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- THE STORY OF THE FOURTH WISE MAN

Patience; you're almost there.

Not that you're on the edge of your seat or
anything. But it does start on the next page, in
case you're wondering.

Yep, any second now ...



A squirrel story

In the last issue of thRegister Tim Wenzl (formerRegister
editor and current Diocese of Dodge City archivist) detailed in his
column how a squirrel managed to get into the chartcemyon his
computer and rename his hard drive.

The little creature actually scampered across his keyboard, not
only kicking his Mac into start mode, but, in doing so, it altered the
name of his hard drive. For several holim had to ponder the
fact that an entire a month-and-a-half worth of work he’d com-
pleted on his book about the history of the Dodge City Diocese had
been destroyed by a squirrel.

It would take a team of experts most of the morning to undo its
handiwork. But, in the end they managed to retrlaves research.

WhatTim didn't tell you is that the squirrel returned the next day
and completed the first chapter of his book. Tsm complained
about the liberties the little rodent took with his research, but | hap-
pen to knowlim didn’t change a word.

I have to admit that | found the squiresdssay on the diocese’
relationship to the farming community in the 1950s quite intriguing.
What was it he wrote? Oh, yes: “People often spoke of the Church
as arefuge, a place where, on each Suyfaayly and community
entered into a oneness as inexplicable and golden&stihe But
for the farmerthe Church was the river of wheat and corn they
would navigate each daje sun radiating Gaslinfinite powey
His heavenly bounty providing spiritual nourishment. It was onssod’
shoulders that they placed their hope for the future. Indeed, the
Church and the land were one and the same.”
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Wow. | dont know about you, but I find that to be darn good
writing -- which was exactly my first impression upon reading it.
My second impression was thighy shouldlim be the only one to
benefit from the furry little scribe? It obviously lived near the chan-
cery and might be more than happy to contribute tRdwgster

I decided to track the squirrel down and ask him if he would like
to start by providing a guest editorial. | went outside, pursed my
lips, and began producing chirping sounds. | wasn’t sure | sounded
anything like a squirrel until an aged man with a cane walked by
and said, “Quit making fun of the squirrels. They can’t help the
way they talk!” | knew | was on the right track.

Suddenly | sensed movement in the branches above my head. |
looked up and saw a little fuzzy face looking down at me. Tioid
to get out of the tree and | kept looking.

Moments later | finally spotted the squirrel as it was making its
way up the trunk of a large elm. I could tell it was the squirrel in
guestion because the look on its face said it had been contemplating
social justice issues. What a squirrel, | thought.

I smiled and pointed to the windowim’s ofiice. Nothing. |
started typing at a phantom keyboard, hoping he’d get the mes-
sage. He just stared at me. | ran in the changeaigbed a copy of
theRegisterand held it in the aiHe scanned the front page and
just yawned, which | found a bit insulting.

Then | had an idea. | went back inside, ran up the four flights of
stairs to my attic office, and one piece at a time, brought down my
entire computer -- 19-inch monitdrard drive, printesuge pro-
tector and even the little plastic box that plugs into the computer but
has no actual function.

With the help of an extension cord, | set the computer up on the
lawn outside the office. Then, on top of the keyboard, | set a single
honey-coated peanut. Mmmmm.

I moved several feet away and stood perfectly still. The squirrel
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looked at the computérhen it looked at m&hen it looked at the
computer again. | didn’t breath. | didn’t blink. Seconds later |
breathed and blinked. But it didn’t seem to bother the squirrel.

Suddenly he began to mo¥es! He was coming down the tree!
Slowly, cautiouslyhe made his way toward the computersnifed
the keyboard. He sniffed the peanut. He grabbed the peanut, threw
it over his shoulder and wiped his paw on the grass. And then he
began to type.

After only a few seconds he finished and darted back up the
tree. | saved and printed the document before | even saw what it
said.

| pulled the paper from the printer and read:

“Verbum sapienti sat est: dum vita est spes est. Quomodo cogis
comas tuas sic videri?™*

Incoherent rambling. Okago maybe | was wrong. How could |
have thought a squirrel could actually write? | threw the paper
away and marched the computer back up to my attic office. From
outside my window came the soft cooing of pigeons. | can’t tell you
how relieved | was when not one mentioned my name.

*Latin for: “A word to the wise is sufficient: while thees
life, there’s hope. How do you get your hair to do that?”
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Rational thought and you

When you question the universe, you can't help but question mor-
tality. They say that our sun is scheduled to fizzle out in 5 billion
years (on duesday around five-isijVhile some estimate this to
be the end of human kind, | would imagine that by then humans will
have long since constructed low-income housing on other planets.
Just consider the technological advances we’ve made just in the
last decade: the mapping of the human genome; the creation of the
World WideWeb; and the invention of Gege Foremars Lean,
Mean Fat Reducing Grilling Machines.

While a wealth of questions remain, this | know: regardless of
what challenges new worlds will bring, they’re sure fedbet-
ter health care coverage. | also believe that in 5 billion years
they will have cut the time it takes to get your drigdicense
renewal by nearly 10 minutes.

In “A Brief History of Time,” Dr. Seven Hawking writes ...
well, it's something to do with time — and history — but to be
honest, | couldn’t make heads or tales of it, so never mind.

The problem with questioning the universe is that it extends
far beyond rational thinking. How can we begin to find an an-
swer when the question is so huge?

| wish | could blame my inability to comprehend such con-
cepts on the myth that | and all humans only use 10 percent of our
brains. Scientists now say that this is not true, that we do indeed
utilize our entire brain. My dream of one day tapping into that other
90 percent and finally being able to cook the perfect omelet are
gone.
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When you think about it, it makes sessheeps brain is about
10 percent the size of ours. So logicaflyve really only used 10
percent of our brain, we’d all be out grazing somewhere.

Among the many questions | havenist that of Gods exist-
ence. It makes no sense that therd smme grand artist behind
this incredible tapestrBesides, if there’'no God, how do you
explain Shani@wain? I've convinced many an atheist of the
divine glory of God by uttering those two words.

God is the alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end.
But is he, as they sago powerful that he could create an object
so immense that even he couldmove it?The Bible provides
that answeiWhen asked this question in the Book of Jared, God
responded, “¥u need to get out more.” If you rememblared
lost 250 pounds following a plague of submarine sandwiches and a
side of chips.

To me, questions of God and the universe go hand in hand. | used
to think that if you traveled to the farthest reaches of the gadaxy
prayer would have to travel all the way back to Earth before it
reached God. | just figured Earth was sort of like Gddise of
operations. I8 so dificult to imagine any being stretching their
grasp across the limitless miles of space.

And yet, the size of the universe may be to God what the size of
an amoeba is to us. And while we need a microscope to see an
amoeba, God can see us with crystal cla@tanted, he may have
to squint.

In “A Brief History ofTime,” Dr. Hawking did manage to write
a few paragraphs that | understood: “...Ever since the dawn of
civilization, people have not been content to see events as uncon-
nected and inexplicable. They have craved an understanding of the
underlying order in the worldoday we still yearn to know why we
are here and where we came from.

“... If we do discover a complete thepityshould in time be
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understandable in broad principle by everyone, not just a few scien-
tists. Then we shall all, philosophers, scientists, and just ordinary
people, be able to take part in the discussion of the question of why
it is that we and the universe exist. If we find the answer to that, it
would be the ultimate triumph of human reason -- for then we would
know the mind of God.”

What Dr Hawking doesr’take into account is that we do
indeed know the mind of God, at least as far as it extends to us,
his children. It was brought to us through his son, Jesus Christ.

While it's perfectly acceptable to ask questions, the impor
tant stuf we already know
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The story of the fourth wise man

You all know the story of the three wise men who traveled
from afar to honor the baby Jesus with gifts of gold, frankin-
cense and myrrh. What you may not know is that there was a
fourth wise man. His name was Ernest, and this is his. story

Ernest was the king of a small region southwest of Egypt. It
was so small in fact that his kingdom was made up of only six
people, four being family members and the fifth a guest who
hadnt yet left after attending a dinner party there several months
earlier “Well, it's getting late,” family members would tell the
man from time to time, hoping he would finally get the hint, but
he would just go on talking about his Un&leert’'s model ship
collection.

For that and other reasons, all was not well in Ersiéatg-
dom.There was much bickering among King Errestibjects,
such as when Prince Billy demanded, “Where be my shoes!?”
to which his sisterthe fair Princess Lori would answéHow
should | know? | dot’don them!”

And lo, even the beautiful Queen Doris was disgruntled. Ev-
ery night she had to cleanse the dishes — even the royal pots and
pans — while King Ernest lay on the couch, never so much as
lifting a royal finger to aid his queen.

Then one daywhile waiting to check out at the market, Queen
Doris spied a headline in ti®uthwest Egypt Registat would
change their kingdom — and their lives -- forever: “Savior com-
ing; star to mark birthplace.”

“As a king,” Queen Doris said unto Ernest upon his arrival
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home that evening, “you must go and welcome this Christ child.
He could grant us the peace we so desperately need! And even
if he doesrt, the exercise will do you good.”

Having heard the prophecies, Ernest set out with a smile on
his face, confident that this child would bring with him a peace
that would embrace his kingdom. Upon his way he stopped at a
toy market, spied a shelf holding gold, frankincense and myrrh,
wondered what on earth a child would want with those, and
purchased a stigd penguin.

And thus did King Ernest set out into the desert upon his trusty
camel, Mike, in search of the Star of David. For miles they
scanned the night sky searching for the star as they trod along in
the dark, until finally the two drifted bfo sleep. It was hours
later when they awoke to a bright light.

“Can | help you?” a voice asked. He was bent and eldady
outstretched arm holding an oil lamp.

“Er, yes. | hope so. | am King Ernest, and | am searching for a
star to lead me to the Son of God, Jesus the Christ, Lord of
Hosts, King of Kings. And I'm totally lost. Can you help?”

“I ... uh ... hate to be the one to tell you this,” the old man
replied, “but the Christ child and his family have already fled to
Egypt to escape King Herod. Didryou read thdregiste? It
explicitly stressed, ‘arrive early

“My queen wouldnt let me go until | cleaned out the royal
attic,” King Ernest said, looking forlorn. The old man nodded
sympathetically

The light of day started its slow ascent from the east as King
Ernest and Mike began their sad journey home.

“What will | tell my queen?” Ernest wondered aloud as the
hours ticked by“Now my kingdom will forever be gripped by
turmoil, my queen never to cook lasagna again, just out of spite.”

As Ernest and Mike were making their way over the never-
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ending dunes, a haggard looking man was gathering water from
a small pond while his wife nursed her newborn son. Surrounded
by a grouping of small rocks jutting out of the desert fldor

seph felt sure that his family could rest comfortably for a time
before continuing their journey

“God has blessed us with this oasis in the des—" Joseph
stopped talkingA startled look had appeared on Maridce as
she gazed between some rocks. From atop a nearby dune came
a very suprised looking man on a camel.

“Uh...er...Excuse me!” Ernest shouted, his voice shaking.
“Surely God has led me this ddyam King Ernest, and | come
to greet the newborn King!”

Whew Joseph thought.

Ernest slowly approached the child, so small and fragile. Could
this be the Savior for whom we’ve all been waiting? Could this
be the Son of God?

“From this tiny babe has come hope for the world,” Mary
said, gazing proudly at her son.

Ernest gently lay the stigid penguin in the child’grasp, and
the baby Jesus held it tight, a grin alighting his face.
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Time is the cure for
the teen-age blues

When | was in my teens, my buddies and | hung out at the
Westminster Mall northwest of Denvé&ach Friday night we'd
venture out hoping to find some cute girls to flirt with. Deep
down we knew that meeting girls was the stff myth, and
we’d invariably end up playing Dig-Dug and Defender for sev-
eral hours before rounding out the eveningeaio Bell.

This memory cropped up a few weeks ago while | was mean-
dering through the food court at a mall in Hutchinson. It was a
Saturday evening and teenagers were everywhere. | saw the
cool guys with their pants tugged stylishly down in defiance of
all the laws of gravitya chain holding a billfold with their $20 allow-
ances, and an I-just-woke-up haircut completing the picture.

| saw the cool girls with their mini-skirts and thick make-up —
always a group of three, at least one set of eyes focused secre-
tively on the cool guy like a spy peering over a newspaper
Meanwhile, the cool guy artfully pretended that he couldn’t care
less.

And then | saw the other guys — the guys who looked like a
puzzle piece that just didrfit — and in them | saw myself 20-
some years ago. | saw my hair that would nésatherlike the
cool guys’hair, instead hanging straight down as if | had been
wearing a stocking cap all ddgould see my shrink-to-fit Le\s;
which everyone wore back then, girl or bogol or no. Despite
how many times | washed them, mine were alway$ atifl
dark blue, while all the cool guys’ were faded to that perfect
blue/gray hue.



19

I saw my face full of pimples. | always seemed to have at least
one Mount Olympus sized zit right on the side of my nose. | re-
member feeling like a human medical experiment gone,anry
like a creature from a horror movie: the girl walks into her room
and suddenly the closet door swings open -
“AAAAAHHHHHGGGG!! IT'S THE ZIT FROM THE BE-
YOND!!"”

| saw all my anxieties and insecurities. | saw the pain of be-
coming attracted to a girl so cute that shgstlive on a higher
plane of existence, one | could only reach by either finding a
jeannie in a bottle or getting bitten by a radioactive spider and
becoming a super-hero.

Knowing as | left the mall all those years ago that neither of
these would probably occut made that burrito taste all the
better Girls have chocolate, boys hat@co Bell.

| was remembering all these things that evening in Hutchinson
when it suddenly dawned on me: I'm really very thankful to be
40. | actually smiled a little. | felt thankful for every gray hair in my
beard, for the spare tire around my waist, and for the bald areas
creeping up the sides of my forehead like cranial erosion.

All that annoying teenage awkwardness was gone. | no longer
cared that | wash’cool or that girls had actually shuddered
when they caught me glancing at them. | didare that | now
dress like a thrift store mannequin, that | davalk or talk like
the Prince oWVales, that | camtell you who the current prime-
minister of Canada is, that | dorspeak French, that | can’
play the piano, that I've never balanced my check-book, and
that | dont know how to change my oil.

My teen years were a stew of fear and self-doubt, a time of
trying desperately to discover what | was doing here and why
God created me. | was introduced to Gddvve on many occa-
sions — orwonderfulretreats at Camp St. Malo near Estes Park
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(the old, rustic Camp St. Malo, not the Mariott-like resort they con-
verted it to more than a decade ago). During a reading class in the
ninth grade | slowly paged through a miniature Nestament |
carried in my pocket — finding hope, inspiration and guidance.

Despite having the support of God and my parents —which helped
me in ways I'll probably never know — there isn’t enough reassur-
ance in the world to help a teenager quell those teenage blues. The
only real cure, I think, is tim&oday | can honestly say that I'm
thankful to be 40; thankful to be far and away from those teenage
blues.

Of course there still exist anxieties, but they’re more subdued.
For instance, | worry that my column will someday get me fired.
| worry about my house slowly tilting to the north, the funny
noise my truck makes, the drought, fires, floods, shootings, stab-
bings, kidnappings, warabid dogs, gum disease, heart disease,
getting something in my eye, paying the gas bill, typos. ...

| wonder if that little Bible would still fit in my back pocket?
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What is truth?
Hmmmm...

He walked into my dice like a plate of seafood; crabby and
smelling fishy He said he was seeking truth with a capitdl I'T
asked him why the helmet, and he saiduth doesrt come
easy’

He sat down, and | fdred him a glass of watdfle said he
never drank wateBaid he found it too sobering. He told me he
had been across the globe searching for answers, and all he had
gotten were clichés wrapped in sanitized prose. | had no idea
what he meant, so | raised an eyehnmoedded, and jotted down
a few things | needed to pick up at the grocery store.

Then | told him about the Greatuth — you knowthe big
one — the one God promised when He sent His Son Jesus to die
for us. He said it was too early in my column to be mentioning
God, and that | should save it for the end, like | usually do. |
would have agued the point, but instead | just nodded and wrote
down “Ovaltine.”

He told me that the closest he had come to finding truth had
been from an Indian mystic. After meditating for several hours
on his question, the mystic determined that we are all part of a
behemoth sitcom being watched by the Brady Bunch.

As odd as the theory was, it reminded me of something | had
read recentlyExperts say that we laugh about 80 percent less
as adults than we did as children, which means that if our lives
were a sitcom, we would have been canceled a long time ago.
This thought led me to an unexpected truth: Laughtest only
more powerful than prescription-strengiyienol, but it keeps
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us on the air and in a good time slot.

When | told him this he actually smiled a little, but just a little,
mind you. He was obviously shaken but not stirred. He told me
how he had undgone a vision quest to remove the veil be-
tweenTruth and Untruth by ingesting peyote on a hilltop in
Gallup. A few hours later he moved to a local bar where he
continued his quest by downing a dozen Old Milwaukees and a
bowl of stale peanuts. Later a wise old Navajo medicine man
walked by took pity on him and gave him sofmems.

| realized then that to recogniauth, we must also recognize
lies, such as the one that says that by making us drooling, slur-
ring, stumbling, and emotional wrecks, drugs and/or alcohol
somehow make us more socially redeeming. Just ask Joe Namath.
A Chinese proverb reads, “Unless we change direction, we are
likely to end up where we are headedety bright, those Chi-
nese proverb writers.

With this he lit a cigarette and glanced out the windosat
patiently for a moment and then sprayed his cigarette with win-
dow cleaner“Sorry,” | said. “I dont second-hand smoke.”

He stood up, stretched, and tossed the wet cigarette in the
trash. $aring blankly out the windowhe told me he thought he
had foundTruth last summerHer name was Gloria, and she
could balance a lemon wedge on her nose like nobdmlysi-
ness. He was instantly smitten. The two began dating, and he
fell for her Fell hard. But on the very day he was to ask her to
marry him, she ran dfvith a mathematician from Ingall$he
couple later was injured when one of his equations went seri-
ously awry and his chalkboard spontaneously combusted.

He said it just didr’add up. Every moment that his love had
grown, Truth came into clearer and clearer focus. Like a slow
sunrise, the secrets of life and all its mysteries revealed them-
selves in tiny baby steps. But when she stomped on his heart as if it
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were so many hungry ants at a Knights of Columbus pi€nith
packed up and hitchhiked to whereVeuth goes when hearts di-
vide.

| couldn’t help feeling sorry for him, then. Could | blame him for
questioningruth in a world where the digrences between what’
right and whas wrong often no longer depend onTheth, but on
what political party you belong to? In a world where American
soldiers die every day but it takes a sleazy Superbowl! half-time
show to get peopleallyriled up?

| sat back in my chair for a minute. | knew we were getting
near the end of the column, and I'd need to say something about
God soon or risk a secular ending. He sensed the same and tight-
ened his helmet.

It was then that it dawned on nidnere really is only onéruth,
| told him. It's aTruth that removes the blinders so you can see
with crystal clarity the dference between right and wrongs &
Truth that allows you to look at lifemultitude of blessings with an
almost drunken joy; &ruth that steals away fearstills hope, and
leaves you with more love than the heart can possibly hold.

Sensing | was out of column space, the man smiled, removed his
helmet, stepped out the door and bumped his head on a hanging
plant.

Never let your guard down, | thougfttuth doesrt come
easy
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Making music

| walked into the little restaurant on 43rd Street in Lower Man-
hattan and sat down. Across from me sat Suzi La Femme, a Creole
woman with such sizzling good looks she could boil a lobster in her
bare hands. A few yards away stood an old upright piano, its mas-
ter mysteriously absent.

“Pierre, wheres Dom?” | asked the owner as he walked ner
vously by

“I don’ no where Dominic eez! Eet eez not lek ‘im to be let. |
don no wat we’ll do eef ee dos not arrive! Ee eez why people
come eer to dindlVitout eem, der weel be pandamonium!”

“Not to worry, Pierre,” | said calmly

| gave Suzi a knowing glance and sauntered over to the piano.
| sat down and let my fingers take ovBme songs flew from my
hands like a flock of doves beating melodies with every flap of
their wings as they soared to destinations unknown. People turned
in mid-sentence from their dinner conversations; wait staff stood
frozen half-way through taking orders; and Pierre wiped a tear
from his eye.

| started with Gershwin, moved onto some Bach and concluded
with Debussys “Claire De Lune.The entire restaurant erupted
in a standing ovation and | closed my eyes to take it in.

When | opened them | was still sitting in front of the piano,
but | was at home in Spearville, and instead of having just played
“Claire De Lune,” | was trying to remember that “Every Good
Boy Does Fine.”

“Every Good Boy Does Fine ... EGBDH repeated to my-
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self as | stared at the music. | pressed Middle C with my thumb,
then E No, wait.That was ETheres FE Darn it!' That's G! Did
they foget to put F on my piano?

I don’t remember a time as an adult when | didmant to
learn the piands a child, on the other hand, I'm sure | woutdn’
have spent more than five minutes sitting on the piano bench
before I'd be dfwatching re-runs of “McHale’Navy” or build-
ing a fort with a blanket over a picnic table

In my early 20s, | resolved that | was too old to learn to play
the piano. After all, children start learning piano at 3 or 4. Heck,
Mozart wasrt even out of the womb when he wrote his first
virtuoso, “Uterus in B Flat.”

At 30, | surmised that if only I'd have started a few years ago
—say in my early 20s — by now I'd be pretty goddd at 35,
| decided that if | had begun to learn at 30 instead of wishing I'd
have started a few years soqni be playing pretty darn well
by now

And when | hit 40, | didrt’ really think about learning the
piano any more, content instead to spend my days watching
reruns of “McHales Navy” and building things in my yard.

Then, a few months ago, | heard that an old upright piano was
being given awayit looked to be about 60 or 70 years old. It
was of-key, some of the ivory was cracked and broken, several
keys stayed down when you pressed them, and the wood finish
was chipped in several places. In other words, it was beautiful.

The first major dilemma | faced was getting it home. | tried
lifting it, but my arms nearly detached at the shoulders, which
would have defeated the purpose. | tried filling it with helium
and floating it home; I tried flooding Dodge City and rowing it
home; and | even tried convincing it to sprout legs and walk
home on its own accord, which would have worked had it not
been utterly impossible.
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Finally, I turned to some friends at tBpeaville News Bruce
and GregVierthaler who, along with Greg Scheve and John
Ackerman, not only provided the muscle, but Bruce custom built
a dolly to hoist the piano onto, and even brought the horsetrailer
in which to transport it to Spearville.

Now, thats kindness you can only hope to find in Kansas.

When | sat down to learn to play for the first time, | was sur-
prised to find that | did’immediately want to get up and go
watch TV, or build something, or play fetch with the dog. In
fact, before | knew it, hours had passed and | was slowly but
surely plucking out little ditties, trying always to remember that
“Every Good Boy Does Fine.”

| suddenly found myself wondering what was the difference. |
could have begun to learn years ago. So, why now?

Over the years, that ol’ piano had offered an abundance of both
beautiful music, and plain old noise. It was cracked and chipped,
some notes including a weird twang or clicking soAitdough far
from perfect, with the help of a higher powehad the potential to
be the instrument of something wonderful. ...

Birds of a feather
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On being made
new again

| was very moved after seeing “The Passion of the Christ,”
and yet | felt oddly similar to the way | felt back in the 80s after
watching two hours of Sylvester Stallone, Arnold
Schwarzeneggeor one of those interchangeable Karate “ac-
tion heroes” beating up on the bad guys.

Despite how much | ptéd out my chest when | walked out
of the theater back then, | still felt like that 98-pound weakling
from the comic book adfou know the oneThe skinny little
guy is sunning on the beach when a muscle-bound bully kicks
sand in his face and walkd @fith his girl. Then Charlegtlas
tells you how in a few weeks you can have muscles big enough
so that you can go kick sand in someone £fage and stetieir
girl. It's the circle of life.

In a similar sense, after seeiiige Passios’powerful por
trayal of Christs sufering, | wondered how | could ever hope
to be the true emulator of Christ that God is calling me to be.

I once again felt like that 98-pound weakling, as if all the sins
I've ever committed or will commit were suddenly kicking sand
in my face.

| was troubled for several days until one night in prayer | heard
the voice of God sajWould you relax? No human being has ever
been perfecilry to be the first and all you'll get is ulcers. Remem-
ber, you dont have to die on the cross to atone for your sins. Jesus
already did that.”

| thanked Him for His advice and He said, “Domiention it.”

But did it really hit home? | don’t know about you, but when
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I've sinned it5 not too dificult to say I'm sorry and really mean

it. The problem comes in forgiving myself, which is part of the
whole forgiveness package. As long as you're carrying those
burdens, you're not going to be at peace.

| still feel guilty about things | did years ago, like, Sging
born. | justknowthat were | ever shown what the world would
have been like had | never been born, | would see my dad sitting
in the west wing of a holiday bungalow ordering “Jeeves” to
bring him a dry martini.

If someone took the time and did the research, I'm afraid they’d
find that every problem on the planet — from the war in Irag to
the painful corn on someosetoe in Japan — could be traced
back to me.

Each morning as | watch CNN, I’'m waiting for the host to
say “We've just been given word that the troubles in Haiti could
have been averted had Kansas resident David Myers not sprayed
his sister with a hose when he was 10 years old. Research shows
that if not for this incident, Haiti would not only be at peace, but
would today be the dessert topping capital of the world.

“On a related note, the cause of the economic woes the coun-
try is currently suffering has been traced back to a typo in one of
Myers’ columns.”

As I've mentioned before, in the back of our minds is a filing
cabinet with every sin and/or failing stored in alphabetical or-
der, each in intensely minute detail. Every document is printed
in triplicate and in letters so & they can be read from the
international space station, just so that youtgamssibly foget
what “evils” you’ve wrought.

Meanwhile, all the good things — all our acts of kindness, all
our many successes — are written in invisible ink on a torn
napkin lodged in some hidden recess of our minds that it would
take theAmazing Kreskin to uncover
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Why is it so difficult to forgive ourselves?

In researching this column, | came across a sermon hitting on a
similar theme. ReDavid E. Cobb of RichardsohX said it better
than | ever could. His sermon concludes with the following:

“In failure there is evidence of Gadgrace. In human weak-
ness God strength is made perfectly clear Oh, to be a pray-
ing fool in a church full of fools, each with our own weaknesses
and vulnerabilities, to celebrate our failures and tormenting
thorns that grace may greatly and perfectly abound. | hope you
won't decide to avoid prayer because you think yourself unable
or less than perfect. | would rather pray as a fool among fools
than rely on supeapostles and self-righteous sand-kickeévs.
each have our weaknesses, our failings, our thorns. Thus may
God’'s power be made perfect in us as together we rely com-
pletely and absolutely on the resurrection miracle of &pét
fect graceYou and | may not be perfect. But GodAsid in
God, we are all made acceptable and.hew
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‘Good Time Eddie’

Prior to our monthly department head meetings here at the
chancerywe always spend a few minutes discussing Susday’
Gospel. This month it was the story of Jesus healing the blind
beggar

“He spat on the ground and made clay with saliva, and smeared
the clay on his eyes, and said to him, ‘Go and wash in the Pool
of Siloam.” So he went and washed, and came back able to see.”

One of the questions we are asked is how the Gospel is re-
flected in our lives. | got to thinking about how the story would
have played out had the beggar been someone, well, a bit more
like me. The beggar is not named, so we’ll just call him Ed.

We join the story in progress where Jesus is telling Ed the
beggar“Go and wash in the Pool of Siloam.”

Let’s listen in

So he went and tried to find the Pool of Siloam, but found it
not within his neighborhood, and soon grew vexed.

“Does anyone know where the Pool of Siloam is?” Ed asked a
group of sheepherders on lunch break. “Does anyone even know
Siloam? And if so, does he have a pool? Look, this is really
important.You try walking around with clay on your eyes for a
while. It itches like crazy

But answers came naught to Ed, who continued to wander
hither and yon, occasionally uttering unto himself that if Jesus
could raise the dead and turn water into wine, then surely he
could have steered him in the right direction.

The hours turned into days, the days into weeks, the weeks
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back into days, and then the days skipped the weeks and turned
directly into monthsAnd still the clay stuck firmly to Ed’eyes

as he continued his important search for the Pool of Siloam,
praying often for guidance.

And it came to pass while walking along 47th Street in mid-
town Jerusalem he caught wind of an opening for a salesman.
Being empty of pocket and hungry of stomach, Ed applied for
and was dered the position of sales trainee in the sandal de-
partment.

With the Pool of Siloam still swimming in the back of his mind,
Ed would often inquire of his customers about the whereabouts
of said pool, to which most would repffpude, you got clay on
your eyes.”

As his pocketbook grevhis interest in finding the Pool of
Siloam diminished. Soon he was able to rent an apartment, com-
plete with a loft and a fireplace. He bought all the modern com-
forts: a sleeping mat, a sitting mat, and an extra mat, just in case.
And lo, he even purchased a ysanembership to the Roman
baths, wherein he did scrub. But still the clay adhered like Amaz-
ing Supeglue to his eyes.

As the weeks passed, Ed became bored with his life and its
riches, and began frequenting Bathshel&sr & Grille, where
he acquired the nickname, “Godane Eddie.”

And thus, the sun did not rise nor set on the corner grille with-
out Ed therein to bear witness. The alcohol flowed like wine
and he partook of complimentary pretzels until there were none
to be had until the next shipment came iMaasdaysWomen,
noting Eds generosity with arutah, lavished him with atten-
tion, fighting over who would get to flick the salt from his beard
and comb his eyebrows.

The more Ed possessed, the more he wanted — more wine,
more women, more mats; but alas, he wanted to do less and less
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to earn them. He grew lazy and indignant. Nothing was good
enough for him; nobody treated him with the reverence or re-
spect befitting a man of his wealth and stature. He no longer
showed up for work and cared little when he received his pink
slip. He lost his apartment, and his eyebrows became unkempt.
His mind and heart became void of goodness, and he was beset
with despair

And it came to pass that when Ed was feeling the, weny
lowest, he knelt down in the muddy street, raised his arms and
shouted unto the heavens, “Lord, God of Heaven and Earth,
Father of humanitythis is all your faultYou couldnt stand to
see me happy! Am | not deserving of the good things in life?
What have | done to earn your wra —

Suddenly there came a commotion from down the street.
People were crying and shoutidg they grew closethe acrid
smell of blood left E® skin tinglingThe cries grew louder and
louder until Ed was nearly enveloped by them. He reached out
to shield himself and felt the dryough surface of wood brush
against his hand.

The sudden realization stole all strength from his legs, and he
fell to the ground. He began to weep, tears pooling in the dirt.
As he did, the clay from his eyes broke awayd light slowly
filtered in.

