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Going Off-Script with Screenwriter Ken
Aguado

The strange and
amazing journey of An Interview with God actually began
decades ago. But I promise to make this brief.

If you google my name, you will quickly learn
that I’ve been around for a while, toiling in showbiz, as they say,
for many years as an entertainment executive and producer. No
overnight success am I. Over those decades, I’ve worked on
countless film and television projects, finding time along the way
to also teach the occasional film school class and write dozens of
in-depth articles on a variety of entertainment-related topics.
Moreover, I’ve tried to live my life with courage and compassion
and let both flow into my work.

The story of An Interview with God
began when I was invited to attend the Haifa International Film
Festival in northern Israel for the festival’s
thirtieth-anniversary gala. Being asked to participate was a big
deal for me. On the other hand, my invitation came on the heels of
a prolonged and deadly series of rocket and mortar attacks that
emanated from Gaza, and it’s just possible that these dire events
caused previous invitees to back out. Hence my invitation. In any
case, I’d never been to the Holy Land, so I jumped at the
opportunity, despite the concerns of my family and friends.

Israel doesn’t disappoint. To see the sights
and walk in the footsteps of the people and events of history and
the Bible was an indescribable experience. It’s a magical, mystical
place. I returned to America inspired, and all that creative and
spiritual energy had to be directed somewhere, right?

As a filmgoer, I was already motivated by the
recent success of what Hollywood (weirdly) refers to as
“faith-based films”—or as I like to call them, “films.” From Tinsel
Town’s perspective, there’s an amazing risk/reward equation to
these movies, meaning they can cost very little to produce
comparatively but can garner big box office numbers. Clearly there
had been a largely ignored and underserved group of spiritual
filmgoers around the world.

From a professional perspective, the other
interesting thing about this phenomenon is that faith films fit
into a genre that Hollywood has all but abandoned — the venerable drama. I
love them, but these films are mostly impossible to get made in
Hollywood. If you like a good drama, try television. But now
combine that with an inspirational message? All I can say is,
“Count me in.”

So I returned from Israel inspired to write
my first screenplay. As it turned out, the timing couldn’t have
been better—the start of the holiday season. The combination of the
annual spirit and the fact that the film business shuts down from
Thanksgiving through New Year’s would give me a quiet four to five
weeks to write a first draft of a script. And that’s exactly what I
did. An Interview with God happened fast. Most screenwriters
will tell you the initial draft usually takes two to three
months of work. But did I mention I was inspired?

The story I chose was pretty simple and, in
some ways, not all that original. I had always liked the basic
concept of broadly appealing commercial films like Oh God!
and Bruce Almighty and thought, Why not take a concept
with proven appeal and write it as a drama, but amplify the
Christian message? What if you could interview God? What would you
ask? And what might God ask you?

What I liked about this inspired approach was
that the auspices of an interview would allow me to introduce the
theological ideas in a way that might make them more accessible to
people who are interested in spiritual matters but may also feel
intimidated by the more orthodox approach that pervades many faith
films — some of
which are quite literally “preaching to the choir.” There are a lot
of people on the outside who are looking for a way to come inside.
I wanted to open the door. And I wanted to create a bigger
tent.

Just fourteen months after I finished my
script for An Interview with God, we began filming in the
New York City area with seasoned, accomplished actors—the fastest
I’ve ever had a film produced. Was this just good fortune? Or
something else? I’ll let you decide for yourself.

I was then very pleased to be able to revisit
this story once again when the opportunity came to create a
novelization. Working with author Robert Noland on his adaptation
allowed us to dig even deeper into the lives of these characters,
exploring the daily battles and faith struggles we all deal with in
our own way.

We hope you will ask the tough questions and
arrive at your own answers in this expanded story of An
Interview with God.


Chapter One

Surviving the Fire of
Re-Entry

The massive bay of the C-130 military plane
holds some very precious cargo heading back to the United States
from Afghanistan. Six extremely exhausted, tragically empty,
war-ravaged men sit securely strapped into their jump seats. They
appear lifeless, spaced away from one another with two to three
empty chairs between them. At thirty thousand feet somewhere over
the Atlantic Ocean in the middle of the night, the darkness feels
strangely denser, deeper than ever before.

Between the jump seats and the rear of the
plane stand two rows of three each—six solemn flag-draped coffins.
Ornate wooden boxes representing young lives forever silenced,
their hopes and dreams for the days beyond service to their country
now as vanquished as the breath in their lungs. A peculiar presence
is felt in the absence of a life one once knew so well.

Death has always had a daunting supernatural
effect on the living.

Despite the droning roar of the turbines
driving the four turboprops of the plane assaulting their ears,
every one of the men in the seats is distracted by a much louder
noise—the invasive thoughts of how easily it could have been for
one of them to be lying in one of those six coffins. And how any
one of those young soldiers could instead be sitting in their spot
among the living, headed back home to family and a future.

All silently ask the same
questions . . .

Why them?

Why not me?

Why did I survive?

Why am I going home . . .
alive?

And they aren’t?

The professional term is “survivor’s guilt.”
The words are all too accurate, because these people feel
guilty for surviving what others didn’t in the midst of the
exact same circumstances. Was it luck? Random chance? Or part of
some cosmic plan? Would I rather be dead instead? Would I really
trade places with any of them? Therein lies the horribly
vicious cycle of such a challenging conflict. And then the raging
question . . .

Will my life ever be the same
again?

So the whys just keep coming.
Relentless. Repeating. Reliving the brutality of man as the
soldiers walked through the Afghani people on an almost daily
basis, constantly uncertain who was a friend and who was the enemy.
Who was grateful for your presence and who wanted you not just
dead, but suffering before your last breath? Far too many questions
without answers, or answers that may have worked before but now
they no longer want to hear.

To these six men, war is not a sound bite on
the evening news or a headline you can choose to ignore. War is a
saturating presence of evil, a visible enemy that leaves behind an
invisible hell in the heart. One war being left, with another
brought home.

And six battles are still raging in the belly
of the plane.

One of the men in the jump seats is not a
soldier. He’s a journalist who accepted the assignment of being
embedded with the military, firsthand, on the front lines. A job
where the pay makes no sense compared to the incredible risk taken
to do the work. Paul Asher, twenty-eight years old, is a seemingly
typical middle-class American with a passion for telling the truth
through his gift of writing.

While the other men carried assault rifles,
his weapon was a laptop, his pistol a pen, his survival kit a
notepad. Protected only by a flak jacket and helmet, he had
regularly placed his life in the hands of these soldiers and many
others just like them. And protect him they did. He is going home
safe and sound without a scratch on him. On the outside, at
least.

Paul is certainly above average in his looks,
with a thick mass of dark hair that he constantly pushes out of his
face and deep brown eyes that can look right through a person with
an overabundance of intensity. His intellect is far above the
crowd, and his curiosity off the charts.

He is a young man of depth, driven by an old
soul that searches beneath the surface of the skeptical and
questionable cultural standards of the day. His passionate tenacity
is the kind that will keep asking someone, “Why?” until all their
words are gone and they have nothing left to say.

In the cavernous cargo bay, Paul tries
desperately to write out his thoughts. His mind flashes an idea,
and he clicks his penlight on, pointing it at his pad. But what he
scribbles down doesn’t accurately articulate his feelings. Like
some indecipherable foreign language, the letters on the page do no
justice to what he desires to express.

Paul finally gives in to his frustration,
clicks off the light, and surrenders the pen to his pocket. In the
darkness, his eyes drift back and forth between the men seated to
his left trying desperately to find sleep, and the young heroes
lying to his right under the flag they valiantly defended to the
final moment of their lives.

Paul’s job back home is to effectively convey
the truth that he experienced on the battlefields in Afghanistan to
his busy, distracted readers. But with each hour that passes, the
realization grows stronger that he’s returning with more questions
about life, death, faith, and the future than he ever thought
possible. His hope was to write an award-winning journalistic
masterpiece of a series, a reward for the great risk he took
following these men into battle, but this new chaos in his heart
and mind are building an impassable roadblock between the life he
left and the one he’s returning to live.

His thoughts shift toward home in New York.
How will he go about attempting to download all the thoughts,
feelings, emotions, fears, and doubts to Sarah, his wife of three
years? After all, she had graciously and courageously agreed to
allow him to risk his life—and her future—to pursue his
dream and passion.

In the days ahead, she’ll deserve to hear the
entire story, as well as the details of his own heart. But when you
aren’t sure what the experience has done to you, created in you,
and made you, then how do you—how can you—share what
you can’t seem to understand yourself? The expectation creeps up on
him and he isn’t even home yet. Writing the many difficult stories
from the front lines is one battle, but navigating the emotional
and spiritual confusion inside his own home will be quite
another.

With Paul strapped tightly into the seat of
the plane, his imagination scans his memory for an analogy of the
dilemma, just as he so often does for his readers, to understand
the point of a story. In a synaptic flash, he recalls the vivid
picture of astronauts secured in their capsule, plunging into
Earth’s atmosphere, going through radio silence, as the G-force
threatened their transition back to Earth.

Taking a deep breath, he whispers a prayer:
“Just help me to not burn up on re-entry . . .
please.”
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A few months have passed since Paul returned,
and while his and Sarah’s lives are back into a routine, an
all-too-obvious and unspoken tension shares their apartment with
them. Their emotional distance leaves them feeling like the floor
is strewn with a maze of eggshells.

Sarah knows her husband has come home a
different man, but pushing him to talk is not working. Like trying
to grab Jell-O, she comes up empty-handed but messy every time she
tries to bring up Afghanistan. Paul has returned to all his
familiar circles, but he feels like he left something back on the
battlefield that he can’t seem to find again and reconcile inside
himself.

And then there’s the one thing Paul had to
face that he thought he would never have to deal with. Trying to
avoid the overwhelming issue in his marriage gets in his face every
moment of every day, nagging him like a jagged rock in the bottom
of his shoe on a long, difficult journey.

Today is yet another new normal in the early
morning hours in their stylish but quaint Brooklyn apartment. The
décor is what you’d expect of two young professionals busy with
their jobs, trying to make a name for themselves in their
respective careers while also keeping the bills paid. But they
clearly need to commit an entire weekend just to straightening and
cleaning every single space in the tiny place.

Since Paul’s return, life for this young
couple has been messy in any and every direction you look.

Dressed and ready for work, Paul stands in
the kitchen, in tune and listening intently. Sarah walks in,
wondering who’s already on the other end of the phone this early.
Finally, she hears him say, “Okay, Matt, I get it. How can I
help?”

Paul’s new friend from the front
lines—Matt—is in his own personal crisis and has called for help.
As Sarah watches and listens to her husband’s obvious compassion
for him, she wonders if she’ll ever get to experience that quality
of his again, one of the many that caused her to fall in love with
Paul.

“Matt . . . Matt,
listen . . . Slow down and take a deep breath. We’re
going to figure this out . . . together. Okay?” Paul
assures. “Have you gone to the VA? You know they have people there
that can help.”

Sarah grabs a coffee mug from the cabinet and
reaches for the carafe, but Paul steps in and beats her to it, then
pours himself another cup. As she stares at him with an
I-can’t-believe-you-just-did-that look on her face, he clearly
hasn’t a clue about what just happened. And she wonders, really,
even if he did, would he even care?

“Matt, I’m just a writer,” Paul continues.
“I’m really not qualified to speak into what you guys went through
over there. You work for the NSA. Surely other vets are there who
can relate to your struggle. Can you ask around?”

He listens for a few moments, then reassures,
“No, I get it. You have to be careful of appearances. Someone might
question your judgment on the job.” After setting his coffee on the
counter, he leans against the frig and slowly closes his eyes. He’s
praying, Please help me help this guy. Finally, he says,
“Hey, I’m here. I’ll do whatever I can for you, okay?”

Sarah pours the last of the coffee into her
mug, sits down at the kitchen table, opens her laptop, and begins
to scan her photo album for evidence of their past life. While her
eyes look at pictures, her heart searches for hope. Any sign
of hope.

