Edward Goes To Church

Bob Kilpatrick

This is a true story. The names have been changed but nothing else.

My friend Brent Jameson was the worship pastor at a church east of Portland, Oregon that met in a historic old sanctuary among the trees on the rise to Mt. Hood. It was a beautifully handcrafted building and had room for just seventy-five people.

On Wednesdays Brent would ask the Father what He wanted to hear from His children the following Sunday and plan the song service with a listening ear to His voice. One Wednesday Brent felt that God asked him to lead the old hymn “In The Garden.”

Brent told me “I’ve never liked that song. It sounds whiny and sentimental, and only old people sing it. It’s kind of right there with ‘Daisy, Daisy’- a silly waltz with trite lyrics.” So he decided to skip it. Besides, maybe this wasn’t God speaking to him, maybe it was last nights pizza.

The next Wednesday Brent felt the same tender urging toward the song again. In fact, all week there were subtle echoes of Gods voice. It seemed people were humming it or talking about it everywhere he went. Still, he took a pass on it.

The third Wednesday, the same urging. His mom told him that she wanted “In The Garden” sung at her funeral. A flower arrangement arrived with a little plaster hymnbook opened permanently to this song. Brent gave in. He grumbled, but he gave in.

Sunday morning came and the sanctuary was nearly filled to its seventy five person capacity. When he invited the congregation to open their tattered old hymnbooks to “In The Garden” a man in the fourth row let out a loud whoop of joy that startled them all.

When they started to sing, this fellow, who appeared to be drunk, stood up and sang loudly from memory in a voice that sounded to Brent like Nutty Professor era Jerry Lewis. He sang every word of every verse and, between the lyrics, would whoop and hoot excitedly. When the song ended he yelled “You guys are great! I love you so much!” and sat down.

While the pastor seemed to be intently scrutinizing his sermon notes, Brent, with his eyes on the visitor, said “We’re going to sing just one more song this morning, one you may remember from Sunday School. Let’s sing ‘Jesus Loves Me’.”

The drunk visitor let out another holler and shouted “This is for ME!” As they began to sing, he jumped up on the pew and began to dance as he sang, all the while whooping between the words. At the close of the song, the man shouted “You guys are great! I love you so much! Thank you! Thank you so much!” and sat down. Brent closed in prayer and left the stage perplexed while the visitor clapped and shouted for more.

As he came down the stairs his friend, Sharon, met him and said “I feel I should explain to you what just happened.” They went into a back room, got a cup of coffee and she told Brent this story.

The man’s name was Edward. As a teenager he had stopped going out of his home because of debilitating agoraphobia. He hardly even came out of his room for meals. He lived like that for twenty years.

Over time his family situation changed enough that he could no longer stay at home. He was taken to a care facility where he lived for fourteen more years. Sharon’s son, Chandler, was assigned to be Edward’s therapist.

When they first met, Edward hardly acknowledged Chandler. He wouldn’t speak or look at him. Chandler stuck with him, though, and kept seeing him week after week, talking and attempting to engage him and draw him out.

It began to have an effect. Edward gave him a slight wave of greeting one week. Another week he said “Hello.” A few weeks later he introduced himself. “I’m Edward.” Soon they were talking like friends.

One week Chandler walked in and Edward told him “I want to go out.” This was real progress. Chandler said “That’s great, Edward! I’ll help you. I’ll go with you. In fact, why don’t you go with me to church?”

This suggestion agitated Edward. “I’ve never been to church! I don’t know what they do there!” Chandler tried to reassure him. “Oh, it’s very simple. We sing some songs together, the pastor speaks to us and we go home.” “I don’t know any church songs!” said Edward. “I’ll teach you a couple,” said Chandler.

“So,” Sharon told Brent, “today is the day. This is Edward’s first time out in public in thirty four years. For two years Chandler and Edward have been preparing for this day. And for two years Chandler has been teaching Edward two songs…

…‘In The Garden’ and ‘Jesus Loves Me.’”

If you think that this is one of those crazy coincidences, like seeing your junior high math teacher at Disney World, then you should go directly to the gear reviews. This article is not for you.

I hope instead that you see the God of love setting the stage for a little performance put on especially for an audience of one. Edward means so much to God that He precisely orchestrated this special day, even using Brent’s reluctance to include the song, to illustrate His great love!

Do you think God loves Edward any more than He loves you? Could you believe that He loves you enough to trust your life to Him? Our heavenly Father did not size up Edward’s limitations or weaknesses and dismiss him because they were too bothersome or too great. He doesn’t treat anyone like that!

In the same way, God knew just how to press on Brent’s unwilling heart to make sure he sang those two songs on that very Sunday and not one week sooner or later. He used Brent’s weakness to make great art for Edward. God works within our limitations if we will invite Him in.

What God did for Edward He will do for you. When you give yourself completely to Him you can expect that He will use you, in all your weak and limited glory. Every circumstance of your life will be an orchestration by the Master Artist seeking to show off His lavish love and exceeding grace in, through and to you!

I thought love was only true in fairy tales, meant for someone else but not for bob@bobkilpatrick.com

