
The Pastor and the Thief









W. Wangerin, 01/10/09


On Tuesday evening late February a sudden downpour flooded the streets around Grace Church.  Inner city:  the ancient sewers too long unrepaired.


I dismissed my adult confirmation class so that they might slop to their cars before the water reached their knees.


Finally there was but one young man left.  Lucian didn't drive.  He called his mother.  We stood outside under the porch roof to watch for her car.  The church stood on high ground, but she couldn't park closer than a northern side street.


Grace was a blunt brick structure two levels high.  The basement held our fellowship hall, a kitchen and two bathrooms.  Above that there was the sanctuary--only the sanctuary.  11 pews on one side and nine on the other in order to give worshippers a passageway out.  Behind the church, separated by a single sidewalk and a concrete terrace, was a small house, once a parsonage, now an office and classrooms.  We were African American.  We lived well enough on a sacred shoestring.


Lucian didn't speak unless spoken to.  I asked whether he was coming to church tomorrow.  "Tomorrow" (as it seems to me now) was Ash Wednesday.  


He nodded.


I'm 6'1".  Lucian is about my height.  His posture's more erect than mine, yet I could look directly into his eyes.


"Did you hear that?" I said.


He shrugged.


"You think it was a tree limb?"


The wind howled in the darkness so loudly, I couldn't be sure if there'd been a crash behind us.


Lightning flashed.  The church windows gave forth a weaker yellow glow.


I heard a second crash and said, "Something’s breaking.  I'm going to check."


Bent against the rain's bluster I hurried around to the space between the two brick buildings--and lost myself in a sudden fury.


A dark form stood on the terrace reaching through a broken window into my office!  A thief!


"Look at me!" I bellowed.


We'd been robbed twice since Thanksgiving.  And (which was, it seemed to me, infinitely worse) the lights were on in the church.  All the lights.  Did this idiot think no one was around to hear him?


"Look at me!  Let me see your face.  I will remember you!"


The thief stiffened at the sound of my voice, snatched his arm out of the broken window, turned toward me a frozen instant.  Lightning flashed.  He spun and leaped from the terrace.


A youngish man, lean and terrified.


It thundered.  With astonishing grace I vaulted the terrace and dashed after him.


Lightning stuttered, illuminated the two-man contest, showed how close he was to the southern slope of the lawn--but he glanced backward and slipped.  I did not slip.  I was a lion of rectitude.


His wiry legs wound together like a braid.  He made a quarter turn in the air, hit the ground on his shoulder blades and slithered halfway to the flood on Gum Street.


KA-BOOM, BOOM!

Without a thought, fierce in my anger and my delight, I threw myself down on his frame, pinned him with authority, my chest to his chest, my face now the storm-black cloud that filled his vision.


Lightning ripped heaven, revealing two enormous eyes, irises dead in their centers, his cheeks gaunt, his nostrils flaring for wind, his mouth smeared muddy.  The man struggled hopelessly beneath my weight.  Where were his hands?  What were they doing?


I am not athletic.  Mine is a shambling sort of progression.  But on that night I was Samson and inspired.


When a wild crack of thunder followed, I threw up my arm, stabbed skyward and roared:  "That's for you!  That's the thundering voice of God for you!"

He whimpered.  A pitiful mewing--the sound drove me to further heights of rhetoric:  "Leave this church, fool!  The Lord God says, Leave and NEVER COME BACK AGAIN!"


Seldom in my life had I felt such elation--winged victory, muscle and bone and my own strength.  I returned to Lucian grinning.


He'd moved out to the end of the church's sidewalk.  His hair and his shoulders were soaked.  His mother hadn't yet arrived, so maybe it was anxiety that had carried him out from under the shelter of the porch roof.


I went and stood beside him.


"Yep," I said.  "It was a thief all right."


My young friend said nothing.  He kept peering up Eliot.  No fear, no fear, Lucian, I thought to myself.  I can take care of anything that might trouble you.

Aloud I said to him, "I scared that fellow away.  He will never come back again."


What do you think about that?



And since it was affording me a genuine pleasure to recount my tale of triumph, I added:  "I said that God said he should never come back to this church again."


Lucian stopped searching the dark street.  He turned to me.


I asked, "So, you think you'll be here for Ash Wednesday services tomorrow?"


The young man observed me for nearly a minute.  It seemed that long.


Then he said, "Pastor?"


"What's on your mind?"


"You said that?  You said somebody should never come back to church?  That's what you said?"


Oh, Walt!  All people honored and granted a moral authority, Oh!  Present your brows for the crossing of the ashes.  Even those who speak the following caution must hear that caution as their own:


Remember, mortal, dust you are and to dust you shall return.


And dusty our souls even now while living.  No one is exempt.  No one, no one need not hear and believe that "For our sake God made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that we might become the righteousness of God."


It may not be the pastor, but the thief in whom the Christ most clearly appears.