There’s the picture of Paul at college just
after they started dating. The next is of the two of them at their
favorite restaurant on their second anniversary. Then there’s a
shot from Afghanistan with several soldiers in front of a Humvee.
Paul sticks out, the only one not in full military gear. Next are
Matt and Paul in the mess tent. The connection they made during
their days together out on patrol shows in their expressions.

Sarah clicks the arrow, and her and Paul’s
wedding photo pops up. She taps the track pad again to escape, only
to land on a more recent photo of them together, just before Paul
went overseas. Her husband’s usual smile lights up his face, but
her countenance seems dark and sad. Emotions rise up and grab her
by the throat as she slaps the laptop shut and stands so quickly
the chair almost turns over.

Paul misses the entire scene. He’s still
engrossed with Matt’s issues.

She glances at her cell. 8:13 a.m. She needs
to be in her office at her desk with her game face firmly affixed
at 9:00 a.m. sharp. Working as a paralegal since graduation from
college, for eight to ten hours a day, five and sometimes six days
a week, her daily existence is immersed in the supposedly
black-and-white world of a large law firm.

From her childhood to the first two years of
her and Paul’s marriage, from family to faith to her future, life
was so clear-cut and calculable. But she can’t deny that she’s
grown cynical and increasingly cold to everyone and everything
around her over the past year. Sometimes the sea of gray where she
now resides seems to be emotionally and spiritually drowning
her.

Even her dream of going into the practice of
family law has been shelved. The thought of watching a couple
battle one another and destroy their family hits way too close to
home now. She’s seemingly lost every safe place in her life. Home,
work, family, friends, everywhere she goes, she has to face her
unresolved issues while answers are elusive.

Sarah stares at Paul until she gets his
attention. When he finally looks her way, she points at the phone
and whispers, “What’s wrong?”

He holds up his index finger, mouthing, “One
minute,” then goes back to listening. Finally, he says, “Hey, Matt.
I really have to go. Sarah’s waiting on me, but I’ll find you some
help. Let me ask around. I have a crazy interview this morning, but
then when I get back to the office, I’ll work on
it . . . I was there, man. I saw what you saw. I get
it. Hang in there. I’ll call you later.” Paul taps his phone screen
but then gazes off to wherever or whomever he runs these days.

Sarah wonders if she will ever feel normal
again—or will the pain just linger on until she learns to live with
it? Not a great way to start any day, only to have to leave once
again to go act like all is well in the world.

“I’m really sorry, Sarah.”

“Well, you were the one who wanted to talk
before work. You asked me, remember?”

“Yeah, but it was tough. I mean, Matt broke
down on the phone. He’s really been struggling since we got back
and isn’t transitioning well at all.”

Sarah considers her response. She doesn’t
want to appear uncaring. “I like Matt. Is he okay?”

“No, he’s not. It was just so bad over
there.”

As if she needed to be reminded of that.
“Yeah, it was. And bad for you too, Paul.”

“But I was only there to write. I didn’t have
to shoot anyone. I didn’t have to make the split-second
life-or-death calls like those guys did. They protected me, I
couldn’t protect them, so this is the least I can do now. And
I came home safe.”

Surrendering to the obvious that they are
once again not going to deal with their marriage this
morning, Sarah puts the focus on Matt. “So he wants you to find him
a therapist or . . . what?”

“Yeah. Just get him help of some kind.”

She clenches her jaw to hide her frustration.
“But why you, Paul? And why right now? Isn’t there
someone he knows who can help? Like one of his combat
buddies?”

“It’s because of his job, Sarah. He’s trying
to keep quiet with what’s going on so he doesn’t appear to be
unstable. The NSA is a highly secretive government agency. Not
exactly a warm and fuzzy place. Matt’s not sure who he can trust
there . . . ironically.”

Still, she gives Paul a moment to turn the
discussion back to them—which he doesn’t. Fine. Talk over.
“Okay. I have to get to work.”

“Yeah. Sorry, me too. I have an interview
this morning.”

“I overheard you mention that to Matt,” she
says with a touch of sarcasm. “I guess you can fill me in about it
some other time.”

“Look, Sarah, I’m so sorry about not being
available this morning, okay? I want this . . . I
want us to work. I do.”

“You can stop
apologizing . . . Look, you left because you did
what you felt you had to do, and . . . well, a lot
has just changed. So we are where we are now. How many times do
I have to re-live it?”

“But I am back,” he insists. “I’m here
now. I’m trying. Okay?”

“Yeah, Paul. You may be back, but you are not
here!” she exclaims, desperation having bolstered her
bravery. “The distance just keeps growing. I just don’t know if I
can . . . if I even want to live like this
anymore.”

Paul stares, taken aback by her raw emotion
and honesty. Sarah has always been the quiet and reserved one. He’s
always had to wonder what she’s thinking, but he had no idea how
far down the road she had already gone in her decisions. “But I can
be better. Do better. I can fix it. We can fix
this . . . Can’t we? . . .
Sarah?”

She looks out the window as she slowly shakes
her head. Familiar tears border the corners of her eyes again.
Turning, she stares him down. “I don’t know, Paul. When there’s
been an affair and trust is gone in a marriage . . .
how do you fix that? And fix is such a horrible word anyway.
This is not some thing that just needs new parts. This is my
heart! Your heart! Something has been broken, and I don’t know
where to turn anymore. I used to. We used to. But who or what can
possibly change this? Change us?”

“I don’t know either,” he says, “but I don’t
want to throw away our life together over one mistake.”

Sarah brushes tears away.

Compassion for her suddenly overwhelms him,
and he moves toward her to comfort. She raises her hands, palms out
to indicate not now, and he backs up. The least he can do is
respect her wishes. “Look, this morning . . . well,
lately . . . is all my fault,” he says softly. “I
know I’ve been in my own world and haven’t let you in. I haven’t
been accessible. Pretty far down the rabbit hole. I’ll get help.
Let’s get some help. We need to talk to someone.”

Sarah hesitates, uncertain if she can trust
the offer. “You go on to your interview. Don’t be late.”

“I don’t care about the interview right now!”
he exclaims.

“Please don’t raise your voice, Paul.”

He sighs, backing his emotion down. “Okay,
sorry. Can we talk more tonight?”

“I’m not sure I’ll be here,” Sarah whispers,
almost talking to herself as much as to him. “I need to do some
thinking . . . alone. I need some space.”

Frozen by the certainty in her words, Paul
looks away.

“Go to work, Paul . . . to
your interview. I have to leave now too so I won’t be late.”

Paul walks to the front door, puts on his
sport coat, grabs his helmet, and snaps it on. He then takes his
prized twenty-one-speed urban road bike down from the rack on the
living room wall. When he opens the apartment door and rolls it
out, Sarah follows him and secures the three locks. They walk in
awkward silence as he guides his bike down the stairs balanced on
the back tire.

The couple nears Bobby, the fifty-something
building superintendent who can repair, replace, or repaint
anything in a New York building in a New York minute. He’s busy
patching a hole in the hallway sheetrock, delivered by some unknown
force.

The super smiles at them. “Just like
clockwork, you two, every morning.”

They pass him without responding, but Bobby
has been around the block enough times to know the couple’s silence
isn’t about him. He shrugs, watches them walk out the door, and
with a big smile calls out, “Okay, well, have a great day!”

As the door latches shut, he whispers, “Lord,
I think they need some help. And by the looks of things, soon would
be good.”

The two descend the brownstone’s stairs to
the sidewalk. Sarah reaches down to pick up a copy of The
Herald lying in a bundle on the last step, folds it in two, and
places it in her tote bag. Paul gets on his bike, throws the strap
of his messenger bag over his head, and looks with intention at his
wife. “I’ll call you later. Okay?”

She takes a deep breath and exhales with a
shrug of her shoulders. Paul rides off to the north and Sarah
starts walking south. Something about their opposite-direction
routes feels much more telling to both of them this morning.
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Chapter Two

God—Session One Pawns,
Rooks, Knights, and Kings

Paul weaves his bike through the thick snarls
of Brooklyn traffic, navigating buses, cars, pedestrians, other
riders, and the occasional street performer. As he passes the grid
of buildings, sunlight streams through the thin lines of space in
rhythmic flashes. The usual shouting, constant honking, and
piercing sirens of the city are no match for his own racing
thoughts of the morning’s drama with Sarah and Matt. But the closer
he gets to the destination of his interview, the more he
transitions into the role of journalist. One of the many things he
learned while in Afghanistan was how to turn off the personal and
switch into full-on professional.

The locale is strikingly familiar when Paul
arrives at the destination the interviewee chose as their first
meeting place—historic McGolrick Park. He rides toward the closest
bike rack and jumps off, quickly noticing a couple of orphaned
front wheels with the chain still locked securely in place. He
decides a fence closer to the meeting spot would be better to leave
his prized and only mode of transportation. After picking a spot,
Paul takes the bike lock from his bag and does his best defensive
looping of the chain in an attempt to frustrate would-be
thieves.

He scans the park, taking in the iconic
open-air neoclassical structure. Chess tables are set up underneath
the narrow roofline supported by stone pillars. Most already have
two players at them, transfixed on their games, focused only on the
next move. He sees no sign of the man he’s meeting.

Paul glances down at his feet and notices the
words This Way neatly drawn in sidewalk chalk, complete with
a right-facing arrow. Not even considering the message might be
intended for him, he instinctively looks where the arrow is
pointing. A stately, well-dressed, and handsome gentleman with a
pleasant smile waves and motions him to the chess table where he
sits alone. Paul is momentarily impressed that the chalked
directions were indeed for him.

The young reporter walks over to find a
chessboard set up, ready for a match to be played. Paul is taken
with how striking the man’s eyes are, framed by a kind and gentle
countenance. He has the appearance in every manner of a tenured
university professor. Not the stodgy, know-it-all kind but the
strangely cool grandfather type who exudes wisdom even with no
words spoken and all the students clamor to get into his classes
year in and year out.

The gentleman smiles warmly, inviting him to
have a seat across the table. “Good morning, Paul.”

At the genuine greeting, Paul senses a
strange momentary burst of refuge, but then returns to feeling the
frazzled state of the early morning conversations. He sets his
belongings and helmet on the ground beside the seat. “So sorry I’m
late. I had a . . .” He stops himself to avoid
appearing non-professional. “Well, I apologize for being late.”

Smiling again, the interviewee says, “Only
five minutes, Paul. That still gives us twenty-five left, just as
we agreed.”

Paul sits down, opens his messenger bag and
takes out a water bottle, a pen, and a notepad. He then sets his
phone out to use the recording app. “Right. Yeah, thirty minutes.
Today, tomorrow, and Friday. Because everyone is so,
uh . . .”

“Busy?” the man interjects to describe the
permanent state of the culture.

Paul realizes he had trailed off. All
right, shake off this morning and pull it together. This is
work. “Yeah, exactly. Everyone’s crazy busy these days. Thanks
for your patience and understanding.”

Watching Paul intently, the gentleman takes
on a concerned look. “Are you okay? Rough morning?”

“Oh yeah. . . . No, I’m good.
Sorry if I seem distracted . . . I’m Paul Asher with
The Herald.”

The man beams. “Ha! I know who you are, Paul,
and I’m quite familiar with your work. I’m actually a fan of
yours.”

The young writer either misses the compliment
or for some reason brushes it off, responding, “Thanks. You, uh,
mind if I record this session on my phone? Legally, I have to ask
your permission.”

Assuming that was why the phone was out with
the screen up, already filled with multiple text messages and
social media alerts on display, the man answers, “Of course, go
right ahead. I expected so.”

Paul swipes the screen, taps the app, and
hits the small button. When the light turns red, he begins, “Okay,
we are both aware I am recording these conversations for accuracy
to transcribe later. We have agreed to three sessions—today, which
is Wednesday . . . tomorrow, Thursday, and then
Friday. Thirty minutes each. When I have completed the piece, I
will let you take a look at what I’ve written, but I will maintain
editorial control and have final say . . . Do you
agree with those terms?”

The man’s warm smile returns. “Agreed. And I
expect great things, Paul.”

Catching the encouragement this time, Paul
leans back, appearing to finally settle down a bit. “Well, thanks,
but don’t get your hopes up. After all, I’m a religion reporter for
a mainstream news organization. So pretty much everything I write
ends up buried within the Lifestyle section.”

