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Mail

Column insulted Bridge players

Sirs: After reading your so-called Bridge column in 
the November 2013 Sacred Cow, I was outraged. It’s 
an insult to anyone who takes the game seriously, and 
there are many, many people who do. It was obvious 
your Bridge editor had only the faintest grasp of  the 
rules and strategy. He or she stated, apparently with a 
straight face, that after East forces a rebid by playing 
high to the dummy’s nine, that West had no chance at 
tumbling the hat trick. This is clearly garble and non-
sense. West not only had a chance at tumbling the hat 
trick in the given scenario, but a child of  4 could have 
done it.  All he had to do was wallop the converted 
contract with a Queen-doubleton and pitch the trick. 
South would then have no option but to declare the 
diamond finesse. I sincerely hope your Bridge editor 
will be fired for such an obvious gaffe. 

Al Phillips 
Hobe Sound, Fla. 

Mr. Phillips, 
We apologize for the error, and for offending the legions 

of  passionate Bridge fans who make up such an important 
part of  our readership. Our Bridge editor has been fired, 
and may face disciplinary action from the National Bridge 
Certification Board. 

Send us mail at tscmagazine@gmail.com, 
or find us on Facebook. 

Commentary

Don’t you just love the whole atmosphere of  a 
gym? Cardio, fitness, ambition blazing in the sweat-
soaked faces of  hard-core people bound and deter-
mined to burn at least 500 calories in the space of  
20 minutes?
I like watching the joggers. Lithe, smooth, grace-

ful. Kind of  like gazelles. They push off  from one 
foot, the opposing leg stretching forward in a 
smooth arc, landing in a light roll from the heel to 
the toe. Repeat as needed. 
I wish I looked like that when I run. A graceful doe 

bounding at the head of  the pack.
I’m more like the T-Rex, lumbering along at the 

rear. Thud THUD, Thud THUD. Thud THUD. 
Clear the track! Ponderous heavyweight coming 
through!
I certainly don’t resemble the majority of  gym-en-

thusiasts who frequent the fitness facilities, muscle 
tone oozing from every pore of  their bodies. “Tone” 
in my book runs more along the lines of  a spot-on 
musical note. But that’s beside the point.
The point is, I am bound and determined to suc-

ceed at health. 
But I don’t eat salad every day. Protein smoothies 

do not constitute a major portion of  my life. I even 
sneak a brownie into the closet now and then out 
of  view of  my kids’ prying eyes and attack it like a 
starving animal.
However, in my slow, determined, lumbering way, 

I drag myself  to the gym (or the track or the street, 
or to the front of  the TV for an aerobics routine) 
and doggedly burn away those calories. 
When the mental fatigue hits (usually about a mile 

into my run), I think, I can’t do this anymore. My 
feet plod slower and slower in front of  me as I heft 

More coverage of  crucial issues needed

Dear Political Gardens Monthly,
While I found your last issue delightful, particular-

ly the article, “20 Eggplant Varieties Not Subsidized 
by Bonds Sold To the Chinese” I feel that your cov-
erage is generally lacking in practicality toward cur-
rent events. How I’m supposed to go about my home 
agrarian ways without funding the cause of  so many 
who would SEEK TO DESTROY my freedom. In fact 
I saw an article the other day on my granddaughter’s 
Facebook wall, (a piece done by some publication fo-
cused on onions) rejoicing in the fact that apparently 
OUR VERY PRESIDENT is using GMO companies 
to plant toxins in vegetables that are PROVEN to 
make our brains more susceptible to BRAINWASH-
ING!
I would like you to do something about this. BEFORE 

IT’S TOO LATE!

Sincerely,
A Concerned Gardener

Dear Concerned, while it’s true that we do seek to provide 
important coverage of  issues that concern all of  us, like 
Obesity in the Young and the Problem of  Evil, you seem to 
have sent your letter to the wrong periodical. However, we 
are delighted to publish it. On a side note, if  you had done a 
little research, you would have realized that the story about 
the GMO companies is a hoax. The companies achieved the 
brainwashing effect using field tested genetic modifications 
and no toxins whatsoever, thus creating a healthy and safe 
product. Your fears are groundless. 

Here Comes the T-Rex from the Rear

By TAMARA SHOEMAKER

Next page



ter. I think to myself  that I’m doing 
pretty well, with three young kids 
at home, a side-career as a writer 
vegetating in front of  a computer, 
carving out a few extra minutes to 
get some cardio in. But that pep talk 
doesn’t even cut it in the throes of  
fatigue.
What does cut it is that one encour-

aging word. That extra smile that 
boosts me for another lap. The smile 
that says, “We’re all in this together; it 
doesn’t matter what your body build is 
or the amount of  sweat you drop in a 
20-minute period of  time.”
So when you hear the tell-tale thun-

der of  Jurassic Park behind you on 
the track, think about how that person 
may be watching you with a little ad-
miration, even a little envy, and throw 
a smile their way.
We can’t all be gazelles. 

Tamara Shoemaker’s work includes the 
books “Broken Crowns,”  “Pretty Little 
Maids”  and “Ashes, Ashes.”  She lives in 
the Shenandoah Valley of  Virginia with 
her husband, Tim, and their three children. 