When he looked up, his first sight was of a man silhouetted in
the bright daylight, a crown of thorns upon his head, and a cross
upon his back.
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Rhonda Lee Combs
for president

You may remember prior to the last presidential election when
a team of seveSouthwest Kansas Registaolitical analysts
set out across the nation in search of the person most qualified
to be president of the Uniteda®es. Sadlyafter an exhaustive
search, their eventual candidate only received seven votes after
one of the analysts who was caring for a sick goldfistdfioio
cast his ballot.

Despite their failure, because neither the current president nor
the Democratic candidate bring to the forefront qualifications
that make them entirely suited for the top job, the team has
once again decided to set out in search of the perfect candidate.

After months of in-depth research, fact-finding, and informa-
tion gathering, they found themselves in the quaint town of
Pulman, Idaho, in which lives 62-year-old Myra Bunch, half-
owner of “Braiding Bunch” hair salon and gift shop.

Bunch had created a line of decorative statuettes, each with a
little saying such as, “Be nice to each ofth&klways look on
the bright side of life,” and “@chnological advances have in-
creased the complexjtgcope, and speed of potential risks to
our national security

When set in a particular ordehe statuettes formed a seven-
volume thesis on positive inter-government relations, making
her the perfect candidate for president, according to the ana-
lysts.

Unfortunatelywhen asked if she would consider running, she
said she was too busy to devote herself to a full-time position,
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but would be happy to consider “doing it as a hdbby

Frustrated but prepared for such setbacks, the hearty analysts
continued their search, moving on to their second choice, Dr
C.R. “Truly” Cane of Chiggerbight, Oklahoma. .DCane, as
you may know is the grandson of town founder Pettys
Chiggerbight, and 13th in line frowdilliam Chiggebite of Scot-
land. The Chiggerbite clan was said to have earned the name
after defeating a “vast armada” of angry chiggers camped in
their garden.

Dr. Cane, or “Dodruly” to his friends, was known for three
things: 1) his ability to balance a bowling ball on a corn flake 2)
punctuality and 3) his inability to tell anything but the truth.

After much research, including several interviews with the
doctor's patients (including the late Donald Grine late Philicia
Johnson and the mildly feverish Palmer Bell), the analysts learned
that the truth Dodruly espoused was the same kind Jesus re-
ferred to in the Gospel of Matthew asytith with a capitoT.”

The analysts felt that if the president spokeTituh, the world
couldnt help but drastically improvéAnd entertaining heads
of state with the bowling ball trick couldrurt.

But again their hopes were dashed when, on one fatefidday
Truly’s wife asked him what he thought of her new-kgjte and
he wound up in intensive care.

The analysts once again hit the road, this time landing in mid-
town Chicago at the apartment of Rhonda Lee Combs, a 27-
year-old single mother of 12. Combs, they had discovered, was
successfully supporting her children — all of whom had a 3.5
grade point average or above — on minimum wage earnings.
Understandably suspicious at first, the analysts completed a
background check on Combs, and learned that apart from occa-
sionally selling tartar sauce at the fish-yard, her success was
entirely due to her ability to manage money
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This, combined with the fact that her children were excelling, left
our experts brimming with hope. They surmised that Combs would
make a better national economist than the entire current adminis-
tration.

Intrigued by the dér, Combs ultimately turned it down after
the request alone caused her youngest shif@'to drop by 17
points.

With their top three choices a bust, the analysts decided to
call it quits. They were outside of Omaha when they stopped at
a highway gas station to purchase corn-dogs and Ovaltine. As
they stood near a microwave oven discussing their failed jour-
ney, a burly trucker who overheard their conversation shared
this advice:

“In all my travels, I've seen many a man or woman who would
make a far better president than those in recent years. Problem
is, them who push hardest for peace and contentment aint the
ones who get voted in. A long time ago a man once preached to
‘turn the other cheek,” and he said that ‘those who live by the
sword, die by the sword.’

“You think for a second that if that man were alive totiay
would stand a chance of being elected president?”
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‘God, what have you
done for me lately?’

In these sad days of warecently found myself looking up to
God and asking, “Why?”

“Don'tlook at me,” God replied. “Besides, | could ask you the
same thing.”

He was right (being the Supreme Being, He often is). It isn’'t
Godss fault that the world has gone crazgr is it His place to grab
us by the scruff of the neck and pull us up and out of the fire.

So, howhashumanity fallen so far off track? Why has the world
allowed things to get so out of hand?

| decided to put my investigative journalism experience to work
and search for answers. Seeing as I'd never done investigative
journalism, the work was slow-going. | started by trying to contact
some of the greatest minds of our time, beginning with the Amazing
Kreskin. But after he used the power of his mind to bend my col-
lection of novelty spoons with the little pictures on the handles, |
politely asked him to leave.

Over the next few days, | contacted dozens of brilliant minds,
includingAlex TrebeckAlbert Einsteins maid Helga Mayenstern
(who was noted to have corrected her employer when he wrote on
a chalk-board, “E=MC and a dash of orange sauce”), Coco the
Gorilla (who has earned her PhD in pharmacology since her spe-
cial ran onTV several years ago), and Judge Judy

But, sadlymy search brought no results. Frustrated and on the
verge of giving up, | decided to conduct one more quick search on
the Internet. In the “search” box, | typed in the word “why?” and
suddenly | found the answer | was looking for
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In December 2001, Dtangston Heath, M.A., PhD., Pththth.,
professor of modern behavior at the Harvard School of Anthropol-
ogy, began a study to determine, as he put it, “why the world had
gone all hooey Following is a brief snippet from an interview he
gave National Public Radio (NPR) in August.

NPR: Dr. Heath, you say that one of the reasons the world is
such bad shape is because of a general lack of moGdiyyou
elaborate?

Dr. Heath: Did | say that? | think | had just gotten a parking
ticket when | said that. | was in a mood.

NPR: So you don’t think morality has anything to do with the
troubles in the world?

Dr. Heath: Sure, it has something to do with it. If everyone were
moral, you could eliminate many social ills — and you could prob-
ably get a lot better deal on a used car

NPR: Does thinking you're moral, make you moral?

Dr. Heath: No, it may just mean you’re working without a pilot
light. Remembesome of the worst murderers not only have thought
that what they were doing was morally right, but that it was some-
how prescribed by God.

NPR: If not a lack of moralitywhy?

Dr. Heath: For most of us, praying has come down to this: “Oh
good and benevolent God in heaven, what have you done for me
lately?” It's all about “me."We no longer know our neighbors,
much less practice any concern for th¥ou could be living next
door to Dimitri Kosilkov and not even know it.

NPR: Who's Dimitri Kosilkov?

Dr. Heath: Exactly We’ve foigotten how much we need God.
Take one day and skip lunch. By dinner time, your stomach will tell
you how your soul is feeling. And that first bite of spaghetti? Prayer
is no less tangible.

NPR: So, once again | ask you, why all the wars and violence?
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Dr. Heath: In times of turmoil, people look to the one who’
emotionally chaged, because in strong emotion we see adfain.
imagine if a country is suddenly attackédbuld its citizens vote
for Ghandi to lead their nation in the months to follow? | doubt it.
Ghandi was just a little man in a sheet — and yet he peacefully won
a nation.

NPR: So your pointis ... Um, what exactly is your point?

Dr. Heath: Why is the world teetering on a precipié&By the
war, the hate, the violence and destruction?

In general, the world has turned a deaf ear to the voice of God. If
they do happen to hear his voice — filtered through all the hostility
—then its arare gem indeed who actually adheres to it.

But those caught up in war — from the innocents struggling each
day to survive, to the soldiers wondering if they may be the nextto
die — you can bet they hear Gggbice, and with a crystal clarity
And you can be assured that each of them also are asking “why?”
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An interview with
Santa Claus

The tiny bar where we were to meet reminded me of a dark
alley. | walked in apprehensively and was hit by the stench of
stale beer and cigarette smoke. The floor was littered with pea-
nut shells. In the back stood a pool table, unused and blanketed
in dim lighting.Two customers who didhknow each other and
didn’t care sat draped over the edge of the bar like wet rags
trying to keep from drying up. There was no music — no TV
giving the play-by-play; just the sad silence of lost hope.

| sat my reportés notebook on a small, round table and peered
around the room. A single, torn poster advertised a '65 Mustang
Fastback, i8 once sleek silvdrlue color long since bleached
to a dull gray

| was trying to make out the name of the state on its license
plate when the light in the room was suddenly blotted out. In the
doorway was the silhouette of a man the size of a wattlbuf
He stood frozen for a moment, and then pushed through the
doorway mashing peanut shells to dust with each step of his
big, black boots.

He tugged a chair away from my table giving himself a wide
berth, and sat down. | studied him for a moment and then said in
a shaken whispgtSanta?”

“You can call me Nick,” he smiled and said in a voice reso-
nating with age. Except for the billowyhite beard and elfish,
round face, you’d have never known that this was the man who
had defied the laws of physics for generations. But there he
was, clad in a red, flannel shirt, wearing blue jeans and candy-
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cane-stripe suspenders. On his head was a baseball cap that read,
“Go North PoleCats — '98 Champs.”

“Elves,” he said when he saw me looking at his hat. “The
PoleCats are our snow-shoe soccer team. In 98 they defeated
theYup’ik Yaks of Northern Canada for the regional champion-
ship. Boy those little guys can play!”

“Elves?!” | asked, turning to the bdrneednt have feared
any reaction from the two customers; both were drowning in
bottles of gin.

“Y es — from the workshop. Of course they had a little Christ-
mas magic on their sid&he Yup’iks are a people native to
northern Canada. I'll never fget the looks on their faces when
our team came flying in by reindedudolph nearly crashed
into a tree he was laughing so hard. From that point oviake
were a little intimidated.”

If there had been any doubt in my mind that this was the real
Santa, it had all washed away in the last few seconds. Ittwasn’
what he said exactlyt was ... well, it wasow hesaid it There
was such a pleasant confidence about him; a gentle spirit
strengthened by wisdom.

“Can you tell me a little about ‘SansaNorkshop?™ | asked
eagerly

“Ahhh, the workshop,” he said, his voice almost a whisper
“There’s a great misconception about the workshop. Sure, we
make toys, but we do a lot more than that.”

He took of his hat, ran his fingers through his haind repo-
sitioned the cap it back on his head.

“When people are cold, we bring warmth. When they’re hun-
gry, we feed themWhen they’re lonelywe ofer friendship.”

He paused for a moment and then continued. “Theset taian’
gible gifts I'm referring to.You cant wrap them up in pretty
paper and a bawhey're ... they're ... .”
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“I think | understand,” | said. “¥u’re talking about the spirit
of Christmas — spiritual warmth for the downtrodden; nourish-
ment for those hungry for peace — peace of mind, peace in the
world.”

Nick smiled.

“But what do you mean by ‘friendship’?”

“To answer that I'll have to start from the beginnithen |
was a child | had a very dear friend,” he explainede ‘kew
up togetherplayed togetheBut as we grew older and | wa$ of
chasing girls, he was challenging the aristocrasyhe grew to
adulthood, his teachings began to drawgddollowing. Pretty
soon, the government took notice and labeled him a radical.

“Meanwhile, he taught me something that | nevegdbrthat
it was better to give than to receive. So, with a little help from
some friends, | began providing to the poor and weak, just as he
taught. Before long, the government became so afraid of my
friend’s powers that they had him put to death.

“Before he died, he said to me, ‘From now and for all eter-
nity, your gifts will remind people of my birth .. tNick.”

| was stunned. | could barely breath.

“You mean ..."

“Yes. Jesus was my best friend in life just as he is in death,
and it’s his companionship that people long’for

It took me a few moments to recoyeluring which Nick
downed a few peanuts. Finally | asked him why he chose such a
gloomy location for the interview

Nick looked around the room and smiled satllgt’s just say
I have faith in the human spirit, even whes dt its worst, even
when it's weighed down by lifg’struggles.”

With that, he stood up and marched over to theHmspread
his arms out like wings and placed one massive hand on each of
the mens shoulders. | couldhhear what he said, but after a
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moment | heard a hearty laugh, his big frame bouncing like a
bowl full of jelly.

He raised a hand to wave goodbye, and disappeared through
the door

The two men sat stoically for a few seconds staring at their
drinks. One stood up, and then the athidrey smiled, walked
over to the dogrand out into the light of day
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Happy Mother ’s Day

And it came to pass that in thfear of Our Lord 1963, a child
was born unto the house of Myers in the city of Casper in the
state ofWyoming.And a proclamation was sent out among
friends and relatives announcing, “Lo, it is a bB shall be
called David, ‘One Who Drools.” He weighs eight pounds and
looks like Uncle Phil before his operation.”

And Ruth, wife of Jim, did look upon her newborn son and
say unto her husband, “Can you run to Dairy Queen for me?”
whereupon Jim did as he was bidden and purchased for her a
Peanut Buster Parfait.

In those days it was easier for a wife to stay home with the
children, and it was at home wherein Ruth did sew polyester
pantsuits, watch “As the/orld Turns,” and make “Shake-A-
Puddin’ for her family now counting six among them.

In theYear of our Lord 1968, it came to pass that David en-
tered kindegarten and began his life of learning, leaving Ruth
to dance down the street singing, “Free at last, free at last!”

While the Lord blessed the family with financial stability and
quality television, all was not well in the Myers household. David
began to show signs of instabiligventually drawing the wrath
of his teacher by uttering loudly and with feeling a limerick he
learned upon the playground.

A few days lateRuth found her youngest supping offraee
Musketeers bar just moments prior to dinner

“Is there a pox upon the house of Myers?” Ruth shouted unto
the heavens. “Lord, | beseech thee, adjust my chilslraiti-
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tude, for in their whining, their eating of snacks right before
meals, and their wanting of things that they shall have not, they
are a blight upon my sanitin your name I do pray

And the Lord smiled upon Ruth and blessed her family in the
years to followTogetherthey would make many a joyous trip
to Sterling to spend quality time on the farm on which Ruth was
reared, and to Denver to see the tall building to which Jim took
the bus to work each day

Together they worshipped each Sunday and celebrated memo-
rable holidays, such as when Santa delivered unto David the
Willie Talk ventriloquist doll, and to his big brother a Mdbeels
garage, plus extra track.

And they recognized the sanctity of Chgsbirth. A small
Nativity was set up under the tree in which the Christ figure
eventually became lost and had to be replaced with another twice
its size that in reality would have squashed its cradle to cinders
and caused Joseph and Mary much consternation.

Indeed, the house of Myers felt truly blessed.

Then, on a day marked by the sky opening up and raining
down upon the flock storms so strong of force, so vicious, and
so wet that they had to cancel a Little League game, the eldest
child became a teenager

And lo, she began talking on the phone for hours, ignoring her
mothets command to “Make thy bed!” and “Help cleanse the
dishes!” And the Bible story pictures that once adorned her walls
were replaced with pictures of Davey Jones and Ricky Nelson.

And then another child became a teen, and anatheran-
other until all four children were teenagers at one time. It was
an era known unto the Myers family as “The Dark Ages.”

For the Myers children, it was a time marked with insecurity
Their moods became like the weatheartly cloudy with a
chance of damaging hail. A plague of pimples came upon them,
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often cropping up just before a date. The teenagers became like
mythical beasts of yore: you know they are there because some-
one once claimed to have seen one. But most the time they
were out with friends.

“Is there a pox on the house of Myers?” Ruth found herself
shouting unto the heavens for the second time in her life. “Lord,
| beseech thee, help this poor mother of teenagers. My children,
they mean well, but | am in doubt as to the soundness of their
minds. They listen not when | command them to pick up their
dirty socks, even though dirty socks weigh naught. By procla-
mation they have been ordered not to watch TV after 8 p.m.,
yet as surely as | am standing here, Hoss and Little Joe will
alight the family room after ‘ligh$ out.’Help me, dear Father
for | am vexed and wish not to eat a gallon of ice cream, just out
of anxiety In your name | do pray

Once again, God smiled upon Ruth. While the years to follow
would not be easyventually the four children would all leave
their teen years behind them. When the youngest finally left
home in 1982, his last sight was of his mother dancing down the
street singing, “Free at last, free at last!”

And on one particularly glorious ddwvo years after Ruthdaugh-
ter gave birth to their first grandchild, she overheard her daughter
shouting unto the heavens, “Is there a pox upon the house...”

And Ruth did grin, fold out the footrest on her chaiird turn on
“Oprah.”
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| wish ...

I WISH | could be the life of the party wish that when |
walked into a room all heads would turn, smiles streching across
happily surprised faces -- a hungry audience eager for my wit and
wisdom. | wish | could spread humor through the crowd like a
farmer seeding his land, drawing a golden crop of laughtstas
their cheeks tired of stretching and their stomachs ached from laugh-
ter, I'd toss in a little gem of wisdom, like, “Even the best circus
elephants work for peanuts,” which everyone would quickly jot
down.And before it was all overd raise my martini, and with a
reference to an M&entury poet no ongever heard of, I'd toast
to the good health of the host and hostess.

| WISH | could live in a dark apartment on the lower east side
of a big city a neon sign outside my window flashing “3o@ar
& Grille.” I'd sit at an ancient typewriter clacking out prose
such as: “She walked into myfigk like a hurricane looking for
shrimp boat. Even the begonia took notice, its leaves curling at
the Chanel #5. She told me that someone was out to gét her
was a case, all right — one that I'd later wish had taken the 8:15
out of town.”

Next to the typewriter would be an overworked ashtray and
half a bottle of gin. When | tired of writing, I'd don my hat, go
down to the corner bar and give Stokey the bartender a taste of
the blues. Then I'd wander back up to my dive and start Chap-
ter 2: “Say Cheese, Buster

| WISH | could live in a big cabin deep in the woods. I'd
spend my mornings chopping firewood and communing with
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nature. I'd wish the deer good tidings, and the chipmunks a pleas-
antArbor Day I'd gaze at the sea of egeeens and take in the
fresh air careful not to inhale any tics. In the afternoon I'd paint.
I'd paint scenes of lonely street corners, of a barber shop where
two or three grizzled old-timers are chatting about hippies and
knee socks. Or I'd paint that kid who never gets picked for the
team suddenly finding a dollar and buying a donut. I'd paint scenes
of real life, real people and real places; scenes that would other-
wise pass by unnoticed.

When finished, I'd box up my creation and take it into town — two
hour's drive away — where I'd stock up on matches andBdgp.
I’d mail the painting dfto NewYork where it would hang in a
gallery for a few days, maybe a week, before selling for a ridicu-
lously high priceA few weeks later I'd get a check, minus 85
percent commission, and I'd quickly scribble a host of overdue bills.
Then I'd go home and paint some more.

| WISH | could be an independently wealthy world traveler
My home would be whatever motel | happened to be staying at:
the Ritz in Paris, the Marriott in St. Thomas, the Bugs Bunny
Hotel in Denverl’d travel the rails across Europe, visiting the
tiny villages rarely accessed by tourists. I'd sit in a pub and
share a pint with the locals, listening to tall tales shared by thirsty
elders happy to find someone dim enough to believe them. I'd
travel in a ramshackle truck across Africa, dining with the Dinkas
of Southern Sudan and assuring them that I’'m not a god, despite
my “mysterious” lucky paper clip. I'd attend hunting parties
with the Pygmies of the Kalahari and amaze them with my abil-
ity to garnish. I'd sail to Hong Kong where I'd unpack my tux-
edo, lie down on my bed, and nap until the evesifegtivities.

| WISH | could give up all my belongings and spend all my
days — except weekends and holidays (both religious and civil)
— serving the poorest of the pobd be another Mothéeferesa,
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deserting my ego so that | may completely give of myself to those
most desperately in need. My home would be a sparse, one-room
apartment with a television from 1970 and an aerial made out of
foil. I'd cook on a Sterno can and listen to thrift shop records on an
old phonograph. No luxuries for the guy who works for the poor —
none needed — for | would be surrounded by love, even the people
who smell funny and don’t brush their teeth. | would serve all,
regardless of personal hygiene, and thus, I would be served spiritu-
ally.

BUT, as it is, I'm far too insecure to ever be the life of any
party I'm not a novelist (plus, | dohsmoke or drink, although
I've had a good education in the latter). I'm not a highly tal-
ented painter; I'm the opposite of independently wealthy (What?
You too?); and I'm too selfish to ever “give it all up.” In fact,
perhaps i my inability to be any of these things that makes me
yearn for them. Or maybestjust a healthy bit of schizophrenia.

As the Christ of my prayers would tell me, “Get over it, Bub.”

He’s right. If | did travel the world, live like a hermit in the
hills, or write crime novels in some big gibne day I'd begin to
wonder how nice it would be to be living as an editor in a quiet
little mid-western town where people are friendhe living is
inexpensive, and the air is noteworthy
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Thanks God, for not
getting fed up

The other day | came home from work and found this note on
the kitchen table:

Dear Dave: | just cant take it anymore¥ou hardly ever
pay attention to me, and when you dg usually just a quick
hello before diving into a plate of spaghetti or a bowl of Cocoa
Puffs. And if re-runs of “Gilligans Island” are on, | doheven
get a “hello”! You're always worried about something or an-
other but instead of confiding in me you justfaufsilently as if
you're some kind of martyGive me a break!tS3ephen, you're
not. Theres a diference between being a martyr and being
moody | won't be taken for granted! I’'m leaving you! I'm outa
here!Au revoir, mister!

You're former friend,
God

There’'ve been many times in my life when | woutdmave
been surprised at all to find that letter waiting for me. Granted,
it might freak me out at first. I'd probably check to make sure
my stereo was still there, and then I'd call the police and have
the note checked for finger prints. But the moment the police
confirmed it was God, I'd give a sigh of understanding and won-
der why | hadrt received the note a lot sooner

It's not that I'm cynical. If I had a friend who only came to me
once or twice a day to talk — and then just to ask if I'd fix his
bike or loan him five bucks — I'd probably get a little irritated,
too. And on top of that, if instead of hanging out with me on
Sunday morning he chose to watch American Gladiators or play
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Mortal Combat, | might start to get really upset.

And yet God stands by us for the long haul, for better worse,
Gladiators or no.

Just another on my long list of realtgally cool things about
God. Hes everpatient, eveforgiving, and just plain evdovin'.

And “ever” is a long, long time.

But because he never stops hanging around us, and because
he never stops loving us, that doésnean he cah’get a bit
irritated from time to time.

I have a friend — we’ll call him “Dave.” If something good is
on television, his meal-time prayer shortens from two or three
minutes to approximately seven seconds. During Mass, instead
of praying, Dave will sometimes think about things like,, say
how cool it would be to swing across the church ceiling like
Spider Man, or what he would say if he were a guest on the
Tonight Show

Knowing that Dave doeshalways pay God the attention he
deserves, he doesalways feel God presence in his liféVhen
something goes awrje gets that panicky feeling, like all his
innards suddenly shifted to the left. He gets nervous and weak.
His stomach starts to hurt. His eyebrows begin moving indepen-
dently of each other

Sometimes at night as daying in bed, awful thoughts pop
into his head like, what if the war escalates and all I've got to
defend myself is a bunch of rubber bands collected on a door knob?
He’'ll see soldiers marching up the street, and himself peering over
a window sill with a rubber band poised and ready to boink some-
one on the nose.

Or he’ll worry about the econompyr his families health, or
how old the milk is in the fridge, or his past mistakes, like that
time he didnt realize that Melany Johnson was trying to ask
him to the Sadie Hawkins dance and he told her he was watch-
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ing ‘Planet of thé\pes’that night."Shudder

See, God talks to us, toand he doesttlike talking to a brick
wall. He wants us to know that Bdiolding us in a loving em-
brace, every dayevery minute — despite our sins, despite our
weaknesses — and that as much as he gets annoyed with us, he
is always ..ALWAYS... loving us and willing to faive. In this
knowledge we can rest assured that tiseaivays hope. In do-
ing so, all those fears and anxieties lose a big chunk of their
potency

If we were to receive a note from God, I think it would prob-
ably be much more like the following:

Dear |,

No matter what you do, no matter how bad things get in the
world, I will not leave you. My love for you is unconditional. |
don’t care what you do, | will always ... well, | mean, | care about
what you do — of course | do. | just mean that despite what you do,
[ won’t stop loving you. I may think you’re being something of a
turd at times — but | mean, who isn’t? But just because you act like
a turd doesn’'t mean you have to always feel like one. | want you to
always know how much I love you. | mean, c’'mon! I'm God, not
your supervisorYou can tell me anything! | know you're trying,
and | want you to know that | love yoAnd when you mess up,
seek forgiveness and go on. Only in seeking forgiveness can you
truly love yourself, and in loving yourself, you are loving me.

Yours truly,
God
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Time to open
the mail bag...

Once again is time to open up tfeKRmail bag and answer
some of the thousands and thousands of questions that have
been sent imver the last yeat et’s take a look ...

Question: | was wonderingsometimes your columns make
absolutely no sense whatsoever

Answer: Okay thats not really a question, but I'll try to an-
swer the best | can. First you bring the water to a boil, then add
the noodles, stirring occasionally

Q: Why are so many of the stories in 8i¢Rprinted several
weeks after the event took place?

A: If you look at the earth from far enough away —, 4y
billion light years — you'll see dinosaurs roaming the planet. Even
when we look at the sun, we'’re seeing it as it appeared approxi-
mately eight minutes ago, because it takes that long for its light to
reach us.

Anyway, it has something to do with that.

Q: I noticed that you only have male column writers. Why
arent there any women writers?

A: | get that a lot. Don’let the beard fool you. In realjtym
a wife and mother of three rambunctious teenagers.

Q: Who put the bop in the bop shoo bop shoo bop, and who
put the ram in the rama lama ding dong?

A: | believe it was Al Gore. He was also the first to use the
phrase, “Papa oom mow mg@wvhich he coined when he was
bitten in the ear by an angry dust mites & little known fact
that he also wrote the first verse of “This Lan¥a&ir Land,”
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which originally went: “Al, Al, bo bal, banana fanna fo fal, fe fi
mo mal, AL!”

Q: What's it like working with all those priests and sisters all
day?

A: As you can imagine, it requires a lot of patience. | can
hardly get a cup of ctde without someone saying, “God bless
you,” “alleluia,” or “get thee behind me, Dave.” The other day
| sneezed and the place erupted like the backyard barbecue at a
Billy Graham family reunion. They also come to me regularly
seeking guidance, which could get fatiguing were | any less pi-
ous.

Q: Aren’t you afraid that by writing all this nonsense you are
losing the respect of the readers?

A: Studies have shown that too much seriousness can lead to
rapid heart beat, premature hair loss, and corns. t damit to
knock people who are serious, because | do believe sheere’
place for seriousness in the worldsljust south of Lubbock,
Tex. in the basement apartment of an auto parts salesman named
Ernest.

Q: Jesus is quoted in the Book of Matthew as saying, “Ask,
and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and
the door will be opened to you.” How do you feel about that?

A: Uhhh ... I'd have say | agree with Jesus on that one.

Q: How does it feel to be the top-rated humor writer in the
country a noted authprand a Pulitzer Prize winner for your
commentary?

A: That question was obviously meant for Dave Bdvty to
answer your question, I'm sure it feels great (sigh).

Q: Isn't spring a beautiful time of year?

A: It sure is!

Q: I noticed that your web site changes in design nearly every
other week. When are you going to finalize it?
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A: Learning a new computer program is like teaching a dog to
fetch an invisible stickYou never know if you'’re going to get
back the stick or an angry chipmunk covered in dog saliva. As
soon as | learn the design program entji€liyhave some con-
sistency

Q: As a newspaper editor and thus all knowing, how do you
think God views the world of todawith all the wars, killing
and reality television?

A: God probably looks at the world today much the way a
parent looks at his or her teenagers. As much as humanity gets
on His nerves at times, He continues to be patient with us and
love us. And even if humanity fails to ever get the message and
never grows out of those awkward teenage years, for those who
love Godand dort misbehave too much, they’ll always have a
place to call home.

Q: Do you ever have trouble ending your column?

A: Yes.Yes | do.
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Children are superior
to adult s

Most of you have seen the depiction of a smiling Christ sur-
rounded by little childrerihile top theologians gue that the
painting represents Gallove of innocence, | would suggest
otherwise. Indeed, | believe the painting depicts something more
closely related to an executive s$tadfeeting.

For centuries we adults have believed ourselves vastly supe-
rior to children — their “overseers” if you will. The words “child-
ish” and “juvenile,” and phrases such as “you’re acting like a
3-yearold,” and “dont be a baby” clearly display an attitude
of supremacy

Recently a team ofSouthwest Kansas Registeisearchers
and myself conducted a stydye results of which reveal that we
adults are quite the contrary

I must preface the following by stating that we weren'’t the first
to make this realization. For example, more than 3,000 years ago, a
9-yearold Tutankhamun became king of Egypt. Not only that, but
he could cook the best biscuits and gravy in the region. And in
approximately 1910, at the tender age of 3 YPlhecame the last
emperor of China. After his reign came to a sudden end a few
years laterhe briefly served as emperor\Wwboster Ohio. He
eventually died after serving for 14 years as emperor of a donut
shop on East 47Street.

Closer to home, the current governor of Louisiana is only 7
months old, yet has already brought the state back from eco-
nomic disasterAnd | happen to know that diocese historian/
archivist/ad rep/feature writ@iim Wenzl's household is cur
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rently being run by their newborn daughfgine determines when
they go to bed, when they rise, and how often they go to mov-
ies. “Superior” indeed!

This, of course, takes us Rrinciple 1 of my theory that
Children are Superior #dults: “Instead of sitting in an bte
at a computer all daghildren play on monkey bars, eat peanut
butter sandwiches, and watch reruns of ‘Addams Family”

Principle 2: “Parent’is synonymous with ‘chatdur.” While
adults frantically drive children to numerous athletic, school and
church events, the child sits mindlessly in the back of the car
eating Fritos and humming “The Addams Family” theme song.

Principle 3: “Children have a much longer attention span than
adults.” For example, children are content to watch cartoons
for hours on endSKRresearchers observed that when forced to
watch one program for more than 15 minutes without changing the
channel, one adult subject would begin to dance a jig. Another be-
gan to devour his remote control.

But do these principles indicate a higher intelligence among
children? Or are they more indicative of the cycle of life, one
that grants us all the brief pleasure of childhood mastery before
leading to adult subservience?

| don't know; those are too big of words for me to ansBat
it does lead to my next set of principles, those I've entitled:
“Indisputable proof that children are superior to adults.”

Principle 1: Children prefer chocolate milk to be&he fact
that adults dort’find the taste of beer repugnant indicates a
mental instability Even if childrenwere allowed in bars, one
would be hard stretched to find a group of depressed 8-year-
olds sitting at the bar saying, “My teacher just doesnder
stand me.”

