, Jesus
fixed my legs, just like you said he would." She kissed her mother,
wiggled until she was put down, and then turned and ran to join the other kids
on the playground. As she ran up to the slides one child asked her, "What
happened to your wheelchair?" She replied, "Jesus fixed my legs so I
don't need it now." With complete innocence, the boy responded,
"That's neat. Do you think he can fix my bicycle?"


The pastors spoke further with Alexandria's mother so
Tom and Carolyn had a moment to themselves. As they stood there watching
Alexandria run and play with her friends, Tom looked at Carolyn and said,
"This is what I wanted to talk to you about. I want to go out and just
start healing people. I'm no longer worried about what others will think about
me or how this might affect my life. I just want to help."


Carolyn replied, "I know how you feel. I believe
that God gave us this gift and it would be wrong for us to ignore it or to use
it only when it�s convenient for us. Watching that little girl play, knowing
that only minutes ago it seemed likely that she would never walk again, is a
miracle. We've seen a lot of miracles taking place since this started and I
believe that the world needs more miracles, not less."


"You're right. I just needed time to come to the
same conclusion." He hesitated a moment and then said, "I spoke with
God today. It was strange in the beginning, but I know for sure that it was
him. He said that he has big plans for me. I'm sure that those plans include
you too."


She smiled, "Yes, he's told me the same thing for
the last couple of years. I just didn't know what he had in mind. This is much
better than anything I could have imagined."


At that moment Patricia rushed up, crying with joy, and
hugged both of them, saying repeatedly, "Thank you, thank you. Oh God,
thank you both so much!" They hugged her back and smiled. Pastor Jason
touched Patricia's shoulder and asked her to help greet her husband who was
just pulling up in their Toyota minivan. He couldn't help but laugh when he saw
the surprise on the father's face when he noticed that the wheelchair was
empty, and the joy when he saw his daughter running around the playground. This
was the realization of Jason's dream, the reason he had started the healing ministry
in the church in the first place. This was truly a wonderful day and he had a
feeling that it was only going to get better from here.


Meanwhile, Pastor Steve gathered Carolyn and Tom and
walked them back inside to his office. They were all excited about what had
just happened and anticipating what would happen going forward. When his guests
were comfortable, Steve seated himself on corner of his desk. He said, "I
have been a Christian since I was ten years old. I've studied under some of the
greatest Bible scholars in the country and I've been on so many mission trips
around the world that I've lost count. But I've never seen miracles of healing
like I've seen lately from you two. In the time of Jesus, he could heal with a
word, or even without trying, such as when the woman touched the hem of his
robe and was healed immediately. He in turn sent his disciples out with the
command to heal the sick, and cast out demons. But since that time the church
has all but abandoned the practice of healing. Many churches will actually ask
you to leave if you mention any kind of supernatural gifts. Here at Stone Gate
we've worked to create a culture of love, honor, and healing; emotional healing
as well as physical." He stood up and continued to speak from his heart as
Jason walked up and stood just inside the door of the office.


"It's been our dream to see what we've seen here
lately. You know, there is a saying that we share sometimes when we talk about
this dream, where we say that we would like to see the hospitals emptied of the
sick and dying and I believe that the day has come." He picked his Bible
up from his desk and said, "In the book of Acts we're told that the
disciples Peter and John healed people through the Holy Spirit. As a result,
they were persecuted by the very same people who crucified Jesus. What I'm
trying to tell you is that there will be a lot of people who will be ready to
believe in supernatural healing but there will be at least as many who will try
to crucify you. Not literally, of course, but in the media and elsewhere. I'm
sure that there will be representatives from the government and probably
various health organizations who will oppose anything you say or do. That is
just reality. Tom, are you sure that you want to go forward with this?"


"Yes, I'm sure."


"Carolyn, I have to ask. Are you ready to take
that step? Because once this gets out into the public there won't be any
turning back. I know you have a daughter and if you do this your life will
never be the same" He knew that it would not be long before the church
would be filled with people looking for Carolyn and Tom. Even a rumor of
miracles like those which had taken place would bring in people who needed
healing as well as those who would try their hardest to prove that the whole
thing was some kind of hoax. It was also a momentous decision for him as the
leader of a large congregation of people who trusted him to lead them in
matters like this. But he had no doubt at all that this was the right thing to
do. Left to themselves, he knew that Carolyn and Tom would be quickly
overwhelmed by what was coming.


"Yes, Steve, I've been thinking about this since
the beginning. This is my dream as well and I know that Hannah will want me to
do it too."


"Okay, that's great. Jason, do you have Martha
Coleman's cell phone number?"


"I think so. Give me a minute. I need to look in
my office."


"Okay." Steve settled into the chair behind
his desk and appeared to be deep in thought. 


Carolyn and Tom just sat there wondering about what was
going to happen next. Tom reached over and took Carolyn's hand in his and
smiled. "Don't worry, it'll be okay." She smiled back and immediately
felt more confidence in what they were doing. It was only then that she
realized that she had been tense from fear of the unknown. She said a silent
prayer of thanksgiving and squeezed Tom's hand.


Jason returned with the cell phone number and Steve said,
"This is what I propose we do..."


 


In his magnificent mansion in the exclusive gated
community of Rolling Hills in Roswell, a suburb of Atlanta, John Graham and his
wife sat in their living room with Bethany's main physician, Dr. Benjamin
Strothers. Bethany's health had been getting worse in the last week or so and
John wanted to know why and what could be done to help her. Dr. Strothers was
accustomed to dealing with the worried parents of sick children but he had
never worked with someone like the Grahams. As he settled into the comfortable
leather seat offered to him he glanced around and realized that just the art in
the room alone was probably more valuable than his entire net worth, including
his own large and comfortable home a few miles from where they sat.


"Now, doctor, tell us what is going on with
Bethany. Up until a week ago she seemed to be responding well to the
chemotherapy and was feeling a little better. Now she is constantly weak and
listless. She will hardly eat and we want to know what you're doing to help
her." John Graham was that rare person, one who could command respect from
others without trying to do so, while at the same time maintaining respect for
others. He knew that Dr. Strothers was one of the best in his field and that he
was doing everything within the realm of modern medicine to help Bethany. But
when it came to his little girl, he would leave no stone unturned to find a
cure.


Dr. Strothers leaned forward and spoke to both of the
Grahams, "I know that it's difficult, but we need to be patient. Yes, the
chemotherapy has helped up to this point but there are other issues that can
come up when treating cancer, especially in someone as young as Bethany."
He continued for another fifteen minutes, detailing the problems they faced and
his recommendations for dealing with them. He did not offer false hope but
tried to reassure them the best he could.


When the meeting was over he mentioned on the way out,
"I would like to have Bethany take another CT scan as soon as possible.
Would you like for me to send the truck out here?" Mobile CT scans are
very expensive, but that was not an issue here.


"No. Bethany says she wants to visit some of her
friends in the hospital, so we will take her there this afternoon if that�s not
too soon."


"This afternoon is fine. How about 4:00
p.m.?"


"Sure, we will have her there and ready for the CT
scan by 4:00. Thanks, Doctor."


"No problem sir. I will see you then."







Chapter 8


 




Martha Coleman was looking forward to spending lunch
with her daughter, her son-in-law, and her precious grandchildren, Penny and
Peter. She hadn't seen them since last weekend and felt the need to spoil the
little ones today. She had left church and was almost to I-75 when her cell
phone rang. Expecting that it was her daughter calling she glanced at the
number displayed but did not recognize it. Thinking it might be someone from
work she was tempted to let it ring through to voicemail, but her conscience
would not let that happen so she answered it.


"Hello?"


"Hi Martha, this is Steve Bradley. How are you
today?"


It took her a moment to realize that it was her senior
pastor calling. Although she heard the pastor preach nearly every Sunday, it
was the first time he had ever called her. 


"I'm fine. That was a lovely sermon you gave today
Steve. How are you?"


"Things are fantastic here. Martha, do you have a
minute? I was hoping to discuss something important with you. It's pretty
urgent."


"Sure, let me pull over somewhere. I don't really
like to talk much on the phone when I'm driving." There was a convenience
store on the right just before the ramp to the highway, and she pulled into an
empty spot less than a minute later.


"Okay. I'm stopped. What's the matter? Is someone
sick?" As a licensed practical nurse she was accustomed to having friends
and family call her for medical advice but this was the first time Steve had
ever spoken with her outside of church. She hoped nothing bad had happened.


"No, but something has come up and we need your
help. Do you still work at the Children's Hospital?"


"Yes..." she replied hesitantly.


"Let me ask you this. Would you be able to get
Jason, me, and two others into all of the patient rooms of the hospital? I know
this sounds crazy, but is that possible?"


Martha did think that sounded a little crazy but was
too polite to say so. "I should be able to get you into most of them. Some
areas, like the emergency rooms, are off limits even to me. What's this
about?"


"Do you remember the last Night of Healing Prayer
when Clara Woodridge's hands were healed?"


"I sure do. I've been telling everybody about
it." 


"Well, it turns out that Clara is not the only one
that's been healed lately. In fact, many of the testimonies we heard today were
about healing. All of those healings and Clara's came from the same source. The
Holy Spirit has been moving strongly through a woman in our church, Carolyn
Morgan and her friend Tom Bannister. They've found that if they pray together
for someone that person is healed, instantly and completely."


There was silence for a moment and then, "Have you
seen this for yourself?" 


"Yes. In fact, they just healed Alexandria,
Patricia and Mark's little girl right here on the church playground. It was
amazing! She just stood up from that wheelchair and walked. As far as I know
she's still running around out there."


Martha truly believed in the healing power of the Holy
Spirit and she trusted Steve completely. If he said he had seen it, then he
had. This was not a joking matter for either of them.


"Oh my God!" As his previous words sank in,
she realized what he wanted to do. "So you want to go to the hospital and
heal all of the kids? Let's do it! Where do you want to meet?" 


The Intensive Care Unit (ICU) of the Children's
Hospital was located on the second floor, just above the emergency room area.
Earlier, when they arrived at the hospital, Martha had gone to the employee's
locker room and changed into her uniform and was now wearing her badge. 
Holding Carolyn's hand, Tom glanced around as they approached the nurse's
station. It was quiet here and the staff members moved with a sense of purpose.



They passed through a waiting area that held a number
of padded chairs occupied by small islands of families. Some people were
conversing softly while others sat staring into space, their thoughts not to be
contemplated. Against the wall a middle aged lady sat sobbing quietly, her head
buried on her husband's shoulder. Tom could almost tangibly feel the waves of
pain and desperation emanating from those waiting for news of their beloved
children.


Martha stopped to speak with one of the nurses at the
station. She had seen her before in the cafeteria and locker room but did not
really know her.


"Hello. I'm Martha Coleman. How are things
today?"


"Hi Martha, I'm Jan. We're busy as usual. What
brings you here?"


It is not unusual for church members to show up at a
hospital to pray for members of the congregation, especially for those with
life threatening injuries or illnesses. Less common but not unheard of are
those people who show up unannounced, asking to pray for anyone who will let
them. "Jan, this is Steve, Jason, Carolyn, and Tom" She pointed to
each person as she named them. "We're here to pray for each of the
children in the hospital and we were hoping to start here in the ICU."


Martha knew that while many of the nurses and doctors
in the hospital were not believers, almost all of them had great compassion for
their small patients. She had seen doctors who had never set foot in church
offer up a prayer for the recovery of a child that had touched their heart in
some way. Still, it did not hurt to ask. If permission was refused here then
they would go upstairs. She simply wanted to start where the need was the
greatest.


Jan thought for a moment. They were all neatly dressed
and two were carrying Bibles. The younger couple was holding hands and everyone
was smiling back at her. There had been a group in here just last week that
came to pray for a small girl who had nearly drowned in a swimming pool that
had not yet been drained for the winter. The girl's mother had been present and
had asked them to come. While there they had prayed for the other patients. It
had seemed harmless and while she did not see any miracles that day, some of
the parents had seemed calmer and less stressed after they had received prayer.


"Why not? Let's go." She spoke to the entire
group, "Please remember to be quiet as some of the patients are asleep and
do NOT touch any of the equipment." They nodded in unison and she let them
through a set of double doors into the ICU itself. Inside Tom noted that there
were about ten beds surrounded by what appeared to be sophisticated medical
equipment and monitors. The beds were separated by curtains and some had front
curtains closed, blocking the view of the patient inside. A quick count told
him that there were six children here, assuming that the closed curtains held
patients.


"Okay Martha. I can give you twenty minutes. I
will be back at the station if you need me. Nurse Williams is with that patient
right over there", she said, pointing to a stout, no-nonsense looking
woman taking notes nearby. "You can check with her if you have any
questions." She turned to leave, speaking over her shoulder, "Good
luck. See you when you're done."


Steve spoke to Carolyn and Tom. "Alright guys,
let's just start right here." He gestured with his Bible to a young boy,
maybe in his early teens who was watching them from his bed nearby. He was
sitting up and seemed to be alert. He had a cast on his left arm and his face
showed a patchwork of scrapes and bandages. Another bandage was wrapped around
his head with a small spot of blood standing out in front.


Carolyn smiled and said, "Hi, my name is Carolyn
and this is Tom. We'd like to pray for you. Is that okay?" The boy smile
back and said, "Sure, I guess so." Carolyn touched his shoulder
gently while still gripping Tom's hand. It wasn't necessary for both of them to
touch the person, as long as they were touching each other.


With complete confidence Carolyn said, "In the
name of Jesus, be healed." The visible wounds on the boy's face
immediately healed as he gasped and leaned forward.


"Hey! What was that?" He took a deep breath
and his eyes got big. "My ribs! I had three broken ribs that have been
hurting me all day. I feel great now." He settled back in his bed, flexing
his arms and touching his side. He looked ready to go home at that very moment.


Steve approached the boy, ready to answer any questions
he might have. As Carolyn and Tom moved on to the next patient Carolyn noticed
the expression on Martha's face and laughed. "You knew what to expect,
right? Don't you love it?" Martha just nodded, tears rolling slowly down
her cheeks.


The next bed held a little girl, who could not be more
than eight years old and also had a bandage around her head, the white in stark
contrast to her tousled black hair. She was asleep and a woman was sitting next
to her, staring intently into her face. She had not noticed the events that
transpired around the bed adjacent to that of her daughter but she looked up
when Carolyn spoke to her. "Hello. Is this your daughter?" 


"Yes. Who are you? Are you a doctor?" She
immediately realized that both were wearing street clothes and not likely to be
doctors or nurses. Then who were they and what did they want?


"No. We're here to pray for healing for the
children here. What happened to your daughter?" 


The lady looked somewhat dubious but replied,
"Paula was riding her bicycle yesterday in front of our house and was hit
by a car. The doctor says that her injuries are not life-threatening but she's
been in a coma this whole time." She turned back and stared into the still
face of her daughter and said, "If you want to pray for her I would
appreciate it. She needs all the help she can get."


Carolyn moved to the side of the bed opposite the woman
so she would not block her view. Then she placed her hand on the girl's
forehead and prayed. "Holy Spirit, we ask that you wake this innocent
child from her coma and heal her in every way. In Jesus' name we pray,
Amen."