I’ve often watched the other 
people at the gym.  I wonder 
what they think of me, trotting 
around the track at a snail’s 
pace, gasping for air like I’ve 
just swallowed a gallon of sea-
water. 

my weight from one foot to the other, 
to the first one, to the second one. Just. 
One. More. Lap. I. Can. Do. It. No. I. 
Can’t.
Enter the good guy. The Encour-

ager.
I like to call him that. He’s a regular 

at the gym at which I often run. He’s 
always there, pink cheeks glowing 
from exercise. He wanders around 
the weight machines, nodding to one 
person or another, always giving a 
word of  encouragement. “Great 
job!” “Five more reps, you can do it!”
He usually comes out of  the weight 

room about the same time I’m round-
ing the curve of  the track to cross 
the mile-marker. My mind has shut 
down. All I can think of  is taking 
the next step. And the next. And the 
next. My lungs are burning, oxygen 
is short, and I won’t be able to sus-
tain even that much effort very long.
Then the grin crosses his face like 

lightning, shooting a bolt of  new en-
ergy into my tired muscles. “You’re 
doing great!” he says. “Keep it up!”
And suddenly, I find I can do one 

more lap. Sure, why not? What’s a 
little fatigue when it’s all said and 
done anyway?
I’ve often watched the other people 

at the gym, most of  them petite, fit 
and  obviously in better shape than 
I am. I wonder what they think of  
me, trotting around the track at a 
snail’s pace, gasping for air like I’ve 
just swallowed a gallon of  sea-wa-
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Back in the Midwest
By CANDICE MAST

T-Rex continued

Ablaze in my rearview mirror 
The sun rises from battle,
 Blood-soaked but brilliant.
I drive past frosted round bales, 
Golden harvest in rows of neat containment. 
Pencil drawing of a tree on sky,
Leaves excised from precisely half of one oak
By a prevailing wind.
Light, dusty corn soldiers mown down;
Miles of empty fields, rolling to the sky.
The bump of railroad tracks 
And the haunted train’s ghostly wail echoing; 
The tracks going on to somewhere else.
Back porches with torn screen doors
Chimneys, adding clouds to the gray sky.
Rounded barn, hunched solitary in a field, an old 
widower
Watching the cars go by. 
The sycamores in the woods that border the fields
White lightning among  dark trunks.
A curve of river fills with the fire 
Of the turning autumn trees.
A buried pioneer graveyard slides into view.
Choked with forgotten dead
Tall, brown weeds grown over graves; 
Only the tops of markers reaching through,
The long sweep of blacktop narrowing into the 
distance,
Leading me on to somewhere else.

Candice Mast lived for seven years in Bangkok, Thailand 
and now lives in Columbus, Ohio. She likes writing simple 
poems, trying to capture some of the beauty around her 
and the thoughts on her mind.



ally and her family lived 
on a back road in a for-
esty area with a small 
pond beside their house. 

Every year at the end of  win-
ter Sally’s mother would start 
saving up bread crusts to feed 
to the mallards when they came 
to the pond. Sally would peek out 
the window every day to see if  the 
ducks were there yet. 
“My favorites are the ones with green 

heads,” Sally told her mother as she smashed her nose 
on the glass. 
“Do you know why they have green heads?” Her moth-

er asked. 
“Why?” 
“Because the ones with green heads are man-ducks. 

They’re called ‘drakes.’ The brown ones are ladies.” 
“Drakes,” Sally repeated to herself. 
Soon the mallards arrived. When Sally saw them sit-

ting peacefully in the water she shrieked. 
“Mom, the ducks are here!”
Her mother sent the excited little girl out the door 

with the bag of  crusts, watching from the kitchen win-

Next page

S

Of 
Mallards
By REBEKAH SAUDER

dow. Sally tried to walk slowly 
to the pond so she would not scare the ducks away. 
There were two female ducks and one male. Sally 
started ripping up the bread and throwing it into the 
water. She shifted from foot to foot impatiently as the 
ducks slowly swam over to get the bread. 
“Hello, ducks,” she said. “Hello, Mr. Drake.” She thought 

he was the most beautiful duck she had ever seen. “Why 
do you have such a nice green head, but the ladies don’t?” 
she asked him. 
The drake seemed interested in what Sally had to say, 

but the others ignored her.  
“Do you wanna know something?” Sally whispered 

to the drake. “My friend Anna goes to ballerina class. 
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Mallards continued

I can show you how to dance, if  you want.”
Anna often came to visit Sally after ballet lessons 

on Thursdays. Sally always asked to see what she 
had just learned. Sally would practice what Anna 
showed her when she was alone – but only after 
making sure no one was coming and shutting the 
door. 
It looked like the drake was interested, so Sally 

showed him what Anna had taught her. She put 
everything she could muster into her jumps and 
twirls. The two female ducks quacked in protest 
and swam quickly away. The drake, however, was 
not disturbed. Sally stopped dancing when she saw 
some of  the ducks leaving. But the drake was just 
watching her calmly. Sally turned and ran back 
to the house with a huge smile, thinking that she 
should have worn her twirly skirt. 
Sally burst into the house. “Mom! I made a new 

friend.”
Her mother greeted her with a smile. “That’s 

good, dear, but next time be more careful when 
you’re that close to the water. If  you jump around 
too much you might lose your footing and fall in.”
Something inside Sally crumpled up and slid into 

a dark place. She went to her room and hid all her 
stuffed animals under her bed. 
The drake rejoined his companions. “What’s wrong 

with you?” they scolded. “Don’t you know not to sit 
so close to something that moves so suddenly? It’s 
dangerous and stupid.” 
The drake did not respond. He just swam peace-

fully in little circles. 