Principle 2: Children are more honest than adults. Ask a co-
worker what they think of your new haircut, and they’ll reply:
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“Wow. True self-expression is so rare. | admire yésKk a child
and they’ll answer: “Yu look like a rooster | saw at the county
fair.”

Principle 3: When comparing acts of mischief, placing a ham
sandwich in the VCR is nothing compared to those perpetrated
by adults. When considering the major criminals of the last 100
years, very few have been under 10 years old. The exception,
of course, was Rocko Johnson, Wwho, while still an infant,
went on a Huggies crime spree in '43. No one was injured, but
one Pigglywiggly clerk was left mildly surprised and had to be
sedated.

What | and the team @KRresearchers found, is that when
Christ said, “...Anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God
like a little child will never enter it,” he was speaking literalifhat
he’s saying to us today is that instead of children learning from
adults, its time we adults try to learn a lesson or two from our
children.

And if you're still not quite clear on the subject, turn to page 14
and look at the picture at the top of the page. Isn’t it about time we
grownups quit acting like a bunch of adults?*

*The photo depicted Palestinian chiér running in teror
during an aerial bombing.
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The story of
Ralph Waldo Stein

“Quit playing with your food,” Mom shouted out the win-
dow | peeed out and saw my tther playing hide-'n-go-seek
with a large cooking hen — one of several strange memories |
have of gowing up, many of whichevolve aound the fact
that at age 8 | had a full beds’

— From Chapter Two, “My Life as a Condiment:
The Sory of RalphWaldo Sein”

I was introduced to RalpValdo Sein when reading the Catho-
lic-Zoology magazinelhe Chuch and Ewein the waiting room
of a veterinary clinic. I first noticed the photograph; he had a long,
white beard that enveloped a sparsely toothed grin, and he wore
tiny round spectacles perched on a nose perfectly suited for dialing
rotary phones.

He had been an ostrich rancher — and still was, Stein would
insist, although his current livestock consisted of one ostrich
named Clara BowClara was dlicted with a lazy eye and an
under-bite, which endeared her to Ralph just enough that he
couldnt see clear to sell heHe kept her alive, and she gave
him the excuse he needed to say he was still in the business.

In the article, as you'll see, he ditispeak so much about his
being a successful ostrich ranghaut about the many barriers
he had to overcome to achieve his success.

Stein was born in Kiowa, Kansas in 1918. When in grade
school, $in’s mother would shine his boots every morning with
lard. While at recess, Stein — often sitting alone near a glade —
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would be visited by various small animals lured by the scent of
his shoes. At first this distressed Stein, but then his mother told
him of St. Francis and hols mother had shined his sandals with
lard, which she said led directly to Francis becoming a saint.

At age 6, a family malady kicked in and Stein grew a mus-
tache that made him look like a tiny version of Charlie Chaplin.
By age 8, he had grown a full beard. The constant jeers left him
dejected until his father told him the story of Samson.

Stein would never shave again.

By age 13, he had developed a love for sports and joined his
junior high football team. Unfortunatelliis desire to play was
surpassed only by his lack of any sense of direction. Handed the
ball, he’d often run the wrong wa$tein once mistook a corner
store for the end zone and was tackled in the housewares aisle.

Once again dejected, he was uplifted when his uncle told him
the story of the LosIribes of Israel, who wandered all the way
to Pennsylvania before realizing that they were, waay of.

At 17, Sein met his first true love, Mabel Gettyho loved
him despite his beard, his poor sense of direction, andftée af
tion he received from small animals. The two courted for a year
and a half before making plans to mailiwo days before their
wedding, Mabel changed her mind and ranath a blimp pi-
lot from New Jersey

“Mabel was my hears' desire,” &in said. “When | last saw
her she was floating overhead like a big, hydrogen-filled angel.”

Thus began the lowest point dfeth’s life. He began doing
crazy things, like standing on a street corner singing “My Funny
Valentine” to a box of dog biscuits.

Seeing that he was swimming in desplais older brother sat
him down one day and told him of a man who had lost fee-af
tion of a multitude of peoplénd today?Today not only do
people love him, but they worship him with all their hearts, their
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minds and their souls.

Still feeling sorry for himself, Stein hiked for several miles
until he came to a hillThis was Kansas, rememb&itting up
top, he made a desperate plea for help.

“I was only 19 and | felt like | was in a deep well trying to
claw my way out. As | prayed that God would lift me up -- or at
least throw me a rope -- | heard the slowly growing thunder of
hundreds of wild Holstein ostriches as they came bounding over
the plain. | accepted it as a sign from God, and thus began my
career as an ostrich ranchier

Today Sein still lives on his Kiowa ranch. Surrounded by
grandchildren, not a day goes by that he dadsti’'them the
story of Samson, Jonah, St. Francis, or St. Therese, on the very
likely chance that their stories will come in handy one day
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God comes to
Straw Bales

God walked into Strawbales’ diner in Spearville, Kan., sat down
and said unto Mark, the ownérd like an enchilada and a side
of fries, please.”

When | finally arrived for our interview | was nearly 40 min-
utes late and hoping that He was having a “Loving God” day
and not a “¥ngeful God” dayl walked past the player piano
and along side a pool table where Spearvillian Rose Thomas
was just barely losing to her husbandMs

At a small table sat a lge¢ man with a long, flowing beard,
and around whose snow white mane radiated a brilliant. glow
Earl had recently retired from thWolf Creek Nuclear Power
Plant in Burlington. | said hello and kept walking, keeping my
distance. At a table near the back sat God, dressed in jeans and
a KCUWildcats sweatshirt.

“Sorry I'm late,” | said as | draped my coat over the chair
“That'’s all right,” God responded, smiling. “I'm used to it.
Once | waited 62 years for a guy in Connecticut. When he fi-
nally knelt down to prayall he said was, ‘Dear Lord, my knee!?’

He had to finish the prayer on his way to the emecy room.”

I had so many questions and no clue where to begin. I finally
decided the best place to begin was in the beginning, with Gen-
esis — then I'd edge into the N&wstament, hopefully leaving
time to discuss the best places to edWiohita.

“Can you tell me a little about Adam and Eve?”

“Sure. In the beginning | created the heavens and the earth; |
looked down and saw that it was good. That much is true. But
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what the Bible doeshsay is that | also found it a tad boring. On
Day Five | could barely stay awake. | needed something to spice
up this bland world, so I threw in a little humariity

“Then came the apple,” | said.

God nodded his head: &éh. ...The apple/’know, if | had
said ‘Do not eat of the pizza of knowledge,’ or ‘Do not sup from
the combination platter of good and evil,’ | could understand
them being tempted. But it was just an apple.apple!Well,
next thing | know tempers flare and they’re evicted. Oh, | hated
to do it, but they needed to know — humanity needed to know that
there are consequences to your actions. Making them write a 500-
word essay wouldn’t have had the same impact.”

“Then theres the great flood,” | said. “Donhyou think that
was a little —”

“Drastic?Well, imagine if | hadrt found that one person in
all of humankind with the faith to build the aou and |
wouldn't be sitting here talking. Or if we were, you'd better
hope that jacked’'water tight,” he added, laughing.

“Do you really answer each and every prayer?” | asked.

“Sure,” God said. “I8 all a matter of teamwork. If 'm going to
pitch, you have to be there to catch. Just saying the words and
waiting for some grand intercession is like trying to teach your dog
to sit by staring at him blankly and repeating ‘sit, sit, sit, sit, sit, sit,
sit, sit.” Apart from him thinking his name is ‘Sit,” you're not going
to accomplish muck.ou have to act.”

| felt my next question was kind of hoaldctually, | knew it
was, and despite the fact that | felt | already knew the answer
decided to ask it anywaljlere goes nothingd told myself: “What
is the meaning of life?”

“Right to the meat and potatoes, huh?” God said. “My Son
gave simple, easy to understand answers that apply more than
ever to todays Christian on the mov&he answeés simple.”
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God looked directly into my eyes and sang sdfiMl you need
is love, da da da da da! All you need is love!

“It's a great song,” He said of the Beatle$’ “You know
John and Gege are giving concerts in Heaven; once Paul and
Ringo get there, we’re going to have --”

God saw the look on my face and stopped in mid sentence.

“I admire John Lennon,” | said, “but I'm not so sure that he
really believed, well, um, | mean ...And Gger-- wasrt he
more of a HinduAnd they were both rich. Doegrthe Bible
say --"

“All, right. Who'’s the God, here?” He seemed a bit impatient.
“Does it say ‘God’ on your jacket? No. Only | can look into the
depths of someoreheart and decide if they are deserving of
eternal life. No one else. Who among you has lived a life void of
sin?

“To paraphrase my Son, the greatest thing you'll ever learn,
God said, lifting StrawBales’ famous chocolate malt on high,
“is to love -- and be loved in return.”

Amen to that.
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A brief glance
behind the scenes

As this new year begins, it has dawned on me that you, the
reader know nothing of what goes on here at thigcefof the
Southwest Kansas Registand that I, the editpowe you a
look into the inner workings of this newspap&iter all, you
are paying for it and have a right to kn@w least you should
be paying for it. If you are not paying for it, please report imme-
diately to the nearest confessional for penance/payment instruc-
tions.

| will start with the day after the issue goes to press. | arrive to
work at approximately 8:30 a.m. Heavy frabn Highway 50
sometimes delays my arrival until 8:33.

| collect my mail, pour myself a cup of ¢e€, splash the cof-
fee on my tie as | go up the stairs, turn around, go back down-
stairs, refill my cup, start back up the stairs determined to be
more careful, make it to my atticfafe, become over confident
and spill the entire cup down my right leg and into my shoe.

With two weeks to go before my next deadline, | use this day to
go through the piles and piles of mail that have accumulated the
previous two weeks — you knovan letters, proposals of mar
riage, that kind of thing. The important stuff, including magazines
like Liguorian, Banjo Wrld andMadd go in one pile, while less
important things, such as bills, go in a round file | keep under my
desk. I'm a real stickler for filing.

The next day iFhursdayAfter emptying my shoe, | make a
list of all the stories I'll be working on for the next issue. And
that's about it forThursday | start my Friday by checking the
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Catholic News Service for wire stories to put in theof\t¥/Na-
tion” page. That takes about 10 minutes, after which I'm ready for
a well-deserved break. By the time break is gt/erclose enough

to quitting time that | go home, ready for some R and R.

One Friday a month the department heads take partin a meet-
ing with Bishop GilmoreWhen it's my turn to speak, | ask if
anyone has any suggestions for the paper that doeshide
parakeet cages, potty-training puppies, or mailing carp to Mafia
kingpins. After 10 minutes of deafening silence, we go on with
the meeting.

By Monday | begin to try to come up with a column idea. By
noon, I'm in the advanced stages of trying to come up with a
column idea.

By 3 p.m., | stumble on a possibilifter a break, | decide
to sleep on it. After I'm done sleeping on it, | go home.

OnTuesday!| start to write my column, decide my idea just
isn’t working, try to come with another idea, sleep on it and go
home. OnWednesdayl finally manage to write a column that
seems to make sense at the time, but will ultimately leave read-
ers puzzled.

When Thursday rolls around, | begin to think about the news
stories | have to write. By noon, | decide to wait until Friday to
think about the news stories | have to write. | spend the rest of
Thursday considering how | would rearrange niicefif | were
to rearrange my &te, which I'll never do because I'm not a
rearranging dice kind of guy Well, maybe just a few throw
pillows in the cornerand maybe a fern or two ... .

By the end of the day | realize that I've wasted the entire
week-and-a-half and have only one day left to write my stories.
On Friday morning | decide to wait until noon to worry about
writing my stories. At precisely 12 p.m., panic sets in, causing
severe stomach cramping and dizziness. For the next two hours
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I’'m indisposedAt 2 p.m. | telephone my contact for that week’
story. I'm told my contact just left for a two-week vacation. |
call Father Frank Pavone and ask if he could extend his column
by about 7,000 words to fill the extra space. He says something
about filing a complaint with the FCC if | ever call him again,
and hangs up.

On Monday | go to the Speatrville printing plant where Kerry A.
re-formats all my layout onto their computer system for final print-
ing. Seeing as this is usually only one page, it doesn't take long. I go
back to my office where | remember | haven't yet done the obitu-
aries, youth page, entertainment section, or lead story

What happens next is just a blas all my adrenaline is focussed
on putting together a 16-page newspaper in two hours.

ComeTuesdaythe issue hits the presses and somehow a com-
pleted paper is printed, with words, pictures and everything. In
the newspaper business we call this a “miracle.”

All kidding aside, the preceding column is my bizarre way of
saying thanks to all those people behind the scenes, without
whose help this paper would never go to press. Especially thanks
to God, who, although quite bysypkes a few minutes every
two weeks to make sure a hapless editor manages to get out a
little bit of Good News.
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Lute player teams with drummer
boy for first Christmas concert

A long time ago in the forests of southwestern Bethlehem,
there lived a lonely shepherd boy named Fostao until re-
cently had enjoyed nothing more than playing his lute for his
flock. Unfortunately some months earlier he had hired a mal-
nourished sheep dog that turned out to be a wolf in disguise.

Being tender of heart and weak of mind, Foster héetexd
the wolf the job, and even agreed to provide full medical ben-
efits. Before long, Fostey flock began to thin and the wolf be-
gan to thicken. By the time Foster realized he had made a ter-
rible mistake, the wolf was off selling “prime” Sahara real estate,
just as his ancestors had done years before causing the lost tribes
of Israel to take that first bad right turn.

Deeply saddened by the loss of his sheep, Foster took to herd-
ing gnats, which went moderately well until sheering season when
he had tremendous tidulty working the tiny sheering scissors.

He then switched to squirrels, but after sheering nearly 450 he
only had enough fur to weave a nose-warmer that covered one
nostril.

Still missing his sheep and tired of being hit in the head with
pine-cones by angryaked squirrels, Foster decided to give up
herding, so he grabbed his lute and took to the road. A few days
later he was playing outside an inn o' Street in downtown
Bethlehem when a little boy with a drum came walkindumgd
by the sound of the music. Upon reaching Fosker boy re-
flexively grabbed his sticks and began tapping his drum to the
beat of Fostés lute.
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“Come they told me,” the boy sang asgeerum pum pum
pumechis drum.“A new born King to see...pa rum pum pum
pum “Our finest gifts we bring,”pa rum pum pum pum...To
lay before the King,”pa rum pum pum pum — rum pum pum
pum — rum pum pum pum.

The song ended to uproarious applause by dozens of bystand-
ers, a few donkeys, an ox and a lamb.

“Wow, you really know how to rum pum pum,” Foster said
eagerly “What's your name?”

“I am called the Little Drummer Bgyhe said with his head
held high. “I have been chggd by my ancestors, all the angels
in heaven, and — shall | sayes! — God himself to play my
drum before our newborn savjahe King of Kings, Jesus the
Lord. You can call me Max.”

Foster had canceled his subscription to 8wmuthwest
Bethlehem Registaome time ago and therefore hadréard
about the impending birth of Jesus, so Max told him of the proph-
ecy, including that a star would lead them to the child salder
also told Foster he should really think about renewing his subscrip-
tion to theSBR

Foster was stunned by the news. Why now? he wondered.
Things werert so bad. He had happily been worshipping sev-
eral gods, including his favorite, Fernwood, the god of choco-
late-covered almonds. He rarely faced hardships, such as when
Oscar the god of burlap garments, became angered and caused
severe chafing, or when Lucille, the goddess of partly cloudy
days, would oversleep and inadvertently cause overcast skies
and a 70 percent chance of precipitation just when a good pic-
nic was getting started.

That night, as darkness slowly draped Bethlehem, dozens and
then hundreds of stars appeared above. Max had spent so many
hours scanning the night sky looking for the guiding Sad-
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denly a particularly bright one shown down on them in an intense
beam, and the two musicians were blinded by its radiance. Shield-
ing his eyes, Foster cried unto the heavens: “Oh, dear heavenly
Lord on high, I can’t see a thing! Can you turn it down a notch?”

But Max, warmed by the light and disposed to a deeper under-
standing of the st&s divine message, disappeared around a corner
Behind the inn he found a small stable.

“Foster” he whispered when he returned. “Guakled us.”

The two walked slowly toward the stable where they saw a
beautiful woman, a rather haggard but very pleased looking man,
and a tiny bahyall huddled together in the soft flickering light
of a lantern. The mother motioned for the two to come forward,
but Max didnt move.

“l have no gift to bring that’fit to give our King’ he whis-
pered, his voice shaking as he grasped Fesaem. “Sure, I've
got my drum, but I only know one song for crying out loud!”

“What happened to ‘chged by God™? Foster asked. “C’mon!
We've nothing to der but thealent the childs father bestowed
upon usWhat better way to honor the birth of Gedon?”

And then Foster said unto Max those immortal words now
etched in history*A one, a two, a one, two, three...” and with
the ox and the lamb keeping time, Joseph and Mary tapped their
feet and gently swayed to the music, ever so thankful that the
two young wanderers thought to share their precious gift, no
matter how small.

And the Baby Jesus smiled.

Editor’s note:Wth thanks to H. Simeone, who penned “The
Little Drummer Boy
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Lost and found

| knew the highway would be just around the next corer
didn’t matter which highwayny would be better than being lost
among the county roads of the central plains. At least my road map
wasn'tlost. It was safely pinned to my bulletin board back at work.

The occasional washboard roads were making mincemeat of my
truck. If you own a truck, you’ll know that they don't drive along
washboard roads as much as dancewltien the truck leads that
you know you're in trouble.

There | was, bouncing along, my muffler threatening defection,
and the sky edging toward darkness.

| aimed my car in the general direction of home and prayed the
roads would cooperate. At one point | turned southwest, toward
Spearville and home. | drove for nearly 20 minutes when the road
suddenly jutted around to the right, in the direction of the North
Pole, with no turnoff in sight.

Whoever had designed these roads did so under the assumption
that the fastest way to get from point A to point B was to put your
right foot in, put your left foot out, do the hokey pokey and turn
yourself about.

The sky to the west was slowly turning into an orange, yellowish
color, offsetting the deep blue sky to the east. | saw a rabbit look up
at me as | drove by — not so much frightened, but curious to see a
person on this road, a road so long void of life.

An owl flew by and called my name: “Moron! Moron!”

It wasn’t until | saw one of the lost tribes of Israel that | knew |
was really in troubléApparently the tribe of “Bruce” had wan-
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dered the deserts of Kansas for hundreds of years after an ances-
tor took a wrong turn at a “mailbox near a windmill” just north of
Egypt.

Regardless of the many twists and turns, eventually | found my-
self moving in the right directioklong the way| encountered
some interesting sights, such as old, dilapidated barns from who-
knows-when, cows, a railway car in a field, a squashed skunk,
cows, several miles of barbed wire fence, a bird, another bird, two
little birds attacking a bigger bird, cows, a shoe, a hubcap, an aban-
doned U-Haul trailera horse, another horse, two little horses at-
tacking a bigger horse, and a man whom | would come to know as
“the guy”

Except for the old gate at the front of the road leading to his
ranch in the distance, the guy appeared to be standing in the middle
of nowhere.

“Can you tell me how to get to Highway 50?” | asked the guy

“Yap. Just take that road up there to the second road and go left.
...Wait. ... No. ... No, you would go rightthen go up about ... |
never take 50, ya see ... take the second left and that will take you
all the way to County Road 75. Oris it 577? | think 5. If theres
a big house with a blue top, then you're okdyat should get you
to County Road 65, which turns into 39, which should run you right
into the highway

“50?"

“No. That would take you to 83. | never take 50.”

So I pointed my car in the general direction of home and drove
off.

After several more turns and a few more lonely roads, I finally
found a familiar road | knew would lead to home and hearth. Sev-
eral minutes latet drove up to my garage and checked my watch.
How late was 1?

I was 20 minutes earlier than usual. Although laced with twists
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and turns, | had actually found a shortcut. Unfortunatielyas
impossible to retrace my steps after being so hopelessly lost.

Now, as | drive those extra minutes along paved highways to get
home each day -- people passing me by dangerously if | go under
70 mph, the scenery whizzing by in a blur -- I think about the old
barns, the deep blue skige guyand the sometimes bumpy roads
that force you to slow down and take notice, and how much | miss
them.
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Come for the mid-life crisis,
stay for the pies

Webstets Dictionary describes mid-life crisis as: “(mid-life cris-
is) noun— A period of time when a man wants to grow his hair
like he had itin school, but realizes that it is physically impossible.
Of or pertaining to a mas’desire to purchase a 1969 Camero
before realizing that baby formula and mortgage payments have
first priority.”

Websterts defines a womasimid-life crisis as, “Aoeriod of time
when you realize you've married someone who wants to grow his
hair long and buy an old sports.£ar

Is 37 too young for a mid-life crisis? | suppose calling it a
“mid-life” crisis differentiates it from similar crises that occur
at all stages of life.

While growing up, I loved going to the movies, especially the
ones where there was a hero to root for and an undoubtedly evil
villain to despiseWe didnt have JohriWayne and his assort-
ment of cow-boy incarnations, but we did have Arnold “I'll Be
Back” Schwarzeneggeas well as Luke Skywalkahe hero of
all boyhood heroes.

Sure, the protagonist may get injured from time to time, but it
was always in the upper arm (sometimes his “shooting” arm,
just for suspense) and always only a nick. | often wondered why
they wore bullet-proof vests when what they needed was bul-
letproof sleeves.

For two hours, the darkened theater allowed me to feel a hint
of emotion the hero must have felt. When he punched the bad
guy, that was me punching the bad g&pmetimes, | would
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become embarrassed after actually feeling my upper body moving
with the hercs punch, so intent was | to embody the good guy and
help stamp out evil. Then the credits run; the lights come on. | stand
up and look down at my $6 sneakers, and careful not to step on any
Raisonettes bonded to a floor covered in week-old pop, | suddenly
become that geeky kid again with the bad haircut, zits and flag-pole
build. No matter how hard I tried, as | marched up the aisle | just
couldn’t transmogrify myself into the hero. | was always stuck
being that skinny kid.

While growing up, Jesus taught me through praseading
the NewTestament, and listening to the words of my parents,
that | should be happy with the way God created me. | need
never feel inferior to anyone because Christ loved me uncondi-
tionally, zits and all.

Like so many young people, | was never satisfied with who |
was. | always wanted to be Joe Co@u know -- tough-guy
face, deep voice and with my own catch phrase likeatiy
you know it,” or “Are you talkin’to me?” oy “| don’t eat tapi-
oca, man.”

Instead, I'm stuck with a face that is physically impossible to
look cool. Nervous, fearful, clueless maybe; but cool? Believe
me, I've tried.

| think that the mid-life crisis is a sort of reincarnation of those
old feelings, but instead of being designed to make us feel older
and more powerful, they make us feel younger and more care-
free.

The last movie | went to see was “Crouchifiger, Hidden
Dragon,” a great film. But just try watching it without feeling like
the Blob when you leave the theaféris time I'm not the skinny
kid with zits walking out of the theatdim the 37-yeaiold with
thinning hair and 20 pounds too many around my middle.

And even nowl still find myself wishing | could discover the
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“Fonzy” within — that | could buy that Harley Davidson chopper |
want so badlyand with my Fendertft electric guitar strapped to
my back, take a ride on the wingya con dios, muchachos. I'll-
be-back.

Mid-life crisis?Well, | look at it this wayWe go through life
with all sorts of desires in our heart. Thealthyones, the Bible
says, come from God. So what if | cabegin to aford that
Harley or $900 Fender Strat? | see in a music catalogue a begin-
ner electric guitar for $69.99.

Hmmmmm... $69.99.
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A father’'s gift

While chatting with my dad on the phone the other, tiay
told me about an interesting experience he had recently when
going in for his annual physical. As the nurse read over the form
Dad had filled in, she was forced to leave the room thrée-dif
ent times because she couldrontrol her laughter

First | thought Dad was joking and that his story was about to
edge toward the unprintable. Then it occurred to me: “Dad,” |
said. “What did you write on your formfou got a little cre-
ative, didnt you?”

Dad started laughing that familiar belly laugh, and between
chuckles and gidws managed to say¥eah, maybe a little!”

Dad is 77 years old. He has always had a great sense of hu-
mor, but | think that the child-like delight thatged him to be
creative with his medical form is something that only comes
with age. Its a grand gift that allows you not to jimbkfor the
humor in life, but tocreateit. It's like a fine spaghetti sauce
simmering for ages -- every time you walk in the house a bit
more time has passed, and the aroma is ever more delightful.

When you think of some of the greatest minds in the world,
few would be housed so firmly in our memories had it not been
for the guiding hand of their fathers.

Mozart? He wanted to be a professional ping-pong player be-
fore his father bought him a Baby Grand. The piano, in fact, is
housed at the Lowenbrau Museum in Munich and still has doz-
ens of pockmarks on it where little Mozart practiced his serve.

Einstein? Before he went into nuclear physics at the urging of his
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father he invented the first Cocoa PUfasty cereals, or the theory
of relativity? He really could have gone either way and still made a
significant contribution to society

And then there was Jesus. Now that | think about it, His life
was pretty much mapped out from the stées, He could heal
the sick and raise the dead, but then His Daldcreate the
world and everything in it, after all.

What are the gifts | received from my father? He never pushed
me to play the piano or sculpt a masterpiece, or be the star quar-
terback.

Dad's gifts didnt come wrapped in shiny paper; they were
instead like a hidden treasure -- a constant humgafigito do
the right thing.

When | think of Dad, | think of his stories. There are too many
to choose from, but here goes:

While traveling through New Mexico a few years back, he
met a man at a truck stop restaurant whom he was convinced
was an old friend. The man seemed to recognize Dad. The two
shook hands, and it wasnintil after 15 minutes of conversa-
tion that they realized they had never met.

Dad always delights in telling of the 40 percent of Arvada,
Colorado consumers who have come home from the grocery
store with an extra bottle of Catsup, can of beans or bottle of
cooking oil, thanks to Dad accidentally slipping into the wrong cart.

Then theres the bird. Leaving for work one morning (and this
really happened), Dad noticed agarbird sitting on the roof.

“Good morning,” Dad said jovially

“Good morning,” the bird responded.

Wide-eyed and disbelieving, Dad said, “How are you?”

The bird responded, “How are you?”

An escaped myna birdrhat’s what we think.

Not all the stories were fun and /or funhglso heard him tell of
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leading a group of sailors during WWII, where his enemy wasn’t
Japanese fighters, but a violent North Pacific.

He also proudly told the story of stopping a man from beating
his girlfriend on the streets of downtown Denver

I've listened to him fight for the right words to use when pre-
paring to battle an immigration court intent on sending a refu-
gee back to a volatile country

I've listened to his golden patience assfeted anything and
everything mechanically-, electronically-, or otherwise-gone-
wrong in the house. And a number of times while growing up, |
listened to his mix of calm and humor settle an overly uptight
kid.

Now that | think about it, the greatest gift | got from my dad
were his words: kind, funnyetermined, and yes, sometimes
angry but always with the underlying theme that the greatest
things in life are goodness and compassion.

Oh yeah, and a good laugh.
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God plays to a
big house

With the help of a new telescope, | recently gazed at the rings
of Saturn and marveled at the moons of Jupitknew | was
marveling because | only marveled once before, the first time
the Broncos won the Superbowl. | thought | marveled one time
before that, but it was just gas.

This is what I've learned in my brief study of astronomy: A
light year equals six trillion miles, give or takéhe Milky Way
Galaxy of which our solar system is a part, is about 150,000
light years across.

Hiking across the Milkyway Galaxy would be equivalent to
walking that one mile round-trip to the corner grocer approxi-
mately 900,000,000,000,000 times, except that in the vacuum
of space you wouldhhave to worry about crossing busy inter
sections. Either wayt'd be great exercise.

Within the Milky Way Galaxy there are approximately 200
billion suns not unlike our own except that, due to the fact that
you can only see them at night, they’re not much good for tan-
ning. Our galaxy is part of the “Local Group,” a cluster of 30
galaxies named as such because of their proximity to each other
(none farther than 2.5 million light years away from us, or
15,000,000,000,000,000 trips to the grocer). Beyond that is space
— lots and lots of spac#&ay more than you need for all that
extra stuf in your basement.

In other words, God plays to a realigally, really big house.

That's another one of the cool things about God: If you think
about Him in terms of size, we are smaller than the tiniest mi-
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crobe; tinier than the atom; smaller even than an appetizer at a
French restaurant. And yet, to God, we are nothing short of the
cat's meowWe are the one open diner on a dark street late at
night when you have the munchies. And yes my friends, to God
we are that last piece of chocolate cream pie in the case — only
$.75 and with cream that has barely even started to coagulate at
all.

And to take this even furthewe were once even more mi-
nuscule than we are noWhe male reproductive cell is only 6/
1,000 of a millimeter long. Even with a powerful microscope
the cell isnt easy to see, and when you do seestusually
reading the sports page or watching ESPN.

At conception, thousands of these cells — each housing the
genetic makeup of a girl or boghort person or tall, normal or
editor — convage on the much, much {ger egg as if they are
Apollo 11 landing on the moon.

After a brief introduction, the two become as one; grows for nine
months in its mothés womb; is born, and eventually becomes an
auto-mechanic named Bill, or perhaps a receptionist named Cheryl.

But at conception, we are smaller than the preceding comma.
We are tinier than a baby gnat being rocked to sleep by its mother
as she softly hums the Canadian national anthem. No, yadu can’
play cards with a human being at that level, nor can you discuss
the most recent episode of Celebrity Mole, of which there is
much to discuss. But it is a human life nonetheless — one which
God has wrapped firmly in His embrace.

During the first five weeks of gestation — after which you can
see the eyes and the beginnings of arms and legs — the baby
will grow nearly 10,000 times it size to approximately %2 inch
long. At 10 weeks, the baby can make complex facial expres-
sion, and will smile for sonogram photographs if in a pleasant
mood.
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At seven months, the baby recognizesntothets voice, and
begins to form complex theories on issues such as whether or
not “Harold will get up dfthat couch and vacuum the den.”

The mother will have more luck with sonogram photos,now
but as the child in the womb doetsknow what “cheese” is, the
mother might suggest it say “amniotic fluid” instead. That has been
proven to bring a smile to the pre-born. This is also the stage at
which it is determined whether he or she will like stripes or plaids.

What does all this tell me?

One:This absolutely incredible tapestry of life can have only
been created by a loving and pretty darn smart God.

Two: Regardless of how Ige we are compared to a singing
gnat, we are minuscule compared to just about everything else
in the universe.

Three:It's only in death that we becomegdar than life.

Four: Our life on earth means as much to God as the life of a
baby in the womb means to its mother

Five: When we kill human beings, regardless of their age, we
are committing abortion.