The girl opened her eyes and looked around. She saw her
mother and said, "Mommy? Where are we?" The mother jumped to her feet
and gathered her little girl into her arms. "Oh baby! My baby! You're
awake!" Paula looked surprised at the outburst and her eyes welled up with
tears. 


"What's wrong Mommy?" she whimpered.


"Nothing sweetie, nothing at all." Her mother
regained her composure and held her daughter at arm's length, inspecting her as
best she could. Paula looked perfectly fine, her tears drying up and a
tentative smile now adorning her face. "We're in the hospital. You were
sleeping and now you're awake. That's all."


"Okay Mommy. Can we go home now?"


"Let me get the doctor. I hope we can but let's
see."


The monitors had picked up the stronger rhythm of
Paula's heartbeat and had signaled the nurse's station that something had
changed in her condition. Nurse Williams rushed over to see what was happening.
Martha stayed by Paula's bedside and greeted her as Tom and Carolyn moved on to
the next bed.


An elderly man and woman were just standing up as they
approached. Their grandson was lying in the bed next to them, looking with one
eye at the newcomers. The other eye was bandaged. He had been playing at a
local community playground with some friends when he had fallen from a height
of about twelve feet. The fall had broken his collarbone and tree bark from the
ground had penetrated his left eye. A gifted surgeon had repaired the damage to
the eye but it would take time to determine if he would regain sight in it.


"Hello, my name is Carolyn and this is my friend
Tom. Who is this little guy?"


"This is Timmy, Timmy Caruthers. My name is Walt
Jameson and this is my wife Katrina. We're Timmy's grandparents. What just
happened over there?" 


"God has been healing the children this morning.
Would it be okay if we prayed for Timmy?"


"Of course you can. We've been praying for him
ourselves."


"What happened to his eye?"


Walt explained about the playground accident and Tom
nodded with sympathy. He had taken a few falls himself when he was that age.
He'd never been hurt this badly but he could definitely relate.


"Okay Timmy, let's see about that eye." Tom
spoke with confidence as he and Carolyn moved into position on either side of
the bed. The positioning already felt like second nature as Carolyn started
praying. The boy's grandparents bowed their heads automatically, starting to
feel hope for their grandson.


After the prayer Tom told them, "Go ahead and have
the doctor verify it but Timmy's broken collarbone and his eye are completely
healed. God has worked a miracle for your grandson today." 


Two doctors came rushing in, a man and a woman, both
responding to announcements over the intercom system. They looked around and,
spying the nurse hovering over the little girl Paula, who had been a coma,
moved quickly to determine how they were needed. To their surprise, they found
that she was not only awake and aware, but she was smiling and speaking
excitedly with her mother. The male doctor, Dr. Stevens, asked Nurse Williams
what had happened. Martha, standing next to the on-duty nurse smiled as she
anticipated what was to come.


Dr. Matthews, the female physician, looked around and
saw that there were more people in the ICU than was normal. Two of the
strangers were holding Bibles so she supposed, rightly, that there was a prayer
group in the room. 


As she looked around at the patients she saw that John,
a teenage boy whom she had had treated earlier for a broken arm, ribs, and a
possible concussion was removing the bandage from his head. She walked over to
stop him, but as she drew near she had to stop in amazement. Just an hour
earlier when she had been making her rounds the young man had been a mass of
cuts and contusions, on his face and chest. Now there were no visible marks on
his face at all.


Mesmerized, she watched as he removed the bandage on
his head. As the end of the bandage was unwound, she noticed something fall
down onto the patient's bed sheet. When she saw his forehead she gasped in
disbelief. She herself had used twelve stitches that very morning to close a
gash a couple of inches above his right eye. Now, his forehead was smooth, with
not only no trace of the wound itself, but no scarring or any other indication
that anything had happened at all. She moved closer and noticed that what she
had observed earlier falling from the bandage were sutures, the stitches she
had used earlier, all still tied in knots and with dried blood on them.


"Hi doc. Pretty cool, huh?"


"What happened?", she asked.


"Those guys over there prayed for me and suddenly
I felt better. My arm and ribs don't hurt, and my headache disappeared. How
about my head, I can't see it. Is it better?"


"Yes, it is. I don't understand. They just prayed
for you? What else did they do?"


"Nothing, just prayed. They prayed for that little
girl and she woke up. They said that Jesus did it. Are they for real?"


She was wondering the same thing herself. "Just
wait here John. I want to get X-rays of your arm and chest before we do
anything else."


"But I feel fine. Can't I go home now?"


"Not yet, but I will let your parents know that
you're feeling better. I saw them outside in the waiting room just now."


"Okay. Thanks, Doc."


Dr. Matthews walked over to where Tom and Carolyn were
speaking with Timmy's grandparents. As she drew near the grandfather noticed
her approach and met her with a smile. "Hello Doctor. Looks like Timmy is
doing fine now thanks to these folks." He gestured to Tom and Carolyn who
merely smiled back at them. 


"Hello Mr. Jameson. What do you mean he's doing
fine?" She looked past him at the patient. He did seem stronger than he
had earlier but that didn't mean a lot when it came to his collarbone and eye.


"Well, he looks pretty good now. Can we check his
eye out? I'd be willing to bet the deed to my house that it's fine now."
He certainly appeared to be very confident as he turned and beamed with pride
at his grandson. "I have no doubt that God had performed a miracle with
our little man."


Glancing curiously at the strangers standing nearby,
she decided that now would be a great time to check Timmy's eye. The bandage
had not been disturbed so she gently proceeded to remove it. She spoke to her
patient as he squirmed at her touch. "It won't take long Timmy, just give
me a second to take this bandage off and we'll see how your eye is doing."
He calmed down as she finished unwinding the bandage from his head. Under the
bandage was a layer of gauze held over the eye with tape. She carefully peeled
the tape back and was greeted by the sight of a clear, blue eye that was
looking back at her. There were no swollen blood vessels in the sclera, the
white, of the eye. The black eye, or periorbital hematoma, was gone as well. In
short, there was no longer any apparent damage to the eye. She realized that
she had been holding her breath since she had started unwinding the bandage.
Releasing it quietly, she took a step back and removed a pen from her pocket.
She told Timmy to follow the pen with his eyes. As she moved it back and forth,
both eyes tracked the pen as expected for a normal, healthy young child. She
replaced the pen and placed her left hand over the eye that had not been
injured. Then she held up three fingers and asked, "How many fingers do
you see?"


"Three."


She repeated the exercise a few times and did not receive
any incorrect answers. It was obvious that the eye was completely healed,
healed so well in fact that there was no indication that it had ever been
damaged in the first place. She was now prepared to admit to herself that
something extraordinary had happened here and she wanted to know the true
source of that "something."


"Mr. Jameson, you were right. Timmy's eye appears
to be fine. There are no signs of trauma and the vision in his injured left eye
seems to be just as good as that in his right eye. I would still like perform a
couple of tests and keep him in the hospital tonight for observation, but we
can definitely move him from ICU into a standard room. We will also need to do
X-rays on his collarbone to determine if it is still an issue, but that's no
reason to stay here. I will have the nurse start the process in a few minutes.
Before I do that can you tell me exactly what happened here? What happened to
Timmy?" As she asked the question she positioned herself so she could see
the people in the prayer group. They were all smiling and the two she had seen
praying earlier were now holding hands.


Walt answered, "Well, it's easy to explain. God
healed him just like that." He snapped his fingers to demonstrate.
"They prayed and He healed Timmy immediately. I've never seen anything
like it in my life and now I feel blessed to be in the presence of a miracle.
Because that's what it was, a miracle." 


The doctor was not fully convinced and it showed on her
face. She turned to Tom and Carolyn and asked, "Is that all you did? You
just prayed for him and the others?"


"Yes."


"Come over here, please." She led them over
to a bed that had he curtain drawn closed. She opened the curtain to reveal a
young black girl lying in the bed. As they moved closer they could see that her
face and arms, both outside the covers, were covered with horrible burns. The
sight was unexpected to both Tom and Carolyn, both of whom looked away
immediately, shocked and feeling ill at what they had seen.


Dr. Matthews noticed their reaction and felt a pang of
guilt. They were obviously not prepared for such a sight. "Her name is
Charlene and she was in an apartment fire last night and barely survived. There
are burns over sixty percent of her body and she was in so much pain that we
keep her on a morphine drip so she doesn't suffer too much. She still feels
some pain but she sleeps most of the time now. Bad as it is now, her ordeal has
just begun. She will need to go through many painful procedures just to be able
to function normally again. Then there will be endless rounds of skin grafts
and plastic surgery to reduce the scarring and to help her appearance as much
as possible.


Carolyn sobbed quietly as she turned to look again at
the girl. She could not imagine the suffering Charlene had endured and she felt
that Jesus was telling her that this was the reason why she and Tom were given
this gift. To heal those who so desperately needed it.


The doctor continued, "Do you think your prayer,
or whatever you did can help her? Would you try?" Under any other
circumstances she could not imagine her asking something like that. But she had
been there when Charlene had been brought in, her voice hoarse from screaming
in pain. 


Carolyn held on tightly to Tom's hand as he approached
the bed. He forced himself to look at the girl's ravaged face as he reached out
to touch her arm. He hesitated as he realized that there wasn't a square inch
on her thin little arm that was not burned. Steeling himself, he touched her
forearm and prayed. "Jesus, please heal Charlene. Heal her completely,
leaving no sign of these burns." He did not really doubt that she would be
healed but still released a sigh of relief when he felt that familiar and
comforting warmth pass through his body.


The doctor had been watching them both to see if there
was anything unusual in what they said or did. Actually, she felt let down
somehow, as if she was expecting something strange to happen. But no, it was
much like she had heard many times before when prayer groups came in. If
anything, the prayer was much shorter than any she had experienced. Then she
looked at her patient and realized that there was nothing normal whatsoever in
what had just occurred.


The skin on Charlene's face and arms started to move by
itself, like ripples in a pond after a rock has been tossed into it. The
ripples started out strong and moved quickly at first and then gradually
slowed. They stopped after a few seconds and flakes of burned skin fell onto
the bed and disintegrated into a fine ash. The IV that had been in her arm to
administer the morphine fell out, dribbling its contents onto the floor. The
doctor instinctively reached out to clamp the tube and turn off the machine.


She stared at Charlene in disbelief as the little girl
moved her head and reached up to adjust her bed covers. Her hands looked
completely normal with unblemished skin. As they all watched the patient she
opened her eyes and looked around. A look of surprise and shock came upon her
face and she whispered, "Where's my Daddy?", then with more strength,
"Daddy? Where are you?"


Dr. Matthews recovered from her shock and spoke gently.
Hello Charlene. My name is Doctor Matthews and you are in the hospital. You
were hurt but you're all better now. Your father is just outside. Wait right
here and I'll go get him." 


She looked at Tom, Carolyn, and the others. "Would
you wait here for a moment?"


Tom nodded, "Sure, no hurry. Are there any more
patients here in ICU?" He didn't think so but wanted to make sure.


"No. Charlene was the last one, you've seen
everybody else. Just wait a moment, I'll be right back."


Tom looked around as the doctor walked away. Martha was
apparently praying for the other nurses in the room. The children were climbing
out of bed and walking around, contrary to the doctors' orders. The other
doctor in the room did not notice as he was speaking with Steve and Jason, who
were telling him about the other healings they had witnessed. Carolyn was
comforting Charlene, her very presence a calming influence on the little girl
who had been through so much.


Having a moment to himself, he paused to thank God for
what He had done here today. Speaking with Him was so natural now that he could
not remember why it had seemed so strange just a few days earlier. As he watched
Carolyn, she glanced up and gave him a warm smile. Feeling better than he had
ever felt in his life, he smiled back, looking forward to the rest of the day.


The doors from the waiting room opened, allowing a
stream of bewildered but excited relatives into the ICU. Bringing up the rear
was Dr. Matthews, accompanied by two rather large security guards.


"I want all of you in the prayer group to come
with me." She looked serious.


Then she said, "If you don't mind, I'd like to
escort you through the rest of the hospital. Let's go heal the rest of the
children." A broad smile lit up her face. "I've called in our head
physician and he should be here soon. I can't wait to see the expression on his
face when he sees what's going on here today."







Chapter 9


 




John Graham was feeling edgy as he pushed his daughter down the brightly waxed
hallway toward the Radiology department of the hospital. Able to stare down a
room full of hostile board members and known for his fearlessness in developing
new markets, he was a man unaccustomed to feeling nervous. However, his
daughter's health was much more important than any business situation could
ever be. In business he had always felt as though he were in control, but here,
in the most difficult crisis he had ever faced, he felt helpless.


They were near the MRI section when they approached a
nurse pushing another wheelchair toward them. The occupant was Betsy Connors, a
young girl that Bethany had befriended months ago. 


"Hi, Betsy!" Bethany turned and looked imploringly
at her father. "Daddy, please? Can I talk to Betsy for a minute?"


He could not refuse her anything so of course he
agreed. If they were few minutes late it wouldn't matter. "Of course,
dear. Hello Betsy."


"Hello Mr. Graham." 


The nurse stopped also and smiled as the girls started
speaking to each other with animated voices. It had been a week since they had
seen each other and they apparently had a lot to catch up on.


Graham also seemed amused as he looked upon his
daughter and her friend. Bethany was never depressed about her health but she
was seldom excited about anything either so he was glad for the distraction.
His wife was in a meeting with one of her many charities. She had asked him to
call as soon as he had news.


Motion down the hallway caught his eye and he looked up
to see a group of people walking purposely toward them. The leader was
obviously a doctor, though he did not recognize her, and there were a couple of
security guards bringing up the rear. The others wore street clothes and may
have been parents, staff members, or something else entirely. There was a young
couple walking behind the doctor, smiling and looking pleased about something.
The others were older and had more serious demeanors. As they got closer it
appeared that a couple of the older gentlemen were carrying Bibles.


They drew near and the doctor approached him while
motioning for the young couple to join her. They moved quickly to join her as
she stopped between the two wheelchairs. She and the nurse exchanged quick
hellos whereupon she turned to him.


"Excuse me sir, my name is Elaine Matthews and I'm
a resident doctor here. Is this your daughter?" She nodded toward Bethany.


"Yes, she is. What's the problem doctor?"


"No problem sir. Quite the opposite in fact. If
you don't mind me asking, what's your daughter's diagnosis?" She was
almost positive that the little girl had some form of cancer but it was always
best not to assume anything when speaking with a patient or parents or
patients.


"She has a brain tumor. We're on our way to have
an MRI done. She hasn't been feeling well lately and her doctor wants to see if
there have been any changes since the last one. Why do you ask?"


"Sir, I'd like you to meet Tom and Carolyn.
They're part of a prayer team that came into the ICU today. I know this sounds
crazy coming from a medical doctor, but just recently I saw them pray for
children with serious injuries, even burns, and those children were healed
immediately. If you don't mind, would you let them pray for your daughter? It
won't take long and you really don't have anything to lose and so much to gain
if it works." She stopped and waited for his reaction, prepared to
continue if he offered any resistance.


John hesitated, wondering if this was some kind of
tasteless joke. But she did seem serious, and the people behind her were all
smiling as if they knew something that he did not. She was right; there was no
harm in letting them pray for her. God knows that he had been doing so every
day since Bethany had been diagnosed. 