Rebekah Sauder lives in Plain City, Ohio, where she 
works at an assisted living home, rides around town on 
her bicycle, and writes a short story every once in a while. 
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Cultural Harmony in English Class
unlight streamed through the 
dusty glass slats of  the two win-
dows, illuminating the wrinkles 
of  time in the wooden floor pan-

els. Though stale air lingered in the four 
cement corners and in the folds of  the 
tied-up curtains, fresh life breathed in the 
middle of  the classroom. A few minutes 
ago, there was just a motley collection 
of  iron-framed chairs around an embar-
rassed uneven table. But now I saw the 
chipped yellow paint on the chairs and 
the elbow-worn spaces on the table as 
proof  of  so much more.
As the students meandered in, they all 

argued about what time English class 
was actually supposed to start. Inciden-
tally, everyone but the quietly amused 
American teacher thought they had ar-
rived in plenty of  time. We were encour-
aged multiple times to give the extra-
tardy potentials “just two more minutes.” 
As we killed time, the young-adult 

students explained why the previous 
week’s class didn’t happen; apparently 
last Tuesday was a major Muslim holi-
day. All Somalis here in Nairobi, Kenya, 
stayed home that day, whether because 
there was more chance of  getting po-
lice attention and not having legitimate 
identification, or because their families 
were celebrating Eid, or because every-
one else would be celebrating and there 

would be nothing to do anyway. Neither 
the men nor the women had any idea 
why they celebrated Eid, just that it was 
something they’d always done. 
Eventually the grace period ended, 

and class began. The first step was to 
go around the table and introduce our-
selves, from the girl whose eyes were all 
that escaped from the dark burka, to the 
young man with a swanky watch and 
button-down collared shirt, to me in my 
flip-flops and stifled enthusiasm for be-
ing back in a Somali environment. Two 
of  the three women were reserved and 
hard to hear, while Eyes hid her face 
much more than her thoughts. The three 
men were all dressed more Western and 
confident in their English.  The real 
excitement in this first section of  the 
lesson was when they found out that I 
lived on a dairy farm; the previous semi-
decorum of  the classroom erupted in ea-
ger questions. How many cows did we 
have, did we milk them by hand, what 
did we do with all the milk? The guy 
who seemed the ringleader of  the stu-

Most of the students had left Soma-
lia for Kenya when they were just 
children, often fleeing for their lives 
or just looking for a place lacking 
guns instead of food.

SBy AMANDA 
MILLER

Next page
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dents was intently concerned that the 
milking machines might suck the life 
out of  the cows, and wasn’t necessarily 
convinced by my asseverations of  oth-
erwise. 
“I have just one question, even if  it’s like 

a joke.” Eyes held out her hand and com-
manded attention. “If  you take so much 
milk, why are you not fat?” I shrugged 
and acknowledged that she’s not the 
only one with that question.
Class progressed and we moved from 

general interaction to reading a story 
together around the table to discussing 
an American proverb. The story was a 
traditional Muslim folktale that all the 
students had heard before but never seen 
in writing. We took turns sounding out 
a sentence or two (or more, if  they re-
ally got on a roll). The teacher would ask 
the most advanced students to provide 
a vocabulary word in Somali when the 
blank intonation betrayed the occasional 
lack of  meaning behind a set of  phonics. 
Often an erudite tone reigned in quick-
ly proffered additional translations, but 
no one seemed to mind. The room took 
on an almost sacred aura as history and 
oral tradition revealed themselves both 
on the page to the Somalis and in under-
standing to the Americans. 
There was no cultural divide, how-

ever, when we came to the proverb of  
the week. I had incorrectly anticipated 
some need for exegesis on “When in 
Rome, do as the Romans.” Immediately 
voices around the lesson table piped up 
in easy explanation that it’s just like a 

Somali saying. “When you go where 
people don’t have eyes…” Naturally.
I have to admit that one of  my favor-

ite parts of  class were probably the last 
couple segments. I mean, have you ever 
heard a motley chorus of  burka-ed and 
accented East Africans jumping in en-
thusiastically along with a taped chorus 
of  Country Roads? Once they sound-
ed out the lyrics and heard the tune a 
few times, they sounded just as good as 
John Denver’s recording. Much more 
memorable, at any rate. I couldn’t help 
but wonder how much they longed for 
the same thing, what they used to call 
home. Most of  the students had left 
Somalia for Kenya when they were just 
children, often fleeing for their lives or 
just looking for a place lacking guns 

instead of  food. And they know they 
will probably never be able to go back 
to the place where they belong. It was 
a hauntingly poignant song, somehow 
laced with hope.
The dismissal prayer also filled the 