Just one last thought. Did you know that Pluto was discov-
ered by a 24-yeasld Kansas farm boy®ep. Name was Clyde
Tombaugh. Good job, Clyde.
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God is the traction to get you
through life’ s icy spot s

I’'m the guy You know the one -- the one who wbgb more
than 25 mph on the highway during a light winter sroall me a
coward if you will, but like most poor saps struggling through life
like an exhausted bird flying lost over the ocean, I've got a story to
tell. It's not a pretty story; #’'not a happy one; andsithot even
very interesting. But I'm going to tell it anyway

The air was as cold as leftover oatmeal when | left my home
in Palmer Lake, Colorado that morning. Palmer Lake was a small
town of 234 — 267 if you count the Elliott twins — nestled at the
base of the Rocky Mountains. It was a hamlet, g,lavillage,

a settlement, a rural community small town ... you get the
picture.

My landlord's name was Gege. He had a comb-over that
looked like it could deflect bullets. He used to come over unan-
nounced and talk endlessly about his wide range of uncanny
abilities. Fortunatelyt had developed the talent of responding ap-
propriately while paying absolutely no attention. He’'d be talking
about the kudos he had received for his design of a computer chip,
and I'd be on a pontoon boat cruising down the Limpopo River of
eastern Bostwana. The only time | got into trouble was when he
asked how many reporters | had working for me and | shouted,
“Down, you fool! It's the Bagomba tribe!”

But as Geage has nothing to do with this column except to
flesh it out, you'll not be reading about him again.

Anyway, | got into my car — a soft top Suzuki Samurai that
behaved like it had been pieced together by an actual Samurai
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more than a century ago — except that it diéxactly follow

the ancient principles of Bushido. And if you're an ancient his-
tory buf who has studied the principals of Bushido, you'll get a
kick out of that!

Despite the frigid cold, the sun shown bright through a cloud-
less sky| drove as | did every morning down the small road
leading away from my house and Palmer Lake; a hamletga bur
avillage ....

My car sounded like an old man shouting at a noisy dog. As |
traveled the long road leading to 1-25, | spotted a car pulled
over up ahead. | would have wondered if | should stop and help,
but | was too busy reeling in guilty pleasure that it wasn’t me on the
side of the road.

Just then | noticed that my car seemed to be acting indepen-
dently of its driver| was steering straight, but a sheet of black
ice was sending me sliding to the left! My back end started to
fishtaill Then my cals back end started to fish tail! On my right
was a 12-foot deep ravine.

Suddenly the car seemed to right itself, but then turned just as
quickly toward the ravine. | hit it head on, the car nearly verti-
cal as | peered downward, my eyes like two full moons. My life
flashed before my eyes (even the embarrassinf).stuf

I hit the bottom of the curved ravine and bounced up a small
hill before smashing through a barbed wire fence and into a
snow-covered cow pasture.

The car finally came to a rest and | got out, shaking. The folks
from the other car shouted out, asking me if | was all right. | was
so happy to be okay that | began dancing right there in the snow
laughing like I was insane! I had lost a tire and rim, but | knew |
had been luckyl little more turn and | would have been rolling
down the ravine sideways.

So, thats my story | went into the ravine and bounced back
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out againYeah, | went through a barbed wire fence, | had to change
atire, and I knelt in a semi-frozen cow pie. But when you hit bot-
tom, you have to go through some pain and effort —and yes, a little
cow doo — to get back on the road.

Now | go a little slowerwith a little more thought and a little
more faith. After all, had | slowed down to help those people up
ahead, | may never have gone into the ravine in the first place.
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Preposition
proves costly

During the last two weeks in Septemlibie lagest concen-
tration of enggy in the entire universe could be found at the
Olympic stadium in Sydneyustralia. | saw a report, in fact,
that American swimmer and gold metalist Misty Hyman had
enough engy in her lumbar to power all of Philadelphia for the
next 17 years.

Such is the shegglectric intensity of Olympic athletes. If not
for my love of Fritos and bean dip, | could have been have been
one of those athletes. As it was, my Olympic experience was
relegated to —

Wait a minute. It just occurred to me that many of you are
probably unaware that | competed in the 1988 Olympics in Seoul.
That's understandablé&.ou see, my journey to the Olympics
really started in 1986 when then-Olympic event coordinator lvan
Pietrik stayed up a little too late one night watching an Andy
Griffith Show marathon, overslept the next morning and hastily
walked out the door without his coat.

In too big of a hurry to turn back, Pietrik stood shivering at
the bus stop for nearly 30 minutes as the bus arrived late. By 2
p.m. that afternoon, he felt chilled, his head felt as if it was filled
with cotton and he could barely hear a word said to him. It was
then that his secretai®lga, made the fateful suggestion that he
put the Equine Riding event after the nsegymnastics.

Pietrik thought it a strange suggestion, but trusted Olga be-
cause she reminded him of a portly aunt he had loved while
growing up. He simply smiled and wrote on thigoidl Olympic
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form with the logo emblazoned on the uppeght hand corner
that “Essaywriting” would follow mens gymnastics.

Not being the strongest competitive wrjtervon a spot on
the U.S. writing team thanks to a special program designed by
then President Gege Bush, Sito give people from developing
suburbs a chance to compete.

The competition went like this: Each competitor was seated
at a wooden, elementary school style desk with pen and paper
in hand, a lage screen projecting the es3ak were each given
five minutes to write at least 300 words on a topic presented to
us at the start.

On my right sat Grigarian Belpknown as the “Russian Rice
Crispy” (lamely due to a nick-name translation error). On my
left was Katrina Chayan attractive Chinese woman who was
later disqualified because she had had her smiggcsiliy en-
hanced to be as distracting as possible to the male competitors.

In the stands sat Bob Costas and a young Katie Couric giving
the play-by-playJust before the starting whistle bjeaman in
a white suit handed me an envelope. Inside was a note-card
with the words, “What did you do on your summer vacation?”
written in big, bold letters. I looked at the question, thought for
a moment and began to write.

Bob: “And Myers is of to a good start. He almost stumbled
over a cliché, but caught it just in time. Not using too many big
words — probably saving those for the finish.”

Katie: “If you rememberMyers struggled in the ‘pre-lims,’
forgetting how to spell ‘microc-processadte finally erased it
and wrote ‘thingy But hes looking pretty goo —”

Bob: “Oooh, he just ended a sentence in a preposition! There
goes a tenth of a point. Hejoing to have to bounce back from
that!”

Katie: “It appears he unaware of his mistake, Bobnd —



87

Do you see what | see? On that last move — a dangling parti-
ciple! Ouch.”

Bob: “I see it, Katie. This kind of writing does not win med-
als.You can see Myergoach motioning to him from the side.
He’s saying, ‘Present tense, present tenggers is slowing
down a bit, trying to get back into the zone. Easing back....”

Katie: “I think he’s risking monotony here; he’'d better pick
up the pace a little. Bob, if Myers didrdo anything over the
summer but plant a radish garden, his medal hopes aré over

Bob: “You're right, Katie... And — yes. His writindhasbe-
come boring. The judges are not going to like this. Not at all.”

Katie: “It’ s all over for Myers, Boll'he Russian Rice Crispy
is already celebrating.”

So, | bombed; but it was a great experience. Every few years,
the worlds best athletes get together for some friendly compe-
tition. The world sits back and watches as their best battle it out
with other nations for the top prize. They watch as the competi-
tors, win or lose, happy or distraught, share a hug, handshake or
a kiss after the competition.

Win or lose, friendships are made; memories are créAfed.
or lose, the young competitors go back to their home countries
having seen walls that separate our countries come down for
just a few brief weeks.

It's too bad i8 all just a game.
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God’'s simple
truths

A few days ago | decided to take an evening walk through
downtown Spearville. | donned my favorite pair of torn shorts,
my least stained tee-shirt, and with my beard looking like a fern
because | lost my beard trimméheaded out the daor

“Ahhh, theres nothing like a good walk,” | thought as | stepped
outside.The air presses against your face, the heart beats faster
and neighbors sitting on their front porcleofa hearty wave
and a friendly hello.

I had walked nearly a block when | heard a loud, ominous
buzzing in my ear swung at the é&&nding mosquito, my fin-
gertips grazing my ear

In Colorado (my home state), once you swing at a mosquito,
it’s gone, flying wildly of, trembling in fear as it seeks refuge
under a warm light bulb or in the folds of some drapes -- not
unlike ourselves.

But in Kansas? It only took a fraction of a second before the
same mosquito came back for a second run. | knew it was the
same mosquito because | recognized its buzz. It had an Oklahoma
accent. As it hovered near my ear another landed on my arm, an-
other on my leg, and pretty soon the buzz was spread far and wide
and dozens of the little creatures came from as far away as behind
the Mercantile to attend an impromptu mosquito family reunion cour-
tesy of myself and my 0+.

| fought the valiant fight, my arms flailing this way and that,
my legs kicking violently as | tried to shakd tife tiny beasts.

Over the sound of the buzzing | heard a small child asking his
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dad why a man was dancing down the middle of the street.

Suddenly three children ran up to me and -- as kids are prone
to do -- began dancing behind me in a similar fashion, in part to
mock the crazy adult, and in part just because it looked like so
darn much fun.

Soon a group of several small children playing with a dog saw
the parade and joined in behind the others, all swinging their
arms and legs as if taking part in some bizarre dance contest.

Within minutes, dozens of small children had joined in, one
loudly singing the “Barney” song, and before long, nearly the
entire child population of the town, nearly 300 in all, were pa-
rading behind me, the long line of dancing kids twisting and
turning as it snaked around several blocks.

Town leaders peered out their windows and nervously checked
their calendars, convinced they had missed the anniversary of
the founding of the cifyor some other big event for which some-
one had gganized a parade without telling them. Several plans
were quickly set into place, including who would repair the ga-
zebo, who would prepare a speech and who wougdnize a
brass band, nobody having any idea exactly why they were do-
ing what they were doing, but sure that somebody must know or
certainly they wouldrt’be doing it.

Meanwhile, I turned around and finally noticed what had been
going on behind my back. My mouth fell open as the line of
dancing children extendedfafnto the distance, finally disap-
pearing around a block nearly half a mile away

Up ahead | spotted St. John the Baptist Church. The kids were
far too preoccupied to see their fern-bearded leader dive into
the church, out of site. They continued down the road, dancing
and singing into the sunset.

| felt a wash of cool air against my face as | stepped through
the doors of the church. | walked into the worship area and
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knelt down. | looked up at the crucifix and then around at the bril-
liant stained glass windows. | sat in silent reflection, alone in the
church, and thanked God for the cool air and for a multitude of
other things.

| again found myself drawn to the windows, the sound of the
“Barney” song slowly fading, and it occurred to me that the
images looked as if they could step right out of their frames. If
they could, perhaps they’d head across the street to Straw Bales
Saloon and Grill for a quick iced tea and enchilada before re-
turning to their frame-work. Then | began to wonder what |
might ask Jesus should he suddenly giaérom the window

| thought for a moment, my head lowered in prayédren a
guestion popped into my head. Of course! “Why did you give
mosquitoes wings? & bad enough they have a hypodermic
needle for a nose, but they can tiyo?”

And then | envisioned Jesus smiling and saying, “How else
was | going to get you into my house on a warm, Thursday
evening, thanking my Father for all your many blessings?”

| took a deep breath and realized ot wise to debate the
Lord. Just accept His simple truths and know that in some inex-
plicable wayit all makes sensAs | walked home, the sound of
a brass band in rehearsal could be heard echoing throughout the
town.
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The true story of Thanksgiving
(And | should know)

The wooden floor of the antique/junk shop creaked with each
step | took. The scent of mold from decades-old magazines and
books made me to sneeze and my eyes water

Text books, history books, old copiesfohazing Bries -- they
were all there, neatly shelved. As | shuffled slowly through the
book section, something caught my eye. Looking down, | noticed a
childrens work-book from 1938 with a lesson about the landing of
the pilgrims at Plymouth Rock and the first Thanksgiving.

| picked it up, opened it, and learned there and then that the sto-
ries of my heritage were tru@n illustration depicteVilliam
Bradford getting entangled in a deer trap and falling into a ravine.
Bradford, the man who courageously led the pilgrims out of En-
gland and to the shores of the Nearld, really was my great,
great, great ... grandfather

Knowing the man as a leadauthor and an individual lacking
any deficiency in his sense of direction, | was left wondering if |
truly was his direct descendent. Ne@seing him pictured as, well,
clumsy | knew it had to be true. (My father told me long ago that
my clumsiness would pass with pubeHg later informed me that
he had just been trying to make me feel bedfear all, “Your acne
had to have been such a tremendous burden,” he said.)

Having obliterated all doubt about Bradford and | being related, |
can now tell the true story of the first Thanksgiving, the way it has
been passed down in my family for days.

And it was on Nov21 of 1623, thawilliam “Bill” Bradford sent
cards (with pictures of a little turkey holding a sign that saiol,'é
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Invited!”) to the other pilgrims and the natives, inviting them to dine
together and give thanks for all their many fortunes.

This much is true¥ou may also know that they did not actually
eat turkey with cranberry sauce artd\& Top Suffing. Those
gathered at the first Thanksgiving supped on what they simply
termed, a “bountiful blessing.” In the Bradford line, a “bounty” con-
sists of bean burritos, tostadas and maybe an order of nachos. Re-
memberthe Spaniards made their way through our scenic vistas
before Bradford and the pilgrims.

Maybe they stopped in Mexico first.

The history texts portray the event as, for the most part, a peace-
ful one, with no throwing of tortillas, belching of alphabets or laugh-
ing until milk came out someorsaiose.

It is written in family documents that, as the hours wore on and
after the sun had long since set, a native turned to his wife and
whispered, “If | say | have to get up early for a hunting trip, back
me up.”

The natives weren't stupid. They recognized the irony of being
invited to eat their own food on their own land on their own picnic
tables, but, being the polite guests, kept it to themselves, content
that the strange visitors would leave after their curiously long “new
world” vacation.

As recorded in a pilgring’diary at the Plymouth, Massachusetts
Museum of Historythe firstThanksgiving day ended thusly: “As
our new neighbors drifted off to sleep, a star-lit sky having marked
their way home, the only sound that could be heard was a wolf
baying at the moon, and a tray-full of dishes crashing to the floor at
the home oWilliam Bradford,” my grandfather
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Here’'s to Mom

It was my first confession. Sostunderstandable that when
the priest said, “Go in peace and sin no more,” | dickdlize
the confession was ovércontinued to kneel in the little room,
figuring he was just taking a few moments to contemplate my
sins before returning to continue our discussion.

Meanwhile, Mom watched as a child finished her confession
and came out the opposite side of the confessional, which indi-
cated to her that | should have egest quite some time ago.

Suddenly the door to my side swung open. “Are you all right?”
Mom asked. | could see other kids looking at me from where
they waited in the pews.

“Yeah,” | exclaimed, waving at her to close the door as if she
had just interrupted the Secowdtican Council.

Of course, by then | knew something was amiss. The little
sliding door opened again and Father repeated the same words
he had said the first time.

What's a little kid to do in such an embarrassing situation?
When asked how long it had been since my last confession, |
couldnt respond, “Fouand-a-half minutes.”

| did the only thing | could do. | changed my voice and made
up a whole new list of sins. This time, when he said, “Go in
peace and sin no more,” | bounded out of there like a gazelle.
Should | have gone to confession a third time to apologize for
the sins | made up the second time? So much pressure for a six-
year-old.

Now, Mom (being Mom) didrt’chide me, but instead tried to
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console me on this, my highly embarrassing first confession. She
and Dad probably saved the laughter for later

Mom could aford to laugh. She had earned the right after a
memorable first confession experience of her &den.see, Mom
thought that her first confession was actually a dry run — a re-
hearsal before the real thing/here she got this idea, | don’
know, because her first confession was her actual first confes-
sion.

Thinking it was a practice run-through, Mom dititaike the
time to contemplate real sins. She was creative. She had fun.
She made up a list of the most heinous crimes ever perpetrated
by a first grader in 1930s Flemming, Colorado.

If her sins were to be believed, my mother was the worst crimi-
nal since John Dillinge6he madAl Capone look like the Little
Match Girl. She had robbed banks, stolen cars — she had a coun-
terfeit press under her bed — and, truth be told, she had “plugged”
more than a few along the way

Mom didn't say what occurred after her confession, or how
many “Our Fathers” and “Hail Marys” she was asked to,pray
but I'm pretty sure sheg’still counting.

That's what | love about my MonThere are very few embar
rassing things I've done to which my mom desay “I can top
that."FortunatelyMom has never lost her childlike sense of fun.

Theres a Biblical passage thages us to leave childlike things
behind us. But that doesmhean we have to always act our age.
Christ lived on earth for 33 years. Just because Johrt didtg,

“On TuesdayJesus took the afternoort tif play kick-ball with

a group of children,” doest'mean he never did it. | can clearly
envision Jesus laughing hysterically as he runs around a field
amid laughing children and one elusive kick-ball.

And | can see Mom — again and again — laughing along with
her grandchildren as if stenot a grandmother at all, but one of
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the kids.

Mom was raised by a family of nine older brothers and sisters,
two devout Catholic parents, several sometimes-grouchy hogs
and a horse named “Rangérheir Eastern Colorado farm never
did have electricity while Mom lived there. The family outhouse
actually stands as a memorial near the high school in Flemming.
What it memorializes, I'm not sure. Perhaps the passing of time.

For me, the years seem to pass more quickly the older | be-
come. But regardless of my age, | know by Memkxample,
that it's never too late to be a kid.

Happy Mothetrs Day Mom.
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How Sant a
tamed the W est

It read “HappyAcres” on the sign, but somehow | didtkiink
the name suited those inside. As | stepped in, the aroma of stale
Ben Gay struck me in the face.

He sat in a hard, straight chdilis name was Josh Freeze and
he had just turnedl2. | was told he had a story to tell. | hardly
had a chance to introduce myself when he started speaking:

“It wasn't any town | lived in 1896, but the kind where good
people stayed indoors. It was the kind of town where, if you
didn’t own a six-shooter you were asking for a short life.

“Oh, now and then an upstanding family would move into
town, but sure enough they’d be gone as soon as the first lead
went flying. The governor tried sending in peace-keepers, but if
they werert shot right out, they were run out of town with their
tail between their legs.

“Of course, that was before the governor called on ‘Big Red.’
I'll never forget that dayHe came riding into town on a bright
red coach pulled by eight brutish reind&ére one in the front
had a red nos¥ou could tell he was just wishing someone would
crack a jokeA meaner looking bunch of reindeére never
seen.

“Well, me and several others turned quick as we could and
went back into the saloon where | had half a bottle of gin wait-
ing. The big man followed us in. Silence trailed behind.

“I've been sent here to clean up this town, and thatat |
aim’s to do,’he said. His voice was like the sound of coal cars
sailing through a mine-shaft. A man at the bar known as Rude
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Rex Rider turned, tossing his coat tail over a readied pistol. |
backed up until | felt wall.

“If you want me,’ Big Red said as he threw a wrapped box in
the face of Rude Rex, ‘just ask for ... Santa Claus,” and he was
gone.

“The hush remained as the gunman slowly peeled open the
delicately wrapped boxVith hands shaking, he lifted the lid
and pulled out a brand new00 percent cowhide cowboy hat
with a matching goat tooth hatband.

“Suddenly Rexs look of fear turned into one of joyears
welled in his eyes as he steadied the hat perfectly onto his head.
Next thing you knowol’ Rude Rex is pattireverybody on the
back, asking if he could buy ‘em a whiskey and all.

“We knew from then on that the Claus was one serious hombre.
Pretty soon word got out about how Santa Claus had tamed ol’
Rex and men came from miles around to take on Big Red.

“One by one they fell as Claus got em’ with imported tobacco,
fake alligator skin boots, and even a new pdrihey’d come
thirsting for blood, and go eager for friends to share their good
fortune with.

“Soon the town was back to its old self. People no longer
feared the streets. In fact, Santa Claus was about ready to move
on when he got wind of some new&abh, it seemed that an
outlaw gang had set their sights on taking out the man in red and
was heading for town.

“According to rumoy there were 50 or so in the gang, and
they liked nothing more than spilling innocent blood. They had
taken out towns, Indian villages; they were even linked to crimes
as far away as the Congo. And now they were coming for Big
Red ... and the town.

“Well, we had to think fast. He only had so many gifts left and
time was getting short. Then Rex Rider (who was now known
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as Righteous Rex) had a thought.

“W e could get the townspeople to create gifts that we could
use to fell the evil gang of dastardly outlaws and do-wrongers!’
Rex was under the impression that he had a way with words.

“So the townspeople set to work. They made belts, hats, toys,
fruit baskets and many other wonderful things. They were ready
for even the worst onslaught.

“They set up out-posts, and when the gang finally came riding,
they were readyl' he townspeople took their positions and be-
fore the first outlaw could fire, four-year-old Mary Jenkins nailed
him with a neatly wrapped stefl bearAnother outlaw fell as
he opened up a brand new set of reading glasses. And as they
fell, they came over to our side and fought against their own
gang!

“In 10 minutes, all had converted to the side of the kvd
not a single shot was firew/hen it was overwe all turned to
Big Red and knew it was time for him to move on.

“Where you gonna go from here, MClaus?’little Mary
Jenkins asked.

“l hear they’re having trouble way up north,” he said, and
with a finger aside his nose, he and his gang of reindeer were
gone.”
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A stroll through the
human condition

My cable TV service recently added several new channels,
bringing the total to 73. The other night | got to flipping through
the channels so fast that | suddenly found myself hypnotized
like a deer in a headlight. When my thumb finally gave out, the
TV was on the Animal Planet channel. When | came out of my
trance several hours latéhad an uncontrollable ge to sedate
my neighbots cat and attach an electronic locating device to its
ear

* k% %

Christmas is around the cornand with it, the promise of a new
year filled with hope and ... well, thatabout it. In light of the
celebration of Chris$ birth and the new life it promises, | decided
it would be nice to take a stroll through the human condition and see
how we’re fairing. And what better way to do this than from the
comfort of my living room using that prism of human existence, the
TV.

(Please note!Click” is a clever sound effect indicating the
changing of the channel. Thank you.)

Click, click

“Be veeeeeeewy qwiet. I'm hunting wabbit!”
Click, click

“Lookit that! Shes a beaut'That's the loveliest wombat I've
eva laid eyes on! Nowvatch as | sneak up along side and —
Crickey, she got me by the aaaidu blo—"

Click, click
“Oooh, Hashimoto is putting hollandaise sauce on the squid ten-
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tacles. Can you believe it? | don’t know how Iron Chef Kenogi is
going to top that! He’'d better do something imaginative with that
tripe —”
Click, click

“Marjorie, the tribe has voted youfahe island.You were
unable to swim the snake-filled river of doom or dine on the giant
Juijui beetleTherefor you are not a survivaGive our best to your
coworkers at the NeWork Fire Depar —"
Click, click

“Jean, welcome to the Pet Psyctéhat your terrierFoofy,
is telling you Jean, is that she likes kibbles, but bits give her
indigestion. Now she’saying that if you could keep up on the
dishes, she’d appreciate it. The ants have been getting so strong
that shes anticipating any day now being carrielllide a sac-
rificial lamb. Now shes saying that thereno such thing as pet
psychics and that | should seek thera—"
Click, click

“Brothers and Sisters, God told me just last night, He said,
‘Oral,  want people to send you their cash — dollars, yen, pounds,
it don't really mattef And I said, ‘God, | am humbled in your
sight and will do your biddingMake checks out to Oral — thait’
O-R-A-LRo—~
Click, click

“Watson is approaching the ball. | believe he has a nine iron.
Stiiill approaching the ball. Okaye’ reached the ball. Heook-
ing at the ballThis is exciting stuf folks. Now he$ grasping the
nine iron. Now hes looking at the ball agai —"
Click, click

“And setting of this beautifully decorated new living room is
this lovely oak trim antique armoir&nd outside the neyhuge,
picture window is the gorgeous just-completed garden courtyard.
Now you see what you can accomplish around your home with a
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little elbow grease and $147,000. —”
Click, click

(Ahhh, a news channel. The one true reflection of life as it is
on our planet, unhindered by artificial drama and sham person-
alities.)

“The government relaxed pollution standards this week in
hopes of boosting the antihistamine market. And in other news,
after Congress’ failure to act on an unemployment initiative,
hundreds of workers will stop receiving unemployment pay im-
mediately after Christmas. When questioned, Congress laughed
maniacally and fled into the bowels of the Capital to protect
themselves from the rising sun. And in related news, President
Bush said that to avoid wafaddam Hussein must shave his
mustache and change his name to Lucille —”

Click, click
“I'll get you, you wascally wabbit!”
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The morality
of Cocoa Puffs

This morning while eating breakfast and watching “SpongeBob
SquarePants,” | began to reflect on the nature of God and this
great mystery we call “life.With all the craziness in the world
— all the shootings, bombs goind,@nd threats of war — | think
I've come up with some simple truths, that, if heeded by the
worlds’ leaders, would end civil strife as we know it.

Wherever you are, what ever you're doing, be friereiyend-
liness is very underrated.

For some people, being a person of faith means putting them-
selves on a pedestal. Nobody should be on a pedestal unless
they’re replacing a lightbulb.

You're never too good to listen to a stranger for a few min-
utes. Cashiers should keep this in mind on senior discount day

Listening to a friend or loved orsestory about how their day
went is far more important than seeing whether or not your team
got that next first down. Unlesssthe playds.

Don't flush your good will down the toilet just because some-
one treats you unfairlyGood will is never as pleasant when
served wet.

When someone is mean to you at school or work, pray for
them. Pray that they can come to understand that what they did
was wrong. Pray that they learrsibetter to be nice. Pray that
they get relocated.

It's better to email one sentence of personal greeting to a close
friend or loved one, than a long, involved joke that was auto-
sent to three dozen other recipients.
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Eating Cocoa Ptd for breakfast may not be great for the hody
but on occasion, it can be good for the soul. If more world leaders
ate Cocoa Puffs for breakfast, there would be fewer wars.

War is like burnt chocolate pudding. If the world would just sim-
mer down a bit, everything would be fine.

Russia, Iraq, the Unites States, and every other country in the
world have at least one thing in common: They each contain
people who would rather share a drink and play a game of beach
volleyball than go to war

If you're looking for an answerdont go to an adult. If is a
simple truth you're searching faask a child.

Never begin a home improvement project in a bad moad. It’
a little know fact that the Spanish American war began when
the king of Spain became angry after he was unable to figure
out how to apply weather stripping to his bedroom window

Fixing a leak in the plumbing is the closest we come to know-
ing what God feels like. Having children comes a close second.

If you are comfortable in your own skin, you will be attractive
regardless of what that skin looks like. Healthy self-respect and
a good self-image is a real babe-magnet.

Theres no sense in trying to look as good as the people on
Baywatch. Not that you couldrdo it, theres just no sense in it.

With a little rotten behavigthe best looking man or woman
can turn into a hideous monst&he Creature from the Black
Lagoon was once Frank Mgan, dashing head of computer
maintenance at the accounting firm of Davis, Dingham & Malroy
What began with belittling his sfaind making unwelcome ad-
vances on his secretafyrudy, eventually turned him into the
monster we know and loath today

Being a gossip is like eating a foot-long chili-dog. It tastes
good going down, but it soon makes you unpleasant to be around.

Turn to God not just in times of need, but in times of thanks, in
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times of wonderin times of complete indérenceTurn to God
when all you want to do is say “hello.”

The greatest person on the planet earth — the one with the
most potential, the one with the greatest ability to positively
affect the lives of those around them — is the person looking
back at you in the mirror every morning.

God doesrt’just love you, he likes you. He realigally likes
you.
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Phil the Ogre
rears his ugly head

Getting ready for school as a teen — a floppy-haired kid yet to
grow into his nose, and with an inferiority complex that left me
towering just above the amoebae — my mom would often tell me to
hold my head up high, to remember that | was just as good as
anybody else.

I would march off to school feeling pretty good about myself. But
once | arrived, there were plenty of people more than willing to
convince me otherwise.

It was as if, early in life, | had accidentally stumbled on to
some bully-enticement code that | could never shake. I'd walk
down the hall minding my own business when, suddehéy
school bully would catch my scent like a hungry wolf.

His eyes would lock onto me as | passed, signaling his auto-
nomic nervous system to divert all brain function to the mouth.
After a second or two of intense thought, he’d blurt out, {Hey
you!” followed by a string of impressionable one syllable words.

The crowd would scatter like a herd of frightened wildebeests,
each fleeing for the comfort of the classroom — world history
... English literature ... eveflgebra would offer a safe haven
from his slings and arrow¥es,evenAlgebra

Bullies are most attracted to those who will put up the least
fight, which, as luck would have it, are also the ones they can
humiliate the most. Lacking almost any self-confidence, bullies
found me easy prey

My big brother on the other hand, was seething with fighting
spirit. Tom would never allow himself to be bullied/hen he
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came home with a black eye on one occasion and missing a tooth
on anotheiit didn’t diminish my admiration of him.

Today of course, schoolyard bullying has taken on an entirely
new definition. In fact, most corporations now have special train-
ing programs for bully-hopefulls, with the thought that they’ll
eventually grow up to be a CEO.

As | grew oldeyl didn't always shy away from a challenge. I've
hiked miles through the Rockies with a backpack full of cans of
ravioli. I've worked on numerous construction projects using power
tools with sharp blades that go reaigally fast. | ran the mile relay
on my school track team, sometimes without throwing up after-
wards. | even used to lift free weights (my dad bought them).

But despite all these manly activities, throughout my life I've con-
tinued to retain those old insecurities. They're like an emotional
brick wall. One with a big, green ogre sitting on top &¥ith sharp
teeth and bad breate’ll call him Phil.

Phil the Ogres still there. He doestjust pop up when there’

a corporate bully walking the fafe halls (theytoo, prey on
those who will put up the least fight); B@nywhere | dobhivant to
draw attention to myself.

If 'm at a function where I’'m asked to “break out into a small
group,” my first thought is to make a dash for the exit. If 'm at a
social function full of people | dohknow I'll be the one intently
focused on my plate of lasagna. If I'm at a pantyill undoubtedly
be the one to whom someone saysLIe not saying much, Dave!”
to which I'll come up with a witty retort approximately 30 minutes
later

There are times when | feel | could learn communication skills
from Coco the gorilla.

Unless you are incredibly secure in who you are, there are going
to be times when you ask God, “Why?” Why did you give me these
insecurities? Why don’t | have more courage? Why can't | be
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more witty and intelligent? Why don’t | make more money? Why
do I have a funny looking nose and crooked teeth? Why do | have
this illness? Why do | have this addiction? Why did | dream last
night that | fell in love with Daisy Duck?