"Okay, go ahead."


Carolyn introduced herself to Bethany and said, "I
have a little girl your age. I think you've been very brave but now it's time
for that tumor to go away. Okay?" She smiled and then touched Bethany on
the shoulder and grasped Tom's outstretched hand. "In the name of Jesus,
be healed. No cancer, no disease is allowed to remain in this girl. Be healed
now!"


There was no visible sign of healing but Bethany did
seem to perk up when the prayer was finished. John politely thanked them and
moved Bethany on down the hallway. She could catch up with Betsy at a later
date. As he passed by, one of the other men holding a Bible gave him a business
card. 


The man said, "My name is Jason and I'm a pastor
at Stone Gate Church in Kennesaw. If you have any questions, please give me a
call." 


He then addressed Bethany. "Hi, there. I'm sure
that everything is going to much better now. God bless both of you."


As he proceeded on his way to the MRI, John decided
that it had been a very strange encounter. He didn't know why, but he suddenly
felt a little more spring in his step, as if a weight had been lifted from his
shoulders. He turned and looked back to see that that couple was apparently
praying for Betsy while the doctor was returning his gaze, still smiling. It
was only then that he realized that none of the group, including the doctor,
seemed to recognize him. It was nice to meet someone who was more concerned
about Bethany than they were about pleasing him.


He met Bethany's doctor and they moved Bethany onto the
platform of the MRI. This platform was controlled by the radiologist. It was
designed to move back forth, positioning the patient to take the images that
would be used to determine her condition. When she was in place John removed
her cute little beret. To his surprise he noticed hair stubble on Bethany's
head. True, it was barely noticeable, but it was the first time in months that
there had been any sign of hair.


It is said that the eyes are the windows to the soul.
He gazed into his daughter's eyes and for the first time in a very long time,
felt hope. For in her eyes he saw a peace and strength that had all but
disappeared recently. She reached up and gripped his hand with surprising
strength and said, "Daddy, don't worry. I'm going to be okay now."


Tears welled up in his eyes and he wiped them away with
his hand. "I know, sweetie, I know. But let's do this MRI anyway. Okay? It
will only take a few minutes and then we can go home. If we're lucky your
mother will be there by the time we get back."


For most patients the results of an MRI can take twenty
four hours or more to get back. But Bethany's doctor was present and had hired
an experienced radiologist to work with him so they had the results ready
within an hour. When they compared the recent results with the scans from the
previous test, they both fell silent. Neither could believe the evidence that
was right in front of them and after a brief discussion the doctor knew that he
had to make a difficult telephone call.


John Graham and his daughter had left immediately after
the test. She was obviously feeling stronger and he wanted to take advantage of
that renewed strength by having her spend time with her family. On the way home
she had even expressed a desire to spend some time outside. It was early in the
evening and not cold yet, so he had agreed. He called his wife, who had just
arrived at the house, so she could prepare hot chocolate for them all. 


The backyard of the Graham estate was a work of art. A
manicured lawn stretched for what seemed like miles, with islands of flowers
and shrubs, and a man-made stream that wound its way throughout it all.  They
were sitting on the back patio relaxing when his cell phone rang. Bethany and
her sisters were sitting nearby, chatting merrily about the latest boy band.
She seemed to be feeling well, with rosy cheeks and a vibrant laugh and he did
not want to disturb their fun. He recognized the doctor's number on the screen
so he arose from his comfortable seat and knelt beside his wife's chair as he
answered the phone. 


"Hello doctor. What did the scans show?" It
did not cross his mind to be anything but direct.


"Hello Mr. Graham. I have to confess that I've
never seen this before." He seemed hesitant over the phone. "We've
been examining the scans for the last hour but they don't show any signs of the
tumor. Would it be possible for you to bring your daughter back in tomorrow?
I'd like to perform the exam again on a different machine, just to make sure that
the scans are correct. I certainly don't want to raise your hopes up at this
time, so it would be prudent to verify the results.


In that moment he saw again, in his mind's eye, the
smile on the face of that doctor in the hallway after those people had prayed
for his daughter. Hope, that thin and elusive connection to the future,
suddenly rose up within him like a tidal wave. 


"Of course. What time do you want us there?"


 


It was almost ten o'clock in the evening when they
prayed for the last patient. The leading physician of the hospital had shown up
a couple of hours ago and had been with them since his arrival. At first he had
been cynical when told about the miracles that God had performed that day.
After visiting the ICU and seeing Charlene with no signs of burns, he had been
convinced that something had happened and wanted to observe the process of
healing. At the end of the evening there was an entourage of doctors and nurses
following Tom and Carolyn from room to room.


Tom and Carolyn were exhausted by the end of the day.
They agreed to come back as soon as possible to pray for kids who had not been
there that day. As they were leaving they were escorted out by Dr. Matthews and
the head physician. Jason and Steve led them to the car and Martha went to
hers. It had been an incredible day for all of them and they all needed some
rest.


Nurse Watkins had witnessed miracle after miracle that
day. A lifelong Christian, she had not even known that healing like this was
possible. People needed to hear about these miracles; know that God was alive
and working in the world. Fortunately, her younger sister Trish worked at a
local television station. As she watched the prayer group drive out of the
parking lot she pulled her cell phone from her purse and made a call.


 


John, his wife and Bethany all walked into the hospital
the next morning, arriving early for their nine o'clock appointment. The
difference in Bethany was obvious and astounding. She had shed her trademark
beret and the blond fuzz on her head shone under the fluorescent lighting. She
walked between her parents, holding a hand of each, practically skipping at
times, full of energy. John's heart swelled within him as he glanced down at
his little girl. She smiled back up at him and he almost melted. 


They met their doctor in the exam room containing the
second MRI machine. Bethany clambered into place and the medical professionals
performed the test exactly as they had the previous day. As the technician
performed the scan, the doctor and the Grahams discussed the results of
yesterday's scans. As they watched intently he compared the latest scans with
those taken just a month ago and the difference was obvious. Where before the
tumor had shown up as a dark spot near the top of her brain, her latest test
showed nothing out of the ordinary. 


When the test was completed, the family waited
patiently in the cafeteria until the doctor called. Bethany's appetite seemed
to be recovering and she ate two doughnuts and drank a bottle of apple juice as
they sat there. She and her mother discussed plans for their annual Christmas
party as John sipped coffee and listened. When his cell phone rang the group
fell quiet. A moment ago they had all seemed to be relaxed but tension
instantly filled the air. He answered it, listened quietly, and replied,
"Sure doctor, we're on our way right now. We'll be there in a few
minutes."


He looked back into the eyes of his wife and daughter
and exhaled a sigh of relief. "It's confirmed sweetheart. The tumor is
gone." As soon as he uttered those momentous words he lost his composure
and started crying quietly as he gathered Bethany into his arms and cradled her
small body in his arms. His wife joined them and started weeping as well. After
a few minutes they dried their eyes and moved toward the elevators. John was
reflecting on the miracle that had saved his daughter's life. Come to think of
it, he should have the doctor examine Bethany's friend Betsy. He would be
willing to bet that she no longer had cancer either.


Thinking about that chance encounter in the hallway
yesterday he remembered placing that preacher's business card in his wallet. As
they stepped into the elevator he pulled the card out and studied it. There was
one more piece of business to take care of today, he mused.


 


As Tom went about his daily routine at his store the
next day he could not really concentrate on work. It had been almost midnight
when he finally got back to his apartment last night. They had arrived back at
the church around eleven o'clock and sat in Jason's office discussing plans for
the upcoming week. The pastors had a lot of connections with other churches in
the area and it was decided that they would start contacting other pastors in
the area to arrange special nights of healing prayer for their members and
anyone else that wanted to attend.


Tom and Carolyn were assured that they would not have
to worry about logistics in any way. They would both be picked up at their
respective homes and driven to each location. Carolyn's daughter Hannah could
either go with her mother or she could stay with one of her friends from church
each night for as long as necessary. Jason and Steve had indicated that they
wanted to make it as easy as possible for the two healers to continue their
work for the Lord. 


He watched as customers strolled through the store
looking at merchandise. Recent experience had taught him that many of these
people or their loved ones had serious health issues. Sitting here at his
computer and checking inventory did not have the appeal that it once did as he
remembered the looks on the faces of those that he and Carolyn had healed. For
the first time in his life he felt that he had a purpose, a reason for living
beyond fulfilling his own wants and needs. How could he go back to planning
work schedules and inventory needs when there were so many people out there who
were in pain or had given up on life itself? People he could help; people who
could be healed through the power of the Holy Spirit. That calling was
infinitely more important than helping someone to choose a new router or
laptop.


"Earth to Tom, do you read me?"


Tom looked up to see Kenny standing there grinning at
him. Lost in thought, he had not even noticed his friend until he had spoken
up.


"Hey, Kenny. How's the knee?" They had only
spoken a couple of times since that day Kenny and his father had been healed.


"Great! I got to play some basketball yesterday
with my brother for the first time in years. It felt good, even though I lost.
I'll get him next time!" Enthusiasm shone from his eyes as he tested his
knee again, flexing it as though to make sure it was still healthy. 


He looked back up at Tom and his expression turned
serious. "I want to thank you again, man, for me and for my father. I
spoke with him yesterday and he's doing very well. He went to his doctor and
the doc was amazed. He gave my father a full checkup and didn't find anything
wrong at all. Even his cholesterol levels were back to being perfectly normal
for a man his age."


"I'm glad for both of you. We're going to be going
to various churches this week. When I have a schedule I'll get it to you in
case you know anybody else who needs healing." He smiled and continued,
"It looks like I have a new hobby to occupy my time nights and weekends.
When I'm not working here that is." 


Kenny gave him an inquiring look. "So how's it
going with Carolyn? Are you two still dating or what?"


Tom looked troubled as he replied, "Right now I'm
not sure. I like her and we spend a lot of time together but it's not... social
time. When we are together we're usually praying for someone. Not exactly what
you'd call a date, you know?"


"I hate to say this Tom but I think you just need
to give it time. What you two are doing is really important, and hopefully, the
time you spend together will bring you closer. You're saving lives together
Tom. That's definitely better "quality time" than going to the
movies, right?"


"I guess you're right Kenny. I've only known
Carolyn for a short time but it feels like I know her better than women I dated
for months." 


Kenny nodded. "I'm sure that things will turn out
alright for both of you. I need to get back to work but please, let me know if
you ever need to talk about this or anything else. I have a feeling that your
life is going to get pretty hectic soon."


"Okay, thanks. I'll see you later."


Kenny walked away, once again noticing the lack of pain
in his knee. He offered up a silent prayer for his friend and the woman he
obviously loved.


Tom also went back to work but his mind continued to
churn, thinking about Carolyn and the calling for healing that they
inexplicably shared.








Chapter 10


 




"Excuse me ma'am, are you here to see the faith
healers tonight?" Angela Townsend had pulled yet another fluff assignment from
the powers that be at Fox Channel 5 in Atlanta. She appreciated her job as an
on-air reporter but she was aching to move on to bigger and better things. One
of the media directors at the station had received a call from her sister, a
nurse at a local hospital. Apparently there was a new faith healer in town and
he or she was out here performing miracles. Yeah, right. 


She had arrived at a church called My Redeemer in
Acworth, a suburb north of Atlanta to get the story. Her ultimate goal was to
interview the so-called "healer", but first she wanted to speak with
someone who actually believed that he or she could be healed of something
tonight, preferably some health problem or injury that would be obvious to the
viewers. The idea was to show a before and after interview that would prove
that the person was not healed in any way. She also wanted to find out any
information she could about the people running this program of gullibility. If
she was lucky she might even be able to turn this fluff piece into the kind of
hard hitting journalism that could advance her career.


Being in the Bible Belt she knew better than to make
fun of the church or Christianity in general but as far as she was concerned
the fake healer was fair game. She chose to select someone as they entered. The
moment she saw this woman getting out of her car with two crutches she knew
that she had found her target.


"Yes, I am. Aren't you that reporter from Channel
5?" Angela was accustomed to hearing that question, even though her microphone
and her camera man's jacket clearly stated where they worked.


"Yes ma'am. Thank you for watching. Do you mind if
I ask you a few questions about your visit?"


The lady was clearly impressed. Most people were when
faced with an attractive, well dressed young woman standing in front of a news
camera. "Do you mean I'm going to be on the TV? Oh Lord, I must look a
fright!" She did but Angela thought she looked perfect for the story. She
judged the lady to be somewhere around fifty years of age.


"You look fine. I'm Angela Townsend, what's your
name?"


"Barbara James but you can call me Barb."


"Okay Barb. Let's stand over here with the church
in the background."


Her cameraman Juan was a professional and understood
how to position both her and Barbara to get the best angle for the interview.
When they were ready he gave them a count and Angela smiled into the camera. 


"Hello, this is Angela Townsend. I'm here at the
My Redeemer church in Acworth. We've heard that there is someone here in the
church tonight that can heal through the power of prayer. First, let's talk
with Barbara James. Barb, do you mind telling me why you decided to come here
tonight?"


Barb seemed to be a little nervous but she answered
clearly. "Well Angela, as you can see, I use crutches to get around now.
I've had both knees replaced in the past and I'm still having a lot of pain in
both of them. I'm here because I believe that God will heal my knees. I have
three young grandchildren and I really want to be able to play with them."


Perfect, thought Angela. "I certainly hope that
you feel better soon Barb. Can you tell us how you knew the healer would be
here tonight?"


"One of my friends from church told me about it.
After that I saw it mentioned on Facebook. They said that people were being
healed of cancer, broken bones, diabetes... just about anything you can
imagine. I know that there are a lot of people who need it more than me but I
thought I'd give it a try. My friend says that they'll pray for anyone and
everyone, no matter what the problem is."


Angela said, "Do you mind if we speak with you
again when you leave? I'm sure everyone would like to have you share your
experience."


"Sure, I don't mind. I'll see you then."
Barbara continued to look at the camera as Angela signed off. 


"Good luck Barb." Angela watched as Barbara
moved painfully toward the entrance to the church.


She turned to Juan and said, "Let's see if we can
find out more about who is here and what is going on. I'd like to have more
information before interviewing Barb on her way out so I will know what
questions to ask. 


Juan agreed and they entered the church behind Barbara.


 


The staff of the church was taking care of getting
people registered and giving them simple directions for the prayer. Registration
was simply getting names and their reason for being there. Each person was also
given a single sheet with large type that assigned them a number and asked them
to pray quietly in a larger room that was set up with chairs and relaxing
worship music. 


Their numbers were called by a young woman who was
thrilled by the miracles she had already seen that night. It was her
responsibility to escort the person or persons to the room where Tom and
Carolyn were waiting. She personally had not needed healing but her grandfather
had been seen earlier and his hearing was fully restored. He had not been able
to hear at all without two hearing aids and even with them he seemed to miss a
lot of what went on around him. When he left he had removed the hearing aids
and had talked to her for a few minutes. They had both cried at what the Holy
Spirit had worked in him.