“Oh, I’m certain you’re just being
modest.”

Paul gets an are-you-kidding-me look on his
face. “No, even the horoscope gets better placement than I do.”

“Well, the reporting you did from Afghanistan
was very impressive. Solid writing on such a difficult and
all-too-often controversial subject.”

Paul is thrown by the man’s comment. “You
followed that series? Really?”

The man leans toward the table and looks into
Paul’s eyes. “Every word . . . ‘Christians in
Combat.’ That must have been a really tough assignment. And I’m
sure it was hard on you and your wife. Being away that long and
all? The risk you took being on the front lines? Out of touch for
days at a time when she couldn’t know for certain you were okay?
The whole experience must have been very hard. Quite
stressful.”

How does he have so much insight—and how
does know I’m married? Paul isn’t sure whether to be impressed
with the man’s knowledge of his career or offended by the personal
intrusion. With what’s happening at home, he doesn’t want to go
there with anyone, but most especially with a perfect stranger he’s
just trying to interview. He answers with his usual deflecting
humility, “Way tougher for others. I was just there to write. Not
to fight. But I did meet some amazing people.”

A slight knowing smile creeps up on the
gentleman’s face. “Well, I’d love to hear more about your personal
experiences over there sometime . . . anytime you’d
like to share.”

That comment reels Paul back into the moment.
“Yeah, uh, maybe some other time. So since we aren’t here to talk
about me and my resume, or actually play chess, let’s jump in about
you.”

The man points at the board pieces aligned in
front of them. “So do you play?”

“Me? Oh no.” Paul hopes to avoid another
verbal diversion.

The gentleman presses, “Never?”

“Well, when I was a kid. Anyway, let’s—”

“But not anymore?”

Suddenly recalling why the area seemed so
familiar and dropping his guard a bit, Paul answers, “Well, funny
that you chose this place . . . and even this very
table. My dad used to bring me here to this
park . . . as a kid. I played a little back
then . . . with him, but . . . Okay,
enough of that, let’s get started.” He clears his throat, deepening
his voice a bit. “Interview number one. Today is Wednesday, June
first. Please state your name and spell it.”

Seeing the reporter is ending the
back-and-forth and ready to officially begin the interview, the man
leans toward the phone while looking at Paul. “God.
G . . . O . . . D.”

Paul can’t help but start to grin, but he
catches himself to maintain professional courtesy. He’s respectful,
of course, but indeed a journalist, so curiosity mixed with
skepticism and a hint of cynical is just part of his DNA—natural
and learned. He continues, “Great. Thanks for agreeing to my
interview.”

The gentleman . . . well,
God . . . responds, “Actually you’re the one who
agreed to this, but you’re welcome.”

Paul remembers his to-do list. “Oh, sorry.
Mind if I take a quick picture of You?”

“Sure, go right ahead.” He smiles warmly.

Paul grabs his phone and selects the camera
app, making sure to leave the recorder running, and tongue-in-cheek
but maybe a little serious, he asks, “So there won’t be a problem
with You showing up in the shot, will there?”

“Well, I’m not a vampire,” God says,
laughing. “Plus you’re confusing cameras with mirrors.”

Paul checks the shot and then carefully
places the phone back on the table to continue recording. “No
offense, but I just gotta say . . . you look, well,
so human. Human enough to me, at least.”

“And you look very God-like to Me, Mr.
Asher.”

“Ah, I get it. That’s funny.” Paul smiles. “A
Genesis reference. ‘In the image of God he created them.’
Clever.”

“Thank you. But it is true. ”

Setting aside his journalism, Paul can no
longer contain his personal curiosity. “So why did You agree to
this interview? Wait . . . yes, I know I
agreed with You to do this, but why did You? Why are
You actually here . . . in the flesh, so to
speak?”

God leans back in the chair, crossing his
arms. “I talk to My children all the time. Constantly.”

Paul connects the subtle personal inference.
“So you’re saying that I’m one of Your children?”

“Well, of course, son.”

“Thanks for that vote of confidence, but
there’s a name for the people who You usually talk to like
this.”

God fires back, “You mean
blessed?”

Paul smirks. “Well, no. I meant
prophets.”

“Ah yes. Well, that’s what many are called
after I speak to them . . . and then, of
course, if they also actually listen to what I say and answer.
Being a prophet requires a response and action as well, not just
hearing My words.”

“Right. I guess that’s why not many people
have prophet on their resume. At least not before You
talk to them.”

God seems to be enjoying the flow and depth
of the honest conversation. “Exactly, but many of them were not at
all happy to see Me when I first appeared or spoke to them.
Certainly not at first.”

Paul draws upon his Old Testament knowledge.
“Yeah, a burning bush, pillar of fire, giant cloud. Then there’s
the booming voice, flood, plagues, parting the sea.” With a mild
laugh, he adds, “And there was that whale incident. I bet You’ve
seen a lot of people freak out over the centuries.”

“Well, yes, certainly many did, many have,
but those things you mention also got their full attention.”

“No burning bushes today though?” Paul comes
back.

God pauses a moment, looking at his new young
friend. “Is that what you really want Me to do? What
would you like to see burst into flames? Something here in
the park perhaps?”

Realizing the reality of God’s words, Paul
quickly regrets his flippant question. A bit embarrassed, he tries
to move on. “Sorry. No, that’s okay. Won’t be necessary.”

“Anyway, why create a distraction like that
on such a beautiful day?” God offers in a playful manner. In a more
serious tone, He continues, “I agree there’s no need for that sort
of sign or proof. You’re here. I’m here. And we’re already
talking. And, equally as important, listening too.” He raises his
arms, gesturing at the beautiful summer surroundings of the park.
“I chose this setting for you because I thought you might like it.
Very beautiful. Very public. And, to use your own words, you don’t
seem too ‘freaked out’ by Me speaking with you.”

Paul manages a half smile. “No, so far, so
good. So . . . getting back to my question, is
that why You’re here? Am I a prophet? I mean now
because of this conversation . . . this
interview?”

God is taken aback by Paul’s need to define
what’s happening between them. “Let’s just say we’re talking.
There’s a discussion. That’s where any relationship begins,
right?”

Paul suddenly feels a bit uncertain of where
to go next, even though he thought he was sure only moments before.
He nervously taps his pen on the table quickly, then continues,
“Okay, we’ll circle back to that. So you’re God? The
God . . . as in Almighty. The One who created
everything, the heavens and the earth in six days?”

God takes on a more serious look. “Yes,
that’s right. And then I rested on the seventh. But if you’re
familiar with the Torah, the Old Testament, as you seem to be, you
also know that things didn’t stay that way for
long . . . resting, peaceful, I mean.”

Paul spreads out his arms, indicating
everything around them. “Regardless, I have to say, nice work.”

God beams back. “Thanks. I try.” But then He
zeros in on the young man’s motives. “Is this really what
you wanted to know, Paul? Just basic information about Me and
creation? You know, I’m sure you can get the answers to what you’ve
asked so far in a . . .
Book . . . somewhere.”

Feeling challenged, Paul takes on a stern,
somewhat defensive bravado. “Well, sure, but you know, my readers
are going to expect me to fact-check my work. After all, with the
furor about what’s legitimate reporting and what’s fake news these
days, especially with the nature of this interview, I have
no choice but to cover my bases.”

God quips, “Ah yes. Facts.
Indisputable evidence. Of course. Then please continue.”

Paul gathers his thoughts, checks over his
notes, and presses on, “How old are You?”

God, realizing Paul is going to stick with
the bio line of questioning, knows He must qualify His answer.
“Well, time is different for Me than it is for you. I exist outside
time and space, this realm. I created it. Therefore, I can move in
and out of both history and your reality. Like right now, for
instance, I am here with you, but I’m not only here with
you. Age is determined by some form of chronology, and I am not
bound by such limitations.”

Paul’s eyes widen a bit. He attempts to
process that thought, then moves to his follow-up. “Okay, so where
do You come from?”

Taking a deep sigh, God pauses with the wise
patience of a loving father to consider Paul’s position and
maturity. “I think this interview will be far more productive and
much more interesting if we don’t waste time on questions to which
you really do already know the answers for yourself.”

For a moment, Paul forgets to whom he is
talking and shoots back, “I’m just asking questions. But you don’t
have to answer.”

“God is the answer. That’s not just
some bumper sticker slogan or a religious catch-all phrase.”

“Point taken,” Paul says, “but in the few
minutes we’ve been talking, You could have just answered my
original question . . . how old are you?”

“I think I well covered that one.”

Paul tries to mask his growing frustration,
but it’s becoming quite obvious. “Okay, all right. Let’s just move
on.”

God feels compassion for the young man’s
obvious struggle. “Paul, I’m not trying to be difficult or even
evasive, but I think you of all people should know why My answers,
though very truthful, might appear confusing. Why, if the nature of
God was obvious . . . well, just look at the world,
and you will see that not much seems to be clear these days.”

A thought strikes Paul and he starts to write
on his pad. “So while we struggle here on Earth to know You,
I assume You know all the questions as well as all
the answers, right?”

God takes on a grateful
he’s-starting-to-get-it look. “Of course! But does that make you
uncomfortable?”

Paul seems to be keeping up now. “Well, then
You would know the answer to that question too, wouldn’t
You?”

“Yes, but a divine perspective is not
required for such understanding. Try to see this from My
point of view. This is certainly not an easy process.”

Paul considers the new concept. “No, I get
it. Knowing all the questions and all the answers has to
make conversations with humans kind of difficult.”

God smiles, seeing an opportunity to
interject humor again. “Well, no one likes a
know-it-all . . . do they?”

“Right.” Understanding full well the irony of
much of the interview so far, the journalist feels the need to
rewind. “But I want to circle back to something. You just said, ‘I
think you of all people should know why My answers might be
confusing.’ What exactly did You mean by ‘me of all people’?”

Feeling like they are finally starting to get
somewhere, God explains, “You have a degree in religious studies
and another in journalism from Loyola University, Paul, where you
graduated at the top of your class. You started working at The
Herald in their online division straight out of college, where
you now write about the important matters of faith and theology for
a mainstream audience. And all that before your twenty-eighth
birthday! And to top it off, you also feel the need to communicate
to the culture in which you live the value of connecting, engaging
with, well . . . Me.”

“So You memorized my online bio?” he asks,
surprised by the quite specific and very personal answer.

God ignores the obvious and takes Paul into
the deep end. “I also know about your marriage.” The Almighty stops
and waits for the young husband’s response to the game-changing
statement.

Paul hadn’t seen this coming, and the comment
echoes in his head. After a moment to regain composure, he says the
only thing he can come up with. “Excuse me?”

“Your marriage, Paul. I know all about your
marriage.”

He misses the depth to which God is referring
and simply holds up his left hand to show his wedding ring as if to
say, Yeah, anyone can see I’m married. A bit smugly, he
says, “You had me going there for a second.”

God looks puzzled. “Sorry, what do you
mean?”

“My marriage. My ring. The omniscience thing.
How you would even know I’m married? You got me.”

God realizes the young man is missing the
point but smiles and plays along. “Yes, I did, didn’t I?”

Paul thinks he might have the upper hand
here. “You’re waiting for me to ask, aren’t You?”

“Ask what?”

“For proof . . . proof that
You are who You say You are.”

God holds his gaze. “Tell me, Paul, each time
you pray, do you first ask for proof that I’m listening to You
before you open up to Me about your life? Or do you just begin
talking about what you need or want?”

“Of course not . . . No, I
don’t. I just pray.”

“Okay, then. I’m right here. I showed up.
Exactly when you requested. I’m answering your questions. I believe
I have been very cooperative. And patient. And personal.”

Paul relents, “Yes. Yes, You have.”

“And most journalists would consider this the
interview of a lifetime,” God interjects. “Don’t you agree? So why
don’t you just ask what you’re thinking?”

“Because this is an interview, not an
interrogation. I think it would be rude and inappropriate. In this
context, I ask the questions and You answer them. For example, I
didn’t ask the soldiers I met in Afghanistan how they can shoot
people when God . . . well, You . . .
has a clear commandment about taking another’s life. Regardless of
how anyone wants to interpret killing others in war, I’m fairly
certain you still prefer we not.”