I don't know the answers. If 1 did, I'd either be in Rome or on
Hollywood Squares.

What | do know is that when God places us in this workl, it’
like a parent placing a Christmas present under thaMrapped
in strengths and weaknesses, sickness and health, our life is a
gift to us, and we are a gift to others. If we could truly know
how precious a gift we are, all those insecurities would float
away

Phil the Ogre is still at the regdyut the diference today is
that God has convinced me that despite my weaknessess there’
no reason to think less of mysatbu might say that Phd’breath
has gotten just a little less smelly
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An interview with ‘Whisper
Jones; the loudest voice in the
midwest

“Back in my daywe had to walk 140 miles to get to school.
Me and my sisters would head out that first day as excited as a
bunch of mule deeBy the time we'd aive, school'd be out
for Christmas beak. So we’d head for home. Once we got
home, we’d give Mama a wave, turroand, and head right
back to school. During the summer we worked in the Kansas
avocado mines, which is wieelr first developed “ggen lung.”
Thats when | was 7. When | turned 8 — the agesokaning
— | took the traditional job of ‘Gugh’on my uncle hog farm.”

— From, “Whisper Jones’;A Biography of the ‘Voice of
the Irritated Working Man’”;
Published 1967, Parkers Press.

From his room at “AutumAcres” in LessemMichigan, Jasper
“Whisper” Jones, who turnd.3 on Nov 30, still laments the pass-
ing of the good ol’ days just as he did in his biography published 35
years ago.

Having once been jilted by\sashington Posteporter named
Estelle Greenburg (Chapter 471 Fell for Estelle— “Whisper
Jones’; A Biography ...”), he agreed to speak witrf8K&on the
condition that following the interviewhis reporter be sprayed with
mosquito pheromones and tied to a tree near Ford County Lake.
TheSKRSeditorial board eagerly agreed to his conditions, adding
that they would make sure the rope was nice and tight.

Whisper earned his nickname not because he spoke bottly
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because he was hard of hearing and throughout his life assumed
people were whispering. This led to him shouting loudly about such
topics as the natiosigrowing dependency on foreign hairstyles,
and whether or not a dipper full of Castor Oil was as medically
beneficial as a mustard plastéventually he moved on to more
serious topics.

From barber shop to town hall, Whisper shouted his opinions
on wars, religion and, on one occasion, what a group of Kansas
farmers would do to “der furer” if he were to be found walking
through their wheat field during harvest season. His well appre-
ciated musings soon earn@thisper another monikethat of
“Voice of the IrritatedVorking Man.”

SKR: Mr. Jones, there have been many changes in the world
since you were born in 1890. Which change do you think was
most beneficial and which was most damaging to human kind?

Whisper: Have you ever watched a “Thre€ompany” mara-
thon? | did. JusyesterdayAfter the fifth episode they had to
up ma’ medication.

SKR: Why didn't you change the channel?

Whisper: Thedagnabbedemote contro$ got 72 buttons on
it! I pressed a wrong one and suddenly Russian subtitles are runnin’
across the screewWhen | was a bgyve didnt have them remote
controls. When we wanted to change the channel, we had to get
up off our dufs to do itAnd sinceT.V. hadnt been invented yet,
even that didrt’help.

SKR: What has been a beneficial change?

Whisper: Fabric softeneiWhen | was a boy back in the 1890s,
kids took to wearing burlap as an act of non-confornttye
gang of toughs wore grain sacks with “Cheesembrégrated
Rice Stock” printed on ’em. “Cheeseboys” we called 'em. Many
a lad was caught in a “cheese sandwich” walking home from
school. Have you ever tried to run in burlap? | still taat a
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“ham and cheese.”

SKR: Television and fabric softener? Dodghat seem kind of
mild for the “\bice of the IrritatedVorking Man?”

Whisper: Mild, eh? Back in my dayust one episode of “The
Bachelor” would have the entire country marching to the TV sta-
tions with torches and pitchforks. That dude would have bigger
problems than whe’fancying him, thas'for darn surdVhy is it
that they’re always pushing the boundaries of good téstepush
the boundaries so faretty soon you got no boundari&sd with
sex and violence unhindered by a moral boungtegple of like
and limited mind are gonna take to the same in their real life.

SKR: Agreed. But what about fabric sof —

Whisper: A hundert odd years ago, there were terrible prob-
lems.We had already had the most violent waAimerican
history and were headed towards two more. White men were nary
the only voice heard back theh.century laterwhat have we
learnedTheres still race problems ... wars still wage. Heck, they
even have laws allowing the unborn to be Wihat's left?

Well, you have to look at the little things Gediven us. For most
people, its the love of kin. For others,sta bow! of breakfast ce-
real and a new sunrise, or a beautiful song come on the radio.

For me, I'm jus’ thankful for a pair of pajamas that don't feel
nothin’ like burlap.
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From the Rapture:
Angels react to Earthly event s

Although the “Pledge of Allegiance” issue is a bit dated, |
thought you might like to read an article | found in an issue of
“The Daily Raptue,” a publication of Heaven produced by
fourth degree seraphim. The discussion in the Cloud 9 Club is
particularly interesting:

Angels wonder:

What on Earth is going on?’

By Jerry the Seraph
Rapture Saff
EASTHEAVEN -- God reacted with sadness to a report yes-
terday that a judge in America had ruled the phrase, “One na-
tion under God” to be unconstitutional. In a press release issued
soon after the decision, God said that while the ruling saddened
him, he had no intention of reacting with vengeance.
“VYengeance is mine,” wroteth God, “but that doesmean
I’m going to go smiting everyone who makes a stupid decision.
Admittedly, it is sad that during this deeply troubled time on
Earth, anyone would want to keep others from showing rever-
ence to meBe nice to each othethat’s all | askYou'd think |
was demanding they each build their own ark.”
In one of Gods more pointed comments, he said he would
have preferred the judge remove his name from currency
“People worship money as it is. Maybe they should put Ronald
McDonald’s name on the dollar so they can see the absurdity of it
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all. But to remove my name from a pledge of allegiance — to
pledge your devotion to a country while denying my place init ...
well, it's just plain insulting.”

The words, “under God” were added to the Pledge in 1954 fol-
lowing a campaign by the Knights of Columbus. Many angels will
remember that God was so pleased by the addition that he was
moved to create Ron Howard, Jackie Chaevi8 Rayaughan,

Al Roker, Yanni, and Jermaine Jackson.

The Raptue recently sat down with several angels lunching
at the Cloud 9 Club in District 17 in East Heaven. As expected,
the comments were decidedly one-sided.

“I think it stinks,” said Ed, a second-level archangel halfway
through a double-thick chocolate malt with zero calories. “God
could prove to 'em he exists any time he wants, but that ain’
how he does things. They're lucky I'm not God. I'd put the fear
of me in 'em, you can count on it.”

“Taking ‘God’out of the pledge is almost beside the point,” a
young cherub chimed in. “Wheee'God’ in all these warring
nations? If the leaders were to embrace &tetichings through
the love of his son Jesus, life on Earth would be as sweet as ...”
he looked around and Ed picked up his drink, “as sweet as that
chocolate malt.”

Sitting at a French fry and onion ring bar a few feet away was
Amanda, a toughened guardian angel who had recently returned
to Heaven after an 84-year tour of duse said that the court
decision didrt surprise herconsidering what she had seen in
recent years.

“Wars, violence; nothing surprises me anymore,” she said
before taking a bite out of an onion ring. “Have you heard about
what they’re airing on TV nowadays? | mean, ‘Fear Factor?’
Are they nuts? Dohguardian angels have a tough enough job?”

She gobbled down a handful of French fries, took a drink, and
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turned to a table of several seraphim, including Ed and the young
cherub.

“You guys want to know what still gets to me? ttie little
things, like mirrorsYou guys remember mirrors?”

Immediately that table and several others burst into laughter
as they remembered their life on earth, and the absurdity that
their appearance ever held any semblance of importance.

“I’'m having a bad hair day!” an angel shouted as the laughter
increased.

“Am | gaining weight?” another yelled as several angels
doubled over laughing.

As the laughter slowly died down, a burly archangel sitting
alone at a corner table uttered, “What about jealousy? And fight-
ing! | was jealous of my brother because he had straighter teeth
and made more money than | did.”

There were twitters of laughter as several angels nodded their
heads in understanding.

Then, more serioushhe said, “I once beat a guy senseless
because he looked at me fun@an you believe it? Heoked
at me funny

He paused for a moment and then added, “Tea@way I'd
be here today if | hadhbeen introduced to a certain savior
who...”

His final words were drowned out by deafening cheers of ap-
proval, several angels raising their glasses into th&iaially
one of the angels stood up and shouted,CFrist!”

“To Christ!” the angels at the Cloud 9 Club shouted so loud
that all of heaven could hear
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The morality of B-movies
and Outer Limit s

“To God there is no zero; | still exist!” Fhe Incedible Shrink-
ing Man, 1957

Given enough time, an in-depth, theological column could be com-
posed using only lines from old horror and sci-fi movies, as well as
television shows, such as “The Outer Limits” and th&ilight
Zone.”Well, maybe notoo deeplyheological.

But it would be fun, and it would undoubtedly contain a moral
center because tha’'the way so many of those shows were
constructed.

Take for instance, “The Incredible Shrinking Man.” Even as
the character of Scott Carey is shrunk down to the size of a
speck of dust, he finds strength in his faith, which is ultimately
the moral of the story

The moral of most scary movies today is determined by whether
or not there will be a sequel.

Consider the 1956 film, “Invasion of the Body Snatchers,” in which
an entire town — and we assume, eventually the world — is taken
over by aliens who assume its citizens’ identities. The protagonist is
a doctor who, in the following line, describes how souls are taken
over:

“In my practice, I've seen how people have allowed their
humanity to drain awayonly it happened slowly instead of all
at onceThey didnt seem to mind.All of us — a little bit —
we harden our hearts, grow callous. Only when we have to fight
to stay human do we realize how precious it is to us, how'dear

This is good stuff, little gems of wisdom buried in movies and
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television shows, many of which are known today more for their
campiness than for having any wisp of artigtgllowing are a few
guotes and one conversation | dug up that you might enjoy:

“The soul?T'he finite mind cannot comprehend infiniyd the
soul which comes from God is infinite.’Fantastic \dyage, 1966

“Oh, moneymoney, moneyl he Frankenstein Monster that de-
stroys souls! My Man Godfey, 1936

“GentlemenYou cant fight in hereThis is theWar Room!”

— Dr. Srangelove, 1964

“We are all interested in the future, for that is where you and
| are going to spend the rest of our lives. And remember my
friend, future events such as these wilkef you in the future.

... God help us ... in the futureZ’Plan 9 Fom Outer Space,
1959

“The tools of conquest do not necessarily come with bombs
and explosions and fallout. There are weapons that are simply
thoughts, attitudes, prejudices — to be found only in the minds
of men. For the record, prejudices can kill and suspicion can
destroy and a thoughtless, frightened search for a scapegoat
has a fallout all of its own for the children ... the children yet
unborn. And the pity of it is that these things cannot be confined
to TheTwilight Zone.”— The Wilight Zone, 1960, “The Mon-
sters ae Due on Maplet&et”

“It has been said that for the truth to exist, it takes two people
- one to speak it...and another to hear it. Mankind will be for-
ever doomed to destruction if we continue to ask for the
truth...but then refuse to listen.”he Outer Limits, coa 1963,

“To Tell the Tuth”

“Any state, any entityany ideology that fails to recognize the
worth of man...his dignity.his right...they are obsolete-"The
Twilight Zone, 1961, “The Obsolete Man”

KNIGHT : Death visited me this mornirig/e are playing chess
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togetherThis reprieve gives me the chance to arrangegantir
matter

DEATH: What matter is that?

KNIGHT : My life has been a futile pursuit, a wandering, a great
deal of talk without meaning. | feel no bitterness or self-reproach
because the lives of most people are very much like this. But |
will use my reprieve for one meaningful deed.

DEATH: Is that why you are playing chess with Death?

KNIGHT : He is a clever opponent, but up to now | haiesst
a single man.

DEATH: How will you outwit Death in your game?

KNIGHT : | use a combination of the bishop and the knight which
he hasn’t yet discovered. In the next move I'll shatter one of his
flanks.

DEATH: I'll remember that. —The Seventh Seal, 1957

“There not gonna to catch W§e’re on a mission from God#*

The Blues Bithers
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Happy Father 's Day

One of the great lessons | learned from my Dad is not to take
life too seriously

For Dad, this comes in handy when he accidentally wanders
off with someones half-filled grocery cart, leaving his with a
puzzled patron who carqjuite remember loading up on all that
flavored oatmeal.

For me, its beneficial when | misspell a word in a headline,
such as “Couples celebate 50 years of marriage,” which sits on
the newsstands like a dunce cap for two torturous weeks.

The lesson didih’come easyand only after a childhood of
equally important lessons, such as: When you’re mother asks if
you broke the lamp, dottell her Dad did it. Moms will gener
ally believe their spouse over their 8-year-old son.

It can't be easy being a fath@akeAdam, for instance, who
was at a disadvantage from the stars. it every kid who can
say to his father‘If it wasn’t for you, we’d be living in the
Garden of Eden where no one would even know what badger
skin chafing is.”

Adam, of course, was very aware of the seriousness of his
“original sin.” Just before a dinner parigve became the first
wife in history to utter“You’re not wearinghat, are you?” to
whichAdam replied, “Why does it matter?diot like anyoneg’
coming.”

Being the father of Cain and Abel had to have taken its toll.
Cain was 16 when Adam told them the story of how God had
created Eve frorAdam’s rib.
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Being in the midst of pubertZain began hoarding all the ribs
whenever they had chicken for supper in hopes God was feeling
creative, an act that would prove fruitfAbel thought Cain was
crazy until the day he was invited to his wedding. This led to his
eventual murder by Cain after Abel accused his sister-in-law of
henpecking. Cain thought it was a fowl thing to. 34§ and his
wife eventually gave birth to Enoch, which in Hebrew means “Son
of ChickenWoman.”

A handful of generations lateve find another great dad, Noah.

In Genesis 6, we read that Noah took his sons Shem, Ham and
Japheth out of junior college so they could help build the 400-
foot-long ark, which they thought was really neat until they were
told that electric tools hadnbeen invented yet.

The event is noted in Genesis 6:14, which reads, “Being silly
of name, Ham was made to do the sanding.” This was done with
sand papyrus. The chapter also notes that Noah was 42 when he
started the ark and 600 when it was finished, which wésst’
on God, who said in Genesis 7:25, “Make it snappy!”

As we know the success of the Noalesbors led to the sur
vival of humankind. Humankind showed its approval by invent-
ing slavery and war

One of those slaves was Joseph, who was so loved by his fa-
ther Jacob that for Arbor Day he was given a really cool leather
coat that made him look like the Fonz’. His many brothers become
so enraged with jealousy (all they received were gift certificates
for a free gyro sandwich and small drink) that they had him killed.

Or so they thought.

Josepls father was devastated until he learned that Joseph
was not only alive, but had been sold as a slave, imprisoned, and
had slowly worked his way up the ladder to CDI (Chief Dream
Interpreter) for the pharaoh.

Jacob was elated, especially when considering that the same thing
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happened to another son, Eggbert, just last week. (Unfortunately
though, Eggbert quickly fell from grace after telling the pharaoh he
needed a breath mint. This son is rarely discussed, and only in top
theological and hygiene circles.)

Then we come to another fatheho, while never building an
ark to save humankind, or whose two sons never went on to
form the tribes of Israel, did raise four generally good kids in
today’s world, which, when you think about it, is a lot tougher
than building an ol’ ark.

Dad taught us not to take life too seriously; that tisead’
ways reason to be thankful. Through his example he taught us
that life is a rental. How well we take care of it determines if we
get our safety deposit back.

Thanks, Dad. Happy FathsrDay
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Great moms through history

When | think of moms, | tend to think of the great mothers
from the Bible Well ... not reallyActually | think of the mom
from “Leave it to Beavet And of course | think of my mom
(whom | had better include, if | know whatjood for me).

The first mother noted in the Bible is Eve, whose original name,
Estelle Kravitz, was legally changed by God in year seven. He
didn’t want the grandparents of all humankind to go down in
history asAdam and Estelle Kravitz. Of courgsdam’s origi-
nal name was Fenton Smyth, which God changed some years
sooner for obvious reasons.

Now, Fenton and Estelle’...er .. Adam and Eves tale is the
original riches to rags starthe two being thrown out of para-
dise because Eve dared taste the apphat’s worse is that she
didn’t even like it. Said it was too “squishysaid she would
have preferred one of those juicy orange fruits with the thick
peels, whiclAdam later quite proudly named, “ddam’s Me-
dicinal Orbs.”

Considering she was the mother of all humankind, Eve started
out with quite a complex. When Cain would act up, Eve would
shout, “I expel thee from the kitchen! Get thee to thy bedroom
where thee will toil and sweat until thy toys are put away and
thy socks are in the hamper!”

As we know years later Cain killeAbel afterAbel became
enraged because his brother wouldell him where he met his
wife. Cain moved to Nod leaving Adam and Eve to live out the
remainder of their days at MArarat retirement community



121

which was, a few pages of the Bible lagguashed by a giant ark.

“Did you hear a knock?” said by Mrs. Noabh, is the only known
Biblical reference to the exact moment the ark landed.

We clearly see in earlier chapters that Neatife had a tre-
mendous sense of hum@hy else would she let Noah build a
giant yacht in the back yard just so he could get out of mowing the
lawn, much less let him name their boys, “Shem,” “Ham,” and
“Japheth?Actually, Mrs. Noah preferred Shem, Larry and Mo,
but Noah thought “Ham” sounded more dignified.

As noted in Genesis 8, with all the cooking and cleaning re-
quired of Mrs. Noah on the ark, she still found time to train one
chimpanzee to mix mgaritas and the other to barbecue red
salmon. “You cant live on Dt Adam’s Medicinal Orbs forever
she would often say to Hasyoungest son, Bacon.

As the years go on, we find another strong but unnamed mom,
that of Moses wife. Being the mother of Moseghildren was
not easywhat with Moses always foparting seas and taking
business trips up mountains to get commandments and things.
He hardly ever made it to RTmeetings and had no clue what
his youngest soe’home room teachisrname was (it was Sister
Bernice).

She felt she finally made a breakthrough when Moses skipped
an important meeting with God on Mt. Sinai to attend hissson’
soccer game. But it came to pass that God became angered at
being stood up and said unto Himself, “Moses can jugetor
aboult this third tablet,” in which God told where to get a really good
cup of coffee.

Some 2,000 years have passed now since the greatest mom of
all walked the earth — Mayyhe mother of God.

| think the best thing about being Jesusiom would have
come when the neighbor moms would boast about their chil-
dren: “My sons made the honor roll again,’; tvly little Jehosephat
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made the swim team,” dn my moms case, “Davy got the raisin
out of his nose all by himself.”

There would stand Mary proudly saying, &ly my Sons just
the Saviorthats all. Oh, and He doegmieedto learn to swim.”

But it couldnt have always been easy for Mdrgnean, think
of the pressure! How do you tell the son of God to take out the
trash or to get His math homework done? And is long division
really important when you're the Lord?

Finally we come to the last mom, a mom who, with her hus-
band and four kids, traveled from town to town on &edéint
kind of ark — a '58 Mercury Comet — making a home out of
whatever town her husband happened to be transferred to.

They reached the promised land (Colorado) in 1969, and there
they stayed. They raised two boys, one sharp and aggressive,
the other timid and crooked of teeth, and two girls, one a teacher
and neo-flower child, the other a quilt enthusiast with a love for
the saxophone.

Despite the many entrapments of youth, she made sure they
drank their DrAdam’s Medicinal Orb Juice every day; she fed,
clothed and guided them through the years, and raised them to
have a love for God, familyand of course, chalupas.

Thanks, Mom. Happy Mothe&sr Day
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Qut on a limb

We've all heard the lectures about how you thge’afraid to
go out on a limb, about the importance of overcoming fear of failure
and taking a chance at life, such as going back to school, getting a
new job, or eating onion rings made at Burger King.

| agree that we have to be willing to take risks in our Tifee
problemis, it can be di€ult to take risks when, for most people,
getting the kids fed andfab school without someone getting a
Frosted Flake stuck up their nose is worthy of the Nobel Peace
Prize, or at least the Heism&rophy And who wants to take
chances when getting your monthly bills paid could be consid-
ered a miracle worthy of Moses? I've asked God several times
to balance my check book, but I still wind up overdrawn. Sure
he can part the Red Sea, that was nothing. But my checkbook?
Even God is bdied.

It's most often when you're older that you realize what your
wants really are, which is sad, because if you discover at 87 that
your greatest desire is to take that risk and finally go out for the
high school football team, it won’t do you much good.

Young people need to take a deep look into their true wants and
desires. They need to examine their dreams at a time when they
haven't yet shifted into that mode where successfully getting gas at
a station they’re not used to is considered a major psychological
victory. (By the waya few years ago — and this really happened
— I was at a gas station in Denv@ecause | was so patient while
waiting nearly 15 minutes as the cashier fixed his little receiptroller
he gave me a free ice-scraper on which was printedy, f&Num-
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ber 1.” | went out to my car feeling pretty good about myself —
being Number 1 and all — and drove off with the gas nozzle still
stuck in my carsnapping it from its hose. | didell like “Number

1” any more. | felt like Number 2.)

Of course you can re-assess your dreams at any age. But even
at 39, | have to remind myself that there are some thiegsst'too
late to accomplish, like becoming a rockall star inventing the
bagel, or running for president of the student council.

When | was young | rarely took chances. I truly wish now that |
had. | wish I'd have been more aggressive. | was always the vic-
tim of choice for the discriminating bullfhere was one guy who
used to always call me names as | walked down the hall. Finally
one day | turned around and stared at him, which was tough be-
cause then | had to walk backwards. “HEY!” he shouted, and as |
turned back around | tripped ovi@mmy Jenkirs science project,
crushing his vials of vinegar and baking soda. When the two sub-
stances joined and a white foamy goo came out from under me, the
bully thought he had caused me to explode and ran out of the school
screamingThat's the closest | ever came to having victory over
the school bully

| experienced a similar situation at a job | used to have. | had an
abusive boss who ... well, he was just plain nuts. Nearly every day
I'd pray about what to do. It was one of my first jobs out of college
and | was afraid | wouldn’t find another job in newspapers if | quit.
| was afraid of earning lower paywas pretty much afraid of life
at that point.

Finally, after three tortuous years, | actually heard the voice of
God.With a choir of angels singing in the background, God an-
nounced from on high, “The gwjust plain nuts, Dav¥ou need
to get the heck out of there.”

So out the door | went. But after three years working for an
abusive employethe damage had been done. | became hyper
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sensitive to criticism. | became defensive whenever anyone chal-
lenged me in any walstarted doing strange things, like tipping my
hat whenever | passed a parking meter

God had been telling me for three years that | should leave,
but | was afraid to take his advice. | mean, God was making it
plain as day that | should quit. He was doing everything but
pulling me up by the collar and shouting in my face: “GET A
NEWJOB! QUITINOW!C'MON, DON'T BE SUCHA FANSY!

I'LL BE HERETO CATCHYOU IFYOU FALL!"

Granted, leaving a job in todayeconomy without another
job at the ready is not a wise risk. But if | had known then what
I know now | would have walked out the very day | first real-
ized my boss was insane.

| guess the trick to going out on a limb is to know if you are
risking a black eye or a bullétre you risking a few months of belt
tightening, or putting your family out on the stre®t& you risking
just yourself, or does your risk involve people you love? God helps
us to know the difference.

And if it turns out that you made the wrong choice? Never
stop listening for God’ good word. If you're patient, you too
will receive not Gods whispered bit of direction, but an out an
out shout.
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Vote for Phil

Editor’s note:The following was written during the 2000 elec-
tion fiasco in Florida.

I’'m kind of embarrassed to admit this, but when voting in the
2000 presidential election in Spearville, | became confused by the
ballot and wound up voting for a guy named Phil who works at
Wal-Matrt.

In Lake of the Ozarks, Missouri, several people thought they
were voting when they were actually filling out coupons for free
boxes of Clorox.

In Marshall, Texas, a family of five is suing the state election
board for allegedly giving poor directions to the voting booth. When
the family arrived to place their ballots, they were immediately sur-
rounded by Dinka warriors who were awed by the faspyckup
truck and its “magic” twin beam suspension.

Meanwhile, both Gore and Bush have demanded several regions
complete recounts due to the race being too close to call. For ex-
ample, voting officials were gearing up for a long night in Nebraska,
where Bush beat Gore by a narrow 103,217 votes. Not to be out-
done, Bush has demanded a recount in California where Gore barely
edged him out by 7,199,744 votes.

In Florida, oficials were made to recount the ballots for a
second timeAfter the first count, a stunned local balloticil
could be heard saying, 64 just said to count the ballo¥ou
didn’t say anything about who voted for who.”

Thanks to the election fiasco, the United Nations has issued a
statement reducimymerica’ status from First to Secowbrld
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Country This leaves Great Britain in the top super power seat, with
China and Russia running a close second. While the United States
could regain its status after the 2004 election, until that time it can
no longer polic& hird World countries, moderate international guar
rels, or play rock n’ roll music after 10 p.m.

On alocal note, several interesting amendments hit the ballots.

In Dodge CityAmendment 365 was solidly voted dowihnis
would have made it illegal for anyone to attend a county com-
missioner meeting dressed as a malétérs obviously shied away
from the amendment after last yegpassing of the “Elmer Fudd
Amendment,” which made it mandatory for governmefit of
cials to dress like the beloved cartoon character

In Garden Cityvoters approved a bill requiring the removal
of the numbers 7, 16 and 242, as well as the letter “D” from all
public signs, including address placards. WheiRégistetried
to contact Ray Ursbeck, author of the bill, they were told that
Ursback was heavily medicated and unable to come to the phone.

In Dodge City government dicials were beaming after vot-
ers passed an $8 million tax increase for improvements to the
local airport. Most voters missed the typo on the explanation-
in-brief of the bill, which increased the amount from $8 million
to $8 zillion. A team of attorneys representing the city has con-
firmed the $8 zillion as valid. The city has now changed its plans
and will begin constructing “Dodge City International Airport
and Casino” in April 2001. Meanwhile, local residents will see
an increase of approximately 700 percent in their city taxes.

In other areas: &' now illegal for anyone in Ulysses to name
their hamster Benny.enny or anything that rhnymes with Cheryl.
In Satanta, those under age 18 who are out after midnight had
better get home, fast; nocturnal tree frogs are now allowed to
carry automatic weapons.

In Kinsley, voters approved an historic amendment outlawing a
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facial expression. Says amendment audigor Kent, “I just got
tired of my wife giving me ‘that lookYou know the one. So, now
it's illegal. She gives me ‘that loo&d | have the option of seeking
legal counsel.”

Because th8outhwest Kansas Registres to press approxi-
mately six days before its publication date, this election could
be decided by now

But | doubt it. Its more likely that come 2001, we still won’
have a president or an administration, and someone else will
have to temporarily step in. If that personhavailable, they’ll
go down the line until eventually coming to a guy named “Phil” who
works atWalmart.

And if he’s busy working the nightshift, maybe it'll be one of our
local farmers, ranchers, accountants, nurses, or laborers.

Come to think of it, considering who we have in the race, that
might not be a bad idea. Not a bad idea at all.
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Edna for president

Pope John Paul Il has said that if you want peace, you must work
for justice. I'd say it about time our world leaders take this advice
to heart. In the last 100 years, only a handful of leaders have truly
lived out this principle: Pope John Paul Il, Mahatma Gandhi, Mother
Teresa, Desmonbutu, Cesar Chavez, the Dhali Lama, and Dr
Martin Luther King, Ji, to name a few

As the last presidential election loomed, a team of seven experts
made up of religious, political, and financial leaders set out across
the United States to find a potential presidential candidate not only
supremely qualified to serve as commander and chief, but whose
ideas would most benefit all humankind.

After tireless research, their quest took them to the community
of LakeTown, Penn., where they tracked down 63-yadrCarl
Eubanks. According to town folk — as well as the numerous letters
he wrote to the editor of the town papEne Wekly Pocupine
(“Gets Right to the Point!”}- Eubanks had ideas so innovative
that they earned him the nickname, Carl “Innovative Ideas” Eubanks.
It was later shortened to “I.1.,” which made more than one stander-
by wonder if he was a sea captain. This he didn’t mind because he
was very fond of the ocean.

When the group finally tracked him down, group member Dr
Rolfe Switzer (the noted philosopher) nervously asked him if he
would like to do his country a great service.

“Already am,” Eubanks replied, and went on with his harvesting.

With faces drawn, the team continued their search until eventu-
ally landing in the quaint village of Prairie Pat, lll. There they met
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up with Edna Greenburg, 72, widowed wife of Phil Greenburg
(former head of the volunteer fire brigade and owner of
Greenbuger's Luncheonette). She was also author of three books:
“Edna’s Path to Peace,” “Thi/orld According to Edna,” and
“Holiday Meals on a Budget.”

After reading the books one night in a hotel room at the edge of
town (the one near the ball field), the group decided that the books
offered advice and guidance that, with Edieadership, could put
the world back on track. It also presented a terrific recipe for three-
bean salad, which they agreed couldn’t hurt.

The next day the seven found themselves sitting in Edinag
room being served iced tea and Hungarian sugar codiits.
trepidation, Suzanne Martin-Martin, PhD., (the political novelist
whose work for peace was nearly overlooked when she decided to
keep her last name even though it was the same as her hasband’
just to make a point) asked Edna if she would consider running for
leader of the free world. When Edna looked puzzled, Martin-Mar-
tin stressed that she was referringtoerica.

Edna said that if not for the fact that it would interfere with the
feeding of her cats, of which she had approximately 27, she would
be delighted to run for president. When Martin-Martin suggested
that leading the country was far more important than caring for a
bunch of animals, Edna asked them politely to leave.

Their nerves raytheir patience nearly at an end, the group found
themselves two weeks later at a diner in Meade, Kan. when a
young man came in and sat down. When he began to speak, the
seven were mesmerized.

“This world could be one in which supermarkets and super-de-
partment stores slowly disappear due to the growth of small, family
run businesses,” the young man told anyone who would listen.
“Grand-opening notices for new businesses in Southwest Kansas
would no longer include the date of their going-out-of-business sale.



131

“It could be a world where absolute power does not corrupt ab-
solutely If it has to do something, Istjust say it causes a little
bursitis and maybe a touch of gas.”

The group was sold. The young man agreed to run for president
and the seven spread the word far and wide that a man had been
found who had ideas for achieving peace and prosperity for all
people. No more war! No more hunger! Sure, there’d still be acne,
but nobody would care!