Carolyn looked around the small room where she and Tom
sat taking a short break. The room was perfectly suited for their purposes with
a separate entrance and exit and was small but with enough space to avoid
feeling cramped. She and Tom had been praying for two hours and the people just
kept on coming. Men, women, teens, and children accompanied by adults. It
seemed that the line would never end. She loved helping people but wondered if
she would ever get jaded by the process. But for right now it was still
exciting and miraculous and she silently prayed that it would always be that
way for her and for Tom.


She looked at Tom as he checked his cell phone. He had
been pretty quiet lately and she wondered if there was something wrong. There
was no time right now to inquire about it so she made a mental note to ask him
when they were done here for the night. In a moment of clarity she realized
that she really liked him and enjoyed the time they spent together. They might
not exactly be dating in the traditional sense but under the circumstances she
felt that they were becoming closer with every day they "worked"
together.


Jason, Tom, and the Jacob Wheeler, the pastor of the
church they were visiting tonight walked in. They had been taking turns
escorting people out after healing and were available to answer any questions
they might have. Some people simply walked out in disbelief while others broke
down and started weeping with joy. Nobody wanted to turn this miracle of
healing into an assembly line, void of emotion, but it had been obvious early
on that they needed a process that would allow them all to help as many as
possible in the time they had.


Jason asked if they were ready to continue. Apparently
some of the people who had been healed had called friends and relatives with
health problems to come down to the church. More and more people were arriving
and waiting for healing prayer. Carolyn nodded in the affirmative and Tom put
his phone back in his pocket. She thought about her daughter and hoped she
wasn't staying up too late. Tomorrow was a school day and even though they were
caught up in a miracle right now, life does go on.


She sat down as Tom escorted a woman in who was walking
with two crutches and introduced her as Barb. The lady sat down in the offered
chair with obvious relief as she studied them. Tom and Carolyn talked earlier
about not settling into a routine. It would not be right for them to become
complacent about what they were doing. 


Carolyn stood up, smiled at Barb and said, "Hello
Barb. My name is Carolyn and this is Tom. What would you like prayer for?"
Barb explained about her knees as they listened attentively. When she was done
Carolyn nodded to Tom. They each placed hands on Barb's shoulders as Carolyn
prayed. 


"Father, we thank you for being a Daddy who loves
to heal his children. We ask that you fill Barb with the Holy Spirit, that her
knees are completely healed and free from pain. We also ask that if there is
anything else there that doesn't belong that you take care of that as well. We
love you and we bless you. In the name of Jesus, amen."


Carolyn hoped that she would never become inured to the
looks of wonder that filled the faces of the healed. As she watched Barb stand
up and walk around she once again got caught up in the joy that radiated from
her.


Barb laughed and hugged them both, thanking them
profusely. 


Jason gathered her up and walked with her to the exit.
"Do you want to keep these?" He motioned to the crutches she had
required earlier. 


"No sir! I don't ever want to see those things
again." Barb was giddy from the release from pain, the ability to walk
unassisted, and the realization that God was alive and had worked a miracle in
her body. She couldn't wait to go home and show her cynical husband Hal what
had happened tonight. She had tried to convince him to come out with her
tonight to get prayer for his vision; the poor thing was almost blind in both
eyes, and his arthritis. He had politely refused, telling her that if she got
healed then he would go the next time. Boy was he going to be surprised.


As she walked out of the church Barb saw that lady
reporter she had spoken to earlier. She noticed Angela look at her, look away,
and then do a double take. Under other circumstances it would have been
comical. The reporter approached with the cameraman close behind her.


While waiting for Barb to come out she had interviewed
a young couple who were trying to conceive, and an elderly lady with lung
cancer who had been brought in by her family. At the exit where the
"healed" were leaving the church she had spoken with a few people who
were very emotional and who showered praise on God and the faith healers they
had seen. But as far as she was concerned there was no proof of these claims,
so she had waited patiently for Barb to leave.


"Hello Barb. Wow, you look great. Where are your
crutches?" Angela had to admit that they pain and suffering on Barb's face
were not only gone, they were replaced by peace and joy. The transformation was
incredible. But she had to wonder what going on; because there was no way that
she had actually been healed.


"It was just like my friend told me," replied
Barb. "God healed me completely and instantly. Right after they finished
praying I felt like I was twenty years old again. The pain was gone and I just
stood up and walked. As for those crutches, they can use them for firewood as
far as I'm concerned."


Angela hesitated. Logic clearly told her that there was
no way that this woman had been physically healed just like that. What if this
was all a part of the act, maybe Barbara "call me Barb" was simply a
plant to make the whole thing look legitimate to the press. 


She then realized that it would take more than good
planning and great acting to set something like this up. Very few people even
knew she was coming here this evening and it had been a spur of the moment
decision to interview Barb on her way in. There was no way it could have been
part of a larger plan to deceive her but to be on the safe side she decided to
proceed cautiously.


Determined to get the most of out of Barb's story, she
motioned to Juan and they moved into a more lighted area of the parking lot. They
continued the interview, during which Barb discussed exactly what had happened.
Excitement filled her voice with the stamp of truth as she told Angela about
the young couple who had prayed for her and how she had felt warmth fill her
entire body like nothing she had ever experienced before. It turned out to be
one of the most engaging interviews Angela had ever done. One surprise for
Angela was learning that there was no money involved. There had been no
pressure to donate either before or after the healing took place.


As a journalist Angela felt that she had just uncovered
a great story, but for the moment she could not be sure if it was one of
miraculous healing or one of incredible deceit. After she and Barb exchanged
goodbyes, she took a few minutes to ponder her next move. Earlier she had
decided to approach the healer after having enough information to ask the
revealing questions that would expose him as a fraud. She had fully expected to
have Barb as an example of someone who had asked for healing but instead
received some kind of religious psychobabble with no results. Instead, the exit
interview with Barb had raised more questions than it had answered.


For instance, Barb had mentioned the "couple"
who had prayed for her. In chatting with others waiting for prayer Angela had
heard people mention that there may be more than one healer involved. Barb's
interview had confirmed that piece of news but what was their story? Are they
married? Have they been doing this for long? Where did they come from, were
they local or from out of town? She eventually decided that the best way to get
answers was to ask questions. That was a reporter's job after all, right? It
was time to go directly to the source.


Angela and Juan entered the church again, this time
with the objective of sitting down with the healers and learning more about
them and their plans. Inside they were greeted by a tall man who appeared to be
in his seventies with wispy white hair, a twinkle in his eyes, and a genuinely
warm smile.


"Good evening folks. I take it you're not here for
the healing prayer?"


"Hello," Angela replied, "No, we're not
here for healing. We're with Channel 5 News and we've come to speak with the
healers. Can you arrange that for us?"


"Let me get Jacob to talk to you. Jacob is the
pastor here and he might be able to help you."


"That would be great. Thank you."


He returned a few minutes later accompanied by the
pastor. Jacob Wheeler was a man of medium height and build with a receding
hairline and wearing wire rim glasses. He greeted both Angela and Juan with a
handshake.


"Hello. Walter told me that you want to interview
the "healers", is that right?" He had a bemused look on his
face.


"Yes sir. I was hoping to not only speak with them
but also to watch them in action as they pray for someone. Would that be
possible?"


"I don't know but I will ask. You can wait in my
office while I find out if they're open to the idea of an interview." He
led them to his office and once they were seated he walked away.


Jacob went to the healing room where he met Jason, the
pastor from Stone Gate church. Jason was an old friend and had helped
coordinate tonight's healing session. 


"Jason, I'm afraid that the cat is out of the bag.
There's a TV news reporter here with a cameraman and she wants to interview Tom
and Carolyn. What do you think? Would they be interested in talking to
her?"


Jason, Steve, Tom and Carolyn had discussed this
possibility earlier in the week. They knew that the media would learn of their
endeavors sooner or later and once the general public learned that the healings
were real they would have the world's attention whether they wanted it or not. 


The pastors felt that it was a good thing to let
everyone know that the kingdom of heaven was manifesting so powerfully here on
earth. Demonstrating that power would be a strong testimony to the grace and
goodness of God. Tom and Carolyn however, did not relish the thought of being
thrust into the spotlight. They both had full time jobs with companies that would
not appreciate having throngs of people with health issues clamoring for their
attention while they tried to work. They would prefer to help people privately
and one-on-one, not in an arena style setting with all eyes on them. Tom in
particular was not thrilled by the thought of being gawked and having every
aspect of his life being dredged up by the media. 


Now that "the cat was out of the bag" as
Jacob had put it, they would need to handle the transition as smoothly and with
as much grace as possible. The two pastors waited until Tom and Carolyn
finished praying for the person they were with. As the young staff member left
to bring the next person, they asked her to wait for a few minutes while they
had an impromptu meeting. Steve was also in the room as they entered.


Jason didn't hesitate. "Guys, there's a television
reporter here with a cameraman. She has been talking with some of the people
you've prayed for and now they want to interview you." 


Tom and Carolyn exchanged startle glances and they both
sat down abruptly. Carolyn sighed and said, "Well, we knew it would happen
eventually."


"Yeah," replied Tom, "but I hoped we
would have more time."


"So what do you want to do? We can still try to
avoid it for a while longer."


"No." Tom stood up and started pacing the
floor. "Look, we can continue trying to avoid the press and holding on to
our private lives for as long as can or we can simply bite the bullet and get
it over with. Dragging it out would only prolong the inevitable and would make
it look like we have something to hide." He looked into Carolyn's face.
"As much as I hate to say it, I think we should go ahead and go public,
but under our own terms."


Carolyn was surprised and pleased at his words. They
showed a strength and resolve that she had not seen in Tom before now. While
she did dread the thought of pulling her family, especially her daughter, into
a media circus, she also knew that God had given them this gift of healing for
a purpose. 


"You're right. Steve, would you read that Bible
verse in Matthew about a city on a hill?"


Steve opened his Bible. "It's here in chapter 5. �You
are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do
people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand,
and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light
shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father
in heaven.'"


Carolyn stood up and took Tom's hand. "There you
go. Let's shine our light and let our good deeds glorify God."


Jason smiled and said, "This is going to be fun. We
still have a lot of people here for prayer. I will ask around to see if anybody
would like to be healed in front of a news camera. Jacob, would you bring the
reporter here?"


They left on their respective missions. Tom and Carolyn
continued to stand, holding hands and speaking quietly together, enjoying a few
minutes of quiet before the storm. Steve turned his back to give them a
semblance of privacy as he thought about the upcoming interview. He prayed for
the man and woman in the room with him. He praised God for the courage and
determination he had given them and he asked for God to guide them as they
stepped well outside their comfort zones by giving the interview.


They all looked toward the door as Angela and Juan
entered the room. Life was about to change for all of them.







Chapter 11


 




The smell of vanilla filled the air in George
Bannister's home. Every night he would light a candle in memory of his wife.
Not for any religious reason, but simply because she used to enjoy them when
she was alive. Vanilla, lavender, cinnamon, she loved them all. Sometimes when
he closed his eyes he could picture her sitting there on the sofa, a candle
burning on the table next to her, reading one of her silly romance novels. He
would joke with her about the male models on the garish covers and she would
just laugh and keep right on reading.


For a long time he couldn't stand the smell of candles.
The memories would come flooding back in and he would feel the pain of her loss
once again. Now, after all these years, the candles were comforting. He missed
his daughter too, and would often sit and stare at old pictures of them in the
family photo album until he fell asleep in his chair.


He turned on the television and settled into his
nightly routine. First it would be the six o'clock news from Atlanta and then
he would turn on ESPN and find out what had happened in the world of sports
today. Baseball season was over for the Braves but the Falcons were looking
good this year. After he had his fill of the news he would flip through the
channels looking for a movie to watch, preferably an old war movie or western.


Beer in hand he turned to Fox News on channel 5, his
favorite source for news out of Atlanta. A familiar face appeared on the screen
as Angela Townsend said, "...our special report. In recent days we've been
following up rumors of something wonderful happening right here in our area.
Just this past Sunday afternoon a prayer group from a local church went to The
Children's Hospital of Atlanta and healed all of the children who were there
that day. This sounds incredible but I myself went to the My Redeemer church in
Acworth just yesterday and saw what can only be described as a miracle. Before
I get to that let me show you an interview I had last night with a woman named
Barbara James. We will speak to her before the healing prayer and then
afterwards and you won't believe your eyes when you see the results. Please
remember that this entire segment was recorded last night on location. After
that we will show an exclusive interview with the people that healed her that
just might shock you. Don't go away."


What in the world is she thinking? George had always
respected the coverage from the Fox News team but this was simply ridiculous!
What were they doing down there, trying to turn the news into some kind of
daytime soap opera?


He changed the channel to local NBC affiliate and
settled in for some real news. He was watching a story about a fire in Buckhead
when the telephone on the end table next to his chair started ringing. He muted
the television and answered it.


"Hello?"


"George, are you watching Fox News? If not, turn
it on now!"


It was his cousin Frank Bannister. "What are you
talking about? They had some religious nonsense on earlier so I changed it.'


"It's Tommy, George; he's on the news on channel
5. They're talking to him!"


"Tommy? Tommy who?"


"Your son Tommy you old goat! Turn it on
now!"


What in the world was Frank talking about? George
switched back to channel 5 and sure enough, he saw his son being interviewed by
Angela. Oh, no. What's that boy gone and gotten himself into now? He told
Frank, "I'll call you later." Then he hung up the phone.


There was his son, sitting with the reporter Angela,
another woman Tom's age, and an older gentleman holding a Bible. Angela was
talking with the older man.


"Pastor Steve, as we just saw, Barbara James
entered the church with extreme pain in both knees and required crutches to
move around. When she left she was walking without pain and did not require any
assistance to do so. I'm sure that many of us, including myself, would love to
believe that this is truly a miracle. However, there are also many people who
would argue that most of these healings are either caused by a person tricking
their body into believing it's healed, or the healing is outright faked. How
would you respond to these people?"


"Well Angela, you are right in that there have
been a number of people out there claiming to be healers who have only their
own interests at heart. However, there are many others out in the world even
today who are seeing the Lord heal the sick, bring sight to the blind, and open
the ears of the deaf. I have personally seen many people healed through prayer.
I know of at least three people in my church who have been healed of cancer and
many more who have been healed of other diseases. I don't claim that everyone
who has received healing prayer has actually been healed, but we know that He
wants all of us to be healthy. The question of who gets healed and who does not
has always been a tough one and I've never really found a definite answer for
that. However, I do rest secure in the knowledge that God knows why and he has
his reasons. What we're seeing here today with Tom and Carolyn is, I believe,
the work of the Lord changing the rules once again. I've been accompanying them
for the last few days and I have not seen a single case where they've prayed
for someone and that person has not been immediately and completely restored to
full health. It has been the most exciting time in my life and I consider
myself fortunate to be a witness to it."


"So you're saying that they are healers like Jesus
and the disciples were healers?" Angela remembered that much from Sunday
school as a child.


"The thing that most people don't realize is that
God never said at any point after the death of Jesus and then later the
disciples, that the era of healing was over. He never removed this gift from
the world. We have for the most part neglected it for centuries, believing that
the power of the Holy Spirit was simply something mentioned in the Bible but
not a force that could still work signs and wonders in the world today. What
we've seen lately shows God's power and grace in a very obvious way. I can't
wait to see what he has in store for us after this." Steve leaned back in
his chair and smiled at Angela and then the camera. "I believe that the
best is yet come."