dusty room with a paradoxical beauty 
in sorrow. The teacher asked the male 
ringleader to pray for us, knowing that 
one of  his life goals is to educate people 
about the Koran without forcing them 
to convert. He seemed appropriately 
unsure about praying to Allah in con-
junction with the white people sitting 
beside him, but folded his hands and 
spoke anyway. Maybe I’m not supposed 
to be OK with it. Nevertheless, I found 
it to be a very meaningful and humbling 
connection. He didn’t pray for anything 

sacrilegious or destructive or evil. He 
prayed for needs and desires that are 
human. He blessed us, these female 
Western Christians. Socially, culturally, 
religiously, that is so not supposed to 
happen.
Class was over then. Throughout the 

hour, I soaked up the beauty of  Somali 
faces, accents, and personalities as they 
whirled around me in a flurry of  real-
time. I feel like my heart had a silly grin 
the whole time; there is something deep 
within me that finds joy and life in an 
environment like this. Not only is there 
something restoratively right about ac-
tive peace, but God is truly being glori-
fied by these diametrically different cul-
tures respectfully engaging each other. 
How can you not feel soul excitement?
I could sit here and type and type about 

this one ESL class period. I could de-
scribe in more detail the intricacies of  
the atmosphere and personalities, or I 
could analyze perspectives of  different 
sociological theories and implications. I 
could get all emotive and express how 
this made me feel then and now, or I 
could lay out my confusion about what 
to actually do with this. I have so much 
to say — but I’m out of  words. I just 
wanted to share, share who I am and 
who they are and who we are together, 
like we all did that day around the worn 
wooden table.

Amanda Miller lives with her husband in 
Kansas, and can’t wait for summer to arrive 
and remind her of  Kenyan temperatures. She 
works at a local train-depot-turned-coffee-
shop and is looking forward to gardening 
this summer. 

Harmony continued



he old man stood with his back to a congre-
gation of  empty pews, looking up at the out-
stretched arms of  a wooden crucifix that tow-
ered over him. Rows of  candles lined an altar 

nearby, but their dead wicks added no light or heat to 
the drafty shadows. The man’s lips moved as he looked 
up at the crucifix, but the crucifix gazed away in agony 
toward the dark ceiling beams, consumed with its own 
worries. The old man did not turn when the doors to 
the sanctuary creaked open behind him and footsteps 
came down the aisle. 
“Father James?” a voice said with a trace of  a Spanish 

accent. 
Father James Butler  turned then and smiled polite-

ly. “Father Almeda,” he said quietly to the young man 
standing there. “Martin, if  I may. How are you settling 
in at the presbytery?” 
“It is very comfortable, thank you,”  the young priest 

said. “Although that is not important.” 
“I know,” Father James said. “I just get used to asking, 

after all this time. It seems natural. What can I do for 
you?” 
“We have things we need to discuss,” Martin said. 

“They are not happy, you know.” 
Father James stood with his arms crossed looking up 

Next page
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at the crucifix again. “I know,” he finally said. “That’s 
why you’re here.” 
“Yes,” Martin said. “But there is no need for concern. 

They sent me to help you.”
“Because I’m growing old and frail?” Father James 

asked with more sarcasm than is proper for a priest. 
“Because you have deviated from your purpose. I am 

here to help you back to that purpose, if  you are willing. 
You still have much service to render.”  
“You’re new. You don’t understand yet,” the old man 

said. “But you will find out that the service they require 
has its flaws.” 
Martin frowned. 
“And you’re made in the image of  God, like I am,” Fa-

ther James continued. “Too much in his image. Death 
doesn’t come naturally. It’s a terrifying thing, losing life, 
once you have it. But death is built into you too. You 
have to face it someday. And you will understand then.”
“We aren’t made to worry about those things,” Martin 

said, looking at the old man as if  he had suggested that 
catching a cold was an injustice. “Faithful service …” 
“Comes to an end,” Father James said. “And then what?” 
“It does not matter!”
“It does to me.”  
“I cannot force you to give up these heresies,” Martin 

Paradise Mocked
By ANDREW SHARP

Photo: Roma Flowers
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said. “But it would be much better for you if  you did. 
It is best that I am here now. Your condition is worse 
than I thought.” 
“And if  I don’t repent?” Father James asked. 
“I urge you not to pursue that course,” Martin said, 

his voice chilly as the empty room. 
Father James sighed. “It might be too late for me.”

ixty years ago, when the new priest had braked 
for the third red light on the way into Wootens-
burg, Ohio, across from Smith’s Old Fashioned 
Drug Store, it struck him that he had drawn an 

easy assignment. The group he had studied with had 
been trained to handle the challenges of  any metropo-
lis in the world. Seven minutes after reaching the town 
limits, Father James was sitting in the downtown dis-
trict of  Wootensburg. This would be easy. 
Wootensburg was small, but it wasn’t run down. It 

was built where the Appalachian foothills finally melt-
ed down into flat Midwestern farm land, but the res-
ignation and aimlessness that oozed out of  the impov-
erished mountains into so many small towns had not 
reached Wootensburg. 
The downtown district had, among other establish-

ments, several antique shops, two restaurants (Betty 
Jo’s Home Style Restaurant  and the Country Buffet), 
a McDonald’s, the offices of  the Wootensburg Herald-
Press, a sporting goods store, and the pub. These little 
economic engines rarely ran at high speed, but like an 
old well-tended diesel, they kept reliably putting along. 
Mostly, anyway. The town’s coffee shop reopened every 
six months or so under new, and temporarily optimis-
tic, ownership. The stores were doing good business on 
this evening. As the sun eased down behind the court-
house, the still-warm sidewalks were busy with retired 
people, workers getting off  for the day, and families 
out for a stroll. 