God nods. “I do. While war does become
unavoidable at times because of mankind’s choices, I always prefer
life, which is why I gave the commandment in the first place.”

Paul decides to open up his heart—a
little—confessing, “And plus, I have faith. I’m a believer in You.
And it would be hypocritical, or worse, to call myself a Christian
and then deny the existence of the very things I believe.” He
pauses to gather more thoughts. “But I’m also no one’s fool. You’re
right. If belief in God were obvious, they wouldn’t call it
faith. They’d call it—oh, I don’t know—stats or facts or
something else.”

God smiles, glad that Paul is now comfortable
enough to say what’s on his mind.

“So what do I tell the people who say You
don’t exist?” the young man asks.

God leans forward and clasps his hands in
front of Him, then answers with compassion and strength, “Tell them
that I understand. But the world they see . . . is
just that. What they see. And all too often that’s exactly
the problem . . . that’s only how life looks,
how things appear to be. Not necessarily reality.”

With a mix of fascination and surprise, Paul
compliments, “That’s a really good answer.”

“Why, thanks.” God sounds like a proud
father. “I’m glad you understand. You conduct an excellent
interview, Paul. You’ve established rapport and invited trust.
You’re not at all condescending. And, the best part about you, you
want the truth, above all.”

Paul smiles. “Thanks.
Yeah . . . and You’re right. The truth is what I’m
looking for.”

“That’s My specialty.”

Paul reviews his notes and glances at his
phone for the time and the recording status. “I do have more
questions.”

“More biographical queries or—”

“No. We’re done with the bio. I think we’re
ready to move on.”

Ready to dig deeper, God leans in to
listen.

Paul habitually pushes his tuft of hair back
and reads from his notepad. “Okay, time for the lightning round. So
to speak, not literally.” He grins. “Here we go. In no particular
order. First question. What is the meaning of life?”

Without a moment’s hesitation, God answers,
“To live in the struggle, love Me, love your neighbors, love
yourself, and also ask questions like ‘What is the meaning of
life?’”

“Okay, makes sense. Next question. Is the
Bible the Word of God? Your Word?”

“Yes, of course. But as understood by man and
translated by man.”

“So there’s some wiggle room there?” Paul
asks.

God shakes his head. “No. Everyone is on
their own journey, but there’s only one path.”

“Question number three. Was there ever a time
when You didn’t exist?”

God flashes a smirk. “I think we’ve covered
that, but I can give you the same answer I gave Moses, if you
like?”

Completely intrigued, Paul looks up and
raises his eyebrows to indicate that God should indeed
continue.

With an added dramatic flair, He says, “I
Am . . . that I Am!”

“Right. I know that one. Exodus 3:14.”

God continues, “Yes. And it’s just as true
today as it was back in Moses’ time. That’s actually the timeless
point of the statement.”

Satisfied, Paul moves on. “Question four. Is
there a Heaven?”

“Oh yes, certainly, but don’t limit it as
merely a place like you think of your physical home with walls,
boundary lines, and borders. There’s a far, far bigger picture to
grasp.”

Paul nods. “Wow. Cool.
Okay. . . . Moving along, question five. If Heaven
is real, then is Satan also real?”

“Yes, but frankly he’s overrated.”

“Overrated?” Paul is a little surprised by
the answer. “That’s an odd description. How do you mean?”

“Well, Satan only has power to the extent
that you allow him. He can’t force anyone into anything. He can
only manipulate what he is given access to. He’s an accuser, not a
creator.”

Paul likes the explanation, as well as the
rhythm they have found—direct questions with concise,
understandable answers. No wasted words. “Question six. What
happens to us after we die?”

“You will pass into eternity.”

“So my soul is immortal?”

“Wouldn’t be much of a soul if it wasn’t,
right?” God quips.

“Question seven. Can an atheist be a moral
person?”

God chooses to offer an analogy. “Sure,
because morality is a choice. Just as a relationship with Me is a
choice. You can decide to build a home with a solid foundation, or
no foundation, or a faulty foundation. And if you choose the latter
two, you just better hope the ground beneath you never shakes.”

“Ah, Matthew 7, the wise and foolish builders
parable. Good. Understood . . . Question eight. Is
God love? . . . Are You love?”

God likes the personal touch. “To quote
another Paul in his letter to the Corinthians, ‘Love doesn’t
boast.’ But yes, absolutely.”

Paul takes on a sly look, deciding to change
direction, go off the trail, and test a bit. “What is two thousand
four hundred and twenty-seven times six hundred forty-eight?”

“One million, five hundred seventy-two
thousand, six hundred and ninety-six,” God immediately fires
back.

Paul is quiet. Since he just made up those
numbers on the fly, he has no clue if that answer is correct.

God peers at him with a seriously?
look on His face. “If you’d like to check Me on your phone
calculator, I’ll wait.”

Paul looks sheepish. “No, not necessary. I
trust You. Sorry.”

“I forgive you.” God grins at him. “But
interesting twist to try and keep Me on My toes.” Before the
reporter can move on, He adds, “Paul, you’ve asked a lot of good
questions here today, but you haven’t asked Me the one I
hear almost more than any other—always in the top three, for
sure.”

Paul looks over his notes and gives up.
“Okay, what’s the question?”

God leans back. “Come on, Paul. You’re an
investigative reporter. Take an educated guess. I know for a fact
you’ve wondered it yourself countless times.”

Paul settles back in his seat as well, thinks
hard for a moment, then offers his best try. “Um, I’m going to go
with ‘Why do bad things happen to good people?’”

“Nice! That’s the one.”

Paul shakes his head. “No, I didn’t have that
one on my list. And to be bluntly honest, I don’t like that
question very much at all.”

“Oh no? Why not?”

“Because it’s not really a question.” The
young man grows more intense than he has been the entire interview.
“It’s a complaint. What everyone who asks that question is actually
communicating is, ‘Why do bad things happen to me?’ or ‘to
the people I love?’ And then the person asking always
assumes that he or she is a ‘good’ person. That all just seems so
arrogant to me. While we often think it to be justice when bad
things happen to bad people, we never include ourselves on
the ‘bad person’ list.” Paul pauses. “All right, moving on
now.”

But God is not yet ready to change the
subject. “You know, Paul, bad things do happen to some very
good people. And to the other side of that question, good things
happen to evil folks as well. To quote, ‘He causes his sun to rise
on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the
unrighteous.’”

Paul stares at God, his mood obviously
darkening.

“I know it’s a huge question, and I’ll answer
it for you if you want Me to.”

Paul slowly scans his eyes upward, then
shakes his head. “I’m good for now. Let’s just move on.”

God looks into Paul’s heart, hoping he’ll
relent and deal with the struggle at hand. The young man just can’t
seem to face it—or won’t.

Paul clears his throat, staring hard at his
notes as if second-guessing himself. “Question nine. Do dinosaur
fossils and quantum mechanics contradict Scripture?”

A bit amused by the strange twist in
direction, God settles back in His chair again, deciding to
accommodate Paul no matter the question. “I’m glad you asked,
because modern science is truly an amazing thing. Look how far
humans have advanced in all manner of technology. You should all be
proud of the things you’ve learned. But just because certain truths
from the animal kingdom all the way down to electrons are not
mentioned in the Bible is not an indication there’s a credibility
issue. Allow me to explain.

“The owner’s manual that came with your bike
didn’t cover the physics of forward motion or the molecular
structure of the invisible air in the tires, but that doesn’t make
you doubt, distrust, or degrade the manufacturer, does it? Or keep
you from riding the bike, for that matter? Most people don’t
understand how their smartphone performs all the functions it does,
but that doesn’t stop them from using one every waking hour of the
day and night, right?”

“Since there was not a yes or no in there,
the answer must be . . .” Paul makes a flourish with
his hand at the trail-off of his question to accentuate his
sarcasm.

God continues, “There are many things that
exist in the universe that are not mentioned in the Bible. But
answer this: Do the countless discoveries scientists have made make
My universe seem less impressive or more impressive?”
He offers a slight smile and waits, indicating to Paul that He did
not intend a rhetorical question.

Paul sighs and stares at some distant object
past God. “Okay, question ten. Does free will exist? And how do we
reconcile our ability to choose between our own and God’s will?” He
knows this question cannot possibly have a simple and concise
answer.

God takes a deep breath and heaves a sigh.
“Finally!”

Paul waits for the answer to begin, but God
says nothing else. “Finally? What does that mean?”

Seeing another opportunity for both stating
the obvious and injecting some humor, God says, “Well, I believe
it’s an adverb meaning ‘at last.’” Knowing full well the young man
is working hard to fight off an eye roll, He explains, “What I
mean, Paul, is you’re finally asking Me something that you
care about personally. I think you would be far more passionate
about writing this series if you asked your own burning
questions.”

Paul gets defensive. “No, I care about
all the questions.”

“Maybe. But you care about some
answers more than others.”

“It’s not about what I want.” Paul’s tone is
now more confrontational.

God presses, “Really? Are you sure? Then to
your point, I repeat, does free will exist? Did I force you to come
to this meeting, Paul?”

The young journalist displays his quick wit.
“Would I know it if You did?”

Once again, God shows Paul who is actually in
charge of direction. “That reminds Me of an old joke. A disciple
goes to his rabbi and asks, ‘Rabbi, why do you and all the other
rabbis always answer my questions with another question?’” God
raises his eyebrows to indicate that the riddle is actually for his
response.

Paul drops his pen on the table and shrugs.
“I give up.”

“The rabbi replies, ‘So how should we
answer?’”

Paul purses his lips and slowly nods with an
okay-I-get-it-but-I-don’t-like-it attitude.

God seems a bit disappointed. “You didn’t
laugh at God’s joke? What does that say about free
will? . . . Therefore, of course, free will exists,
Paul. And everyone really does know this is true. I’m not showing
up, nor have I ever shown up at anyone’s door forcing them
to comply with My wishes. With the many documented interactions,
you won’t find that scenario anywhere.

God continues, “The entire foundation of
human law depends on the existence of free will. In fact, just try
going before a judge when you’re charged with a crime and blame
your actions on ‘God’s will.’ They might send you to the asylum
instead of jail because they know you made your own choice to
commit the crime. Now, can we then say every human act is a matter
of free will? Of course not. No more than you can use free will to
grow back an amputated limb!”

Paul takes in the words like cold water on a
day in the desert. But he’s still a journalist, so he comes back
with, “All right, let me get this straight. So then stuff happens
and God says, ‘Hey. Don’t look at Me.’”

“No. You have to understand that My will and
human free will are not necessarily contradictory, because they are
not two versions of the same thing. But they can indeed fit
perfectly together. In fact, that’s My original design. What
I desire for your life can become what you desire for
your life. And free will is still fully exercised.”

“Yeah, but if I can’t tell where Your will
begins and my will ends . . . See my dilemma?”

God pauses, sizing up the young man’s
question. “Oh, I think I see. So is the real problem that you don’t
trust My plan? Or that you don’t trust yourself?”

“Great! So if God’s got a plan, I’m covered,
right? I should’ve just stayed in bed this morning. Because for all
I know, that’s part of His plan! Your plan, I mean.”

Like a father trying to teach the art of
reason to his child, God responds with polite admonition to Paul’s
cynicism. “That’s not what I’m saying. And you know it.” He points
to the chessboard, ironically situated between them. “Look here. In
chess, there are rules, give and take, but the pieces can never
occupy the same space at the same time. That’s a lot like you and
Me. People make choices, and those choices have consequences. If
having to first know My will were necessary for every human
action and decision, how would anything ever happen? You’d
be paralyzed every morning, trying to decide if I want you to have
eggs or cereal. If I want you to wear your blue shirt or your black
shirt. See it?”

Still fighting the logic and overthinking
life, Paul fires back, “So trying to know God’s will
is . . . what? Just some waste of time?”

“No, not at all,” God patiently says. “I’m
only telling you what you already know. You have to make your own
choices and then live by them. However you may have arrived
at making them. For example, when you traveled to Afghanistan,
which aspects of My will did you consider? Did you just assume,
‘Hey, anything goes, so why not accept the assignment?’ or did you
decide you would involve Me in your decision?”