"That sounds wonderful pastor, but I'm sure that
the viewers would like to see an example of what we've been discussing. Would
it be possible to have Tom and Carolyn perform a healing in front of the
camera, so we can show the world?"


"Sure, we've discussed it and they're ready to
take that step. I understand that you and Jason have chosen someone from the
people who are waiting outside this room to be healed. You can bring him now if
you're ready."


"Jack, you can come in now."


A young black man who looked to be in his mid-twenties
walked into view of the camera. He seemed a little nervous as Steve and the
others stood to greet him. He introduced himself as Jack Whitman, a former U.S.
Marine who had been injured while on duty in Iraq. A grenade had exploded close
to him and in addition to some minor injuries he had lost his right foot. His
leg terminated just above where the ankle had been. When he removed his
prosthetic foot Angela bent to inspect his leg and verified that the amputation
was real.


Steve asked him, "Do you believe that God wants to
heal you tonight?"


Jack looked at him and said in a clear voice, "Yes
sir, I do."


Steve smiled, had Jack sit in his chair and then nodded
to Tom and Carolyn. The camera focused in on their faces as they each touched
one of Jack's shoulders and Carolyn began to pray. 


"Heavenly Father, we pray that you heal this man,
this warrior, this son of your heart. We ask that you restore his foot
completely, and that his every step be a testimony to your grace and goodness.
We ask this in the name of Jesus, amen."


When the prayer ended the camera focused in on the
amputated foot. A gasp was heard in the background and Angela's voice was
clearly heard to say, "Oh my God!"


George started in his chair as he saw the skin on the
end of the leg start to move, like the ripples you seen when you toss a rock in
a lake. Surely this must be some kind of special effects or some other kind of
trick. It couldn't be real, could it? 


As he continued watching he noticed that there was a
knot developing on the end of the leg. The knot then sprouted what looked like
stubs of toes. The leg jerked a little and then the knot extended and a foot
started to form, pushing forward, and the toes growing longer and more
distinct. The knot swelled and became an ankle that supported the now normal
looking foot. One more ripple passed through the foot and then it was over. It
had taken less than one minute for the entire foot to be regenerated.


The camera then pulled back and showed Jack in obvious
shock as he looked down at his foot. Tom and the others involved were still
standing next to him, smiling and looking almost relaxed. Angela was staring at
the foot and seemed to be almost as stunned as Jack. She seemed to come out of
a trance as she turned back to the camera and said, "That was
amazing!" 


She then turned to Jack and asked, "How do you
feel? Does the foot feel real?"


Jack reached down and touched the top of his foot in
wonder. He then wiggled his toes and replied, "It feels...normal. At
first, after the prayer, I felt like a warm wave was moving through me. Then my
leg started tingling and the next thing I know, it's gone. The tingling I mean.
As soon as my foot was fully grown it stopped. Now I feel fine."


He flexed his foot once more and turned to Steve.
"He did it. The Lord healed me." A look of wonder passed over his
face. "Thank you Lord! Thank you!" He started crying and Steve came
to speak into his ear. The camera did not pick up what he said but the younger
man smiled through his tears and nodded his head. Steve stepped back as Jack
stood up and took a tentative step forward. He gingerly placed his weight on
the regrown foot and then took another, more confident step toward Steve. He
then turned around and quickly moved to gather Tom and Carolyn into his arms
and hugged them.


"Thank you too! I know it was God who performed
the miracle but he used you two to do it. Thank you!"


 


George wondered how they had pulled off this hoax right
there in front of the camera. He also wondered how much trouble his son was
going to be in when the authorities started investigating him and the others.
What was that boy thinking? He'd never done anything like this before. Tom was
a good man and had always seemed so stable. There had to be a good reason for
all of this.


He watched as Jack left the room and the reporter sat
down with Tom and the young lady named Carolyn who had prayed a few minutes
ago. As Angela spoke to her Carolyn reached out and took Tom's hand. Tom
squeezed her hand and smiled at her. When he saw that George's first thought
was, wonderful, his boy finally has a new girlfriend and she turns out to be a
faith healer. Maybe she's the one who got his son involved in this mess


Angela asked her, "Carolyn, what we just saw was
incredible. I've seen and spoke with others tonight who have been healed but I
have to say that nothing prepared me for what you just did with Jack." She
paused for a moment at the memory of what she had just witnessed. "Have
you always had this gift?"


"No Angela, I haven't. And I want to point out
that the Holy Spirit moves through both Tom and myself. We discovered a couple
of weeks ago that when we hold hands or if we both lay hands on the person
we're praying for, the Lord heals them."


"How do you explain that?"


"I don't even try to explain it. I just accept it
as a gift from God. I'm sure that this is just a part of his greater plan for
all of us."


"Tom, what do you think of this gift you've been
given?"


George leaned forward, hoping that his son would deny
having done anything. To his disappointment, Tom did no such thing.


"I think it's a blessing to be able to help people
like this. At first I was scared and confused because I didn't understand what
was happening. To be honest with you I'd pretty much given up believing in God,
and until recently I hadn't been in a church for years."    


Angela said, "How does it feel when you lay hands
on someone and they are healed?"


"We both feel something, warmth is the best I can
do to describe it, that flows through our bodies and into the person we're
praying for. We believe that's the Holy Spirit working through us."


The reporter turned back to Carolyn and asked,
"Why did you decide to give this interview? Your lives will never be the
same after this."


"We know that things will change but we also
realize that God didn't give us this gift just for us to hide it or to run from
it. We're meant to help people, so that's what we're going to do." She
smiled, "Besides, I don't think we could have kept this a secret even if we'd
wanted to."


Angela laughed and replied, "No, I don't think so
either. We heard of your work at the Children's Hospital on Sunday which is why
we're here tonight talking to you."


At this point the pastor named Steve spoke up.
"Angela, it's getting late and there are still people waiting for healing
prayer. Do you mind if we wrap this up? If you want to you can come to Stone
Gate church in Kennesaw this Sunday. Tom and Carolyn will be there and the
entire day will be dedicated to healing those in need."


"Thank you, Steve. I look forward to seeing you
all there on Sunday. Tom, Carolyn, thank you for speaking with me here
today."


"You're welcome."


"No problem."


Angela spoke to the camera, "So there you have it.
One miracle among many, performed right here on Fox 5 News. Goodnight and God
bless." The recorded interview ended and the scene changed to a studio at
the station where Angela was talking live with a news anchor named Bob Sanders.


"We're back live with Angela Townsend, who brought
us the incredible report you just saw. Angela, let me ask you what I know many
out there are thinking right now. Can you be sure that this was not some kind
of trick?"


"I will admit Bob, that when I first started the
interview I did not expect to see anything like what we witnessed. I expected
that nothing would happen and to hear excuses as to why nothing had happened.
Then I saw a foot grow back where there had been none. There was no trick, no
sleight of hand, and definitely no video manipulation. It just happened. This
interview was recorded last night. Earlier today I spoke with Jack, the young
man who was healed in the video. He was celebrating his miracle with his family
here in the Atlanta area. He had photos and videos dating back to his military
days, even a photo of him in the hospital bed soon after the explosion that
took his foot. Then I met with his doctor at the Veterans Administration
hospital. He confirmed that Jack was missing a foot and that he had been using
a prosthetic for some time now."


"Well Angela, you have me convinced but know that
some people will still have trouble believing what they saw on the video."


"I know Bob. That's why I've invited Jack, his
mother, and his doctor to be here with us tonight. When we come back from
commercial we will speak with them and let our viewers hear the story directly
from them."


"Great idea, Angela. We'll be right back after
this commercial break."


George turned the television off and settled back into
his chair. There was only one way to find out what was really going on here. He
needed to speak with Tom. A firm believer in putting thought into action, he
picked up the phone and made the call.


 


"Yes ma'am, these earphones will work with most
devices, including the iPhone. They're the ones I use at home myself, although
mine are an older model." Tom was finishing up a sale when his cell phone
started vibrating in his pocket. "I'm sure your son will love these
earphones. If you have any problems just remember that we have a thirty day
return policy if you bring in the receipt."


He pulled his phone out and answered it before it went
to voicemail. It was his father. "Hi, Dad."


"Hey Tommy, how are you son?"


"Fine, Dad. I'm at work right now. Is everything
okay?"


"Not really, no. I just saw you on the evening
news. That was some show you put on." George waited to see how Tommy would
react.


"Yeah, I've been meaning to talk with you about
that Dad. I'm sorry you had to find out about it like this. In fact, I was
planning to call you tonight anyway. I've invited Carolyn and her daughter to
come up to Ellijay with me tomorrow to visit you. It's Saturday and we'll both
have the day off. You are going to be at home aren't you?" 


"Yes, of course. You can bring them up for lunch.
But when you get here I want to hear all about this nonsense you've gotten
yourself into. Don't worry, I'm sure we can figure out a way to get you out of
it, okay?"


Tom smiled. This was very much what he had expected to
hear when he had imagined having this conversation with his father. "Sure
Dad. We'll all sit down and talk about it. I think you'll like Carolyn, and her
daughter is a great little girl. Expect us to be there around noon, alright?
Then we'll all go together to that steak house you like."


"Sure, Tommy." George paused a moment and
then continued. "Just answer me this. Are you okay, son?


"Yes Dad, things are really great for me right
now. I can't wait to see you and tell you all about it."


"Okay Tommy. I'll see you tomorrow."


"Goodnight Dad."


Tom disconnected the call and went back to work. Just
yesterday he and Carolyn had discussed the trip to see father and they were
both looking forward to spending some time together. The day after that would
be Sunday and they were planning to spend the entire day at Stone Gate church
praying for people. He chuckled to himself as he walked over to help another
customer. Visiting family and healing cancer. Just a typical weekend, right?







Chapter 12


 




"Jesus went through all the towns and villages,
teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom and
healing every disease and sickness." Matthew 9:35


 


When Tom read the verse he felt a tremor go through
him. This was what his gift was all about. Not that he thought of himself as a
modern day Jesus, far from it. However, Jason had told him recently that the
desire of every Christian should be to live as much like Jesus as they could. 


He knew that he had no interest in being a preacher but
he did have the gift of healing. He and Carolyn had already made the decision
to use that gift to glorify God, but what exactly did that mean? Jason had also
told him that when reading the Bible it was important to use the Holy Spirit as
a guide. Just reading it like he would the latest John Grisham novel would not
give him the same insight and understanding that the Holy Spirit could provide.


The revelation he had received from this verse was that
the physical healing people were receiving was great, but it wasn't everything
he could offer. Not even the most important thing, really. The part of the
verse that jumped out at him was the part about "preaching the good
news", and the message for him, through the Holy Spirit, was that
preaching didn't have to mean standing in front of the church giving a sermon.
It didn't have to be a well-articulated speech or a carefully-calculated
position paper on any aspect of Christianity. It just meant telling someone
else, anyone else, the good news.


The good news of salvation through Jesus Christ was not
some old, dry, religious theory. It was alive and longing to be heard around
the world. That is what the verse meant to him, that he was a living example of
God's mercy. The same mercy He showed us when he sent Jesus to be crucified for
our sins. The same mercy He showed when He brought Jesus back from the dead.
That really was good news.


The world was full of bad news. Turn on any news
channel or goes to any news website, and the majority of the content was
negative. Apparently the media had discovered long ago what would sell
newspapers and bring in watchers to their programs. But maybe, just maybe, what
he and Carolyn were doing would be a way of bringing the good news to a huge
population of people who had given up on themselves and the others around them.



As the revelation sank in, his cell phone rang. He
picked up and saw that Carolyn was calling.


"Hi, Carolyn. Oh, wow, I didn't realize it was so
late. Are you guys here?"


"We're just pulling into your apartment complex.
Are you ready?"


"Yes, I'm ready. I'll meet you in the parking lot
outside my apartment, okay?"


"Okay, see you there."


Time had slipped away from him this Saturday morning
after he had decided to get up early and read his new Bible, a gift from Steve
and Jason at Stone Gate church. Now it was time to meet Carolyn and Hannah and
drive up to the mountains of Ellijay to have lunch with his father.


He knew from the conversation they'd had last night
that his father thought he was involved in some kind of scam. He couldn't
really blame him as he would have thought the same thing himself a short time
ago if he'd seen someone on television healing people. Boy was his father in
for a surprise today. Tom was whistling as he left his apartment.


 


George sat by the window and watched the unfamiliar car
coming slowly up his driveway. It was Tom and that woman he had been with in
the interview, Carolyn, along with her daughter. He propelled his wheelchair to
open the front door and waited inside as they got out of the car and walked up
to the porch.


"Hello there! Welcome, come on in."


George may not have been all that thrilled about what
Carolyn may have gotten his son into but Southern hospitality was bred into his
very fiber. He was raised to believe that if you welcome someone into your home
they're to be treated like royalty. 


After his visitors had entered, George led them back
into the kitchen. He had prepared coffee for the adults and hot chocolate for
the young girl. He invited them all to sit at his small kitchen table as he
poured the refreshments.


They exchanged pleasantries, speaking about work, the
weather, school, and the upcoming holidays. George was somewhat surprised at
how nice the woman was and the politeness exhibited by Hannah. He had always
felt that a well-behaved child was a good reflection on his or her parents. His
son was quiet and seemed to have something on his mind. Of course, the way he
kept looking over at Carolyn was explanation enough for that. It was obvious
that they had something between them because Carolyn would occasionally shoot
Tom a moon-eyed glance as well. It would have been cute if the situation wasn't
so serious.


When everyone had finished their beverages George asked
Carolyn if it was alright for Hannah to watch television while the adults talked.
He wanted to discuss this healing nonsense sooner rather than later but not in
front of the child. When she agreed he left Tom and Carolyn at the table and
took Hannah to the living room and made sure she was comfortable and knew how
to use the television remote control. As he turned to leave Hannah said,
"You won't need that wheelchair much longer Mr. George." He turned
back but she was already flipping through the channels with a look of
concentration.


Entering the kitchen he found Tom and Carolyn conversing
quietly, holding hands with their fingers intertwined. He realized that Carolyn
would not involve Tom in anything shady, at least not on purpose. That must
mean that they were both in trouble and it was time to figure out how to help
them. He decided to get right to the point.


"Alright Tom, let's talk about that interview I
saw last night. What really happened that night at that church how did you two
get involved in this mess, and who snookered you into it?"


Tom and Carolyn looked at each other and laughed.


Tom replied, "That really happened, Dad. We prayed
for that guy, what was his name? Jack? Yeah, Jack. We prayed for his foot to be
restored and it was." He sighed, squeezed Carolyn's hand and leaned
forward in his chair. "Let's start from the beginning."


As George listened, Tom and Carolyn told him everything
that had happened since that day they had met in the store. He shook his head
in disbelief as they went over the previous Sunday when they had healed all of
the children in the hospital in Atlanta. Occasionally he would interject a
question, but for the most part he absorbed their tale in silence. When they
concluded with the results of the interview that had been shot on Thursday and
shown the previous night, he simply sat there, not sure what to say. They
obviously believed what they were saying, but the thought that this healing
business was real was simply too overwhelming. There had to be an alternative
explanation, but what was it?