Not far off  Main Street the stone towers of  Our Lady 
of  Peace Catholic Church, the priest’s destination, 
stood out high above the surrounding buildings.  
He pulled his car into the driveway of  the presbytery, 

a little stone house that was dwarfed by the church 
next door. A porch ran across the front, with a rocking 
chair by the door. The young priest reflected that he 
would be far too busy getting the parish in shape to use 
the rocking chair.  
It wasn’t that the priest thought the town would turn 

out to be a sinkhole of  evil. He liked the looks of  it so 
far. But he carried the church’s doctrines with fervor, 
and bore the clergyman’s conviction that society was 
crumbling heedlessly into decay and needed to be built 
up again by some thoughtful person. His overseers, 
sharing his convictions, had sent him here to do just 
that. 
They trusted his ability more than they usually did 

with new young men of  the cloth. If  their calculations 
were correct, Father James would be up to any chal-
lenge, immediately. And he would not be warped by 
the pressures of  his job. He was a product of   a new, 
extremely expensive program. It was designed to use 
advanced technology to ensure perfectly reliable cler-
gy, a commodity that was increasingly in short supply. 
Wootensburg was a safe place for a trial run. 
The reliable little town gave Father James a warm, 

if  appraising, welcome. The newspaper editor wrote 
a nice editorial about the new leader at Our Lady, in 
which he hoped, in optimistic first person plural, that 
the new priest  would understand the town’s needs and 
put his (approvingly noted) theological credentials to 
work for the public good. The church’s ladies group 
threw a welcoming supper. 
Eyes in the parish also watched Father James care-

fully to see what kind of  priest he would turn out to be. 
Would he be down-to-earth, genial about small flaws 
like a little overindulgence in alcohol now and then, or 
a missed Mass here and there, or would he be alarmed 
by such lapses? Would he content himself  with en-
lightening homilies, or interest himself  too much in 

how the flock applied them?  
Father James turned out to be difficult to judge. He 

was unwaveringly kind and warm, interested in the 
parish families, and though very scholarly he clearly 
understood practical everyday matters. Gradually, 
though, the flock discovered that their new shepherd, 
despite his kindness, had an iron side and an uncomfort-
able tendency to prod them toward righteousness. One 
saved the good jokes until later when Father James was 
around. He had no endearing faults. He did not eat too 
much. He exercised enough. He was on time. He got up 
early in the morning, worked hard, kept his word, told 
the truth, and in general was uncannily good. 
“He’s a pretty nice guy,” Hector the local plumber, a 

church member, gloomily summed up one evening for 
a few others who were gathered at the pub engaging 
in their every-now-and-then overindulgence, “but you 
don’t feel like you can relax around him.” 
There was a silence. 
“Nice, though,” Hector repeated, as if  troubled that he 

did not believe himself. 
Father James was not only objectionably good, but he 

was not shy about speaking out when it was clear that 
a good orthodox opinion was lacking in the public de-
bate. Some in the town resented what they called his 
pushiness on social issues. A good many just ignored 
the priest. A sizable number of  the town were stout 
Baptists or members of  the scattered nondenomina-
tional Houses of  Praise or Fundamental Bible Church-
es. They viewed Catholics as one step better than pa-
gan, and weren’t sure if  they didn’t prefer the pagan. 
Our Lady of  Peace did not fill up with new members 

in the following years, although a number were added 
through reproductive means. The seeming stagnancy  
did not dampen Father James’ zeal, or his confidence. 
His happiness was seemingly unaffected by his circum-
stances. He counseled, he preached, he cheerfully ush-
ered the members of  the little town in and out of  life. 
Whether they approved of  him and wanted to invite 
him over for beer on Saturday evenings was not his 
problem.  

Paradise continued

S

Next page
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He was not aware of  the arguments and grumbling 
conversations going on in the offices of  his overseers. 
They had expected more return on their steep invest-
ment.  
“He’s giving us no trouble,” his defenders said. 