Getting so deep and personal is making Paul
angry. But God knows it is.

Paul tightens his lips, then blurts out, “Um,
I think it was slightly more complicated than that.”

“Of course it was! You traveled seven
thousand miles into the middle of a war zone, Paul. And war changes
people. You see death and the worst that humans can do to one
another every day right in front of you. You had to know a trip
like that would have consequences for you, for your marriage. Or
did you think you’d be different? Some kind of exception?”

Paul starts to put the pieces of God’s line
of reasoning together, and the entire interview begins to come into
focus. This is where He was headed all along. Finally, he
admits, “I guess I was hoping that God would look out for me.”

“Just hoping?”

“No, I prayed. I prayed for my own safety and
that You would watch over the soldiers I was with, and bring them
all home . . . alive. I asked You to take care of my
wife, Sarah, and that she would be okay and be strong while I was
gone. I prayed that I wouldn’t do anything stupid. I guess I prayed
a lot more than I even realized, but—”

“So, Paul, were your prayers answered?”

“Well, that’s a hard question. Certainly not
a simple answer. On some of them, yes, but on more than I had
hoped, especially some of the major requests, I’d have to say
no.”

God’s expression becomes serious yet
compassionate. “Would you like to talk about that, Paul? About the
soldiers who didn’t make it? Or anything else you’re struggling
with right now?”

Paul decides to ignore those questions and
drop back to his best defense mechanism. “What is this? Are You the
complaint department for life?”

God shrugs as if to say, Whatever you need
Me to be right now. Not wanting to return to the stock
questions, He then says, “Well, I heard I was needed and I came. So
on that prayer, you did get a yes.”

“Has this turned into an intervention?” Paul
says, half-joking and half-sarcastic. “Or was that Your plan all
along?”

Graciously but honestly, God responds, “Well,
yes, to answer your question, but not in the clinical way you’re
thinking.”

“How do You know what I think?” In the heat
of the moment, he forgets to whom he is speaking.

God pauses, clasps His hands, and peers at
Paul for a moment. “Let’s save that for tomorrow.”

“This is a very weird interview,” Paul
confesses.

“Well, that’s exactly why, the majority of
the time, I just do the listening.”

Paul reflects a moment. “But not today,
right?”

“No.”

With his head spinning, Paul feels like they
are now officially at a standoff.

Then God breaks the silence. “We’re almost
out of time. ”

Paul grabs his phone and hits the home
button. 9:28 a.m. “So, are You here to help me?”

God continues, “Well, let Me ask you
something . . . Why did you agree to meet with Me?
Really, why?”

Doing his best to look as if this is all
business, Paul answers, “What? What do you mean? It’s my job. This
is what I do.”

God appears skeptical. “Is that right? That’s
the reason? Someone tells you they’re God, that they want to meet,
and you say, ‘Sure, why not’? Just like that? I could have been a
crazy person. Maybe even dangerous.”

Paul fumbles for an explanation that sounds
more convincing than his first response. “Well, I am a
journalist. The opportunity sounded intriguing. I thought it would
make a good story . . . a great story for that
matter.”

“Do you still think that?” God asks
softly.

Paul considers the question. “I don’t
know.”

“Why not?”

“I had something in my head as to how this
would be, but it’s been different, and now You’re telling me it’s
about something else.”

“Yes, well, but its certainly not been
boring, right?” God grins proudly.

Paul returns a slight smile. “No, certainly
not. It was supposed to just be an interview, but there’s way too
much of me in it. I’m the writer. Never the story.”

“Why complicate it, Paul? Why can’t we just
call it . . . a conversation? Wouldn’t that help?”
God wants to put this into a simple context for His young friend to
accept.

“The Herald doesn’t have me on the
payroll to have conversations. I have to conduct interviews for the
purpose of getting stories written. I’m not even sure I have enough
in our first thirty minutes to get started.”

“Is that why you’re here? To just get the
interview?”

“I don’t know,” Paul responds. “Why
are we here?”

Again, God tries to reach out. “You needed
Me, son, so I came and I’m giving you My full and complete
attention in a way you can see, hear, feel, and sense it. A simple
thank you would be fine.”

Paul realizes that if He were God, that would
be a very valid point. “And I’m grateful for what You’re
doing. But why do I deserve this? With all the needy people
out there, why me?”

“Don’t you, Paul? Deserve this? And why
not you?”

Once again, Paul tries to put everything in a
box when God is going for freedom. “So You’re here to save me
then?”

In His best rabbinical answer yet, God
responds, “Do you need saving?”

“Well, doesn’t everyone?”

“Sure. But we’re going to try something a
little different this time. I’m going to help you.”

“Help me with what? I don’t understand.”

“I know you don’t,” God says, ending the
back-and-forth. “But you will. Looks like we’re out of time for
today.” He stands up and extends His hand. “See you tomorrow?”

Paul doesn’t protest. He just stands and
instinctively reaches out his hand. As he clasps God’s grip, the
young reporter suddenly feels a strange warmth in his soul,
momentarily overriding the chaos in his life.

God repeats, “Paul? See you tomorrow?”

Paul realizes he needs to answer. “Oh yeah.
Sure. Same time and place?”

“To be determined. I’ll let You know.”

Paul draws back his hand and instinctively
rubs it with his other fingers, like he felt something. Different.
Unlike anything else his hands have ever touched. His expression
takes on intensity. “Seriously, what’s this all about?”

God smiles knowingly, reassuring. “We’ll talk
again tomorrow. I promise.” He looks at Paul in the same way a host
looks at a guest walking out their front door, politely waiting
until they are in the car to head home.

Paul says goodbye and walks deep in thought
to his bike. As he begins to unlock it from the fencepost and
unwrap the chain, he hears a strange, indistinct sound, like its
right in his ears yet far away at the same time. Somewhere between
radio static and a soft whisper. His eyes widen as he stands back
up, looking all around for the noise. God is nowhere in sight. The
table where they sat is empty, the chess pieces gone.

What Paul is hearing, feeling, thinking, and
sensing is not of this world. As he glances up, the leaves
on the trees seem a brighter green. The sound of the breeze is
almost musical. The conversations of people walking nearby are
oddly comforting. The layers upon layers of grief, confusion,
betrayal, doubt, and pain piled up in his heart suddenly feel like
a bit less of a burden.

Paul places his lock in his bag, throws the
strap over his shoulder, and snaps on his helmet. As he rides away,
the truth hits him. That odd sensation he’s feeling that has been a
stranger for a very long time is . . .

Hope.
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Chapter Three

Front Lines to Front
Page






Paul rides toward The Herald’s offices
in Manhattan, where he hopes to spend the rest of his workday. Back
onto his usual and familiar route, his intensity would normally
make him hyperaware of the bumper-to-bumper traffic and masses of
humanity. But something is very different in this moment. His mind
is swimming in a sea of endless thoughts—some offering great
clarity, while some seem annoyingly random.

Paul’s heart isn’t fighting off the questions
as it has been since his return from Afghanistan, but rather
starting to consider that his faith that began in childhood might
transfer to something far more real and practical today than he had
previously suspected.

He had always had this uncomfortable sense
that he could somehow control his relationship with God, moving it
in and out of his life as needed, like some kind of cosmic cruise
control available for him to activate on demand. But now the
reality is sneaking up on him: he is indeed not in charge at
all.

In his twenty-eight years on the planet,
nothing truly difficult or devastating has happened to him or to
those around him—until recently. Life before Afghanistan hadn’t
been perfect by any stretch of the imagination, with plenty of
disappointments and failures. Up to this point, he had escaped many
of the crises he had seen other family and friends go through. But
now the tables had certainly and unexpectedly turned with Sarah,
with Matt, with his job . . . and even with God.

A mere thirty minutes of trying to navigate
his interview with the Creator, and he has more questions than he
left with this morning. Paul can’t decide whether what he’s
experiencing is the afterglow or aftermath from the past hour.
Regardless, a new perspective is seemingly being offered. Same
life. Same problems. Different view.

While Paul’s legs robotically pedal and his
hands tightly grip the handlebars, his mind drifts a million miles
away. Not a recommended mental state for a bike ride in New York.
He approaches a busy intersection, and the light turns red for his
direction. As he keeps traveling and the cars on his left and right
begin their advance, the scene plays out like a Jack Black comedy.
He passes through completely unscathed, inches from several cars
that narrowly miss him in the middle of the intersection. And an
equal miracle, there is no honking, no shouting, and no pointing
with middle fingers, as if the drivers don’t even see Paul. And he
certainly doesn’t see them.

Paul pulls up to the bike rack outside the
renovated industrial building and snaps back into reality. As if
waking from a dream, he realizes the trip from the park to his
office seems like a blur. No memory of the ride at all. He decides
it might be best to not think too much about what just happened—and
what didn’t just happen. He also realizes he has brought new
meaning to the phrase distracted driving, now applicable to
even those who ride on only two wheels.

Paul locks up his bike and starts for the
door, then glances up at the embossed plaque on the building.
The Herald – Online. “Okay, focus, focus, focus,” he
whispers in an effort to inspire digging into his work for the next
several hours. After opening the door, he strolls down the hall.
Just as he starts to remove his helmet, he says under his breath,
“Maybe I should leave this on a little longer until I see how
things go?”

The ultra-modern office with its maze of open
cubicles furnished in equal measure with built-in desks and
computers is the home of the newspaper’s online division. While
it’s highly functional for efficiency in some of the most
outrageously expensive real estate on the globe, Paul has often
likened the experience to working at an aquarium—from the inside.
He walks toward his assigned workspace, glancing around at the
people there. One by one, they look up to see who’s going by,
initiating stares as if to say, What’s this guy doing
here?

The setting feels oddly strange to him and
vastly different from the tents of brown camo where he worked in
Afghanistan. He arrives at his desk and stores away his bag and
helmet, then picks up a large stack of mail and various papers
dropped off for him, scanning through for anything important.

Paul sits down, and his eyes immediately fix
on the framed picture on his desk of himself and Sarah. The shot
was taken in much happier days, when they seemingly had no cares in
the world. Well, they certainly had plenty of cares then, but they
were so in love that it didn’t much matter.

Instinctively tapping the space bar on his
keyboard with his index finger to wake up his Mac, Paul starts to
scan through unread emails. But he doesn’t click on any of them.
Instead he grabs his phone and opens his recording app to see the
file he saved and named God One. Just as he’s about to hit
the play button, the landline phone on his desk rings. Startled, he
picks it up. “Yeah, Paul Asher.”

“Hey, it’s me,” a young woman says.

The voice is soft, feminine, and not Sarah.
Paul immediately feels uncomfortable. “Oh, hi.”

“So what happened this morning? Did she
leave? Like left you?”

Paul grows even more nervous. “I don’t know.
Ummm, I don’t know.”

Picking up on Paul’s obvious mood, she says,
“You sound . . . a little . . .
uh . . .”

“Sorry, I just got in,” he says. “I’ve had a
really strange morning.”

The lead editor, Gary, a striking and
impressive African-American man around forty, walks up unbeknownst
to Paul. He has an enthusiastic and upbeat sense of humor that
suits his keen intellect and commanding nature. Gary is a great
boss, and Paul likes working for him.

In the reflection on his computer screen,
Paul sees Gary standing behind him. A mild panic sets in as he
spins around in his chair, offering a forced patronizing smile.

Arms crossed, Gary obviously has an agenda
that won’t wait, making Paul even more uncomfortable.

“Paul . . .
Paul . . . you there?” the woman asks. “Did we get
cut off? . . . Can I see you later? We need to
talk.”

“Hey, look, someone needs to speak with me,”
Paul says in a mock-professional tone, “so can I call you
later?”

“Yeah, of course . . . You
promise? . . . Paul?”

Paul stays upbeat. “Sure, yeah, will do.
Thanks. I’ll talk to you soon. Bye.” He hangs up the landline and
stands to greet Gary. “Hey! What’s up?”

Gary gives a funny look, a bit of a glare.
“Yeah, hey, Paul. What’re you doing here anyway?”