Before he could express his thoughts, Tom spoke up.
"Ever since the first time I saw someone healed right in front of me I've
thought of you. I thought how great it would be if you could walk again after
all of these years of being paralyzed and it really hit home after we helped
that little girl in the wheelchair at the church playground. When I originally
asked Carolyn to come up here with me it was to surprise you. I knew that you
didn't believe that healing prayer could work anymore than I did when this all
started. But now I know that it does. My plan was to come up here, have us lay
hands on you, and pray for healing. I could see the picture in my mind of you
standing up from your wheelchair and walking across the room. I thought that it
would be the greatest moment of my life."


Tom paused and wiped a tear from his eye. "Like I
said, that was the plan. Dad, I've learned that physical healing is wonderful.
God wants us to be healthy and to lead active lives and he's given Carolyn and
me a gift to help people to with that.  But this morning I was reading my Bible
and God spoke to my heart. He showed me that while physical health was
important, a person's spiritual health is even more important."


"Let me ask you Dad, did you believe in God before
the accident?"


George had been prepared to discuss this faith healing
stuff from the perspective that it was all a hoax. He had thought that after
some cajoling Tom would confess that it had been a scam after all and reveal
why he had gotten involved in something so tawdry. It had never occurred to him
that Tom might actually believe that what they were doing was real. There was
no God. Period. If there was then he would not allow such bad things to happen
to good, innocent people. He decided to answer truthfully, not sure where Tom
was going with this. He just hoped that his son would not be too disappointed
in what happened here today. He had been paralyzed for many years with no hope
of ever walking again. Mere words would not change that.


"Yes, son, I did. But that was then and this is
now. If you're going to pray for me then let's get it over with. Then we can
move on from that nonsense and talk about how you're going to get out of this
mess you're in." There was no hostility in his voice, but it was clear to
Tom that his father was becoming impatient.


Tom replied, "First I want to let you know that
there is good news. That's what I was reading in the Bible this morning. God
loves us and he sent his son Jesus to show us just how much he loves us. Jesus
died on the cross and was then resurrected for us. That includes you, Dad. So
when God heals you today I want you to remember that while you may have
rejected him, he never rejected you. You may not believe in him but he still
believes in you and loves you, and so do I."


   He reached over and touched his father's left knee.
Carolyn, who had been silently applauding the conviction and faith that Tom had
expressed to his father, touched George's right knee. She looked at Tom and
nodded.


"Heavenly Father, I ask you to heal my Dad. I ask
for healing of his spine, his legs, and anything other health issue he may be
experiencing right now. Let his every step after today be a reflection of your
glory. Lord, I also ask that you heal the wounds on his heart, that you open
that heart up to you so he can see how much you love him and want to be in his
life. I thank you for giving me a chance to tell Dad the good news that you
shared with us in the Bible and I pray that you bring us closer together as a
family. We love you and we thank you. Amen."


 


Robert Stuckey and his wife Sarah had opened Bob's
Steak House twelve years ago. Almost every Saturday since the day they'd opened
their doors he could count on George Bannister to come rolling in, deftly
maneuvering through the dining room while greeting everyone on the way to his
table. He always chose one by the window with a beautiful view of the
mountains. 


Occasionally George would be accompanied his son Tom
who lived somewhere close to Atlanta. The door opened this beautiful Saturday
afternoon and a customer stepped in, then turned and held the door for others.
Bob saw Tom enter with an attractive young woman and a little girl. As Bob
stepped forward to inquire about George he had a better view of the customer
holding the door. It was George! 


"Close your mouth Bob, or you'll attract
flies." George laughed as he walked up to his old friend and stood there
grinning.


"George, what happened? How are you walking?"
Bob was completely flabbergasted. George had been confined to a wheelchair long
before they had ever met.


George tried to be nonchalant as he replied, "It
was a miracle, of course. They happen every day around here. Now, how's the
special today?"


Tom looked around the room and saw people pointing at
his father and whispering. He smiled as he remembered the expression on his
father's face as he had stood for the first time in so many years. It had been
even better than he had imagined it. He had walked around the kitchen in a
daze, off balance at first, but gaining confidence and moving more steadily with
every step. 


He had walked into the living room where Hannah looked
up and said, "See, I told you." She had then turned back to watching
a cartoon. When he had returned to the kitchen they all


Tom returned to the present when his father walked up
and put his hand on his shoulder and led their small group over to his table by
the window. Bob continued to watch his father as they made their way, his mouth
still hanging open in disbelief. Tom held Carolyn's chair for her and George
did the same for Hannah.


After they had placed their orders a young woman
approached their table. She was carrying a baby, around six months old, in her
arms as she spoke. "Hi, George."


"Hi, Katy. How are you doing?" Katy was a
teller at the bank where George had his accounts. They joked with each other at
the bank whenever he saw her there but this was the first time they had ran
into each other outside of her workplace. He knew that she was a single mother
and that the baby's father was not in their lives and he had always admired her
strength and determination.


"Fine, George. I see that you're walking
now." She blushed and continued, "I mean, it's obvious, right? I was
just wondering if this had anything to do with what I saw on the news last
night. Somebody told me this morning that one of the men on the TV at that
church was your son, Tom." She smiled and nodded at Tom. "I hate to
bother y'all while you're eating, but I just had to know if it was true, that
y'all can heal people by praying for them."


George said, "Yep. That was Tom and Carolyn you
saw in that interview and I'm living proof that they're for real. Why do you
ask? What's wrong? Are you sick?"


"No, I'm fine. It's my mother over there. She's
not doing very well." She pointed to a table nearby where a woman sat
staring at the plate in front of her.


"What's wrong with her?"


"She just found out this week that she has a lump
in her breast. They took a sample to send off for a biopsy but she's sure in
her head that its cancer. Her mother died from breast cancer and her older
sister had it too. Aunt Clara survived but considering her family history, Mom
is convinced that the lump is malignant. I figured if y'all prayed for her then
she might feel better. Would you mind?" 


Tom could see that Katy was uncomfortable in disturbing
their meal but desperate to help her mother. He and Carolyn had known that this
would happen after that interview had aired but he had not expected it to
happen this quickly. Of course, walking into a restaurant with a man who had previously
been in a wheelchair was bound to speed up the process.


He and Carolyn stood up and went with Katy to her
table. She introduced them to her mother and stood back as Tom and Carolyn
prayed for her. Carolyn then asked Katy to take her mother to the ladies
restroom to verify that the lump was gone. 


   About ten minutes after they had returned to their
meal, Katy and her mother walked up and started thanking them profusely. Tom
reminded them that it had been God who had performed the healing and asked them
to give credit to Him when they told people about what had happened today.


George looked on proudly at his son and wondered how he
could have been so stubborn earlier. It had not seemed possible to him that God
even existed, let alone took any interest in the lives of people like him. But
the moment he had felt that warmth flow through him and had stood up from his
wheelchair his world view had been turned upside down. Carolyn had told him
that what he had felt had been the Holy Spirit moving through him. 


It's one thing to hear preachers talking about God's
love but it's another thing entirely to actually feel it inside you, filling
you up. There was no question that he had been touched by God and that he had
wasted years of his life feeling anger and self-hatred at what had happened to
his wife and daughter. Today, sitting here in this restaurant with his son, he
was a new man. Not just because he could walk but because he had re-established
his connection with God. He felt an inner peace that he had not felt since the
accident and if felt wonderful.


   George looked around the table. Tom had his arm around
Carolyn's shoulders and they were both listening to Hannah as she told them
about a birthday party she had recently attended for one of her friends. George
smiled as he saw how great they looked together, like a real family. He missed
this. He had only me one of Tom's girlfriends and he hadn't been very impressed
by her. This one though, she was special. He had never seen Tom so happy,
so...alive. Who knows, if things worked out with them then the little girl
seated next to him might someday call him "Grandpa".


From the restaurant, at Tom's request, George drove
them to the cemetery at Scrougetown Church. It had been years since Tom had
visited the graves of his mother and sister and he wanted to pay his respects
while he was here and had the time. With his busy schedule he didn't know when
he would be back to Ellijay. 


They arrived at the small wood frame church nestled
deep in the woods at the end of a gravel road. George led them to two graves on
the north side of the cemetery, farthest from the church itself. Tom held
Carolyn's left hand while Hannah held her right. George touched Tom's shoulder
and felt his son release a sigh.


Tom looked down at Carolyn and said, "You know, my
mom would have loved you."


She smiled and replied, "Are you sure about
that?"


He gazed intently into her eyes and said, "Yes,
she would love you because you're such a wonderful person, but also because I
love you." It was the first time he had declared his love for her and it
felt right. 


Carolyn felt a warm glow fill her; almost like the one
she felt when they healed someone. She had known for some time that she loved
Tom and thought he returned the feeling but she had not been absolutely sure. 


"I love you too, Tom." He bent to kiss her
and she turned her lips up to meet his. It should have been strange, having
such an intimate moment while standing in a cemetery, but somehow it was not.
In fact, it felt incredibly peaceful and joyful. The kiss lasted for only a
moment but she knew that the connection between them was eternal, that they had
been brought together by God.


Carolyn leaned toward Tom and he placed his arm around
her shoulders. When they turned to leave a few minutes later, they left as a
family.







Chapter 13


 




It was Saturday afternoon when John Graham first heard
about the previous night's interview on Fox 5 News. He immediately logged into
his home computer and watched the video replay of the interview on the
television station's website. He recognized the people being interviewed as the
same prayer team he met in the hallway at the children's hospital just the
previous week. The video was amazing and he had no doubts about it being
authentic.


  John had spoken with Bethany's doctor just yesterday
and learned that his daughter was not the only one who had been miraculously
healed that day. Betsy, Bethany's friend, had been declared cancer-free on
Wednesday, and she was not the only one. Apparently the prayer group had been
to the Intensive Care Unit of the hospital and had healed all of the children
there, including some who were critically wounded.


This morning Bethany had come running into the kitchen
where her mother was preparing breakfast for the family. Bethany's hair was
almost half an inch long now and her energy seemed boundless. In short, she was
a perfectly healthy little girl with her whole life ahead of her. He knew that
he owed his daughter's life to the people who had prayed for her, the people in
the video. Well, according to them it was God to whom he owed his gratitude.
Never really a religious man, John Graham had to know more about what had
happened.


He tried to call the main line at Stone Gate Church but
was unable to get through. He remembered the business card he had been given at
the hospital by one of the pastors but he could not find it. In the interview
they had said that there would be a special service at the church on Sunday so
he planned to be there. Perhaps there he could get some answers.


 


Joan Langdon had given up on life. Only eighteen years
old, her acne was so bad that she hated to go out in public. People always
stared at her, or even worse, tried to avoid looking at her once they caught a
glimpse of her face. She had tried everything to clear up her complexion from
over the counter medication to medicines prescribed by her dermatologist.
Nothing had helped. It hadn't always been like this. When she was younger she
had gone to public school and had lots of friends, but when she had hit her
teens that had all changed.


As her complexion had gotten worse she had become
increasingly self-conscious about her appearance and had started to withdraw
from everyone she knew. She had eventually dropped out of school, and had
recently started contemplating suicide. Joan felt that the pain of her
existence was just too much to bear, that it would be better to end it all now
and get it over with.


Then her parents showed her a video of an interview on
a local news channel. A man's foot had regenerated right there on camera. A
voice within told her that this was not a fake healing but had really happened.
Even better, it had happened just north of Atlanta, only an hour from where
they lived. Apparently they were going to be having a healing service the next
day at that church they went to and she was going to be there bright and early.
If this did turn out to be some kind of trick she could always come back home
and end this existence. One thing was for sure. Her life could not continue the
way it was going now.


 


Mark Andrews hoped his wife would be home soon. He had
just bent over to pick up a box and his back had gone out on him. Mark had
experienced muscle spasms occasionally over the years but this one was
terrible. It felt like he had been stabbed in the back and any movement made it
even worse. He couldn't even remove his cell phone from his pocket to call
Janet so he would have to wait for her to find him like this. It would have
been funny if it wasn't so painful. As he laid there on the living room carpet,
watching dust motes dance in the sunlight, he remembered watching an interview
last night on Fox. 


There are muscle relaxers in the medicine cabinet for
situations like this, he thought. I just hope I can get into the car tomorrow,
because if I can, I'm going to find that church they were talking about and see
if they can heal my back. The dust from the carpet made him sneeze, and then
the pain in his lower back made him cry out. This is ridiculous!


 


Sarah Bennett loved to listen to contemporary Christian
music on the radio. It was always so positive and upbeat, and the commentary
from the DJs was always clean and uplifting. Blind since she was involved in a
bicycle accident as a child, her sense of hearing was Sarah's main connection
to the world around her. Now in her mid-thirties with two children of her own,
Sarah and had learned to live with her disability.


This Saturday afternoon she was sitting on the sofa,
reading a novel in Braille, when that nice woman on the radio station read the
traffic and news. Apparently it was going to be cold tonight but warming up
somewhat tomorrow. Also, it seems that there is a couple of people out there
who are healing everyone who shows up for prayer. They were having a special
healing service at Stone Gate Church down in Kennesaw tomorrow. 


It would definitely be a prayer came true if they could
heal her eyes, she thought. She called out to her husband Dan. While they
normally went to church just down the street here in Cartersville, she was sure
that Dan could find out where Stone Gate was located. He seemed to be pretty
good with maps and whatnot. Before bed that night she prayed for healing as she
did every night. Her children were now seven and nine years old and she had
never seen their faces. It would be wonderful if she could see them by this
time tomorrow. 


 


Jeremy Mayfield was afraid to eat in restaurants. The
last time he had gone out with a friend for lunch he had almost died. Jeremy
was allergic to peanuts, dairy, wheat, eggs, strawberries, and more. He joked
that sometimes it seemed as if he was allergic to everything but water and
oxygen, and sometimes he wasn't too sure about water. When he went out to eat
he had to be very specific with the waiter or waitress about what he absolutely
could not eat but sometimes, like the last time he ate out, something still
slips through and hits him hard.


When he was young his mother carefully prepared all of
his meals. Even when the family went out for dinner, they brought his meal with
them, just in case. Now that he was attending college and living in a
dormitory, Jeremy's options were even more limited.


He hoped that all of that was about to change. Every
Saturday morning his small group met for Bible study and fellowship at the home
of a local youth pastor. Today was different in that the first thing they did
was sit and watch a video being streamed over the television set in the living
room. It was an interview held with people from Stone Gate, a church not too
far from where they were sitting in Kennesaw. 


Jeremy and his friends were amazed at what they saw in
the video and the day's discussion centered on supernatural healing. He did
believe in healing and knew a lady who had been healed of recurring migraines.
While he had received prayer for his allergies he hadn't seen any results yet.
He still believed that he would be healed in God's time but there was
absolutely no reason not to be at Stone Gate the next day. If his allergies
were healed that would be great, but if he left unhealed then he would simply
keep asking for prayer. After all, that's what faith was all about.


 


The Atlanta Journal-Constitution is the largest
newspaper in the Southeast and Bradley Grainger had been working there as a
journalist for almost twelve years. He had heard a rumor of faith healers at
work in the Atlanta area earlier in the week but had dismissed the story as not
being worth pursuing. Now that Fox had broken the news with that incredible
interview last night he regretted that decision. However, there was a lot left
unsaid in the interview. What were the backgrounds of these people? Where did
they live? What did they do for a living? These were the details that readers
wanted to know.