“There’s no corruption. And he runs things flawlessly. 
You can’t change the world in five years, or even a de-
cade.” His detractors grudgingly admitted the truth in 
this. Father James did not appear in the newspaper at 
unscheduled times, and this alone was worth quite a bit 
of  the money they had paid. 
Those in the parish who had their differences of  opin-

ion with church authority were even less enthusiastic 
about him. 
“You have no compassion,” Sister Watts, the head nun 

at the local convent, told him one afternoon, with her 
arms crossed. The convent had an unsavory reputation 
higher up in the church hierarchy because the nuns of-
ten ignored the gentle guidance of  said hierarchy. This 
might have been overlooked as a byproduct of  strong 
leadership, but they were of  a gender that was not sup-
posed to dissent. Part of  Father James’ job was to keep 
an eye on the nuns and remind them of  the will of  the 
bishops.  
What had provoked Sister Watts’ arm-crossing in this 

case was Father James remonstrating with her about 
the nuns’ vocal opposition to political policies they 
deemed harsh toward the poor. They had even gone so 
far as to march around with signs, a dangerous indica-
tor of  moral unsoundness. 
“I have plenty of  compassion,” Father James told her 

firmly. “I just don’t trust my own judgement in every-
thing, as you seem to do. I give authority its due re-
spect. And so should you. You’d have a lot more peace.” 
The nun, not being perfect like Father James, re-

mained irritated. “And what happens when authority 
is wrong?” she demanded. “You ought to question au-
thority, not just follow it around blindly.” 

“They will answer to God, not me, if  they are wrong,” 
he told Sister Watts gently, in a soothing tone. Sister 
Watts was considerably unsoothed.    
“Yours not to reason why? Yours but to do or die?” 

she asked sarcastically. 
“Nobody’s getting killed,” he said. “We’re talking 

about the bishops not wanting you marching around 
on the street shouting and waving signs. But yes, if  it 
came to that. Mine but to do or die.” 
“Like a robot,” she snapped. 
“No,” he said. 
“Like a sheep.” 
“We are to follow the Shepherd,” he said. “Yes. Like a 

sheep. It would behoove you and the sisters,” he said, 
“to model yourselves a touch more after sheep. Right 
now you seem to be getting your inspiration from …  
other animals.”   
The nun was able to restrain herself  from kicking the 

priest in the groin, a feat she later marveled about. Al-
together, she felt her restraint ought to count for quite 
a bit of  purgatory served. Instead of  kicking, she said 
with passion, “And what if  God is not on authority’s 
side? Those holy authorities are great at standing up 
for church tradition, but sometimes they completely 
miss God’s compassion for the powerless. And ‘If  a 
blind man leads a blind man, they will both fall into a 
pit.’”  
Father James was not troubled by her scripture quot-

ing. “Obey your leaders and submit to them; for they 
are keeping watch over your souls,” he shot back. “Un-
like you, Sister Watts, I am willing to give authority 
the benefit of  the doubt.” 

lthough he showed no doubt, either then or 
in the years that followed, the nun’s words 
stuck with him, and ate away at his peace-
ful confidence. The priest had expected his 

biggest tests to come at times of  momentous crisis. 
But it turned out to be the small, unexpected mo-
ments like his confrontation with Sister Watts that 
caught him off  guard and eventually derailed him.  

Another of  these small moments came after sev-
eral decades on the job. Father James had just led a 
funeral service for a local farmer, a grouchy, stin-
gy man who had not been much of  a churchgoer, 
and who had died suddenly at age 55. The farmer’s 
teenage daughter, a conscientious church member, 
was crying afterward  as she left and Father James 
paused to offer some sage words of  consolation. 
She ignored these, and blurted out at the startled 

priest, “Do you think he made it to heaven?” 
Father James took a deep breath. Clergy dislike 

this question, and to his shock he found that his 
prepared answers did not answer the question to 
his satisfaction at all. This had not happened be-
fore. He mumbled something about God being just 
and fair, so we can trust him to do what’s right. 
She seemed to wilt. “That’s easy for you to say,” 

she said in a flat voice. “You always do everything 
right. You know you’re going to heaven when you 
die.” 
He stood there silent. Heaven. When I die. 
From that moment, to his gnawing doubt he added 

dread. Both started small and grew slowly, but they 
were there to stay.
He took to sitting out on the front porch in his 

rocking chair in the evenings, rocking in an anxious, 
steady rhythm as if  he were trying to escape on it. He 
would watch the sun set behind the houses across the 
street, and the red light change on Vine and Cross 
streets, the cars flowing by. Sometimes the people in 
them waved. Young people and families walked by. 
In the summer many of  them would be holding ice 
cream cones and milkshakes from the ice cream stand 
up the street. He wanted to be like them. He wanted 
the comforting faith that so many of  them ignored. 
Instead, he just rocked his chair, for hours. 
On one of  these evenings, a number of  years after 

he had arrived in town, Father James was sitting in 
his rocking chair, going over his homily as darkness 
settled on the street. It was one of  the lifetime’s worth 
of  approved meditations his superiors had given him 
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he parish watched Father James change, al-
though they had a hard time saying what was 
different. He fulfilled all his duties and for a 
while, he delivered perfectly orthodox sermons, 

the same as ever. But he seemed to shrink, and his eyes 
were sad. 
Eventually, he changed too much. He deviated from his 

lines. He questioned things publicly. His overseers might 
have tolerated this in others, but they had invested too 
much money and time to overlook it in Father James. 
They warned him. Several times. Father James did not 
listen.
This was unwise, because the authorities were perfectly 

aware of  everything he did. Tense conversations took 
place at very high levels. 
“The thing is,” the bishop in charge of  the new program 

told an Italian cardinal, “we were told this was not sup-
posed to happen. The technology is supposed to be fail-
proof.” 
“Yes, we were told that, weren’t we?” the cardinal 

snapped. “But I was always afraid that was too optimistic. 
We’ll have to go to the emergency plan.” 

artin shook the priest’s shoulder. “Once 
again, I tell you Father James, we are not to 
question these things. We are here to serve. 
Leave your worries to those you serve. They 

have your best in mind.”  
Father James smiled bitterly. “Whom do I serve? God? 