Appearing apologetic, Paul starts mulling
over what excuses might work. “Yeah. I know, man. Sorry. I
just—”

“You know paid leave means we still
pay you, but you have to leave . . . right?”
He uses air quotes with his fingers, making his point as succinct
as possible—one he thought he’d already made quite clear in their
last meeting.

“Yes, HR explained that very well, as did
you,” Paul relents.

“And how much time off have you actually
taken since you got back?” Gary briefly pauses, then decides to not
wait. “I think the answer you’re looking for, Paul, is
none.” The air quotes are in use once again as he grows
stronger in his presentation.

Paul is at a rare loss for words.

In his peripheral vision, Gary catches
several nosey coworkers’ eyes locked onto him, everyone knowing the
conversation has the potential to not end well. He looks around,
declaring he is the boss of the fishbowl, and with more volume and
authority states, “You’re looking? And you should be working!”
Looking back at Paul, he lowers his voice. “What this man is
not supposed to be doing.”

All the reporters and writers suddenly become
engrossed in whatever is on their screens. All staring is
officially over.

Gary shifts from the role of boss to friend,
saying with compassion, “You know there’s no shame in stepping
away, right?”

Just like in his conversation with God, Paul
switches gears to deflect from what he’s being asked. “Thanks, but
I needed to . . . Uh, did you get my text?”

“Yes, I got it. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, all good.” If nothing else, his boss
is now off the paid leave thread. “Just been a crazy morning. I’ve
been working on something.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Gary eyes
him. “Is everything cool at home? With Sarah? What’s she up
to?”

“She’s good,” he responds nervously, trying
much too hard to be convincing. “Yeah. She’s good. I’ll tell her
you asked about her. Thanks.”

Gary’s assistant approaches with some
documents and hands them to him for review and signature. Paul sees
his out and turns back to his desk while Gary looks over the pages
and quickly signs the dotted lines.

As his assistant leaves, the boss focuses
where he left off.

“So, what do you need, man?” Gary asks. “Tell
me.”

Paul makes a pained face and slowly turns
around. He appears puzzled, a response he’s getting good at giving.
“What do you mean?”

Gary gives his best
come-on-man-work-with-me-here look. “Your text? This morning?”

“Oh. Sorry. Right. Well, I have this, um,
friend. He really needs some help.”

Gary repeats the previous look but with even
more flair. “Uh-huh. Really? A friend?” Gary’s air quotes
are becoming a staple in their conversation.

Paul realizes how that comment sounded—the
classic I-have-this-friend line. “Whoa, no! Not me, Gary. I’m not
talking about me. It’s a guy I met overseas. He’s having trouble
since he’s back and we’ve been talking.”

“One of the soldiers you were embedded
with?”

“Yeah, exactly.”

Gary’s demeanor changes to concern.
“PTSD?”

“I think so, yeah.”

“Oh, man. You think he’s gonna be okay?”

This question resonates for Paul too. Worry
sweeps over him as the images start rushing back in his own mind.
The machine-gun fire. The whoosh of mortars. The blood. The open
wounds. The bodies. The Humvees with a side blown out from an IED
planted on the road. Once they begin playing, he can’t find the off
switch. Finally, he confesses, “I don’t know. I hope so. I just
think it’s hard to see God’s plan in the middle of a war. His will
just seems to get muddy or . . .”

Gary nods. As both a veteran and a Christian,
daily navigating his own life of faith in a sea of journalism and
secularism, he understands. “Yeah. You know I get all that. So I’m
in. How can I help?”

“He’s got to talk to someone right away.
Sooner rather than later. Someone professional, I mean. I told him
I’d ask around. See what I can do. He’s a good guy, Gary. A war
hero. We got close. I really want to help him. Do you know
anyone?”

“Why can’t he just go to the VA?” Gary starts
with the obvious question first.

“He’s kinda got a classified job now. It
could be a real problem if people think he’s . . .
well, you know . . .”

“Wow. Okay. Yeah, I know someone at the
Christian counseling center that I can call. She’s good. Like
really good. I went to see her when Ann left me.”

Paul is shocked by Gary’s confession but
works to not show it on his face. “Oh yeah? I’m so sorry. I didn’t
know. When was this?”

Gary offers a slight reassuring smile. “It’s
okay. Last year. Happened last year. I didn’t advertise it, and you
were gone for most of that time. But I was in bad shape, in real
trouble.”

While Paul hates to hear the news, it also
connects another dot to his comfort level with Gary. “You never
said anything. Nothing. You seemed fine. Like you were fine.
Were you?”

“That’s the thing, man,” Gary says. “There
aren’t always obvious signs when someone’s in trouble. Especially
with us guys. We want to hide and act like everything’s all good.
Like we can handle anything alone while the world is burning down
around us. So that’s why it’s really good that your friend is
talking and reaching out. That’s the key, Paul. Can I ask his
name?”

“Matt. His name is Matt.”

Gary nods. “Anyway, the counselor we went to
was good. Her specialty is marriage, but I’m sure they have
Christian counselors who work with vets. They must. Let me ask and
get back to you with a name. Okay?”

Paul is really glad he came in to work even
though he wasn’t supposed to. “Thanks. I really appreciate your
help. I’m worried about him.”

“I get it. I’ll do it today and get back with
you.”

“Thanks, Gary. You’re the best.”

Gary starts to walk away but then turns back
around. “You sure you’re good?”

Answering far too quickly and avoiding the
glaring truth, Paul feigns confidence. “Yeah . . .
yeah, man. Thanks for asking. I’m good. All good.”

Gary completely changes direction. “So what’s
the story?”

“What? How do you mean?” Paul doesn’t follow
the shift.

“The one you mentioned you’re working on now.
You know, when you’re not supposed to be working.” His boss
smirks with a sort of I-give-up face.

Paul smiles, relieved at this line of
questioning and Gary’s apparent acceptance of him taking on this
self-imposed assignment. “Oh, yeah. Well, you’re not gonna believe
it, but I just completed the first day of an important
interview.”

“Okay, you going to tell me who it’s with? Or
is that just too much information for your boss to know?”

His mind reels in how to present this
scenario. If he can trust anyone, it’s Gary, so he just blurts out,
“With God. I’m interviewing God.”

His boss takes a step back, staring. “Really?
God?”

“Yeah, really.”

Gary breaks into a smile. “I love it! What a
great idea! Really creative.”

Clearly, Gary is assuming the story is
fictional. But Paul decides to just press on. “Oh yeah? So you like
it? ’Cause I’m having some second thoughts,” he confesses, knowing
the truth but not divulging more.

“No, no. I love it. Is this for your blog? Or
could this be something even bigger?” Gary starts to envision the
response of their readers.

“I . . . I really don’t know.
Not certain. What do you mean by bigger?”

Gary continues building the concept like a
great editor should. “The print edition runs column four, human
interest stories, every Thursday. What about that?”

Paul is the one who’s shocked now. “The front
page of the paper? You’re kidding, right?”

Gary decides to let the entire fishbowl in on
the idea, proclaiming loudly, “Don’t you think it’s about time that
God makes the front page?”

Paul has been trying to keep this entire
conversation just above a whisper, so now he’s scanning the room
for the burning looks on his coworkers’ faces. His lethal
combination of youthful exuberance for assignments like being
embedded in Afghanistan to his obvious up-and-coming writing talent
has made him a target for jealousy and backstabbing. Add to the
fact that they also all know he’s a Christian who writes solely
from that paradigm. Being fully aware of his lack of popularity
among the staff, Paul now imagines that for most of them, Gary’s
outburst just took his image from mildly crazy to dangerously
insane.

Gary reads Paul’s face and lowers his voice.
“Do you disagree? Any problem with that idea?”

Paul decides to parade out the elephant in
the room. “You don’t think that might cause some resentment around
here? You know, because it’s me?”

Gary, thinking just like a boss who doesn’t
have to deal directly with the same peer approval—or
disapproval—shoots back, “No, no, no.” Paul is oddly relieved by
the quick response—until Gary finishes his thought: “I’m pretty
sure they all already resent you.”

Gary laughs, so Paul smiles and quips, “Oh,
that’s rich. Got me. Thanks a lot, man.”

“So how many words, Paul? What’s the
goal?”

Not at all ready for that question,
especially since he knows how the first interview didn’t provide
enough substance for him to start crafting an actual story, he
answers, “Not sure. I don’t know yet.”

Gary is now in full-on creative mode, the
whole reason he got into this business to begin with but oddly
doesn’t get to do much anymore. “Okay, okay. I was just
brainstorming about the front page. But this could be really good.
This could be great. Draw some attention. Create a conversation.
Politics and religion. Everyone is so focused and divided on the
former. Let’s invoke a story on the latter. Let me think on this.
Keep me updated on your progress. Okay?”

“Yeah, sure. No problem.”

Gary smiles, offers a couple of quick, hard
knuckle raps on the desk, obviously quite pumped with this new
idea.

Paul wonders how in the world they went from
why-are-you-here-when-you-aren’t-supposed-to-be-working all the way
to update-me-on-this-new-front-page-story-you’re-writing-about-God.
As his boss turns to walk away, he hears him say to himself, “An
interview with God. Ha! Very cool idea. Very cool.”

What just happened? Paul’s mind keeps
repeating that question. Strangely freed up to work now, he looks
at his desk as if he can’t quite figure out what to do next. He
picks up his cell and makes a call.

After only one ring, it goes straight to
voicemail. “Hi! This is Sarah. Leave me a message and have a
blessed day!” Beeeeeeep.

Paul knows that means she grabbed her phone,
saw the caller ID, and hit silent. “Hey, it’s me. Sorry about this
morning. I do want to talk. I think we can fix this. I can be
better, and . . . well, yeah, that’s it. Just call
me. Please call me, Sarah.” He moves the phone away and stares for
a moment at her name and picture on the ID, wondering if there is
anything else he should say. Uncertain, he ends the call.

Drifting away in thought for a moment, he
then punches the recording app and pulls up the God file. Time to
see if any of the conversation makes sense at all.

He plugs in his earbuds and positions them to
give a listen. Using his finger to scroll forward a bit, he stops
and hears, “Is God love? Are You love?”

“To quote another Paul in his letter to the
Corinthians, ‘Love doesn’t boast.’ But yes, absolutely.”

“What is two thousand four hundred and
twenty-seven times six hundred forty-eight?”

“One million, five hundred seventy-two
thousand, six hundred and ninety-six . . . If you’d
like to check me on your phone calculator, I’ll wait.”

Paul hits stop on the app. Deciding to make
absolutely sure, he scrolls back, swipes the screen over to his
calculator, punches in the math problem, and hits the equal sign.
He goes back and hits play to listen once more.

“What is two thousand four hundred and
twenty-seven times six hundred forty-eight?”

“One million, five hundred seventy-two
thousand, six hundred and ninety-six.”

He looks back to the calculator. The read-out
shows 1,572,696.00.

The immediacy of God’s answer following the
random numbers he had just pulled out of nowhere gives Paul a
momentary case of goose bumps. Before allowing his mind to be
completely blown, he decides he needs to start preparing for the
next day’s interview.

Focus has not been a strong suit lately, as
the morning bike commute had proven, but in a moment of clarity
following his conversation with Gary, Paul senses for the first
time in a very long while, that he should consider an intentional
decision to fix his physical, mental, and spiritual “eyes” on the
real priorities at hand. His full attention placed on what he had
been ignoring inside his own heart would be the first step to true
healing of all that was wrong with life.

And right now, that was pretty much
everything. Or so it felt.
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Chapter Four

God Session Two Faith
and Fear Amidst Bad Actors

Near the end of the day, Paul hears the
familiar dialogue around the cubicles. People are making plans for
their evening—dinners, workouts, and meet-ups, all the usual things
Paul used to do at the end of his workday. Everyone starts packing
up belongings and leaving, and he realizes he should start his
biking commute home.

Out on the bustling streets of Brooklyn, the
city glows in pale orange tones with the occasional glare as the
sun begins its retreat behind the skyline. Paul’s mind goes to the
phone call he received earlier in the day, and to Gary’s strange
turnabout and acceptance of his interview-with-God idea. Thinking
about Sarah, his heart hurts. Will she be home or still gone? If
she’s home, will we talk? Where will the conversation go?
How do I—can I—take us to a better, healthier place?