It is very easy for someone with Bradley's experience
to find information on someone, even with so little to go on. After reviewing
video of the interview a couple of times he decided to go with the direct route
first. He called the pastor of the My Redeemer church where the interview had taken
place. After introducing himself he simply asked if he could get the contact
information for the couple in the video. The pastor didn't have their telephone
numbers but he did know that their full names were Tom Bannister and Carolyn
Morgan. Bradley thanked him for his time and hung up.


Once he had their names it took Bradley less than two
hours to build a basic profile on both Bannister and Morgan. There was still
some digging to do but he had enough to start; full names, home addresses, work
addresses, education, and marital status. His next step would be to start
interviewing friends, family, and colleagues. He wouldn't have time to get a
story into tomorrow's Sunday edition, but Monday should be doable. 


It would be nice if he could sit down and interview
Bannister, Morgan, and that pastor who was in the video interview as well. It
was his firm belief that television reporters often got leads before the papers
because of their exposure, but it was the newspaper journalists who got the
real story. He would go to the church the next day and see if he could manage
to get a few minutes with them. In the meantime, he had a good place to start.


 


Sunday services were at 9:00 and 11:00 at Stone Gate
Church. John Holder was a part of the parking team, a group of men who showed
up early to help direct traffic in the parking lots of the church. This morning
when he pulled into the parking lot he found that it was almost full already.
Did he oversleep? No, the clock on the console of his car told him that it was
8:15, his normal arrival time. Did they set the clocks forward last night? No,
that wouldn't happen until spring. 


He parked and went into the church. There he met Rick
Springer, also on the parking team. "What's going on Rick? Why are there
so many people here today?" Looking around at the folks standing and
walking by, he didn't recognize anyone except Rick.


"It looks like we're going to have a special
healing service today. Did you see the news on Fox Friday? The interview with
Pastor Steve?"


  "No. What was it about?"


"Carolyn, one of the ladies on the healing prayer
team, was there with her friend. They prayed for this guy who had lost his foot
in Iraq or Afghanistan, I don't remember which. Anyway, his foot grew out right
there on TV. If Steve hadn't been there I might have suspected it was some kind
of trick, but he was right there next to them. He mentioned that they would be
here today, praying for people, so I guess everybody is here to see them. I
don't think we're going to have room for our normal congregation. The church is
nearly packed already."


John had not heard anything about having a healing
service today but now he was looking forward to it. As he and Rick went back
outside to help with the incoming flood of automobiles, he began to get
excited. God was going to fill His house today with people who need healing and
are looking to Him to receive it. He looked around and noticed that there were
three television news vehicles in the parking lot with antenna masts raised.
Yes, it was going to be quite a day.


 


As Carolyn drove to church that morning she thought
about the great day they'd had yesterday in the mountains. It had been
wonderful to meet Tom's father. Talk about a transformation! She had gotten
accustomed to seeing the people they healed become effusive in their praise of
God, but George had reacted differently. Once he had walked around his home,
rediscovering the use of his legs, he had returned to the kitchen and stared at
her and his son. After a moment of inward reflection he had quietly stated,
"I've been such a fool. I'm sorry son. I should have never doubted you.
Can you forgive me?" That was just one of many memorable moments from the
day.


The crowning moment had of course been Tom's
declaration of his love for her. It had been a long time since she had heard
those three little words, but when Tom had spoken them she had felt the
sincerity and love behind them. She had known for some time that she was
falling for him but had not been sure that he felt the same way. After all, he
had been dragged into her world by their healing touch and there could have
been some lingering resentment within him. Thankfully there was not. If
anything, he seemed to be growing in his faith more and more each day.


Hannah had loved it as well. George had been like a
playful grandfather, trying his best to spoil her daughter with ice cream and
promises of horse riding on her next visit. She obviously liked Tom as well and
seemed comfortable with her mother spending so much time with him. Even though
most of the time they spent together was filled with prayer and healing, it had
brought them closer. 


Today promised to be a great day spent with Tom,
Hannah, and so many friends at church. Carolyn liked to arrive a few minutes
early for the service. It gave her time to get Hannah checked in for Sunday
school and then spend a few minutes talking with friends and getting caught up
on what had happened in their lives during the week. The situation was
different today. Tom had said that he would be here early as well and he would
meet her at the entrance so they could find a seat together. She smiled as she
imagined holding his hand while the worship music was thundering through her
soul. Then there would be a full day of healing and helping people to see God's
love for them. Yes, it was going to be another great day.





Tom met Carolyn at the entrance as promised and
accompanied her to the sanctuary to find a seat. Carolyn seemed puzzled as they
walked through the crowd. 


"What's wrong Carolyn?"


"Nothing really, it's just that I don't see many
people here I know."


"Really?" Tom looked around also, but as this
was the first actual service he'd attended at Stone Gate it would have been
more unusual if he actually did recognize anyone.


"Oh, wait. There's Susan, Susan Godfrey. Hi,
Susan!"


"Good morning, Carolyn. How are you, dear?"
Susan was in her early seventies and dressed elegantly as ever. Her husband
Paul was never far from her side and as Carolyn scanned the crowd she saw him
nearby speaking with another couple she'd never seen before.


"Great, Susan. I'd like you to meet my friend, Tom
Bannister."


"Yes, of course. I saw you two on the news the
other day. I'm so happy to meet you Tom."


"Thank you ma'am. It's always good to meet
Carolyn's friends as well."


They proceeded to find a seat though not as close to
the front as Carolyn would have liked. They sat next to a couple with a small
boy who was neatly dressed and quietly drawing on a coloring book with crayons.
The father glanced over at them and then did a double take.


"Excuse me, but are you the couple from the
interview we saw?"


Tom replied, "Yes sir. I'm Tom and this is
Carolyn."


"Hello. My name is Charles and this is my wife
Rebecca. This is our son Aaron."


"It's nice to meet you Charles."


"You know, this must be fate. You two are the
reason we're here today. We came to get healing prayer for Aaron."


Tom and Carolyn looked at the little boy and Carolyn
asked Rebecca, "What's wrong with him?"


The boy's mother sat down next to him and took his left
arm, slowly moving it into sight. His hand and fingers were shriveled and it
was obvious that they could not be used normally. "He was born this way
and the doctors have not been able to fix it. Would you mind praying for
him?"


Carolyn laughed. "Of course we will." The
worship band was just walking onto the stage and getting their instruments
ready.


As she was closer to the boy, Carolyn took Tom's hand
in her left hand and placed her right hand on Aaron's head. The boy looked up
from his book and smiled at her. Her heart caught for a moment and then she
prayed, "Lord, we know that you love to heal your children. We ask that
you fill Aaron with the Holy Spirit and heal his hand, arm, and anything else
that may require your attention. In the name of Jesus, amen."


Aaron's eyes opened widely when he felt that warmth
that started flowing through him. His mother gasped as the hand that she held
started to fill out. His fingers straightened and within moment his hand looked
perfectly normal with nothing to show that it had once been deformed. Aaron
pulled his hand from his mother, flexed his fingers, and then grabbed his
mother's hand once again. Being young, he didn't see anything truly strange in
what had occurred. His parents on the other hand looked stunned. 


"Thank you! Oh God, thank you."


The worship band started playing an upbeat song called
"Roaring Like a Lion". Tom and Carolyn smiled at Aaron's parents and
Carolyn touched Rebecca's shoulder. "You're welcome. Let's give God
thanks, okay?"


The worship music lasted for over half an hour and
Carolyn loved every minute of it. Occasionally she glanced over to see Aaron's
parents singing along with the music, eyes shining and reflecting the love that
God had shown them that morning.


When worship was over Steve, the senior pastor
delivered a sermon about healing. It was truly moving and gave Tom further
insight into the gift he had been given. At the end of the service Steve made
an announcement.


"As most of you know, today is going to be
dedicated to prayer for those who need healing, whether it's physical healing,
emotional healing, or spiritual healing. We'll be happy to pray for you. This
is how it's going to work. First, I need for all of our prayer teams to join me
up front. Tom and Carolyn, please join Jason in his office for a few minutes
while we get things organized."


 


Jason was waiting in his office when Tom and Carolyn
arrived. He was visibly excited as he met them and closed the door. After they
exchanged pleasantries he got down to business.


"Okay guys, we've got a room set up for you here
downstairs and it'll be somewhat like the setup we had at the other churches
during the week. Steve will have the prayer teams meeting with people and
praying for them and then sending them on to meet with you two. As you saw,
there are a lot of people here to feel the Holy Spirit healing them and making
them whole."


He broke into a huge smile and continued, "Don't
you just love it! We know it's going to be a long day so lunch will be provided
for you whenever you're ready. Carolyn, Hannah will be looked after for as long
as you need, and if you want her to come to stay with you then we will take
care of that too. When you want a break just let me know, I'll be right here
with you the whole time. We just want you to know how fortunate we feel to have
you two here today. We know that the Lord will move strongly in you and through
you. If you're ready, I'd like to say a few words over you before we get
started."


He prayed over them and then left them to see that the
room was being prepared. Tom grinned at Carolyn and said, "I'm starting to
feel like a rock star and this is the backstage area. You know, healing people
like that little boy seated next to us earlier feels normal now but this stuff
like we're doing today, that still feels kind of surreal."


"I know what you mean. Still, it's better than
doing it up on the stage like someone suggested the last time we spoke about
today."


Tom gave an overly dramatic shudder. "There's no
way you're going to get me up on a stage for anything. No thank you, I'll stick
to the small room in the back. Speaking of which..." 


Jason walked back in and announced that the room was
ready and there were already people ready to be seen.


Tom made a bow to Carolyn and playfully intoned,
"After you madam. Let's get to work!"







Chapter 14


 




"Prayers Answered. Healings are Real!"


"We start our broadcast tonight with news that
will amaze you..."


"Everyone Healed at Local Church!"


"What you are about to see was recorded live at
Stone Gate Church yesterday..."





The city was buzzing with the news of yesterday's
healing prayer service. Tom had shown up for work Monday morning but was not
able to concentrate on his job. People were walking up to him in the computer
department asking for prayer instead of his opinion on the best tablet to buy.
He did pray for everyone who asked him but there were no miracles as he had
gotten accustomed to seeing with Carolyn. Even though he explained the
situation to them and invited them to the next healing service he could feel
their disappointment.


One strange incident involved a young man who claimed
to be an atheist. The guy just stood there trying to convince Tom that there
was no God and that he was a fraud for tricking everyone into believing the
healings were real. Tom finally had to call store security to escort the guy
out of the building. Soon after that incident the store manager came over and
asked Tom to walk with him to his office for a talk.


Uh-oh. While Tom had never been on the receiving end of
one of Bob's "talks" he had heard plenty about them from others. Bob
Stimson never raised his voice to his employees, no matter what they may have
done. However, if your work wasn't up to par his calm, reasoned logic could
tear a person to shreds. It looked like he was about to experience it for
himself.


"Tom," Bob began once the door to his office
was closed, "Please, sit down." He settled into his chair as Tom
perched on the edge of the one across from his desk. "I'd like to talk to
you about the recent events you've been involved in. Yes, I know about the
church thing and the people you've helped. I'm fine with all of that. But we
need to discuss what's going on in the store today."


"I'm sorry Bob. I never intended for any of this
to happen. I'm trying to work but people just keeping coming in, looking for
prayer, looking for hope. I try to get them to meet with me after work but some
of them just don't want to listen."


"I hear you Tom. I respect what you're doing, but
you've got to realize that I've got a business to run here. I can't have you
distracted, praying for folks in the aisles, and not getting your work
done."


Tom hung his head. "I know, but I don't know what
to do. I don't want to be rude to them. They've got problems and mostly they
just want the pain to go away. But I also like my job and want to do it
well."


Bob said, "You've always been a model employee,
and I've always depended on you. Why don't you take a few days off? Go home and
relax, or go out and pray for people, whatever you want to do. Let's see if the
commotion calms down any over the next few days and then you can come in and
try again. Come back in on Thursday, take the second shift, and let's see if
the paparazzi will let you come back to work. Okay?"


"Okay. That sounds good. I'll see you
Thursday."


As Tom walked to the employee lounge to check out for
the day he thought, "That wasn't so bad. I could definitely use a couple
of days off from work anyway." He ran into Kenny and Tamara as he was
clocking out.


"Hey guys, how are you two?"


Tamara answered, "I'm fine Tom. How are you? We
heard that Bob called you into his office."


"Well, I'm still alive, so that's something."


Kenny spoke up, "Is everything okay? After I saw
that news article this morning in the Atlanta Journal Constitution I kind of
thought this would happen. It mentioned the store by name. I'm just surprised
there weren't more people here now that I think about it."


"The newspaper reported where I work? That doesn't
seem right." Nobody had said anything to him about an article.


"That's what I thought. So where are you going?
Bob didn't fire you did he?" Tom had clocked out and was clearing out his
locker.


 "No. But he does want me to take a few days off,
just until people stop coming in looking for me. I guess I'd better call
Carolyn. Did the article give out where she works too?"


"I don't remember for sure but I don't think
so."


"Okay, guys. I'll see you in a few days,
alright?"


 


Tom pulled out his cell phone as he walked to his car.
He had a short conversation with Carolyn and she told him that the newspaper
had indeed revealed where she worked. However, her office required a security
badge to enter so she had been able to work without being bothered.


When he arrived at his apartment Tom was relieved to
find that there was nobody waiting for him at his door. Apparently the
newspaper had not given his home address to the public. As he sat down on the
sofa he called his father. It crossed his mind that it didn't even seem strange
to speak with his father on a regular basis and have a real conversation.


"Hi, Dad. How are you?"


"Great son, I'm just getting ready to leave the
house to visit a friend in the hospital. I heard about last night at the
church. It seems like everybody's talking about you and your girlfriend." 


"Yeah, a little too much I'm afraid." He told
his father what had happened at work that day.


"Well, I can't blame them son. People are
desperate for what you two represent. They're hungry not only for physical
healing but for a restoration of faith. I know, because thats what you and
Carlyn gave back to me. Not only can I walk now but I actually feel that I have
something to live for. I still miss your mother and sister but today I can say
with conviction that they are in a better place. I remember people saying that
at the funeral but it didn't make sense to me. Their place was with you and me,
not in a plot of land next to a church. Now I know that there truly is a God,
the rest just falls into place. There is a heaven and your mom and sister are
waiting there for me. The rest of life is just the gravy on the biscuits, you
know?"


They talked for a few minutes and just Tom was ready to
end the conversation his father asked him, "Hey Tom, have you heard about
that guy over in Australia yet?"


"What guy?"


"I saw on the news that there is somebody over
there who's healing people just like you and Carolyn are. They showed him
praying over people in a church there and they were getting healed left and
right. I hope he's for real. That would mean that you guys aren't alone."


"We've never been alone, Dad. People were
receiving prayer and getting healed a long time before we came along."


"Yeah, but you know what I mean. You and that guy
over there pray for somebody and it's instant and complete."