The church?” 
Martin didn’t answer. 
“You talk of  serving. Who are you serving?” Father 

James pressed. “The church or God?” 
“There is no difference,” Martin said coldly. “And if  there 

is, it doesn’t matter to me. I am done arguing with you 
about it. Are you going to repent and recommit to the 
service you are called to or are you going to continue with 
this rebellion? I give you fair warning — they have no use 
for you if  you persist on the course you have chosen.” 
Father James looked wistful. “Repent, you say. I wish I 

could.” 
He slowly turned and knelt under the crucifix.
Martin grabbed the old man’s robe and tore it open 

down the back. He pressed Father James’ spine with a se-
ries of  swift motions and a panel swung open, appearing 
seemingly from nowhere out of  the old priest’s sagging 
skin. Inside was a maze of  wires and circuits.
Father James flinched, but he did not struggle. He raised 

his hands and looked toward the ceiling. “Father, into 
your hands I commit …” and then he stopped. He made a 
sound like a sob, or a gag. 
Martin pulled a small taser out of  his pocket and stuck 

it into the open panel. He pulled the trigger. There was a 
violent flashing and popping. 
Father James’ eyes went blank, and he slumped down 

onto the floor. Martin closed the panel and gently laid the 
old man on his back. His face was empty, and a small wisp 
of  smoke trailed out of  his nose. 
Martin stood looking down at him for a minute. Then 

he ran to the door and looked out at the dark street. It 
was empty. He came back and gathered up the body. They 
would find the old priest in his bed, where he had died 
peacefully in his sleep.
 The church would handle all arrangements.  

Paradise continued
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to deliver. But the words stood out to him differently 
this time.
“If  I have prophetic powers, and understand all mys-

teries and all knowledge, and if  I have all faith, so as 
to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.” 
He rocked viciously for a while, musing on societal de-

cay, rebellious nuns, dead farmers and their daughters, 
and answers he no longer trusted. 

’m worried about you,” Roy, Father James’ 
atheist friend, told him. They had become 
friends not long after the priest came to 
town, and over the years had often en-

joyed sparring over philosophy. “It’s no fun argu-
ing with you any more. Sometimes you look like 
you believe what I’m saying.” 
“Oh, no, it’s not that,” the priest reassured him. 

“It’s that I don’t always believe myself.” He stared 
at his reflection in his coffee and then sloshed it 
around. 
“Come again?” Roy asked. “You don’t believe me, 

you don’t believe yourself. What other options are 
there? You’re not becoming a Buddhist, are you?”
“No,” Father James said. “No, I believe in the gos-

pel more than I ever have. I’m just not sure I’m 
teaching it.” 
“Going to nail up some theses, eh?” 
“NO,” Father James said. “That’s not what I mean.  

I’m supposed to be perfect. And I’m not. My creed 
is supposed to be perfect. And it isn’t.”
“That’s very humble of  you,” Roy said. 
Father James did not seem to hear him. “And the 

worst thing is, I’m like the man selling movie tick-
ets. The show isn’t for me.” 
“You’re not making any sense,” Roy said. 
The priest looked the atheist in the eyes. “Roy,” 

he said slowly. “I have no hope.” 
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The chameleon spoke.
“Become like me,” he said. “Become like them. Let go of yourself and become what you are not.”

No, I cried. To release me so fully is torture. I would lose myself. I must remain.
“I do not lose me. I stay of shape and size. But I join. Join me.”

If I blend, what of my color? I will become a pale Nothing, a homeless one.
“The Homeless Ones are not what you think.”

What are they? They are without meaning.
“They give meaning.”

But I cannot. If I let go, who will hold me up? What will happen to my story?
A sigh. “To let go … I know. To surrender, ‘knowing nothing of the fall.’”

I pleaded, silently, for release from this call.
But the chameleon would not.

“To become what you cannot but what you would, you must.”
To become what I would … but perhaps I no longer desire.

“You will never stop wanting.”
I want, but I cannot.

“You cannot. Therefore you must.”
But …

A whisper: I will die.
“You will die.”

A moment.
I let go.

The Chameleon

By CHARISSA GINGERICH

Charissa Gingerich lives in Ohio and is a student at Rosedale Bible 
College. She enjoys writing fiction, including short stories, and poetry.