As he reaches their apartment building,
butterflies fill his stomach. Not the good kind, but the
I’m-not-sure-how-this-will-go feeling. Paul hops off his bike and
starts his daily ritual of carrying it into the building. He stops
at their mailbox in the hall, pulls out the key, and grabs the
various envelopes and flyers inside. The bike seems heavier than
usual as he takes it up the stairs.

When he opens the door, the first thing he
notices is the darkness. No one is home. He looks around, seeing
nothing but their usual disarray. No signs of life here this
evening. As he hangs up the bike and removes his helmet, he calls
out just in case, “Hello? Sarah? . . . Sarah?”

Silence.

He walks into the kitchen, then tosses the
mail onto the table with all the other things they have left there
for too long. Several envelopes are obviously utility bills, which
he glances at before whipping them into the trashcan. His reaction
surprises him, but such is a sign of just how fed up he is with
life constantly demanding and costing him everything. I might
get them back out later, but I might not too. For now, that felt
really good.

Paul opens the refrigerator and scans the
contents like a hawk searching for field mice. To the frustration
of his appetite, he sees mostly empty shelves. A half-quart of
milk, a bottle of Sarah’s lo-cal salad dressing, a pile of
fast-food ketchup packets, and a plastic container of something
that is now unrecognizable and potentially life-threatening.

He grabs the milk, then opens a cabinet as he
whispers a silent prayer for a box of cereal to materialize, just
in case there’s not actually one in there already. Shaking the lone
box, he can tell it contains just enough for one heaping meal.
Armed with a bowl, he sits at the table and prepares the
quintessential dinner for any man flying solo, pouring milk over
the small circles of slightly stale baked oats.

He shovels the cereal into his mouth with one
hand and grabs his Bible with the other. From day one together,
they have kept at least one copy on the table for easy access to
accommodate daily reading or reference from a discussion or a
podcast they listened to. Psalms has always been his go-to book
when he isn’t sure where to turn or what to read, so he opens to
somewhere near the middle, landing on Psalm 40. He
reads . . .

“I waited patiently for the Lord;

he turned to me and heard my cry.

He lifted me out of the slimy pit,

out of the mud and mire;

he set my feet on a rock

and gave me a firm place to stand.”

Waited patiently . . . out
of the slimy pit . . . a firm place to stand.
These phrases are comforting and annoying at the same
time—comforting because of their familiarity, but annoying because
patience and security from any source have been elusive for far too
long.

Paul realizes his hands are shaking, his
emotions raw, his thoughts erratic. All alone with only his regret,
pain, and loneliness, with negative and unwanted feelings seemingly
sitting around the table staring him down, he feels frustration and
anger build to a boiling point. The heat of the moment is now an
explosion within.

His eyes dart around the room and rest on
Sarah’s favorite keepsake, a wedding gift from her grandmother—an
antique jadeite tea set that has been in her family for many years,
sitting within reach on the table. In an uncharacteristic fit of
rage, Paul grabs one of the dainty cups and smashes it full-force
onto the table. The pieces shatter and fly all over the
kitchen.

As the moment passes, a strange sense of
relief and horror wash over him simultaneously. It felt good to
take his feelings out on something of Sarah’s, but he also knows
how much it will hurt her when she discovers he broke it
intentionally in an angry outburst. The missing cup will simply
appear like spite and Paul knows it. Regret goads him as the
questions of What did I just do? and Why did I just do
that? come flooding in.

He glances at the Bible and the words of the
psalmist again. The writers expressed a great deal of honest
frustration and anger about life and faith. But they also took out
their emotions in the words of a prayer-song, not by smashing a
loved one’s prized possession.

He then realizes the sting in his right hand.
A shard from the cup is driven into his palm. When he pulls it out,
blood pools around the cut. He goes to the bathroom sink to rinse
the gash.

Water mixes with his blood, creating a
diluted red tint going down the drain. The bleeding eventually
subsides, and he wraps a washcloth around his hand. When he looks
up, Paul meets his own eyes in the mirror. Staring himself down, he
thinks how his response to his own build-up of neglected emotions
and feelings caused a wound that, although small, still drew
blood.

What a simple analogy to his entire life
right now. But he also somehow knows what he just experienced was
likely only a small crack in the dam, a sign of the deluge behind
the wall that he has been trying to avoid. Something had indeed
been triggered in his spirit at the chess table that morning during
the interview.

His self-stare and deep thoughts are
interrupted by the sound, the sensation he heard in the
park. Like a thousand voices whispering at once. Ominous but not
frightening. Awesome but strangely calming. Once again, Paul looks
around trying to determine a source, but there seems to be none.
Hoping with all his heart that maybe Sarah has come home.

“Hello! Is someone there?” Still holding the
washcloth on his hand, Paul cautiously walks around the
apartment.

No one is there.

His frustration returns, and standing in the
middle of the living area, he calls out, louder this time, “Hey!
Talk to me! Who’s there?”

Thump, thump, thud echoes off the
ceiling, as the muffled voice of his neighbor above shouts, “Hey!
Quiet down there! You moron!”

But the familiar belligerent words coming
through his ceiling only reinforce Paul’s growing concern about the
source of the sound he’s hearing. Matt and some of his buddies from
Afghanistan talked about hearing strange voices, auditory
illusions, upon returning home, as some of their battle-induced
trauma. Am I experiencing the same thing? Or did their stories
plant the idea in my head? Are these coming from within or outside
me?

Then as quick as the mystical sound came, it
slowly trails off and stops. Nothing. Silence. Only the faint light
from the kitchen penetrates the darkness.

Confused and irritated, beginning to question
his sanity, Paul lifts the washcloth to check his cut. Blood stains
his palm and the off-white fabric. He stares at the wound. What
is it about bloodstains that don’t look like anything else on the
planet?

Exhausted from the day and the emotional
tug-of-war with no clear winner, Paul collapses onto the couch.
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The next morning, with his cut neatly covered
by a large bandage, Paul rolls his bike out the door, secures the
locks, and starts down the stairs.

“Morning!” Bobby’s greeting startles him out
of his half-awake state. The super is now painting the wall he was
patching yesterday. “Hey, Paul. Is Sarah staying in today?”

Not wanting to go there, Paul just lies.
“Yeah.”

“She not feeling well? Hope she’s okay.”

“Yeah, she’ll be fine.” Feeling super
uncomfortable with the cover-up he has now begun, Paul speeds up
his exit.

“Let me know if I can help out in any way,”
Bobby calls after him as he’s wheeling out the door. As the
superintendent of the building, he feels not only a need to look
after the building, but the people who live there as well. His
heart really isn’t to be nosy, but to be a good neighbor. Which is
why Paul feels so embarrassed about outright lying to the man. But
he’s not ready for anyone to know she’s gone.

Riding out of his usual street route and
following the maps on his phone, Paul heads into territory he
hasn’t seen in a long time. The old yet familiar sights start to
unpack memories that have been stored away for many years.

He slows his bike at arriving in the Flatbush
area of Brooklyn—the address God gave him for today’s interview.
The location—the second of three—is ironically at a venerable
historic venue known for legit New York stage productions. Large
enough to hold a profitable crowd but small enough to not have a
bad seat in the house. The name? . . . wait for
it . . . The King’s Theatre.

Paul looks up at the classic white-lit,
manually applied black-letter marquee to see the current production
is entitled This Way. His memory flashes back to the morning
before when the chalk marking at the park alerted him to the
meeting spot with the same exact words. He makes a mental note to
do a web search later to see if there’s actually a production of
that title going on at the theatre right now. You know, just to
check for accuracy . . . or maybe
coincidence.

Jumping off his bike, Paul does a quick scan
of the area. The box office booth is empty. No cars out front.
Actually, the place looks closed down. The only stationary object
on the block to secure his ride is a parking meter that offers
little resistance to a thief. But as always, he does his best to
make the chain looping as difficult as possible to undo in a
hurry.

He walks up to the doors at the main
entrance, anticipating them to be locked. To his surprise, one
opens freely. Slowly peering into the darkened foyer of the
theatre, he allows time for his eyes to adjust. No signs of life.
“Hello? . . . Hello? Anyone here?”

Silence.

Paul carefully moves through the lobby, his
footsteps making no sound on the dense, heavy, and obviously
outdated carpet. The next set of doors lead into the theatre
seating, and he walks into the heart of the ornately adorned,
impressive structure. This venue was built back in the day when
production didn’t have state-of-the-art sound systems to get the
words of the actors all the way to the last row. So from the
enormously heavy velvet curtains on the stage to the intentional
angles of the dark wood walls in the rear, everything was designed
for the human voice to project on its own ability.

Paul starts to walk down the gradually
sloping aisle amidst the sea of empty seats. The dimmed house
lights cast a muted ghostly hue on everything. He looks straight
ahead at the stage, and there in the warm wash of spotlights stands
God. The reporter in Paul immediately notes His clothing. The
dapper suit and tie are the same as yesterday, with his hair being
once again perfectly in place. What an ironic, almost humorous
metaphor this scene appears to be.

As Paul nears the stage, he sees it is
evidently set for a production with a subtle yet classic kitchen
table and chairs center stage, the kind a ’90s family TV sitcom
would have used for their nightly gatherings and comic crisis
intervention. But then the thought strikes Paul. The set is
uncannily similar to his home growing up, almost as if this was
done intentionally. No way. That would just be too weird.
Right?

Shaking off the furniture re-creation, he
walks up the steps and looks at God. “So, You work here?”

God smiles as if the question amuses him.
“Why do you ask?”

“Well, my mom worked
here . . . at this theatre. Like a long, long time
ago. Should we even be in here?”

God ignores both the connection and the
question. “Come. Join me, Paul. Sit down.” Once they’re seated at
the kitchen table, God takes a long, concerned look at his young
friend. “You don’t look so good today. Is everything okay?”

I’m sure I look like a man who slept on
the couch last night, whose life is falling apart, and who’s
hearing strange, untraceable voice-like sounds, so yeah, I bet I
look like I feel today. But he answers God in the same
diversionary manner that he has been answering everyone who asks
lately, whether they’re sincere or not. “I’m fine.”

Pushing back more, God asks, “Oh, and what
happened to your hand?”

Paul keeps running interference and avoids
the question. “All right, sir, we should get started to not waste
any valuable time today.”

God can’t seem to turn off His parental
concern. “You know, we can skip today and finish up tomorrow, if
that’s better for you.”

“No, that’s okay. Absolutely not. Like You
said yesterday, ‘I’m here, You’re here, let’s talk.’ Just pick up
where we left off and, you know . . . carry on.
Okay?”

God holds his gaze. “Actually, in the spirit
of total transparency, so to speak, you didn’t look so good
yesterday either. I’m very concerned about you, Paul.”

Paul pulls his phone out of his messenger
bag, pretending to ignore the comment, and opens the recording app.
“About yesterday . . . I think we got off track. I
was trying to be professional, but we veered too far off the course
I had mapped out for the interview. I apologize for that.”

God leans back with a look of pleasure. “I
think you were incredibly professional yesterday. And I told you
so. Remember?”

The reporter in Paul steps up. “Yeah, thanks,
but I somehow became part of the interview. Well, for some of it I
became the interview, and that’s not supposed to happen.
This is about You, not me. So let’s get back to You, keep it there,
and make this not only a great interview but an incredible piece to
publish. Shall we?”

God says nothing, but just keeps looking at
him with that slight smile and compassionate demeanor.

Paul waits a moment, looking up for
agreement, and then finally presses on, “Right. Good. Okay. Here we
go.”

God’s eyes seem to scan the table and chair
set, then move back to Paul as if to say, Nice touch, don’t you
think?

Paul nervously looks around, not wanting to
let on he has most certainly noticed. As he taps the red button on
his app for the recording to begin, the house lights dim ever so
subtly and the stage lights brighten on the set. The exact way the
theatre lets the crowd know the production is about to start. He
chooses to not question what just took place, even though he can’t
explain it. “Day two. Interview two. It’s Thursday, June second.
Paul Asher interviewing God.” Folding his notepad over to a fresh
page, he jots a note at the top. “I think we covered most of the
basics yesterday. Let’s start right where we left off, okay?”