"Okay, Dad, thanks for telling me. I guess it does
help to know that we're not the only ones in the spotlight."


 


Carolyn, Tom, and the pastors had worked out a schedule
for healing prayer that fit around Tom and Carolyn's work schedules. Tonight
and each evening for the rest of the week they were supposed to be at Stone
Gate each again to see people that they simply hadn't had time to pray for
yesterday and last night. There had simply been too many people to see
everyone, with more coming in as parking spaces became available. He decided to
stay at home and get some rest while he had the chance. The last few days had
been pretty exhausting.


 


"Surely there must be something I can do to
help," said John Graham to the senior pastor of Stone Gate Church.


"No sir, not really. Tom and Carolyn are strictly
volunteers. They don't ask for anything in return for their prayers. If you
really want to do something to help them, I would recommend that you pray about
it. Ask God what he would like for you to do and then do that."


"But what about the church? Surely a donation of a
million dollars would be of help to you, right?"


Steve grinned and said, "Of course it would! If that's
what God asks of you then we would put the money to good use. However, we also
don't ask for donations for our part in your daughter's miracle. Healing is one
of the supernatural gifts that we as a church have been asking for since the
beginning. Just seeing what God is doing here through Tom and Carolyn and
others has been the answer to our prayers."


"I understand that Tom and Carolyn both work
full-time jobs. Do you think they might be interested in being able to work
full time in your healing ministry? I could set up a foundation to handle their
salaries and insurance. Then they could be available much more than they are
now."


Steve appeared intrigued but his reply was the same.
"That sounds interesting but again, you would need to pray about it and
perhaps bring it up to Tom and Carolyn. They will be here at the church again
tonight. Why don't you come by and discuss it with them then?"


They decided on a time and place for him to meet with
Tom and Carolyn and then John left. As he clambered into his limo he spoke to
his personal assistant who had been waiting patiently. "Get my wife on the
phone. We'll be coming back to the church tonight and I want the whole family
to be there."


 


"Goodbye Sandra, I'll see you tomorrow."
Carolyn started work early and got off early so she would have time to pick up
Hannah from school. With their new schedule for healing prayer her time with
Hannah was even more precious and she looked forward to having dinner together
before heading over to the church. It would have been nice to have Tom over as
well but some mother-daughter time was much needed and overdue. 


She wanted to have a heart to heart discussion with
Hannah about what was going on in their lives. Not only was Carolyn spending so
much of her time helping others, she also had a new man in her life. It was
important to Carolyn that her daughter not feel neglected, let alone abandoned.
Hannah had been with them during healing prayer and had accompanied them on the
trip to Ellijay to visit Tom's father, but she no longer had her mother all to
herself and Carolyn felt guilty about that. 


Hannah's school had actually ended an hour ago but they
had an afterschool program in which students could wait in one of the
classrooms under the supervision of a teacher. An intelligent girl, Hannah
usually had most of her homework done by the time her mother arrived to pick
her up. Today was no exception as she was just finishing her math assignment
when she saw her mother enter the room.


They walked together down the hallway toward the exit.
As it often did, the sight of the lockers, banners on the walls, and the smells
of chalk and cleaning solutions brought back memories of her own childhood and
going to school in a small town. She smiled as Hannah chattered on about one of
her friends who had gotten into trouble today by talking in class. Yes, some
mother-daughter time would be good for both of them.


 


Incredible, Tom thought as he drove around the church
looking for a place to park. It seemed impossible but here it was, a Monday
night and there were just as many cars as there had been yesterday morning
before the special service. He finally found a space on the north side of the
church between a new Mercedes and a well-used minivan. He mused on the
symbolism of this as he walked toward the office entrance in the back of the
church.


In the short time he'd been involved in the healing
ministry he had noticed that no matter what their position in life, rich or
poor, young or old, male or female, people were brought together in a time of
need. Here in the church, people shared their pain, loss, and desperation and
found that a hurt shared was a hurt lessened. 


Just recently he'd seen a well-dressed man in a three
piece suit give up his place in line to a woman in a threadbare coat struggling
to rein in two small children while holding another, sick child in her arms.
He'd also seen a huge, tattooed man wearing a Harley Davidson motorcycle jacket
weep openly as he saw his mother healed of cancer, while a teenage girl who
looked like a cheerleader patted his back and whispered words of comfort.


Tom had never really considered himself a "people
person" but now he was beginning to see and appreciate the relationships
between himself and others. He had come to love his father on an entirely new,
or perhaps an old but forgotten, level. He had fallen in love with a wonderful
woman who made him feel like a rock star just standing next to her. There were
now people in the world who were truly thankful for what he did. Selling
electronics could not and never would compare with watch someone who thought
that they would never walk again stand up and take that first step. Maybe it
was time to think about what career he really wanted to pursue.


 


Steve Bradley and Jason Reynolds were waiting for Tom
and Carolyn when they arrived, Tom first and Carolyn a few minutes later.
Hannah waited outside Steve's office on a sofa, playing a game on her iPad.
Prior to the arrival of the young couple the two pastors had been discussing
the effect of the publicity on the church and their congregation. While some
people in the church had expressed concern about the scrutiny of the press,
most had been positive about what was happening. The elders of the church had
met just this morning and worked out a plan that would provide logistical
support for continuing nights of prayer throughout the week. Many of them had
volunteered to come in every night that the church would be open for healing
prayer to help with registration and answer questions from visitors.


Once Tom and Carolyn were seated the pastors turned
their attention to them. Jason cleared his throat and said, "Thank you
both for coming in a little early tonight. We first wanted to let you know
again how much we appreciate you being here. I know it's been especially
difficult now that the press has focused in on the both of you and pulled you
into the public eye."


"We're happy to be here," Tom replied,
looking at Carolyn as he did so. She nodded and smiled back at him.


"That's right Jason. We're needed here and we're
happy to help."


Tom laughed and said, "It looks like I might have
a little extra time on my hands this week anyway." He told them about his
situation at work.


Steve spoke up, "That's actually interesting to
hear Tom. I was speaking with a gentleman just this morning who wants to help
you two in your ministry." He paused for a moment. "You've heard of
John Graham haven't you, he billionaire businessman?"


Tom nodded, "Of course. I guess everybody's heard
of him, especially here in Georgia."  Carolyn affirmed that she also knew
of Graham.


"Well, he's the one I spoke with earlier today. It
turns out that his daughter was one of the children healed at the Children's
Hospital recently. She had a tumor but it disappeared immediately after your
prayer. Mr. Graham you two on the news afterward and recognized you from the
hospital. He knows that the Holy Spirit healed his little girl and he wants to
do something to help you to help others. I don't know exactly what he wants but
I did tell him that he could meet with you later tonight to discuss whatever he
has on his mind. I hope that's alright with you."


Tom looked at Carolyn and she nodded. He said,
"Sure, that's okay. When do you want us to talk to him?"


"I arranged for him to be here at 8:00 p.m. You
can take a break at that time, have a snack if you want to, and hear what he
has to say. I told him he could have fifteen minutes of your time."


 


The healing prayer session started smoothly and Tom,
Carolyn, and the others lost track of time. It was almost 8:30 when Jason
glanced at his watch and did a double take. The Holy Spirit had been moving
like a strong wind through the church this evening and it was hard to believe
that two hours had passed so quickly. He remembered the appointment with John
Graham and reminded Steve. After Tom and Carolyn prayed for the young man in
front of them they declared break time and hustled the couple into Steve's
office where John, his wife, and children were still waiting.


"I'm sorry Mr. Graham but the time just slipped
away from us. God has been doing wonderful things here tonight and it's easy to
get lost in His glory at a time like this. Oh, excuse me again, let me
introduce everybody." He introduced everyone as they exchanged handshakes.
Tom felt a little strange as he realized he was standing in the same room with
a man he'd seen in the news and magazines so many times.


"Don't worry about it, and i apologize for
interrupting your work, I know how important it is. In fact, that's why we're
here tonight. First, I want to thank you so much for healing Bethany. I know
that it was God who healed her but he did it through you two. Words can never
express how much I appreciate all you've done for her and for our family."


Carolyn replied, "You're welcome, sir." She
smiled at Bethany and continued, "We're happy that she's feeling
better." She paused for a moment and continued, "Is there something
wrong? Did you need prayer for somebody else?"


"No, no, nothing like that. With Bethany healed
we're all healthy as could be. Actually, I wanted to run something by you. I
had the idea this morning after my meeting with Steve. I wanted to do something
to help but wasn't sure what I could do. Steve advised me to pray about it so
that's what I did. My wife and I prayed for a way to help you and your ministry
and we felt that the Lord gave us an answer." He reached over and took his
wife's hand in his.


"We want to set up a foundation that will allow
you, the both of you, to leave your current jobs and work full-time in the
healing ministry. It would include a guaranteed salary for life, insurance, a
new car every year, and more. There would be no strings attached. If you wanted
to you could leave the country and live on a beach somewhere. But I know in my heart
that you want to help others. Your presence here tonight proves that. I just
want to free you from the everyday problems that you may be experiencing with
keeping up the hectic schedule you have right now, and give you more time to
impact even more lives." 


When he finished he moved as if to give Carolyn a hug
and asked, "May I?"


Carolyn opened her arms and said, "Of
course!"


The entire Graham family swarmed around Tom and Carolyn
and hugged them warmly. Mrs. Graham stepped back, wiped a tear from her eye,
and said, "Please take John up on his offer. This is what God told us to
do, so I would ask you to pray about it also."


As the Grahams made their goodbyes, John gave both of
them a business card and said, "On the back of this card is my personal
cell phone number. Please call me to let me know your decision, or if there is
anything I can do for you."


When the family had left Tom and Carolyn looked at each
other and Tom said, "If you want, we can talk about it tonight after we're
done with the healing service."


Carolyn agreed.
Holding hands, they walked back to the room where people were waiting for God
to perform miracles.







Epilogue


 




  One Year Later


 


"You may kiss the bride." The church erupted
with applause and cheers as Tom and Carolyn kissed for the first time as man
and wife. Steve Bradley, the pastor, beamed at the newly wedded couple standing
front of him.


The wedding had taken place at Stone Gate church, the
place where the first healings had occurred.  Hannah and Bethany Graham, now
best friends, had shared the duties of flower girl. Tom's father had been his
best man and Tamara Goodman had been Carolyn's maid of honor. 


 


John Graham and his wife took their places at a table
near the front of the tent. Over the years they had attended parties in the
White House, lavish mansions, and European palaces. But as they laughed and
joined in the celebration, they realized that this party was special. Yes, as
wedding reception they were there to celebrate love and the new life in front
of their friends. But it was more than that.


Nobody could know for sure how many lives had been
changed by the couple who had just been wed. Their works had touched so many,
saved so many, that it had affected the Grahams as well. Their daughter had
been healed, and for that they would be forever grateful. Tom and Caroline had
taken him up on his offer, left their jobs, and were now living a life of full
time healing ministry. In the past year there had been numerous documentaries,
news reports by the hundreds, if not thousands, and yet they were essentially
the same young couple they had been when he had first met them. Caring, loving,
and giving of themselves to help others. They had inspired John and his wife to
go deeper into their own spiritual lives and for that he was truly thankful.  


 


Sitting at the head table in the front of the tent, Tom
could look out over the sea of tables with their beautiful rose centerpieces
and pick out face after face of people he had grown to know and love over the
last year or so. He still felt a sense of wonder as he thought about everything
that had happened since meeting his wonderful bride. Glancing down at her
glowing face he had to smile. Who would have thought? His old job, his old life
itself for that matter, now seemed like something unreal. Now he was doing
something significant with his life. He felt needed, appreciated, and loved.
These were feelings that he not only didn't have before, he didn't even know
that he was missing them.


It would be easy to lay it all at the feet of Carolyn.
She was warm, loving, and a truly wonderful woman. But if there was one thing
he had learned it was that God deserved all of the credit. It was He who had
brought them together and He who had given them their special gift of healing. 


From the corner of his eye he noticed his father
walking toward him, no doubt ready to give the best man's toast. A tear slipped
unnoticed from his eye as he thought of all his father had gone through and how
far he had come. Not only was he dating a wonderful woman from Stone Gate, he
truly seemed to be enjoying life. He thought again of his mother and sister and
wished that they could be here with him.


Carolyn looked up and saw a cloud pass over Tom's face.
It was only there for a moment but she knew very well what that meant.


"I have no doubt that she's in heaven and watching
over us. I'm sure she's very happy for you."


Tom gazed back at her with adoring eyes. She always
knew what to say to make him feel loved. "Thanks, dear. I'm sure she is."


 


The very next day Marjorie Thomas, a young woman in
Kermit, West Virginia, discovered that when she prayed for someone, they were
immediately healed, just like that couple from Georgia she'd seen on the news.


 


A few days later, Mr. Jacob Barrow, a lawyer in Sydney,
Australia, was praying for his wife as she lay on her death bed in hospice
care. As he touched her he felt a warmth flow through him. Just as he noticed
it Mary opened her eyes for the first time in over a week. She looked him in
the eyes and said, "Hello dear. Why are you crying?"


 


Perhaps an hour after that an elderly woman named Zhang
Lin from Beijing, China was praying for her next door neighbor. Zhang was a
member of a home church of who met secretly every week. Her neighbor had cut
her leg while hoeing in the field and the cut had become infected. The moment
that Zhang touched the leg the cut closed up and the infection was gone. They
looked at each other with amazement before the neighbor fell into Zhang's arms,
giving thanks to Jesus.


 


Carl Tribble, a young architect in Portland, Oregon was
pacing the floor outside the delivery room where his wife was having their
first child, a boy. There had been complications and the doctor had made him
leave the room. However, when he heard his wife scream he could take it no
longer. Crying out to Jesus to save his wife and son, he rushed into the room
and took his wife's hand in his. For a moment he felt his heart break as he saw
the pain in her eyes. He glanced at the doctor who was covered to her wrists in
blood. She looked back at him and shook his head. He wasn't sure if she was
indicating that he was losing his wife, his baby, or both. He cried out again
to Jesus and felt a presence fill him up. His wife gasped, her eyes cleared and
she spoke out, "How's my baby?! Doctor, how is he?"


A howl filled the room and the doctor replied with
wonder in her voice, "He's alive. I mean, he's fine. There were
complications so we're going to check him out, but he looks okay."


"Thank God." Carl fell to his knees and wept,
his joy too much to contain.


 


So it continued, with more and more Christians around the
world finding that they now had the gift of healing. Unlike Tom and Carolyn
however, none of the new healers required a second person to perform healing. Their
numbers grew and after a short period it became obvious to even most cynical
person that a higher power was at work. Scientists studying the phenomenon not
only failed to find a rational reason for the healing power, many of them
turned to Jesus themselves.


 


Years later in a television interview, when asked why he
thought he and Carolyn needed each other to perform healing, Tom Bannister
replied, "I believe that He wanted to demonstrate not only His power in
healing, but also the power of His love. It's true that God doesn't really need
us to perform miracles but I think that He prefers to perform them through us
so that we can actually work with Him, feeling His love in our lives. I still
feel like I've received the greatest miracle of all, meeting Carolyn and
feeling her love for me." He squeezed Carolyn's hand as he finished, and
the look she returned him took his breath away once again.
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