Sadly come the primary election, only seven people voted for
him. It would have been eight, but.[Bwitzer was preoccupied
with his sick goldfish and forgot to vote.

After much discussion, the group decided that the experiment
had already been tried 2,000 years ago, except that the man in
guestion was the son of God. And if after 2,000 years of war the
world still hadn’'t accepted the teachings of Christ, why would they
listen to some guy from Kansas?
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Astro T een’s
last amazing adventure

Here's one of my few serious contributions. In Colorado, |
worked just miles &m Columbine High School. The following
was written in esponse to th&pril 20, 1999 massaer in which
12 students and one teacher eshot to death.

Astro Teen was having trouble getting his helmetAs al-
ways, it was only a matter of twisting and jiggling it until slid
comfortably around his head.

He lifted the corner of a Michael Jordan poster from the wall of
his basement bedroom and pressed a grey button hidden under
loostened pasteboaidith a soft grinding sound, a section of the
wall opposite his bed slowly lifted forward and then down to reveal
a sleek, shining spacecratft.

His parents, fast asleep upstairs when he made his nightly jaunts
through the stars, dididisappoint him. He heard no noise com-
ing from their room, and, satisfied they were sleeping soundly
he crawled into the tiny craft.

He pressed a series of buttons causing the wall before the ves-
sel to openTwo ground rails glimmered invitingly inside a long
cave that reached upward tbrough a hidden recess in his backyard.

Astro Teen adjusted the dial for sub-space speed, pulled the
ignition lever and with a burst of powgris craft glided forward
like a boat on the Colorado Riv&he high speed made the craft
virtually invisible as it sailed into the night sky for another adven-
ture.

Since secretly constructing the vehicle several months before,
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the 13-year-old had flown the spacecraft nearly every night, his
typical flight lasting 20 minutes. This night was no different, except
that the moon was exceptionally bright, casting a sea of reflections
on the objects belawie bobbed up and down over trees, carefully
avoiding power lines, and stirring up dogs certain something was
amiss, but unable to determine what it was.

AstroTeen gently pulled a lge, silver handle, which caused his
craft to gain altitude as it sped through the night kleyflew to-
ward the citylarge buildings looming in the distance, and then be-
low him as he cruised safely over several skyscrapers.

He circled around, adjusted a dial for break-neck speed, and flew
even higher into the skin minutegAstroTeen and his sleek craft
were able to cut powgthe beautiful earth putting on a show for
the teen as he and his craft gently orbited from space.

This was one oAstroTeens favorite parts of the nightly trek.
Feeling as safe as a baby in a womb, he admired his home planet
with its wondrous mix of blue and brown and white. Everything
was a beautiful sight from space, he thought, even the black
infinity of his surroundings.

Suddenly a warning beacon barked in hisAaunidentified
object was quicky approaching his spaceckaftiking his en-
gines from their quick napstroTeen turned his vehicle and saw
an unidentified craft in the distance closing fast. As he prepared to
vault back to earth, he suddenly heard a familiar greeting echo
throughout his vessel.

AstroTeep returned greetings to “Gorje,” an alien pilot he be-
friended on an earlier trip. Since they met weeks before, the Earth-
ling and the alien had learned to enjoy a quick game of chase or a
simple chat about their different worlds. At 120 years old, Gorje
was, like his human friend, only a teen on his planet.

Astro Teen hadr’long to wait to know what fun they would
have tonightWith a burst of speed, Gorje shot a€ross the gal-
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axy,AstroTeen in quick pursuil’hey dodged asteroids, zoomed in
and out of worm holes, and narrowly avoided an abandoned Rus-
sian space station.

Tilting his craft to and fro as he sped 8troTeen signalled “so
long,” and finally headed for home.

Still miles above his house, he shoved a lever which simulta-
neously slowed him to sub-space speed and lifted the disguised
outer hatch to the hidden tunnel in his back yard.

Moments laterhe crawled from his space craft and into his
bed, warm, safe and already looking forward to tomorrow might’
adventure.

The next daywhile he sat in a classroom learning about the
turmoil that led to the CiviWar, two troubled youths walked
into a nearby school and killed 12 students and a teaohe¥
ing several otherg\stro Teen heard about it before leaving for
home that dgywhen his teacher quietly tried to explain to her
class what had occurred.

He wasnt sure why his mother was crying when she came to
pick him up from school that dalgut he had a pretty good idea.

That night,Astro Teen went into his room as he always did
before his outer space adventure. He sat on his bed for a long
time. He felt older and sadder

He thought of something his grandfather had once read to him
from the Bible. “When | was a child, | thought as a child..., but
when | became a man, | put away the things of a child.”

The 13-yeanld crawled under the blankets, switchefitbé
light and his thoughts, and sake into a deep sleep.

Astro Teens spaceship would sail no more.
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Do you smell
something?

There are some people who say that life ddesnbunt to a
hill of beans, but for some mold living in my refrigeratidfie
was just that.

The leftovers were about a month-and-a-half old, which, in
mold years, is nearly 200 centuries. This “society” had plenty
of time to grow into a self-governed universe of free and totally
unique beings, granted of course, they didn’'t deplete their universe
of it’s natural resources, porklmeans, and thus destroy them-
selves.

Then one dayGod said, “Let there be light in this tupperware-
encased world, but only in the morning, evening and for a few
seconds every 10 minutes between 7 and 10 p.m.” Then, when
the first spore sprang from the sauce, life was formed, bringing
with it the hope for a bright future.

But their future would prove anything but bright. Instead,
weeks after they had evolved into a society that worked to-
gether for the greater good, where each spore was valued for
who they were, not what they did, their little world was washed
down a giant garbage disposal.

| can almost hear the mayor yelling for his citizens to remain
calm, that they would find another mound of coagulated food-
stuffs on which they could live and grow in harmony

Which leads me to a thought. Often, we humans complain about
the direction our society is leading. What if we were simply the
mold growing on someorsfeftover sponge cake, ultimately des-
tined for some behemoth garbage disposal? | imagine that those
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those chores you've been meaning to get done would seem a little
less important.

And so would nearly everything else. Except of course for each
otherAt that point, | think we would finally join together for that
one greater purpose, fulfillment of hopes and dreams — both ours
and those around us.

Do you smell something?
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A Q&A with the SKR

It's time to open up t®KRmail bag and answer some of the
thousands of questions that have been s@venthe last year

Q: In an ad near the back of the payeu boast about having
the best Catholic paper in southwest Kansas. What other Catholic
newspapers are in Southwest Kansas?

A: Theres theSouthsouthwest Kansas RegistieeJust Plain
Kansas Registerthe Take a Right at Liberal and Go Tew
Blocks Kansas Registeand thel Lost My Shoe On the High-
way Near Geat Bend Kansas Register

Q: Why are so many articles printed weeks after they happen?

A: Being a twice-monthlyit's difficult to be very timelyAlso,
we go to press five days before the paper hits the stands. Hinally
lack any organizational skills.

Q: Where do you come up with the ideas for your columns?

A: 1 guess i just a little voice inside my head. | call hiiony, or
Mr. Danza. I'll just be sitting there minding my own business, when
suddenlyfony will pipe in with, “Why dort you write about a squir
rel?” or, “Whittle. Now theres a funny word.”

Q: How do you mesh your devotion to the Church with the com-
plexity of the reportea modern day “huntegatherer”?

A: Huh?

Q: If your newspaper were an animal, what would it be?

A: Without question, a sea otter

Q: How many people are on your staff?

A: Well, Tim Wenzl is an ad guy/writer/photographer; Josh
Chickeo is our foreign corespondent, currently on assignment in
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Beijing; Megarilorth is our weather persodian Redspan is our
financial reporter; and lan Southmore (a former triangle player with
“The Who") is our entertainment writer

Q: How do you get all those world/nation briefs?

A: Although each is only one paragraph long, we feel itimportant
to actually go out and investigate and write each brief ourselves.
Every weeklim or I may find ourselves in India, Russia, Mexico or
Garden Citydepending on where the action is. Last week, in fact,
| was sharing a glass of wine and a bacon cheeseburger with the
Prime Minister of Latvia when in walked my ex-girlfriend, the
daughter of the former Russian premier! Begs | embarrassed!
Thankfully, just then | received a call frohm allowing me to duck
around a cornefim was in a small village along the Ivory Coast
finishing an in-depth 45-word brief when he stumbled over the spell-
ing of “mosquito.” Unfortunatel|yt wasnt able to help him.

Q: TheSKRis not only a voice for the bishop and the Church in
general, but for all the Catholics in Southwest Kansas. As the new
“permanent” editqrdo you feel you are qualified to carry this load?

A: Well, it's not brain sigery; it's not even outpatient gary.

But then, it really has nothing to do with the medical profession at
all. 'm an editoynot a doctorAll you need to do this job is average
reporting and writing skills, a general knowledge of the Church, and
a little of that ol’ time religion. In some areas of the world, they
actually bring in homeless street urchins to edit the Catholic.paper
In Taiwan, they’re experimenting with amphibious tree frégs.

ter several months of tireless work, one actually managed to write
a study on the papal encyclicaljangelium Wae, from two feet
away using its tongue to type out the letters.

Q: Every now and then — hardly evezally — | see a misspelling
or other typo in the papdmean, its hardly even worth mention-
ing. But | was just wondering, why haven’t you been fired?

A: I'm glad you asked. In all seriousness, we have a great proof
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reader in formeSKReditor Margaret Klenke. Almost all typos
occur in late changes — those made by me aftegatats read
through the papeiMy employment here is the result of a govern-
ment program providing grants to Catholic newspapers that hire
editors unable to spell words of more than three letters.

Q: Your columns always seem to have a moral at the end. Do
you stumble upon them by accident, or do you give them a great
deal of thought?

Editor’s note:The editor egrets that he hasun out of space
and cannot answer the last question.
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An interview
with Sat an

The sun had just set when the prince of darkness stepped into
the tiny cafe where he chose for us to meet. Dressed in casual
attire, no one would have imagined that this was indeed Satan.

At 5’9", he was shorter than the looming image seen in count-
less motion pictures. He even looked a bit frail. Lucifer came
over to the table, took bhis brown, felt hat, and sat down.

“I loved that era,” he said, noticing me glancing at his circa
1962 Setson. “TheV/ietnamWar, Martin Luther Kings assassi-
nation -- | could go on and oiioday apart from a bombing
here and there or a localized wigiis just random violence.”

Up until then, I really had not fully accepted the fact that this
was Satan. Now | had no doubt.

“Do you cause the misery and pain in peapliees?” | asked,
my shaken nerves barely raising my voice above a whisper

“I'll let you in on a trade secret,” he replied. “I don’t go anywhere
unless I'm invitedYou want drugs? Indiscriminate sex? How about
beating your enemy into submission? Open the door and let me in.

“It' s not pain | cause. | just give people what they want.”

“What about natural disasters?”

“Mother Nature. Look,” he said, “terrible things happen. | wish |
could take credit for all of them but | can’t. Life is a constant
gamble. Why do bad things happen to good people who do nothing
to instigate it? Why are babies born with terrible diseases? | don’t
mind enhancing the anger and bitterness these events cause, but
the event itself wasn’t something to which | was invited.”

“So, apart from natural occurrences, people choose their own
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path, whether it be good or evil,” | said, my voice a bit strqrigter
the while with you feeding off their weaknesses.”

“Basically -- although with all my ‘feeding’ it is still their de-
cision which direction their life will go.”

“We’'ve talked about some of the subtle ways you enter
peoples lives,” | said. “But what about the ways you permeate
society as a whole?”

“You're talking about racism, bigotrgreed -- the lifeblood
of civilization.”

“Right,” | said without arguing.

“The first two are easy: Feed people a little fear and ignorance.
Blame comes easy when you're afraid to look in the mirror

[ told him I didn’t quite understand.

“Racism is a disease of the intellect. It has as much to do with skin
color as greed does with mon&acism is ignorance manifested
through fearwhile greed is ignorance manifested through want.

“Speaking of greed,” he added, Ytmore dificult to culti-
vate greed than racism or biggtbut the results are far more
rewarding.”

“How’s that?” | asked.

“It' s much easier tofafct the rich than the padBelieve it or
not, the poor typically give more and want less. Imagine, though,
that a corporation or a government opens their door to greed as
they often doWe’'re talking corruptionWe’re talking war’

After a brief pause, his mouth drew to a wide grin: “Thtte
joy of it. The simplest ones tofatt are the ones who will cause
the most damage.”

“Do you think by speaking so bluntly your power will be chal-
lenged?” | asked.

“None of this is ney he said, “People have the answers right
in front of them.You’'d be astounded at how many people have
walked straight into hell with both eyes wide open.”



142 THE STORY OF THE FOURTH WISE MAN
The Petro-Qil V ariety Show
Act

A live television studio in Newolk, circa 1957; a cw
tained stageA man appears on stage befahe cutain
dressed in a suit and tie and cging a micophone. The
entire house stays lit. This is &a Masters, host of “The

Petro-Oil Variety Show He’s filled with a nevous glee as he

leans into the @wd to accept his applause.deér Masters is

a slight man with a polished comb-avides visibly anxious,
but still attempts to exude a sprightly cheer

Frep MasTeERs Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we have for you a
special treat. Here to share the wisdom of the ages, is Jasper
Howard, at 107 years old, one of the oldest people living in the
world todayHe comes to us directly from the Hapgymyes Home
for the Elderly in upstate NeViork where he is currently working
on his biographyThe Man,The Life,TheAvocado.” (Looking
off stage)Mr. Howard ... Mr Howard, would you like to come
out on stage?

(Fred Masters stays on stage to conduct the vwgar Onto
the stage shuffles a weold man with a cane. Hedressed in
jacket and tie. He is wearing a 50s era hat. He looksiad
suspiciously at specific audience members.

Frep MasTERS Mr. Howard, thank you so much for being here
with us. How are you feeling tonight?

JaspERHowaRD: Waja say?

Frep MasTers | asked how you were feeling this evening.

JaspERHowaRD: Fine.



143

Frep MasTers Can you tell me siwhen and where were you
born?

JaspERHowARD: | was born in 1850 on a prune farm.

FrRep MasTeERS Excuse me, did you say a “prune farm”?

JasperHowarD: | said a PRUNE farmlhat was in the state
of Virginia. Back in those days ya see, there was a big prune
trade. | can still remember ridimy Daddy$ prune boat up n’
down the Rappahannok. Sometimes we’d go all the way out to
Northhampton Island. There were still Indian tribes livin’ out
there back in those days, ya see, and if we happen to catch 'em
when they were constipated, we might unload our entire supply

Frep MasTERS Eventually you and your family moved west to
Kansas, is that correct?

JaspErHowaARD: Yup.Wasnt 'till after the CivilWar. My folks
were doin’ jus’ fine until about '64. One day a whole battalion of
hungry Confederate soldiers on their way to the battle of Shenandoah
raided our fieldThem scoundrels ate evkast one of our crop, ya
know. A few hours later one thing led to another and them soldiers,
they become ... indisposed and never did make it to the battlefield.
Thanks to them never arrivin’ at there appointed destination, the
North won the battle. President Lincoln himself wrote my daddy a
letter thanking him for “keeping the rebels otherwise occupied.”
He told him it was one d¢he turnin’points of the war

Frep MasTERS That's terrific.And it was then that your family
moved west?

Jasper Howarp: Naw sit First we tried growing avocados,
what we traded with the Indians for corn. Problem was, not
long after someone had the bright idea of inventing guacamole
dip, whilst someone else learnt that if you fry corn a particular
way, it makes a purty good dippichip. After that nobody
wanted to trade one fer t'other ‘cause they went so well together
and that just led to a lot of confusion on our part. Finatijydaddy
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said, “Pack your things, bowe’re movin'west.”

FrRep MasTers And thats when you moved to Kansas?

JaspERHOwARD: Waja say?

FrRep MasTERS That's when you moved to Kansas.
JaspErHowarD: That's when we moved to Kansas, ya see. |
was eight years old. My daddy worked for a cattle rancher for a
time, until one day — times were tough, ya’ know — one day he
caught the owner serenading one of his heifers. Right there in
the barn he was a singin’ “Beautiful Dreamer” to a Guernsey

named “Tllie.”

FrRep MasTErRs What did the cow do?

JaspErRHowARD: (Looking at Fed, puzzledl just stood there.

Sos anywayl guess the old man was afraid my daddy’d tell the
rest o’ the men what had taken place, so he fired ‘im right there
on the spot.

FrRep MasTERS Is that when you took part in the Oklahoma
Land Rush?

JaspeErHowarD: NoO, then | became an apprentice to a black-
smith. | was an only child, ya see. So whilst Mama baked pies
and sold chicken eggs, | smithed for right on 20 years. Finally — I
don’t know if it was the heat, the smoke or the dust — but it got to
where evertime | looked at a horseshoe I'd break into “Beautiful
Dreamey’ jus’ like my pappys ol‘ ranch boss. | knew then I'd had
enough, sos | headed south to Oklahorhay’s gettenteady to
give land awayya seeThis was back in '89. I'll never fget it, let
me tell you. There must have been thousands of people lined up
ready to race off into the wilderness and stake a claim. There were
people on horseback, on mules, on bicycles, even some just using
thar own two feet. There were grandpas and grandkids, cowboys
and dudes, men and womgvell, at noon on May 18, 1889, the
signal sounded and | tell you it was like someone opened the flood-
gates. Thousands of people took off across the (&adise)it



145

was really somethin’, let me tell you.

Frep MasTers And were you able to find some land on which to
build a home?

JaspErR Howarp: Yaw sir | did. Problem was, with so many
people runnin’ this way an’ that, well, | managed to get good
and lost, and wound up right back in Kansas. Not only that, but
about two months later | was out checkin’ some traps I'd set, and
there comes Pappy walking over a knoll just as plain as day

Frep MasTers (In disbelief)Did you say it was your father?

JasPer Howarp: (Shaking his headjust as plain as daile
says to me, “Jaspek¥utch you doin’here?” | said, “What do
you mean what'm I'm doin’ here? What are YOU doin’ here?”
He says, “I live here!Turns out | had homesteaded on mah
land.

FRep MAsTERs It was about this time that you met your wife.
How did you two meet?

Jasper Howarp: Well, thats a story See my wife, her name
was Hattie. McGill was her maiden name. Hattie McGill. She
worked at the general stoi#ell, | go in there one day to buy a
map sos | could make ma’ way back to Oklahoma, ya see. | told
her | wanted to get back in the land run. | told her | cotédn’
been the only one to runfdb the wrong state, an she said,
“Well, | didn’t hear o’nobody else,” an | said, “®l, that’s all
right, then,” and she said, “I suppose itis.” Then | looked at her
right in the eyes and | said, &know | could think of worse
things than you marryin’ me,” and she said she supposed so, and
next thing ya’ know we was married.

Frep MasTers (Enthusiastically)A love story for the ages!

At the age of 75 Hattie passed awayt not until giving you 47
years of blissful marriage!

JasPer HowarD: (Looking at Fed, puzzled)a’' never met
Hattie, did ya?
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FrRep MasTERS | never had the pleasure.

JaspErHowaRD: (Looking at Fed)You like bein’hog tied an’
horse whipped?

FrRep MasTers Well, no. | certainly dort:

JaspErRHowarD: Then you wouldrta liked Hattie.

FrRep MasTeErs Come now Mr. Howard. Surely there was
something you liked about your wife? She did give you a son,
did she not?

JasperHowaRrD: That she didPauseHad 'im at homeTwernt
no doctor aroundPause)l remember | ... | didi’know what
to do but boil watefThat's what they sayoil water What you
did with the water after yaboiled it, well, it didnt occur to
anyone to mention that part. Sos | figured it was to soak her feet.
Well, thinkin’it was to soak her feet, | put the boilivater into two
pans and told hetPut your feet in this water as it'll make yeél
better” Well, when she put her feet in that boilvater her eyes
looked like they was gonna bug right outa her head. She looked like
a bull ready to chge.Well, she lets out an angry howl and that
baby (motioning with his arm like aocket)he shoots right out
the window

FrRep MasTeRs (Incredulous)WVas he okay?

Jasper HowarD: Yup. Thank the good Lord he landed right
smack dab in a fresh cow piko this daywhen | hear people
complainin’ about the smell, or that they stepped in some ma-
nure, | look em right in the eyes and sdflanure saved my
boy. You should be proud to wear that on your shoe.”

Frep MasTers What's your son doing now?

JaspER HowarD: He’s a congressman for théag of Louisi-
ana.

Frep MasTers Mr. Howard, you are one of the oldest men liv-
ing in the world todaylo what do you owe your longevity?

JaspERHOWARD: You wanta know about longevjityou ought to
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ask mapappy

Frep MasTers Your pappy!{IncredulousMr. Howard, surely
your father is deceased.

JasperHowaRrD: Nope. Fact he’back yondefmotioning back
stage)waitin’ fer me.

FrRep MasTers (Lost in the moment, he speaks to someone
back stage, and out of viegharlie — is he back stag¥es!
Yes! Bring him on! Hes the oldest man in the worl@he oldest
in the world, | tell you{Addressing the audience, ledy able to
contain his excitementidies and gentlemen, | am very excited
to present &ariety Show exclusive. Here, in our studio, is the
oldest man living in the world todair. ... uh ... Mt

JaspER HowarD: (To Fred Masters) ester

FrRep MasTERS Lester Howard!

(The two look to the sidAs the applause settles, still no.Mr
Howard. Finally, one can hear the sound of shuffled footsteps
and a walkeras well as the beeping of a hearonitor \ery
slowly making his way onto the stage is Lester HdwHe is
hunched over a walkefrailing behind him ae several medi-
cal machines connected to him by various tubes aresw@ne
machine is e standing, while two otherseaset on a wheeled
table. He is 121 years old.)

Frep MasTers (Walking towad Mr. Howad) That's just fine,
sir. (Mr. Howad turns to face the audiencdgll me, sir how
old are you?

(Lester Howad continues to look aund the oom at the
audience, his eyes focusing for a moment on the bright lights,
turning his face to an uncomfortable grimace.)

Frep MasTers Sir? Can you tell me how old you are?

JaspERHowaRD: You aint gonna get much in the waya@in-
versation out aPappy He aint spoke nary a word in 15 years.
Sometimes he breaks into song, ya see, but unless you're trying to
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get rid a'mice or got a vacuum salesman at the dbdon't do
anyone no good a'tall.

FRep MasTers Is that soWell, how old is your fatheMr.
Howard?

JaspErHowaRrD: Nion 120, 121Ya see, after he turned 105, he
asked his family to stop countin’. Said it made him feel old.

(As they cary on their conversation, Lester Howdaczontin-
ues to peer aund the oom.At one point, he has an odd gri-
mace on his face. One can only wonder.\thyasses.)

FrRep MasTers We are certainly very honored to have. Mr
Lester Howard on our stage, as well as his son,Jslsper
Howard. Mr Howard, what are you and your father going to do
when you leave our studio this evening?

(Suddenly a woman in the audience catches Lester td®svar
eye. He looks down at her ancebks into a goofy but some-
what fiendish grin. He raises his eyetms in an up and down
motion in an attempt to flirt. As he does, the beeping of his
heart monitor speeds up.)

Jasper Howarp: We'll probably jus go back to the hotel ...
(suddenly noticing Papmy/heat monitor)Pappyyou stop that,
now! (Pappy looks at his son disapingly. Jasper turns to
Fred MastersYhey got us a real nice room, ya see. It even has
a TV, right in the room (Pappy continues flimg and once
again the beeping ineases)Pappy!Ya know what happened
the last time(Jasper Howad turns to Fed Masters.) ast time
Pappy flirted with a purty girl he wound up in traction for six
months. It'd probably be best for me to get him home. C’'mon
Pappy (When his father wonhgo off stage, they push him, and
he and his walker glide agss the floarApplause.)
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We could all use a
little doggy wisdom

With the recent election finally come to a close, | have decided
to devote myself to more intellectual pursuits. Of course, hitting
myself in the head with a board would be more intellectually re-
warding than the recent presidential race.

| recently participated in a psychological exercise involving the
manipulation of buttons on a small control module as various im-
ages flashed across agarscreen. Okago | was watchingV.

But while doing so, | happened upon an interesting documentary
about animal behavigklthough worried the subject was again in
regard to the recent election, | decided to chance it.

The documentary suggested that just as we humans are striving
to learn more about our four-legged-friend, the dog, dogs are doing
quite the same in regards to us. In fact, it went on to describe the
dog as a furry little scientist that spends its life studying human
behavior

It makes perfect sense — and it explains why my dog carries a
little note pad around.

Do you ever catch your dog staring at you — just staring ... and
staring ... still staring — for no apparent reas@?at’s going
through his mind? Is he waiting for a snack? Or is he thinking some-
thing along the lines of the following: “9:03 p.m. Subject ‘Dave’
hasn’t moved in two hours. ‘SpongeBob SquarePants’ marathon
onTV. Is there a relationship? More information needed.”

And why do you think dogs sleep so much during the day? Are
they really that bored? Is it simply that they have nothing better to
do? Orcould it be they're tired after having stayed up the night
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before analyzing data?

Two nights ago | decided to test my theéwyprecisely 1:30
p.m., | sneaked quietly out of my room and into the hallayuld
see the flickering light of a candle and hear the scratching of pencil
on paperThis went on for nearly an hquhe sound broken only
when my dog took a break to snack on a cracker with a slice of
Wensleydale cheese, a favorite of this particular breed, and to sip a
particularly good cabernet.

At precisely 12:25 a.m., the candle was extinguished. Moments
later I heard her familiar snoring and | crept toward her bed. There
| discovered a file on which was written: “Myers, David; A Case
Study in Human Behavidr

| everso-gently pulled it out from under pasweat forming on
my brow | only once became unnerved, when, lost in a pleasant
dream, she uttered, “I'm runna mésome Ribbles and Rits.”

The file in hand, | crept back to my room, closed the door and
turned on the light. For the sake of space, | will include only a few
submissions:

“Oct. 1; 10:45 p.m: Subject ‘Daves’ agitation was height-
ened today when he found the Cheese Doodle sack void of Doodles
save one. Are all humans so easily undone? Must consult with
‘Muffin’ next doarSubject lack of hole-digging, rubber toy chew-
ing, and cat chasing may explain foul temjplave could find a
way to train humans in such rudimentary thergftovers may be
forthwith.”

“Oct. 14; 10:59 p.m. Subjects piano playing has left me de-
pressed and void of want. Doggy biscuits carry no pleasure. Cats
fear me not. Should such sounds — which continue to pound my
skull long after the noise has ceased — resume tomoiruen
consider donating myself to scientific experiments.”

“Oct. 23; 3 p.m: Subject has been at the computer for three
hours, causing alarming physical change. Eyes are red. Back is
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hunched. Fingers extend like claws. After two hours, he began to
resemble a lge toad; after three, a buzzard. Fearing for my safety

| retreated to my bed. If the transformation continues to a sub-
human level and | find myself in harsway it should be noted that

| have a sister iwichita.”

“Nov. 6; 11:01p.m: Tonight | find myself in the proverbial ‘dog-
house.’ Subject ‘Dave,’ who sends perhaps three electronic mes-
sages every dapecame enraged after | sent a Pee-mail on his
new porch rug. Should ‘Sge,’the lab across the allegome to
call, he will read that | am doing well, not to mention high in iron
supplementgomorrow | willamend the message to include taslay’
tribulation.”

As you can well imagine, | was stunned. | mean, is my piano
playing really that bad? Besides, what dee=lo all day? Sleep,
run around in the yard, play with an old boot likeliter best friend
in the world, bark at people walking, ligve us unconditionally de-
spite all our failings ....

You know maybe the worldouldlearn a lesson or two from our
four-legged friends.
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This one’ s for the
couch pot atoes

Richard Blutowski offeam USAslowly approached the two
suspended rings. The fact that the Olympic arena was filled to
capacity — 17,000 fans cheering their nasdrest — didr’help
his nerves anyHe was sweating profusel®f course, the foot-
ball-sized beer-basted sausage with German mustard he had just
consumed hadn’t helped. Neither had the pint of Guinness.

Two team members lifted the 235-pound Blutowski up to the
rings. He dangled nervously for a few moments, his 48-inch gut
hanging over his gym shorts. He tried to focus and, just as he had
been taught, envisioned himself winning the gold.

He imagined the cheers of the crowd; he could feel the sting of
the high-fives from his team-mates. He envisioned standing proudly
at the center podium as thmerican flag was raised, a tear on his
cheek, a Caesar Romero hat on his head. He wondered if he’d get
to keep it.

This, indeed, was his moment.

With the noble poise of the Olympians of old, Richard
Blutowski raised his legs upward, his knees slightly bent, his
hairy toes flailing as he struggled to lift his legs past his waist-
line. With muscles rippling under a thick layer of fat, Blutowski
urged them on. “Just a little bit furth&he said through gritted
teeth. “Just ... a ... little ...—"

Suddenlydramaticallyhis legs droppedhe audience released
an awe-inspired gasp before erupting into applause.

So far so goodhe thought. Refocusing his eggrRichard
Blutowski, 40, TV repairman and model airplane enthusiast, did
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the unthinkable. Releasing one of the rings, he allowed his full body
weight to be suspended by only one hand.

The entire arena was at its feet. Such a routine had only been
attempted once before, at the 1980 Olympics in Mos@&sulting
in Romanian gymnast Igor KromensWody dislodging from its
arm at the shoulder like a human. ¥otato Headl'he arm was
later stolen and then recovered from a nesting doll-makersaid
he needed an extra hand around the shop.

Blutowski didnt wait for his teammates to help him down.
Completely exhausted by the 37 seconds foirethe dropped
like a bag of wet laundrHe ran to his coach, Mildred Kendal
(who, when not training Olympians, ran the local chapter of the
Red Hat Ladies) and gave her a well-deserved hug. Kendal wiped
herself of, and the two smiled for a herd of international pho-
tographers.

Blutowski graduated Cum Laude from the AAA School of
Television Repair in 1985. Married to Maude, the couple has
three children. It hashalways been easy for the Blutowskis. In
1996 Maude gave birth to a heyho, though they named “Phil,”
would only answer to “Raymond,” leading the couple to finan-
cial ruin.The Olympics would déér Blutowski the hope his family
so strongly needed.

Next for Blutowsky was the pommel horse, where he would fol-
low a strong performance by Irish bartenddorgan McKinley
44, who managed not only to climb atop the pommel horse, but to
turn completely around on it in under three minutes.

The horse was not Blutowskistrong suit, due to the fact that
pommel horse practice was held at the exact same time as re-
runs of theA-Team, which he had taken a blood oath never to
miss. But Dame Fortune would smile on the American once again,
thanks to a hopelessly lost bumble-bee that happened to suddenly
find itself in a large hive of humans after slipping through the arena
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doors without a ticket.