The Measurement of Wealth

If  we believe that we, as Ameri-
cans, are bound together by a 
common concern for each other, 
then an urgent national priority 
is upon us.  We must begin to end 
the disgrace of  this other Amer-
ica.
And this is one of  the great tasks 

of  leadership for us, as individu-
als and citizens this year.  But 
even if  we act to erase material 
poverty, there is another greater 
task, it is to confront the pov-
erty of  satisfaction — purpose 
and dignity — that afflicts us all.  
Too much and for too long, we 
seemed to have surrendered per-
sonal excellence and community 
values in the mere accumulation 
of  material things.  Our Gross 
National Product, now, is over 
$800 billion dollars a year, but 
that Gross National Product — 
if  we judge the United States of  
America by that — that Gross 
National Product counts air pol-
lution and cigarette advertis-
ing, and ambulances to clear our 
highways of  carnage.  It counts 

special locks for our doors and 
the jails for the people who break 
them.  It counts the destruction 
of  the redwood and the loss of  
our natural wonder in chaotic 
sprawl.  It counts napalm and 
counts nuclear warheads and ar-
mored cars for the police to fight 
the riots in our cities.  It counts 
Whitman’s rifle and Speck’s 
knife, and the television pro-
grams which glorify violence in 
order to sell toys to our children.  
Yet the gross national product 
does not allow for the health of  
our children, the quality of  their 
education or the joy of  their play.  
It does not include the beauty 
of  our poetry or the strength of  
our marriages, the intelligence 
of  our public debate or the in-
tegrity of  our public officials.  It 
measures neither our wit nor our 
courage, neither our wisdom nor 
our learning, neither our com-
passion nor our devotion to our 
country, it measures everything 
in short, except that which makes 
life worthwhile.  And it can tell 
us everything about America ex-
cept why we are proud that we 
are Americans.

From the John F. Kennedy Presi-
dential Library, www.jfklibrary.
org.

ROBERT F. KENNEDY

Excerpt from a speech at 
the University of Kansas

March 18, 1968



honest and frank opinion. They are less concerned 
with putting things in terms that seem appealing and 
optimistic, and more concerned with saying things 
how they see them. If  I ever needed dependable input 
on how a system was working, I would ask a pessi-
mist. Not only for the honesty, but if  something is 
going wrong in a less than obvious way, it will likely 
be a pessimist who notices it first. That is a kind of  
feedback that I think is incredibly valuable.
These are just a few reasons to view pessimistic 

thought in a more positive light. Yet, to try to con-
vert to pessimism if  it is not how you are wired would 
likely be counterproductive. After all, someone could 
write a piece like this showing the value in optimistic 
thought. 
What I hope to have accomplished is for the word 

“pessimism” to have become a little less dirty. I hope 
that people start recognizing the pessimist’s way as 
an alternative option, rather than an inferior one. I 
hope that more people will see pessimists as desiring, 
seeking, and striving for improvement. And most of  
all, that more people will see these as foundational 
things that pessimists and optimists alike will agree 
on.

peaking only for myself, but expecting others to 
relate, pessimists are largely a misunderstood, 
misrepresented group of  individuals. Pessi-
mism is viewed as a character flaw at worst, and 

a bad mood at best. But is it really? Should it be com-
pletely written off  without often giving it a second 
thought? Because I believe in pessimism. I believe it is 
a valuable mindset to society, and has things to offer 
the individual.
First, the most common, and most quickly dismissed, 

argument in favor of  pessimism: A pessimist’s ap-
proach to life is actually more optimistic than an op-
timist’s. You’ve almost certainly heard this explained 
in an overly simplistic way.
For example, an optimist and a pessimist start clean-

ing out the garage at 10 a.m. The optimist says, “If  
we work hard, we can get done by noon!” The pes-
simist says, “I doubt it, we will probably finish by 2.” 
While it may seem like the pessimist has a gloomy ap-
proach now, how about when they finish? If  done by 
12, the optimist’s expectations will merely have been 
met, while the pessimist will have been wonderfully 
surprised. Whereas if  finished at 2, the optimist will 
be disappointed, but the pessimist’s expectations will 
merely have been met. Win-win for the pessimist.
This scenario is, on paper, in favor of  the pessimist. 

Discuss it with a group of  people, however, and it de-
pends on the individual as to how beneficial that kind 
of  pessimistic mindset is. Since people are wired dif-
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Optimistic About Pessimism

S ferently, they will have different responses to the idea. 
The pessimist’s perspective is more, however, than 

estimating cleaning time. It becomes more strongly 
optimistic the deeper you go. To me, pessimism is a 
powerful indicator of  hope. Because the moment I 
stop being pessimistic about the world will be the mo-
ment I have given up hope in it. The moment I stop 
expecting poor performances is the moment I have 
stopped having standards that I hope to see met. The 
moment I stop lambasting the flaws of  the govern-
mental system is the moment I have given up hope 
that they might ever be corrected. The moment I stop 
being pessimistic is the moment I will have given up 
on optimism, because pessimism is really nothing 
more than a dirty term for how some people strive to 
be optimistic. 
In this way, pessimism is an indicator of  the desire 

for improvement. Take harsh movie critics. They are 
typically viewed by the moviegoing public as cranky, 
unappreciative people who simply love tearing films 
down. As a fairly harsh movie viewer myself, however, 
I can vouch that the opposite is often true. I critique 
because I see wasted potential, because I see ways that 
things could have easily been improved. Ultimately, 
when pessimists depict something in a negative light, 
it is because they want, or expect, it to be done better. 
Their criticism is an expression of  hope that it can be 
done better in the future.
Finally, pessimists are more likely to give you an 
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