Richard Blutowski feared little in life; he was afraid only of
his wife, her cat, “Scrapéyboiled squash, and bees. So after
struggling to board the pommel horse, when he sawga,lar
puzzled looking bumble bee around the vicinity of his nose,
Blutowski lit into what appeared to be the lead solo from the
Nutcracker Ballet, all without ever leaving the pommel horse.

McKinley's mouth fell open. Kendal’'mouth fell openThe
bees mouth fell open. It was another awe-inspiring performance
by Blutowski, who, for his ébrts was granted the Olympically
impossible score of ‘IL”

As the springboard, parallel bars and floor competition were
canceled due to general lack of abjlitys was the final competi-
tion for the gymnasts. Blutowski continued to proudly bask in the
glow of victory as he took the steps to the center podhsithe
American flag was raised, the national anthem rang out, and the
40-year-old TV repairman, with a tear in his eye, sang loud and
with emotion, “This land is your land, thisland ismy ...”

Editor’s note:A guy can deam, cart’he?
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Death by any other name ...

The other night | had a dream. It seemed a werewolf was ter-
rorizing southwest Kansas. On a night lit by a full moon, a young
hero empowered by an Arnold Schwarzenegger video he had rented
the previous night, decided like any hero worth his salt, to take
matters into his own hands.

After work, he tossed hig/al-Mart clerks vest aside, put on
his leather jacket he bought at GAMil (the one with all the
cool zippers), and headed for the park at the end of town.

Edmond (he preferred “Mondo,” meaning “extreme” — it
seemed to d$et his 105-pound frame), sat down on a wooden
bench and waited.

From amid the darkened trees came the sound of footsteps
crushing fallen leaves and twigs into mulch. Mondo shuddered and
fought off a tremendous desire to flee.

It came out of the brambles like an eating machine, its mas-
sive jaws snapping wildly in anticipation of the midnight snack
sitting on the bench. Its rear legs supported a barrel-like body strewn
with muscles.

TheWal-Matrt clerk, who, only six hours earlier hadued with
a 93-year-old woman who was sure he had overcharged her for
Ajax, felt his courage slip away

The beast was nearly upon him when his hands tightened on a
box sitting on his lap. He lifted it, held it between himself and
the monsterand turned a small button.

“This is Brit Hume with the news,” the laptop computer uttered
as it blinked to life.
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The beast froze, staring wide-eyed into the screen.

“Today a bomb went bih a Baghdad hotel killing 19 people,”
the anchor said as a video showed people running from the smok-
ing building. “Nobody has claimed responsibility for the attack.
Meanwhile, in Israel, seven gunmen raided a local college cam-
pus, killing 23. The killings are thought to be in retaliation for Israeli
bulldozers destroying 50 homes in a Palestinian refugee camp.”
More images, this time of families huddling together by their ruined
homes, reeled across the screewdAmerican soldiers and sev-
eral Iragi children were killed when an RPG blasted ....”

For nearly two hours the beast stood mesmerized as terrible news
played itself out.

Suddenly the werewdB lip began to quiveThe creature
started sobbing uncontrollablys massive claws limp at his sides.
TheWal-Mart clerk smiled inwardjyslowly set the computer down
and approached the beast, placing an arm gently over its shoulder

“There, there,” he said. “There, there.”

He walked him over to the bench, and the two sat together in the
moonlight, the monster wailing like a newborn halsyears stream-
ing down the shoulder of the cleAfter a few moments, the beast
stopped sobbing and stared quietly into the horizon.

“What | dont understand,” the creature finally said, holding
back tears, “is how humanity has let itself deteriorate to the
point of self-destructionWWe werewolves, we have voracious
appetites. I8 nothing personal. But you ...."

“Look,” the clerk said, “its okay to kill, as long as you're
doing so for a higher purposesltikay to kill as long as you are
killing people to stop people from killing. $tokay to kill some-
one whos thinking about killing you in the futur&nd it's okay
to kill someone to punish them for having killed. God gave us our
intelligence, and we used that intelligence to invent the electric chair
And so it goes that if we have the best weaponry to fight and win a
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war, thats just a further sign of Gagllove for us.

“See, being human means coming to terms with your inhumanity
Thousands of Indians died in the Indian wars, but look what we
have to show for it, super highways ... Pay-Piew television ...
Kentucky Fried Chicken. If we had been meek, we never would
have won the land that is now the United States of America.”

The beast looked puzzled.

“Let me put it this way Mondo said, “God helps those who
help themselves, and if helping ourselves means that we have
to, from time to time, take a few lives, then so be it.”

“l think | understand,” the werewolf said. Rising from the
wooden bench, he glanced up at the stars, swallowed the man
whole, and ambled binto the moonlight.
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Spread the wit and wisdom

This is the third column I've started this week. | either get too
political, too of-the-wall, or too depressing.

So, yesterdagyl closed my eyes and asked God for a little
guidance. And you know what God said? He said, “Put down
the words | place in your heart. Donse your words, use mine.”

So, | say to God, “But ishthat exactly what I've been do-
ing?” and we both start laughing.

“Seriously” God says, “¥u need to listen to your heafou're
having difficulties because your eyes aren’t always open to my
message.”

“Well, to tell the truth God, your message dotalways ex-
actly lend itself to humofhat's why — “

“Humor?” God says, interrupting me.

“Yeah. HumarThat's what | do,” | tell Him.

“Oh,” God says.

“What are you trying to say?”

“Nothing.”

“No! Go on, God, spit it out! What are you trying to say?”

“Well —it's nothing really — i just that, | hadnrealized that
humor was what you were shooting.for

“So, you're saying I'm not funny? Is that what you're saying?
Well, that’s just great!”

“Look, I'm not trying to hurt your feelings,” He tells me. Yjust
that some of your columns are a tad perplexing. | meamng
thing if your column leaves a co-worker baffled, but I'm all-know-
ing for crying out loud!”
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“Can you give me a ‘for instance?” | ask Him.

“Well, what was the deal with the werewolf in your last col-
umn? Couldrt you have used, sag sweet little old lady in-
stead?”

“But that was my point,” | tell Him. “Who was the real beast,
the monster or humanity? | mean, | could have used a sweet
little old lady, but when she devoured the guy at the end, people
probably would have been a little confused.”

“She could have given him some words of wisdom,” God says,
“shared what my Son taught about turning the other cheek, dy-
ing by the sword and all thalisdom is quite underrated, you
know.”

“I suppose. But | do’think it would have had the same im-
pact as being eateAnd anyway’ | say to God, “its hard to
share your words when they keep getting all twisted around.”

“I've always thought my words were very clgaBod says.

“My Son spoke so that even the least among you could clearly
understand.”

“It" s not your words,” | sayit's the way people use them. |
mean, have you seen some of these people who claim to be
‘men of God?'lf they’re men of God, then, logically should
have been canonized by naWy dog should have been beati-
fied. My hamster —"

“And you're perfect, so you can judge?” God says. “Gosh,
maybe we ought to write another book of the Bible, ‘The First
Column of Dave to the Kansasites.” And speaking of your col-
umns, you often write about I-only-know-what, only to have
some tiny reference to me at the end. Sometimes | feel like a
postscript! I'm not just the moral of the stpypu know I'm the
plot, the characters, the event itself.”

“My, dont we think highly of ourselves,” | reply

“Oh, so it wasyouwho created the universe?” He asks.
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“Okay, okay!The pointis, how can | share your message using
humor when there are abortions every, ddyen our soldiers —
many barely out of puberty — are fighting and dying, when inno-
cent people are suffering, and when Christianity is represented by
people like Jerry Falwell who uses his celebrity to suggest that,
‘even ifit takes 10 years,’ we should ‘blow away the enemy in the
name of the Lord™?

“Don’t get me started on Jerry Falwell,” God says. “Look,
you're making assumptions about peoples’ desires. People in
general want peace and love, they just envisiorferdift means
to that end.

“Amid all these terrible anxieties troubling the world today
you — everybody — must remember that you each haveaas
to an end to wato an end to needless faring,” He tells me.

“It' s the passion for peace and justice | place in your heart.
Use your gifts to give that passion voice, whetherthirough
teaching, preaching, serving in a multitude of ways, simply set-
ting a good example, or even by writing humorous columns, and
every now and then you’ll spread a little wisdom. Every now
and then you won’ but every now and then you will.”
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A ‘hate-o-rama’
(Another Conversation with God)

There is one gift in particular for which | always praiyd that is
“faith.” Sometimes | ask for a little “patience” (on the day of our
department head meeting), a bit of “strength” (for those nights when
| become a masked crime fighter), a dash of “forgiveness” (to
forgive them who do me wrong), and when I’'m feeling especially
enegetic, a smattering of “wisdom” (Mtlom breeds responsibil-
ity. You have to be in the mood.).

But the big one is “faith.”

“With faith the size of a mustard seed,” Christ told the apostles,
“you could move a mountain. But it will take a long time, so bring
extra watermaybe a few snacks.”

See, most of you look to me as a beacon of faith, an “Atlas” if
you will, on whose shoulders rests the fundamental teachings of
the Catholic faithAnd | take that responsibility very seriously
Veeeeeery seriously indeed.

But the fact is, | would be lying if | said my faith was always as
firm as sayan old Oak tree. In fact, sometimes fretty darn
patheticAt times, it's more like a half-eaten EIm, or a fern that’
been in the sun too long, or a stick.

One of the ways in which my faith is weak, is that instead of
praising God and thanking him for my mamany blessings, | tend
to blame him for everything that goes wrong.

Each day at 2 p.m. or so, | start to feel like a fish stick — battered
and fried. My computer begins to have all the effects of extra
strength NyquilAnd whose fault is it¥hy, Gods, of course!
After all, | prayed that | would put in a good dawork, valiantly
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steadfast, unwavering from the job at hand. And what does that
God of ours go and do? He has the gall to allow me to become lazy!

“C’mon, God!” | utter “I prayed for strength, and here | am
feeling all tired and irritabléWhat do you do all dagnyway?
Now, get with the picture!”

“Hey, it's not my fault,” God responds. “Get on the dang
Stairmaster now and then if you want more energy! I’'m not force-
feeding you doughnuts every day!”

And then theres the world in genera¥ou have to agree that the
world is pretty screwed uVe’ve got wars, violent crime, and, as
Arlo Guthrie wrote, “all sorts of mean, ngsitgly things.” But while
these have been the norm for generations, the one thirigathat
been on the rise in the last few years is hatred. Can you feel it, too?

It's hatred in general; hatred for the so-called enemy; hatred for
Americans; hatred for Liberals; hatred for Conservatives; hatred
for people with brown skin, white skin or any skin in between, ex-
cept paisleyPaisley-skinned people are still welcomed the world
over. Theres hatred for people who are against the aad ha-
tred for those who supportitheres hatred of our president, and
hatred for those who hate the presidens. dtregular hate-fest
down here. A hate-o-rama, if you will.

And whose fault is itWhy it's Gods, of course!

“Lord, you created this world!” | pray defiantfyVhat were you
thinking? In your infinite powelou could have made heaven right
here on EartiYou could have made a world filled with free bean
burritos and nachos, where ‘Outer Limits’ marathons are shown
every dayand where nobody gets hay fever or related symptoms.
Instead, we all have to suffer through this ultimate final exam called
‘life,” where we must endure things like zits and first dates and
Rush Lumbaugihis is your mess, Lord. Ddryou think it's time
you cleaned it up?”

“Hey, walit just one second, mister!” God responds. “In the be-
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ginning | created the heavens and the earth, and | saw that it was
good. Laterl created barbecue, beach volleyball and whale watch-
ing, and | saw that it was great! | thought, ‘How can they lose?’
But of course, humanity found a way to screw it up.”
“So, it's all our fault,” I tell him. “Is that what you're saying?”
“Well, duh! Each of you has a choice as to whether you will love
or hate. I'm all about love. If you choose to hate, don’t look at me.
“Look,” God continued, “the trick to having faith in times of trial
is to neverever feel defeateds long as you have me, you've got
more strength than all the armies of the world. | understand that in
these dificult times, sometimes your faith in me is going to waver
What's important is that you never everdet that | have faith in
you.”
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Evolution, creation, p arenthood
(Yet Another Conversation with God)

With the debate over creation and evolution having once again
made headlines, | decided to do a little research into the subject. |
think you'll agree that my findings are quite intriguing.

In May of 2003, Jennifer Ludden, weekend host of National Pub-
lic Radio’s “All Things Considered,” had in her studio Afrighty
God. Following is a snippet from that interviemwhich they dis-
cuss creation and parenthood.

JL: And we're back. If you're just joining us, we have as a very
special guest in our studios, the Supreme Being, also known as
Yahweh, Jehovah ...

God: You can call me “God.” Everybody does.

JL: God, with Mothets Day recently having been celebrated,
and Fathés Day quickly approaching, | was wonderihy par
entsAWhy not create, sapeings who reproduce asexualhus
eliminating the whole gender gap? No more first dates, no more
broken heart¥ou have to admit, it would have saved a lot of time.

God: I tried that. They're called aphids. And | can tell you, they're
realllly moody little things. Les start at the beginning. Before the
thought of “parenthood” ever crossed my mind — before even Adam
and Eve — | had considered creating people in the image of as-
paragus, but then one day | was looking in a mirror and thought,
“I'm really not a bad looking chap; Why not create them in my
image?” Had | chosen the formgou would all be growing in a
field somewhere and would taste great in butter sauce. B that’
beside the point.

JL: So, you decided to create sentient beings of opposing sexual
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orientations who would procreate to ensure survival of the species.

God: That'’s correct, although it wagnintil Adam and Eve were
teenagers that | realized having a mom and dad around during those
formative years might be a good thing. | mean, those kids could be
unholy terrors, let me tell yotYou think eating the apple was
naughty?you should see what they did to my rose garded.
when they finally did eat the appléah, likethatwas a big sur
prise. Had they had a mom or a dad around, they probably never
would have been kicked out of the Garden of Eden. “Do you want
to be banished from paradise when your father gets home?” their
Mother would have asked.

JL: So, whydidnt Adam and Eve have parents in Eden?

God: And who would have been their parents’ parents? And
their parents’ parents’ parents? And their parents’ parents’ par-
ents’ parents’? | had to start somewhere.

JL: Now wait a secondVith the existence gtdam and Eve
and the Garden of Eden, how do you explain cavemen — Nean-
derthals, Cro-Magnons, Homo-habilis — thousands of years of evo-
lution leading up to human kind?

God: Practice.

JL: So, Adam and Eve were the first reamanebeings — the
first creatures with the capacity to bask in the knowledge that a
Great Spirit existed, the Father of humartite creator of every-
thing in existence. They were the first to look to the stars and know
that it wasn’t just happenstance, that this grand design was fash-
ioned by a powerful and loving God.

God: And they were the first to throw a dinner pattyfortu-
nately for dessert they had apple crisp. Bad move. Baaaaad move.

JL: And what about dinosaurs? If thesessome grand design,
they must play a partell me, what padothey play in creation?

God: Think about the mighty tyrannosaurus lumbering through
the trees, or the awesome pterodactyl blotting out the sun as it flits
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overhead. Or the more socially pleasant triceratops getting a drink
at a lake surrounded by rain forest, her young at her side.
JL: Yeah, so?
God: Cool, huh?
JL: You're saying you created dinosaurs because they’re cool?
God: You've got a better reason?
JL: Onthat note, | believe we're out of time. I'd like to thank our
guest, thélmighty God, for being with us todahank you, God.
Do you think you can come back for another visit sometime?
God: (Pauses for a momentpu can rest assured.
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What | learned from the shrew

In the opening pages of Shakespeaf@he Taming of the
Shrew” we find a young man named Petruchio searching for a
wife. He soon learns of a woman so temperamental that she is
known across the land as “Katharine the Stir&ut for all
Petruchio cares, she could be called “Katharine the RBaigjly
Awful and Sometimes a Little on the Smelly Side,” becauss she’
also very rich, and not bad on the eyes.

So, Petruchio visits Katherireefather Baptista. He informs
Baptista that he wishes to woo his daughtio, Petruchio adds,
is probably just misunderstood and, in all likelihood, a “really nice
gal underneath all that violent rage.”

Baptista asks if they are talking about the same “Katharine,”
when suddenly Katharinremusic teacher comes stumbling into
the room screaming that Katherine had broken her lute over his
head after he criticized her performance.

The determined Petruchio makes a mental note not to leave any
sharp musical instruments around, and presses Baptista for his bless-
ing, which Baptista quickly gives, knowing that this may be his only
chance to one day die of natural causes.

To make a long story short, the tricky Petruchio vows to “tame
the shrew/ and does so by being pretty darn snotty to her

For example, after his servants cook up a perfectly good meal,
Petruchio flings the meat awgyetending it was poorly prepared,
thus depriving the famished Katharine of a meal. And his servants
don't fare much betterHe calls them things like, “heedless
joltheads,” and “malt-horse drudge,” which, when you think about
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it, isn’t very nice at all (but only after you think about it).

By the time hes finished with heiKatharine is so “tamed,” that
shes ready to admit that the full moon alighting the night sky is
actually the noonday sun beating down on her face, simply because
her husband dictates it as so.

But wait; theres more. One day while on a journ#ye couple
spots an old man on the side of the road, and Petruchio decides to
further test his wife by maintaining that the old man is actually a
young maiden.

“Good morrowgentle mistress,” he says to the old man, and then
asks Katharine if she has ever beheld a fairer gentlewoman. “Sweet
Kate, embrace her for her beagtgake.”

The story doesn’t say what the old man thought, but I imagine he
decided right then and there that he would finally break down and
buy that ear horn his wife was always lecturing him about.

Katharine, who probably was wishing she was back home slug-
ging her music instructor as in the good old days, felt entirely van-
quished, and said to the old man (who didn’t even resemble a young
budding vigin), “Young budding vgin, you are fajrand freshand
sweet: whither are you goirand where is your dwelling? Happy
are the parents of so fair a child.”

“Why, how now Kate, replies Petruchio, who is really being a
heedless jolthead at this moment. “I hope you are not mad. This is
aman, old and wrinkled, faded and withered, and not a maiden, as
you say heis.”

“Pardon meopld gentleman,” Katharine says, feeling as if her
brain has just been put through a Play Dough Fun FatTdrg
sun has so dazzled my eyes, that everything | look on seemeth
green. Now | perceive you are a reverend father: | hope you will
pardon me for my sad mistake.”

Meanwhile, the old mags'thinking, “Foget the ear horn, | need
to get a hair cut, maybe grow some whiskers.”
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The first time | read this story (okayeonly time | read this
story) was in high school. In the tiny world that is my mind, every
Shakespeare story is a bit like an art museum unto itself. Some
passages are beautiful, and some | just don’t get. (“Unto a mad-
brain rudesby full of spleen,” Katharine says at one point. | like the
line alot. In fact, | plan to use it at our next department head meet-
ing. But can anyone tell me what it means?)

Nearly 400 years after writing “THeaming of the Shreyithere
IS one aspect of the story that hits a universal raw nerve, one that,
sadly time has not managed to heak ttie idea that anyone can
be so trodden upon that they willingly accept that which is not true
— that the dark of night is actually a sun-filled ghgt an old man
is actually a young maiden, that abortion is not killing, that slashing
federal aid programs will give our sick, disabled, and elderly a se-
cure future, that you can promote peace by waging.war

It's almost noon, andstgetting pretty dark outside.
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Does God grade on a curve?

When it comes to everlasting life, | hope God grades on a curve.
Sometimes | can't help but be a little concerned about my chances.
Christ tells us that &' easier for a camel to squeeze through the eye
of a needle than for a rich man to enter heaven. Be that as it may
| wanted that $340 million lotto a few weeks ago as much as the
next guy Oh, sure, | could be self-righteous and say | deaht
several million dollars, but then I'd be lying, which would hurt my
chances of heaven even more.

Asitis, I’'m no Donaldl'rump, but thas only when | compare
myself to Donaldrump.What if | were to compare myself to, say
a grass-hut dwelling native of Bhundfithat if this native, wha
never owned a pair of shoes, who has never tasted the glory of
Pizza Hut, who has never experienced the joy that is “Monday
Night Football,” came to stay at my home? What might he tell his
friends upon his return?

“And when you turn a levewater pours right into your glass!”

“Noooo!”

“Y es!And this you wort believe — they have an indoor out-
house!”

“Inside the housePhat's disgusting.”

“Not as much as you would think. They also have TVs and com-
puters -- little boxes that draw their attention for hours on end,
making their eyes red and their stomachs big.”

“They sit and watch a boxX&e they touched in the head?”

“Not as much as you would think.”

Compared to a multitude of people on the planet, I'm wealthy to
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the point of myth. Do | really stand a chance of getting into heaven?
Will the good Lord turn me away because I've squandered so much
money on DVDs instead of helping those who have no fdod?
know | didnt need “It Came Fom Outer Space.” | justeally,
really wanted it.)

Even if he does let me in, I'm so afraid$xgbing to give me that
look.You know the one. K'the same one your spouse gives you
when you come home with a sofa you found by a dumpster that
you thought had “potential.”

I don’t want to get that look. | want God to be so pleased to see
me that he forms a welcoming committee: my grandma, my old
poodle Cricket, andudrey Hepburn.

Nowy, if it were only about being rich, | could fix that. | could sell
everything and give the money to the p&ifrcourse, I'd have to
keep enough to get a little apartmémid aTV. And lets not foget
the DVD player

But it's not just about wealtfihere are those pesky mortal sins
you hear about. Mortal sin{.8ugustine said, “averts us from our
true end.” When | was a child, | thought everything was a mortal
sin. If I said “God” in anything other than prayer: mortal sin. The
first time my 14-year-old physiology allowed me to look at Becky
Webster as anything other than a harbinger of cooties: mortal sin.
When we stole penny candies from Dee 6&% 10 down the
street: mortal sirWhen | ate my mons’entire oatmeal cake: a
really bad stomach ache, and to top it off, mortal sin.

But even then -- when | was so young -- | realized that taking the
Lord’s name in vain, while wrong and very disrespectful, was not
the same as, sastrangling New Hampshire. Perhaps this was
why (my friend Dave, who was much smarter than | was and now
is a psychology professdold me) God had the good sense to in-
vent pugatory

Perhaps | wasn’t going to go to hell after all, I thought. Still, if
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purgatory’s anything like staying after school, I'd better watch it.
Who wants to spend several millennia writing an essay on the evils
of “wet willies?”

Today2\Vell, 'm no Son of Sam, but neither am | Motfieresa.
Sure, | make a conscious effort to be kind, to help people when |
can, but, to be honest, | fall pretty short.

| think what it comes down to is that we’re all wiredeliéntly.

Who receives more heavenly kudos, a rich man whose financial
insecurities nearly leave him KO'd as he manages to give $1 to the
Church, or a poor man who happily gives $10?

No, God doesn’grade on a curv&Ve're each judged by our
own merits, our own strengths and weaknesses, our own wiring.

Lucky for us, we don’t have to cram for the final exam, all we
have to do is be fgiven.And even more lucky for us, Jesus made
being forgiven possible — despite all our many weaknesses, de-
spite our sometimes bad wiring.
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My idol, Casper Johns

Several years ago, | had the privilege of interviewing a man whose
career | have tried to emulate, a man who for 45 years digested
Catholic news and events, and passed them onto the written page
in a way that was entertaining, educational, and spiritually moving.

Although he led a fascinating carderould be remiss to over
look his unusual early life. When born in 1930s Idaho, the newborn
Casper Johns “looked just like Colonel Sanders,” he said, “little
white beard and everything. | was dressed like him too, right out of
the womb. The doctors said it was because Mother had been fright-
ened by a rogue chicken early in her pregnancy

Fortunatelythe afliction proved only temporanand by the time
he began attending St. Cecilia Catholic School, he only needed slight
therapy to rid himself of a speech impediment that caused him to
sound like a southern plantation owner

Still, those early sufferings left their mark on the lad; he was shy
and often delved into his own little world where he called himself
“Comet, theAlbatross Boy'

His introversion led to much ridicule by his classmates. In his
second year of school, when a student dared him to belch the spell-
ing of a word during a spelling bee, he timidly agreed. Afterwards,
his teachelan excitable young priest named Father Shaun O’Leary
immediately conducted an exorcism on the young Johns. Father
O’Leary was not faulted for his mistake, for as noted in the text,
“What the Devil?” by DrHenry LaPlante, C.Ss.R.,D.D.S., 8.T
Satan does indeed sound just like someone belching the alphabet.

Six months lateisome bad meatloaf left Johns the subject of a
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second exorcism.

When he entered high school, Johns began to write. Being poor
in math, Johns, for example, would answer problems such as
9x7=___, with, “Life, a cherry pie, and an afternoon on a grassy
knoll,” which the teacher would somehow find added up to 63.

Soon after graduating high school, he was accepted intos=dna’
School of Baskat/eaving, and in three months was fully prepared
to begin his career as a newspaper reporter

Those early days as a reporter for a Catholic newspaper wouldn’t
be easy on the young Johns, whose shyness made it difficult to
conduct interviews, much less to attend large Church functions
where he had to stand in front of people and take pictures. He
would only conduct interviews from a distance of at least 50 feet
from his subject, and always while wearing a potato sack over his
head.

He had worse luck with photograplie would only take photo-
graphs as long as there was a wall separating him from the actual
event and/or subject. When his editor finally demanded that Johns
quit turning in pictures of walls, Johns paid his mother to dress up
like Bigfoot, who, hunched over and arms swinging, would amble
quickly through the room, allowing Johns to get his picture without
being noticed. (These incidences unfortunately led to a young Dr
Raymond Pitt initiating a life-long study based on the idea that not
only did Bigfoot exist, but that he was Catholic.)

Taking notes also presentedidiflties for Johns, whose slow
fingers were only able to write down every third or fourth word
that the subject/speaker said. Then there were times when, des-
perately trying to write down a quote, his hand would seem to rebel.
The speaker may sayrhe Book of John tells how Jesus ...,” but
Johnshervous hand would write, “Bets/School of High Quality
Dancing,” which led to general confusion and at least one recorded
instance of gnashing of teeth by his bishop.
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In 1967 his mother was arrested on five counts of IML (Imper-
sonating a Missing Link), and Johns was forced to make a decision.
He called on a power greater than himself, and on an historic day in
1973 — after six years of intense therapy — managed to march
half-way up an aisle to get a photo of their cathedral architect re-
ceiving an award fromAS (PlywoodAppreciation Society).

Over the years, Johns would overcome many of his weaknesses,
including his fear of three-bean salad. He would earn the Pulitzer
Prize for Spelling, and would publish several books, including
“Church and Politics,” “A Study of the Pontificate,” and “Big-
Hearted BigfootThe Sory of My Mother” He retired in 1995 as
editor of theNational Catholic Beacan

Before he died in 2002, | asked him if he would offer some words
of guidance. He thought for a moment and said something about
never giving up on yourself, despite your weaknesses, because God
certainly never would. It was something like that, anywasasnt
quick enough to write down but a few words. Somehow | don’t
think he would mind.
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It's always the season
of Thanksgiving

Wednesday Nov. 23, 1L a.m.

I hope you all had a nice Thanksgiving. In one hour I'll be leaving
for Denver for myr hanksgiving holiday

With me will be my dog, who happens to be in nfjcefsitting
next to me right nowshes a great girl, and bright, too, always
keeping up on the news. She just gave me a look as if to say
“Nightline just wont be the same withotied Koppel.”

“Yes, girl,” | tell her as | scratch her headetlTKoppel will be
missedWon't he girl!Won't he!Yeah, thatta girl.” She then gives
me a look that says, “Don’t patronize me.”

Thanksgiving is supposed to be a time to give thanks, and right
now I'm thankful that my dog and | get to head home for a few
days. For nearly seven hours, she'll sit in the front of my truck with
me. For seven hours, she’ll drool on my dash, leave nose prints on
the windowand every now and then shake-shake-shake and send
a blizzard of hair floating around my cab. On more than one trip,
I've gotten out, covered with hato get gas covered. | once saw
myself on one of those “worlg'greatest mysteries” shows. (“I
couldn’t believe it,” the guy said. “Me and the wife are getting a
corn dog and there he is getting gas: Bigfoot.”)

But I'm thankful for that too; it reminds me just how lucky | am
to have never been attacked by a Bigfoot, verbally or otherwise.

Thirty minutes to ga. look forward to the drive home. dta
time when | can get lost in thought and not have to worry about a
coworker saying, “Are you listening to me?” Have you ever been
at a meeting when you hear your name being called, and you have
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no idea why because you've spent the last 10 minutes thinking
about rescuing Mann — and only ManAnn — from Gilligans
Island? My dog hardly ever asks if 'm paying attention.

| like the drive, at least until | get to Denvérthere was no
traffic, once | hit Denver I'd be 20 minutes from hométh rush
hour trafic, it takes over an housometimes much longelepend-
ing on the weathelf'm tired, bored (having run out of interesting
thoughts somewhere around Lamar), and eager to lie down in my
old bed, drink a little egg nog, and forget about the real world for a
while.

Monday, Nov. 28, 8:18 a.m.

Thanksgiving is oveland its moments like these that make me
realize how selfish | anY.esterdayhundreds of travelers were
stuck on I-70 after high winds and snow created blizzard condi-
tions. Highways and schools were closed. Hotels and churches
filled up and people were forced to sleep in their cars.

And me? I'm sitting here thankful for an extra day in Colorado.
Oh, the shame of it a{l say as | sit in my robe, sipping hot
chocolate). Although I'll be working on the computer — conduct-
ing telephone interviews, writing — I'm at home. At home, even
work doesrt seem like workThe skys blue and the highways are
closed Ahhhhhh.

I’'m sorry for all those people who are stuck, but when we’re
talking about being thankful, I just can’t help but appreciate having
an extra dayeven my dog thankful. Shes taken to playing with
my folks’dog, a poodle about one-tenth her Sipeenvision what
they look like, justimagine if David and Goliath had been childhood
buddies. And, well, dogs. Of course, if that had been the case, their
story probably wouldn’t have been picked up by the Bible. A pet
magazine, perhaps.

What are you most thankful for this holiday season — or any
season for that matteY®u can be thankful during deer season, flu
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season, or baseball seasoms.1ibt like theres a rule about it. In
fact, I'd venture to say that the attitude of Thanksgiving should be
celebrated year-round. But | guess that goes without saying. It just
sounded so pleasa¥bu try writing a column without a cliché now
and then.

I’'m thankful for my loved ones and friends, for my home, my job,
the food | eat, and for never having been attacked by Bigfoot. But
I'm also thankful for the little things. I'm thankful for the rug in the
bathroom on cold winter mornings. I'm thankful for the camping
section at the department store; it always takes me back to child-
hood trips. I'm thankful for chocolate syrup, flannel shirts, the mute
button, and Baggies.

But most of all 'm thankful to God for blessing me with a really
really long list of things for which | couldn’t begin to thank Him
enough.
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Papers, please

Captainwilliam Bradford, my great, great, great ... grandfather
stepped onto the gangplank, and took one small step for man and
one giant leap for mankindhe NewWorld was lush and green as
far as the eye could see, which wasar, as Bradford was near
sighted.

The journey of the Mayflower had been a long and arduous one,
lasting three months. Not being the best planners, the more than
100 occupants had eaten their entire food supply only 15 minutes
into the trip, so they were forced to eat their stockings. When they
ran out of stockings, they ate their sideburns. Those without side-
burns went hungnas was the tradition in times of want.

So when Bradford stepped off the ship for the first time, he looked
up into the blue sky and offered that reknowned Prayer of Thanks-
giving to the Creator: “Thank you, God,” he prayed on high that
historic day“Thank you veryvery, very, very, very, very, very
much.”

“Ehem.”

Bradford looked to see where the “Ehem” came from. As far as
he knewhe was the first human to occupy this small corner of the
New World, and therefore he shouldlive hearing the “Ehem”
sound.

“EHEM!”

“There it is again!” Bradford shouted, jumping back. Squinting
into the distance, which for him was about three feet, there sud-
denly appeared before him a man, tall and dark-skinned, wearing
only leather pants and a vest of white beads.
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“Who ist thou that you should make the ‘ehem’ sound?” Bradford
asked.

The tall, dark man rolled his eyes. “Papers, please.”

“I know not of which thou speaketh,” Bradford retorted.¢'W
are pilgrims, having journeyed three months time from England in
searcheth of the NeWorld.”

“Yes, well, this world isn'new nowis it?” the Indian said. “W&
Indians live herejont we?”

“I didn’t know;” Bradford said, looking down at his big buckles.

“Well, now you doAnd since this is our land, and as such, not
yours, | need to see your papers.”

Desperate, Bradford fumbled around in his pocket and pulled out
a wrinkled wad of papewhich he handed to the Indian.

“Uh, this is a recipe for sponge cakes,” the Indian said. “Look, |
don’'t have time for this. If you don’t have your papers, you're just
going to have to leave, thagll thereisto it.”

“There must be something we can do,” Bradford said. “Perhaps
we can tradeWe've got several good sideburns on board.
Mmmmmm!”

“With Hollandaise sauce?”

“Alas. Nay”

“Look, heres what you can do. Have each member of your party
fill out an A-7L form. If you don’t have pens, you can share this
one. But | want it back. | know how you people are.

“After you fill out the form, you will sail back to England. When
your papers are processed, you will be allowed to return. It usually
takes about six years. Once you return, you will file an M-2.7a.
Are you getting this? Because I'm not going to repeat it. Once the
M-2.7ais processed, which usually takes about three years, you
will be allowed to seek employment. Should you attempt to seek
employment or otherwise live in our land without proper documen-
tation, you will be subject to arrest. Am | making myself clear?”
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“Yes,” Bradford said, dreading having to give the bad news to the
others.

“That’s ‘ya-hay’ the Indian said sternly

“Huh?”

“We dont say ‘yes,we say ‘ya-hay If you're going to live
here, you're going to have to learn the language.”

As the Mayflower sailed back to Europe, Bradford shared with
the others the frightening story of his encounter with the inhabitants
of the NewWorld. The passengers were astounded.

“Did those Indians think theywnedhe NewWorld?” they mut-
tered. “Who do they think they are, anyway? All we want is a
better life!”

Meanwhile, back in the NeWorld, the tall Indian was shaking
his head: “¥u let one boatload in, and you open the floodgates —
all those white people with their white people ways.”

And though it was never officially recorded, at precisely the same
moment in timeWilliam Bradford and the Indian — separated by
miles of sea — each uttered, “I mean, redigwuncivilized.”
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‘Our Friend, Aluminum’

I’'m writing from my folks’ house in Colorado where my dog and
| have once again taken several morning walks down memory lane.
It's early Septembgaind yet when | head out in the early a.m., the
air is cool and crisp, my breath shooting out in front of me like from
a freight train. | shout, “choo, choo, choo, choo!” becdijsst
seems right.

My best memories come from my old elementary schosl. It’
Labor Dayand the school is asleep, soon to awaken as dozens of
children line up in front of their new classrooms. | peek into a class-
room window and see the little alcove where, in the wintertime, I'd
squeeze out of my winter weary mom having dressed me for the
worst Arctic onslaught.

I remember the frustration of pulling off my rubber snow boots
(the ones with the metal buckles), my tennis shoe firmly lodged
inside, the cuff of my sock tugged down around my insole. The icy
snow stuck to my pants would hit my ankles with a nasty chill, and
I'd quickly pull my socks back up to warm my legsihhhh.

It would take a team of hydraulic engineers several hours to dis-
lodge my shoe from the snow boot, or so it seemed, until with a
thwaaaak! the suction would heave ho and I'd free my shoe. A
significant victory for a seven-year-old.

| remember in later years, wearingander Bread bag around
my shoes, a rubber band holding it to my leg. They were the perfect
disposable snow shoes. Plus, when you got to school you could
blow it up with air and pop it in the ear of that one girl you liked so
much that you were forced to constantly aniibys behavior does
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not change over time, by the way

My dog and | walk by the gym and | see the lsdyathroom
where | decided one day that the acoustics were just perfect for
belting out a good tune. f& la la boom de yay!” | sang, and as |
stepped out | found MMcCarteythe gym teacheand a crowd
of kids giving me a round of applause. It wasn’'tmmystembar-
rassing moment, but right up there.

I look out at the playground and | see the familiar obstacle course,
its obstacles having been replaced who-knows-how-long-ago, by
newer probably far less dangerous obstacles. [tdamow why
they’re so easy on kids these days. Back then, we had to walk a
tight rope 75 feet high, leap through a flaming hoop, and fight sev-
eral wild animals. Second grade was even worse.

On the obstacle course | can see the very spot where | gave
fourth grade cutie, Angela Manee, a little ring with the word LOVE
spelled out in plastic diamond&e only had one date, when | sat
next to her during the filmstrip, “Our Friend, Aluminum,” in which a
bodiless voice showed us all the ways aluminum benefitted human-
kind circa 1972, of which there were only two: foil and Datson
hubcaps.

It was a short film, but long enough for us to realize we were
getting in too deep. Sitting next to each other during a film strip!
What was next? Sharing time on the monkey bars? It had to end.

My dog and | ventured on and I noticed the slide, at the bottom of
which | once found a quart&emembeiback then you could get
for a quarter what you can get today for about .s & ... carry
the one ... $137.14. Being a good blayirned it in to Lost and
Found A few weeks laterthe clouds parted and an angel of the
Lord said unto me (actually it was a school secretarit was
quite a momentous event just the same), “Here. Nobody claimed
your quartef

| peek in my old kindergarten room and recall skipping in a circle
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as the other kids sang to me the “new shoes” song. It was a genu-
inely empowering experience. Once | polished up my church shoes
just so | could be sung the new shoes song again. Later that day |
was arrested for wearing church shoes to a public school.

| enjoyed walking by the front of the school, where we always
lined up for the bus to take us on a field trip. Man, field trips were
the bestThere was the Denver Museum of Natural Histatyere
I longed to step into those scenic tundras where the animals were
frozen in mid-snarl. There was the planetarium, where my desire to
one day captain a Federation starship was first nurtured. There
was the turkey farm and the house made of mud. Some field trips
were better than others.

To be honest, my tour down memory lanetientirely enjoyable;
| become so sentimental at times — so desirous to step back into
those old tennis shoes and into that ol’ classroom — that it can be
painful. But what a wonderful thing it is to feel this kind of pain!

God has given me so many great gifts over the years, and the gift
of a happy childhood is one of the very best. As the children of the
diocese start their new school yeay prayer is that one day they
will say the same.
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Alive and well in Heaven

Easter arrived this year to the greetings of flowers and foliage
long since blossomed thanks to Old MWaimter hitting the sack
early It's spring (was it eveeally Winter?), and new life has, for
a few months noybeen chancing a peak along garden paths ev-
erywhere.

My uncle, too, is chancing a peak along that garden path, only the
world he is chancing to see is in Heaven. He died a few weeks ago
and by now has been chatting it up with Grandma and Grandpa and
eight of his brothers and sisters who preceded him. My mom is the
last of the brood, and the orneriest — you would be too if you were
raised by nine older siblings.

It's birth into a new life, re-birth into a family made n&e-
member how Mom or Dad or Grandma or Grandpa struggled in
those final yearsPheir memory slipping, their bodies failingZll,
in heaven the partyjust getting starte@heres softball, volley-
ball, Lucille Ball, ball room dancing ... — and later a round of beer
and nachos. Everyorshvited; leave your cares and crutches at
the Pearly Gates.

Theres no addiction in heaven, no fat to build up around the
arteries, no drink that can make you more drunk with joy than you
find with every breath you take in. In heaven then® tribulation,
temptation, taxation, condemnation, deportation, discrimination, star-
vation, mutation, probation, stagnation, frustration or constipation.
Theres no ultra-violet radiation, Federal Bureau of Investigation or
government administratiomheres no ulceration, palpitation, or
medical examination.
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Theres only salvation.

Theres no earthly way to define Gadhfinite poweyand the
same goes when considering heaven. For example, ask the wrong
person if dogs go to heaven, and he’ll raise his nose high and utter
“Dogs do not have souls!” First, my dog may or may not have a
soul as we define it, but thesesomething going on there that-bor
ders onlove, and love, as God tells us, is a miracle. Secgadly
can read the Bible until a layer of dust settles on your head, but if
you deny the absolute, unlimited power of God — even the power to
allow dogs through the Pearly Gates — you are drastically limiting
your perceptions.

Keeping in mind God powera power fueled by love, what do
you imagine heaven will be like?

I remember as a child seeing a painting of choirs of angels num-
bering into infinity standing on an endless cloud, their wings billow-
ing amid beams of light. And | remember thinking that it looked ...
well, boring! My parents impressed upon me the solemnity of the
Mass, the gift of grace received through that special hour of prayer
and devotionAnd the minute | got home it was “Alt& Wres-
tling” with the “Crushey’ “Bobby the Brain Heenan” and “Nick
Bockwinkle.”

What | mean is that hymns are beautiful, and they speak to God
in ways we carn’express through spoken prayert | simply refuse
to believe that we scrape and struggle through the hardships of life
on earth only to go to choir practice.

My idea of heaven is simply this: it is the culmination of every
dream we’ve ever had. It may not be the dream literally realized
(although it might — don't forget, God is all powerful!) but the level
of pure, unfiltered joy those dreams represent.

Heaven is the physical manifestation of Gddve for us. I8
our favorite fast food restaurant on every car@an you say
“Free Burrito Supreme?” Dare to dream, people!
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It will be the drive-in on a warm Friday night, a cool breeze watft-
ing through the caHumphrey Bogart about to tell Ingrid Benan
that “We'll always have Paris,” when a voice blurts over the speaker
“Attention. The concession stand will close in five minutes.”

It's walking along a beautiful meadow and seeing in the distance
a past loveCould it be’AVe walk faster as our minds struggle to
accept the impossibl&nd then we runWe run as if caught in
each othés gravitational pullAnd finally; finally we meet!
“Cricket!” | shout, her tail wagging as | scratch behind her ears.

Heaven will be all our loved ones together again — even Uncle
Al, only without the cigar and football knee. Or was it a canasta
elbow? It will be a Saturday afternoon cookout with family and
friends, the pines reaching into the blue skywule deer and my old
Guinea Pig, Riles, sharing a Pep#ind when its overHeaven
means never having to say good-bye.

What is heaven? Heaven is what happens in that blink of an eye
when our life here is finished, and you hear the voice of God saying,
“Welcome home.”

That s the gift of Chris$ sacrificeThat is the gift of Easter
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‘Swabbing and You’

Editor’s note:Due to the mass insanity enveloping the world
today the following column is bught to you void of any seri-
ousness whatsoevdf you're looking for the Christian con-
nection ... well, if you happen to laugh, or even smilegthier
is.

I've always enjoyed genealogical research. In fact, my dad often
tells the story of hoywwhen | was five years old, | cried when |
learned my grandpa hadn’t emigrated here from Beta Epsilon in
theAdromeda GalaxyOr was | 15 years old? | guess it doesn’
matterAt least thats what my therapist says.

Anyway, after weeks of Internet research, | recently learned
that | am a descendant of Captain Broderick Logan, chief supplier
of Mentholatum to the Algonquin Indians during the rhinitis epi-
demic of 1847.

Needless to sajm very excited at the discovely/hat's even
more exciting is that Captain Logan is the son of Daniel Logan,
who, as you knoyinvented the buttonhole.

The other night, I happened upon a letter written by Captain Lo-
gan to his wife, Ralph (short for Mary Beth), while on one of his
months-long Mentholatum runs:

“It has been a rough go. Having dispensed several gallons of the
stuff, | am vexed. | cannot walk without sliding around on my feet
as if doing some sort of jig. The natives often gather to watch me
as | make my way back to the boat, trying to stifle laughter through
their conjested noseBhe sound haunts me still. Prdgar wifey
that God will give me the strength to continue to mentholate.”



189

Further research revealed that while growing up, young Logan
had the unfortunate job of “boot sniffe” while working at a local
inn. He would perch near the door andfgrebples shoes as they
entered to be sure they wereinacking anything unsavaral-
though an unpleasant job, he took pride in his work, and often was
named “Employee of the Monthe.”

According to Sir Preston Elbestext on 19th Century boot gui,
“Broderick’s popularity drew consternation among other inn em-
ployees, who eventually boinked him in the head and delivered him
unconscious into the hands of Captain Edwaeddwell of the
sailing vessel, the ‘Structurally Unsound’.”

Here is where the young Broderick learned master seamanship
— how to tie knots, how to swab the deck (after first attending the
weekend seminafSo YouWantTo Swab”), and how to cook
bean soufflé.

He grew to be an honest, hard working man of faith, as stated in
Chapter 4 of Hans Melmas)“Obscure Sailors and tMéomen
Who Knew of Them,” which reads, “He grew to be an honest,
hard working man of faith.”

But the “Sructurally Unsound” was, unfortunategyptly named,
and Logan eventually found himself the lone survivor of a ship wreck,
having swum to an island several miles off Long Island Sound that
was inhabited by a tribe of Delaware Indians.

The Indians were startled by Logabizarre dress, button holes,
and pasty skin. He quickly earned their trust, though, by not de-
manding his pen be returned after one of them accidentally walked
off with it. He taught them how to swab things and to tie knots, but
as they had no rope or decks, they simply smiled politely and nod-
ded.

In return, they introduced Logan to the medicating effects of
Mentholatum ointment, invented the previous winter by Chief Chitook
Aggokoa, which, roughly translated means, “Mixes Chemical Com-
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pounds.”

Suddenly Logars mission became cle#te felt that God had
appointed him to share the benefits of Mentholatum ointment with
those most in need. He shared it with the native peoples of the
United States, offering good will and cooooool, medicated relief
whereever he went. Nary a sniffly nose or congested chest went
un-mentholated, thanks to thdagts of my ancestoiCaptain
Broderick Logan.

He soon would achieve legendary status serving thousands of
stuffy Algonquin Indians during the rhinitis outbreak of 1847. Not
long after the last Algonquin was mentholated, Logan retired and
devoted the rest of his years to trying to get that greasy feeling off
his hands.

Editor’s note | warned you.
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Shepherds recount
birth of the Savior

I hope you've all been able to enjoy this Christmas season, and
that you have a very blessed Christmas tlasas researching a
column idea for this issue when | came across the following article.
Itis from theBethlehem \&ekly Fibune, written two years after
Christ’s birth. My understanding éframaic isnt what it used to
be, but | think the translation is fairly accurate.

Witnesses recount tale
of Christ’'s birth

By John of Judea
BethlehemwWeekly Tibune

It's been two years since the birth of Jesus Christ shook not only
this small community from its pillars, but King Herod himself, who,
at press time, had still refused to come out of his den. When report-
ers attempted to get a quote from the king, he shouted, “No com-
ment!”

As readers are undoubtedly familiar with the story of the birth of
the boy-king, they will also know that among those lucky few in-
vited to the birth were brothers Dennis and Roland the shepherds,
and married shepherds Meridith and Larry Johnson.

From the living room of the brothers’ hovel in the desert south-
west of Bethlehem, the four described what it was like the days
leading up to the birth.

“There we were, four of us shepherds resting one night after a
long day of shepherding, when suddenly a bright light appears be-



192 THE STORY OF THE FOURTH WISE MAN

fore us,” Dennis explained. “®\hear this beautiful voice telling us
that the Savior was to be born, the King of Kings. She said that we
were ‘all invited; informal dress; no gifts necessary

“Well, it'’s not every day an angel invites you anywhere, much
less to the birth of God’'son, so we boxed up our sheep and had
them shipped the rest of the wagd did what the angel bidded us.
Bide us. ... Boud us. ...®/did what she said.”

Just as the angel of the Lord had instructed, the shepherds spent
the remainder of the night making their way across the desert, fol-
lowing what has since become known as the “Star of Bethlehem.”
Only once did they run into trouble, when Meridith ate some bad
olives and for the next hour accused her husband, Iohtyging a
houseplant.

“ltwasn’t just the olives,” Roland said, laughing. “It so happens
that Larry looks an awful lot like a geranium. When we first met, |
kept wanting to move him into the sun.”

The next morning, as they traversed one more of dozens of hills,
the four found themselves filled with a joy they had never yet known
when they suddenly spotted Bethlehem aglow in the amber sun-
rise.

“That was a long night of walking, let me tell you,” Dennis said.
“But anticipation for the birth of the Savior kept our hearts and
hopes leaping for joyit was wonderful when we arrived in
Bethlehem. It was still pretty eaylyo we decided to go to the inn
and get some rest . And, well, um ...”

“Go on and tell him, Dennis,” Roland interrupted. “tigbing to
find out anyway

“Well,” Dennis continued, “we took the last room at the inn. |
mean, how were we to know?”

“I loved the little soaps,Meridith whispered.

When contacted by thgibune, Mabel the Innkeeper confirmed
their story“They were very nice,” she said. “Smelled a bit.”
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When pressed, Mabel admitted she felt terrible about turning
away the young couple who came to her door later that night, but
expressed frustration that the same angel in charge of invitations
hadn’t thought to call ahead for reservations.

That evening, as the four shepherds were waking from their day
of rest, Joseph and Mary were doing the best they could to settle
into a nearby grotto. Joseph formed a bed out of hay for his weary
wife as several curious farm animals watched their every move.

“The grotto was softly lit by the Star of Bethlehem,” Dennis
said, the other three shepherds nodding in agreement. “And there
they sat, MaryJesus and Joseph — the Holy Fantilywas beau-
tiful beyond description.”

“At first we were afraid to approach them,” Roland admitted.
“But as we stood our distance, kneeling to the Baby Jesus, Mary
waved at us to come closer

“Looking into the Childs eyes, that’'when we realized,” Dennis
said. “We werent there to welcome the newborn Kirge was
there to welcomas”
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The most beautiful
place on Earth

Where do you think are the most beautiful places on earth? Maui,
maybe? Inside the Sistine Chapel? Somewhere Wpise Per
hapsvenice, or the Smoky Mountains? Or perhagsitien you
are home, surrounded by loved ones.

| have several favorites: Inside a darkened movie theater just as
previews begin; that perfect camping spot in the Rockies; gathered
at home with loved ones on a wintry Sunday afternoon; arriving
home after a harrowing drive through a storm; the smell and feel of
the church on Sunday morning; plopping down on the couch on a
Saturday night and finding “It Came From Outer Spacé\arit
should be noted that these are not in any particular.order

In the mid-1970s, a documentary focusing on life after death came
to my home-town theatgiheArvada Plazal he theater was the
size of the Roman amphitheater by todagulti-plex standards --
non-smokers on the left, smokers on the right. I can still remember
sitting in the darkened theatdne little dots of glowing embers
across the aisle creating a haze through which the film had to filter
before reaching the screen.

I was 12 years old in 1975, ripe for a movie about the mysteries
of the universe. | can remember only a few snippets of the movie,
among which is the description of how someone had actually seen
a soul rise out of a body at the moment of death.

Wow, really? They actually saw it?

The movie introduced to me the weird notion that there were
people who sought proof of the life-aftedidn’t care whether or
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not the soul left the body like a little smoke signal (although it was
kind of a cool thoughtYo not believe in the aftdife seemed alien,
like licorice flavored ice-cream. It just didn’t make sense.

What I've come to believe over the years is that at birth we are
each given that gentle kiss from God, that life-giving, welcoming
embrace -- that newborn kiss given us by an excited Fdtiser
our soul he is giving us, that home, home on the range for the Holy
Spirit -- the spot God calls one of the most beautiful places on
earth.When we look into each othisreyes, we are seeing the
landscape of heaven, home to the Holy Spirit who tips his hat and
wishes, “Happy trailsVaya con Diés!”

Which is why | don’t think we have far to travel when we die.
Perhaps the door to heaven -- those big pearly gates -- are within
us, waiting for us, ready to appear in the blink of an eye between
life and death, the womb through which we are born into our new
life -- as close to us as our motreawvomb once was.

About 10 years ago a friend of mine died. He had been my re-
porter for a few years, and when he died at age 23 in a car wreck,
I, for the first time understood what they meant by “living on in our
memory” It was strange to me how alive he felt. So vibrant were
those feelings that sometimes | wonder if what | and others expe-
rienced were more than mere memories.

| wonder if, perhaps, those feelings weren'’t a bit of a sneak peak
into eternal life.

In other words, do we feel their presence so strongly because
this was someone who carries our affection, our love, into heaven
— not off on some ethereal plain a universe away — but instead right
here, so close he or she can hear our whisper even as they pass
through the pearly gates?

| like to think that heaven is in every direction -- all around us.
And that our souls, having received that kiss from God, are, in a
way a part of heaveslandscape. | like to think that our loved ones
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who have died are really and truly alive within each one of us, so
close they can feel the beating of our hearts, can hear our cries,
can pray for us. ...

Could that be why we sometimes feel their presence so strongly
even long after they've died?

When we’re suffering -- whether you're battling addiction, deal-
ing with problems at work or at school, or if you think you're alone
in the world -- perhaps #'good to remember that heaven is closer
than we think, that the souls of our ancestors, of all our family and
friends who have passed, are not far gway right here, right
now, praying for us, cheering us on.

When we march through those pearly gates somenadl/re-
ceive yet another excited welcordée’ll once again be a newborn
receiving a welcoming kiss by our excited Father

Not that he was ever far awdye soul, after all, is the most
beautiful place on earth, because it is where God resides.
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On being called to the journey

And it came to pass that God said unto Russell, “I call upon you
to paint my portrait. The canvas, it will be one cubit by two cubits.
The portrait shall be vibrant of color — pastel colors shall you not
use lest you want a big pox upon your nose and from hence forth be
known as ‘Pox Noggin.” Through its brilliance, this portrait shall
open the hearts of my children to my love, and their eyes to the light
that shines from within.”

And Russell, prostrating himself on the floor of his garage (but
careful to avoid the oil stain) responded unto the Lord, “l am humbled
in your sight, oh, Lord, and I willdo as am bid ... um ... bidden ...
bide.”

For two weeks, Russell endeavored to create a portrait of the
Lord (the first week spent figuring out how big a cubit was). For
the following seven days, he splashed vibrant paints upon the can-
vas — greens and blues and reds ... and that was about it, for
Duckwalls was low on acrylics.

And when two weeks had passed, the Lord looked upon the
portrait Russell had created, and after an awkward moment said,
“Do I really look like that? Why does one eye look bigger than the
other?And is my forehead really that big?”

Russell once again prostrated himself before the Lord (this time
in his kitchen, but again avoiding an oil stain), and responded unto
God, “Dear heavenly Fathéfit was a portrait you wanted, why
ask a plumber®hy not ask — oh, | dohknow — an artistA
clogged drain | can understand, but —"

We are all like Russell, my friends, each, at times, called to do
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things for which we don’t feel we have the strength, faith, or the
general qualifications. What | say to you is this: we are all far more
qualified than we think we are.

Consider our ancestors. On May 14, 1882, settler Constant Frickey
homesteaded with his wife, Peachy Keen Frickaya patch of
land on the plains of eastern Nebragisanoted in Peachgjour
nal, Constant had to travel hundreds of miles to get each and every
piece of timber to build their home. Every trip took nearly two weeks.
Imagine the fortitude they must have had! The strength of will!
And it took even longer to get the wallpaper

We have far more strength, far more drive than we think we
have. In those certain, wonderful instances, we find that our ability
can offer wonderful surprises.

Most of you have never heard of Nathan Farnsworth. On Sept.
18, 1931, Farnsworth was mixing various chemicals in hopes of
creating a cure for the common cold when he inadvertently in-
vented honey mustard barbecue sauce. Unfazed, three years later
he was experimenting with the effects of large doses of various
pharmaceuticals on extreme physical activity when he accidentally
invented the Chicken Dance.

The Lord has a plan for us, his imperfect pedpte may think
he wants us to invent a cure for the common cold, but what he may
really want for us is to create a pleasant tasting barbecue sauce.
We are an army of flawed servants whag®ahead to do Gal’
will despite our failings.

To find the best example of this, we need only look at ourselves.
In 1988, a young underachiever who, as a child, had to sit in the
“special class” with the other terrible spellers, found himself a re-
porter for his college newspapbty spelling is still so atrocious
that I've caused at least five computer spell-check programs to
spontaneously combugtnd to this day | dort’know an adverb
from a hammerand yet, here | am, getting paid to write a column
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about what a poor speller/grammarian | am. Cool, huh?

You see, if the Lord is asking, then y@avethe ability You have
the time, the strength, and the faitbu need only allow him to lead
the wayYou may never become Pavarotti, but that da@sean
God doesrt’'want you to sing in the church chofou may not
reach Everest, but who knows — maybe Goéal plan is for you
to afect that one person along the jourrigging called by God is
to wonder how your journey can change othdthough we may
think the Lords call is only about us, it is, most importandigout
how we affect other people.

By now you're undoubtedly wondering what happened to Russell.
Yes, God was disappointed with his portrait, so Russell waited until
Duckwalls had more paint and tried ag&ind againAnd again.

And again. In fact, it wasn’t until 37 years later that the Lord finally
looked upon Russed’portrait and said unto him, “Now we’re get-
ting somewhere.”

As you may have guessed, it wasn’t the painting that moved
people so deeplinstead, it was Russealfremendous flrts alone
to paint a portrait of God that “opened the hearts of my children to
my love, and their eyes to the light that shines from within.”



200 THE STORY OF THE FOURTH WISE MAN

God bless the
Hair Club for Men

The headline for my last column read, “Put something silly in the
world.” I've since wondered: Could this be one of the reasons why
God created usTb spice up an otherwise bland world? Hmmmm

Genesis 1:27 readSo God created man in His own image to
have dominion over the fish of the sea, over the birds of tlandir
over the cattle, over all the earth....”

Now; I'm not judging the writers of Genesis, I'm just wondering
if perhaps they didhleave out a few thingégain, I'm not judg-
ing. If I had to produce tH&KRusing papyrus and a stick dipped in
berry juice, I'd edit for space too. (As a side note, hatiy the
Dead Sea Scrolls smell so good.)

I would imagine that, in realifyhe story went a little more like
this:

“And God looked upon the fish of the sea, the birds of tharadr
the beasts of the land, and saids ‘¢fbod, but just a tad too serious.
The barracudas are particularly moodynow! I'll add a bit of
silliness. I'll create Man, who will have dominion over all the ani-
mals. This’ll be hilarious!

“And lo, he saw that it was.”

As we all knowanimals -- the fish of the sea, the birds of the air
and, yes, the cattle, too -- basically do two things, eat and make
more animals. Not terribly interesting. Then humankind arrived.
Soon we began dressing dogs up in tutus and teaching chimpanzees
to sign, “Me want chocolate cookie. ... No, wait. Give me the
Deluxe Graham. No, no, those go right to my hips. Oh, just give me
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a Sandie.”

Life on earth was simple then, before Man came akobd.of
fun and frolic here, caring for the young there, avoiding being eaten,
and trying to eat those that were trying to avoid being eaten. It was
a life in which not a single gazelle or emu or bottle nosed dolphin
ever worried about male pattern baldness or not having a nice dress
to wear to the Johnsordihner party

Then came Man (thunderclap, please). Embarrassed by his ap-
pearance, Man invented the first beaver skin Bermuda shiods.

God did chuckle. Not content only to play and eat and have chil-
dren, he invented a little box at which he could stare for hours on
end while his wife yelled at him to get off his rear and help out
around the house once in a while for crying out I8udl God did
shake his hea&nd then Man came up with Hair Club for Men.
And God did burst out laughing, and lo, he could not control his
laughter for nearly five minutes, even though he was God.

Soon after God created man, God decided to upgrade. He cre-
atedWoman.

Displeased with beaver skivpman invented the polyester
jumper to which God said (Gen. 5:22) “Heh, heh. Polyesteh,
heh.”And she too began gazing into the little box, the adventures of
“Luke and Laura” causing her to fyet to set meat out for dinper
sending the family to Burger Lard, wherein they ate hamburgers
and onion ringsAnd lo, God said unto all the cherubim in heaven
(Gen. 7:13) “Are they gonna eat that? No wafgit! TheyARE
eating it'Gross! Ha ha! | can't believe it! | wouldn't feed that to a
barracuda!”

So, again | ask, did God create us, in part, to spice up an other-
wise bland world?

Sure he did! But it was out of joy! He wasn’t looking for reasons
to laugh in the face of his creation. In the eyes of God, we are the
ingredients of sheer beaubye put us here to feel jop experi-
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ence and appreciate the beauty he created.

He put us here to provide the fun and the futiie/beautiful and
the bizarre, the striking and the strange! Whether you are fat or
thin, hairy or bald, a health nut or siclkdyper smart or a newspa-
per editoy you are a part of that bag of “sheer beauty” that God
sprinkled onto the earth.

And in return, we areALL of us — provided with a big d¥ag of
love with which to seed the worMl/hatever your storywhatever
your background, whatever your condition, you always hold within
you that big bag of love God gave us. Spread it likdattilizer on
a gardenAfter all, love is emotional fertilizeit helps things to
grow; especially those doing the spreading!

God bless the Hair Club for Men! Three cheers for anyone who
claims to have had tea with Bigfoot! Kudos to every weird one of
us!

And hooray for God, who created humanity when he knew from
the start that we would be anything but usual.

HH#HH#