God jumps in, “Yes, you asked Me why I was
here, I believe.”

Paul takes the cue. “Yes. So tell me, why
are You here? Why an interview?”

“Today, Paul, I’d like to talk to you about
salvation.”

Awkward silence—for Paul. Oh, man, here we
go. He might as well just work with it and navigate the best he
can. “Okay, sure. Good topic. Great choice. What exactly do You
mean by salvation?”

“What do you think I mean by
salvation?”

Paul starts feeling exactly how he felt the
day before at about this same place in the interview. Once the
conversation turned, he never regained control. He looks up from
his notes with a not-this-again look.

God explains, “My goal here, Paul, is truly
not to be difficult. But we should establish what you think
salvation means before we can discuss it. Right? Especially in the
culture where you live, salvation and even the way to salvation,
means many different things to different people.”

He nods. “Yes, it does. It’s very personal.
Deeply personal.”

God adds, “The most personal element in
someone’s life. In the end—and I mean literally in the end—there’s
not a more delicate and individualized decision than salvation. It
comes down to just you and your soul. Can’t get more intimate than
that.”

Paul, already feeling better about the intel
he’s gathering today, nods again. “Hard to argue with that
assessment.”

“So when I ask what salvation means to you,
Paul, it’s only to help Me answer your question properly.
That’s what we’re here for, right? You ask the questions and I
provide the answers?”

Paul breaks into a slight smile, enjoying
that last line especially. “Okay, yes. Salvation means different
things to different people, but since I’m a Christian, I’ll answer
from that perspective, from my own worldview.” He pauses, thinks,
and clears his throat. “Salvation is returning to a state of
perfection in the presence of the Almighty. And absolution from
sin . . . forever.”

God smiles approvingly. “Very nice. Great
concise definition. You got right to the heart of the matter with
no religious fluff whatsoever.”

Paul has his first proud moment in quite a
while. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

God leans forward on the table, clasping His
hands in front of him. Paul reads the body language and braces
himself until finally the Almighty says, “But you side-stepped
several thousand years of disagreement over how you actually
get to such a state in the presence of the Almighty.”

“Well, when I was a child, my parents led me
through a prayer to trust Jesus as my Savior. So, I’m covered.”

God raises his eyebrows. “Hmmm, are you sure?
Certain?”

Paul is completely thrown by such a question.
After all, this is not some agnostic questioning his declaration of
belief but God Himself! All he can answer is, “What does
that mean?”

Unpredictable, God answers, “Nothing. Just
asking.”

The pride and comfort level of only a few
moments ago are now completely gone. Paul’s frustration roars back.
“As I said earlier, I’d like this interview to be about You, not
me. And I answered your question. So . . .” Yet
again, awkward silence—for Paul. He jumps in, “Salvation? My
question?”

God looks away for a split second, and then
comes right back to Paul’s eyes. “Okay. Let Me try this another
way. With a metaphor this time.” He raises his eyebrows as if
waiting for Paul’s acceptance of a new explanation.

“Uh, okay, sure,” Paul mutters.

“First, I hope this analogy won’t offend you
or your readers, but, just for the sake of discussion, let’s
pretend I’m the manufacturer and you are the consumer. Tell me, how
would you rate the product?”

Every time Paul thinks he’s tracking with the
conversation, God seems to turn right when he anticipates a left.
Yet another question for me, and yet another I’m not at all
certain of how to answer. He grimaces, asking, “Salvation as
the product? Are you kidding me?”

“Oh no. I’m not kidding. No joke at all.
Let’s just call it market research, shall we? I’m sure you’ve done
this before. Pretend it’s another online survey with the question
‘How do you rate the product?’ Feel free to take a moment and think
about your answer. I’ll wait.”

Paul looks down at his app running, recording
the annoying silence. Officially having enough, he blurts out,
“Come on now, this is nuts.”

“Oh, is it? Humor Me. Let’s find out. How
would you answer that question?”

“Okay, okay. That is an interesting and
rather modern metaphor. I’ll give you that. And I don’t think my
readers will be offended. In fact, some people kind of treat
salvation like a product these days anyway. So . . .
to answer, on the one hand, it’s the greatest product ever.
Redemption from sin. Reuniting with God. Opportunity for abundant
life here. Paradise for eternity. After a lifetime on Earth, wow,
who wouldn’t want that? If that product doesn’t sell
itself, nothing ever will.” Paul is a bit surprised by his
answer. Apparently, he does still have some grasp on the basic
truths he believes. Even if right now they feel almost impossible
for him to engage.

God smiles. “Glad you approve. And another
great answer.”

Thinking hard, he continues, “But on the
other hand . . .”

“Uh-oh. What?” God interjects.

“On the other hand, it’s the only
product I can think of where proper use involves returning
to the Maker, or Manufacturer, as you put it. And there’s only one
way that can happen.”

“Yet, everyone wants to go to
Heaven . . .” God says, gesturing with a drawn-out
hand motion.

“But no one wants to die,” Paul finishes.
“Exactly. But I think that slight, uh, complication is mitigated by
the fact that everyone will die, so it’s really just about
the when of the product, not the what.”

God appears visibly pleased with Paul’s
honest analysis. “You’re good at this. Whether your journalistic
skills or your faith or a bit of the mix, those are good
thoughts.”

With a smirk, Paul hopes that comment signals
the end of this weird exercise. “Maybe I should have been a
marketing major. Probably far more money and much less risk. So
with that, let’s keep moving.”

“But is that it? What else?” God inquires.
“What are we still leaving out?”

Paul’s shoulders, along with his countenance,
visibly sink. “Really?”

God kindly smiles to indicate, Yes,
there’s more to this. “Paul, the one aspect you left out is the
same one I mentioned in the first place. The how. Or let’s
call them the instructions, to stay with our metaphor that
seems to be working.”

“Okay, but really, after this, we have
to move on.” He sighs and looks at the time on his phone.

God nods in agreement.

“Good. Well, the instructions are
widely available. The Bible’s a best seller, year after year. So
that’s good. But . . .” Becoming a tad agitated and
much more animated, Paul continues, “I think the instructions
are . . . well, a little confusing.”

God’s response is quick. “No one ever said
understanding My will would be easy. I certainly never made
that promise.”

Paul appreciates the compassion. “Sure. But
simply knowing God’s will really isn’t the problem, is it?
The Scriptures are . . . full of rules.”

God looks up as if to ponder, then back at
Paul. “I can think of ten . . . just right off the
top of My head.”

Paul ignores the obvious humor. “Yeah, but
that’s in the Torah, the Old Testament. The New Testament seems,
well, feels different. You gave us Your Son. The focus wasn’t so
much about rules then as much as our being able to have
Christ’s righteousness. That’s a game-changer.”

God smiles. “Yes. Yes, it is.”

Finally feeling like he might be on a roll in
what was supposed to be God’s interview, Paul continues,
“Jesus was super clear. Like in John 14:6. ‘I am the way, the
truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through
Me.’”

God nods again. “Agreed. Not sure how to be
clearer. Certainly seems quite straightforward to Me.”

Paul, getting fired up, becomes even more
expressive. “But that can’t be right.”

“No? Why?”

“Because everyone is a sinner! We all
make bad choices on our own and avoid the right choices way too
often. Like when I lie, for example, that’s because in my heart I
am a liar. I can so easily choose to avoid the truth by my very
nature.”

God responds with compassion, “Yes,
unfortunately, that is true for everyone.”

Moving forward, Paul asks, almost
rhetorically, “So if we’re saved through faith, why would
anyone follow all the rules? How could anyone even be able
to follow them?”

“So is faith all it takes for
salvation?” God interjects.

Paul’s distress becomes obvious. “You’re a
murderer? No problem! Thief? So what! Adulterer? Hey, everyone
makes mistakes!”

“So what is the problem?”

The frazzled reporter has really had it now.
“The problem is . . .” He catches himself and stops
mid-sentence.

“The problem is . . . what?”
God prompts him. “The problem is what, Paul?”

Paul’s gone completely off the rails again.
So much for a plan with good intentions today. Attempting to
compose himself, he takes a breath. “Sorry. This keeps happening. I
am not the story. We agreed.”

God points to the phone where the recording
read-out is moving constantly, and speaks in its direction, “For
the record . . . I never agreed to that.”

Paul takes in another deep breath and comes
to terms with his utter exhaustion—mentally, physically, and yes,
spiritually too. “What do You want from me, God? I
mean . . . really. What’s this all about? It seems
like You want something from me, but I have no idea what it
is.”

Glad for Paul’s moment of submission, albeit
frustrated submission, God says, “Now you see why that burning bush
worked so well. I talk. The person listens.”

“I agreed to meet with You because it was an
intriguing prospect, a great idea for an interview,” Paul
confesses, “and I think I’ve given You the benefit of the doubt.
But it’s clear to me now that You had some other agenda for
this . . . this, this, whatever it is! Seriously,
let’s get deadly honest here. What do You want from me? Give me
something! Please!”

“My math skills yesterday didn’t impress
you?” God tries to lighten the tension.

Paul decides to go along. “No, that
was impressive, but there are people who can do that stuff.
Like savants, I guess. How do I know you aren’t just a genius who’s
done your homework on me and this is some kind of elaborate but
cruel hoax?” He closes his eyes and waits for some invisible smite
or something.

It doesn’t come.

“Okay, I’ll give you something,” God says
when Paul opens his eyes. “But . . . you might not
like it.”

Paul just sits anxiously, unsure what God
means. Finally, he says, “Okay. All right. Hit
me . . . so to speak.”

“First of all, I mean no offense, but I think
you have a misunderstanding about the nature of faith.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” Paul objects. “I
told You I’ve always had faith. As long as I can remember,
I’ve believed in You.”

“You see? Right there.” Another surprise
response from God.

Paul throws up both his hands to gesture,
What do you mean?

God continues, “Your
response . . . ‘I’ve always had faith.’ Do
you see the issue there?”

Paul stays on the defense. “Not really. No.
What are You trying to tell me?”

Showing His own frustration for the first
time, God frowns. “Okay, I’ll come back to that.” He leans in,
squaring up with Paul, looking deep into the young man’s eyes.
“Have you ever thought what the world is like from My
perspective?”

“From God’s perspective? Frankly, no.
I would never do that. Not sure how I would. How could that even be
possible?”

“Fair enough. But try to imagine knowing
every deed, every thought, aspiration, and depravity
from all time from every person. While also seeing
and knowing all the isolation, the pain, and the emptiness of those
same lives.” As God finishes, He tilts His head and raises His
eyebrows for a facial exclamation point of His final statement.
“Every human soul that ever existed.”

Paul is overcome by the thought, even
emotional. He looks down at the table and shakes his head soberly.
Finally, he humbly says, “I . . . I wouldn’t want
that job . . . Your job.”

“And why not?”

“Because . . . because it
would be overwhelming! All the time. The world is full of such
terrible things. Working for a news organization, I see it every
day. Horrific events, crimes, circumstances that happen to the
innocent and the evil alike. The toughest ones to stomach are those
that come crashing down on decent people, people with dignity who
only want to know why something so devastating is happening
to them. And then to think how would I answer them when they ask?
What would I say to them? . . . Trust me? I
have a plan? No thanks! I don’t want that job. The thought of being
tuned into everything, all the misery in the
world . . . well, it would break my heart.”

“And so I ask, why would you care?”
God is drawing his young friend out into the open.

Surprised by the question, Paul fires back,
“What do You mean why?”

“What I mean is why would that break
your heart?”

Paul gives his best, most sincere answer.
“Because . . . I care. I have compassion for my
fellow human beings.”

“And where exactly did that morality come
from?”

Paul gives a lengthy exhalation, slumping
down and back in his chair. He looks lost in those thoughts until
quietly he says, “I’m sure the answer You’re looking for is ‘from
God,’ but really, I have no idea.”

“We already agreed that free will exists,
right? So it wouldn’t be much of a ‘morality’ if I forced you to
have it. You think faith alone is enough. But it’s not. If it was,
would you, could you then start being an immoral
person?”

Paul works hard to follow. “How do You know
I’m not a completely immoral person?”

“Because you just told me so. You have
compassion. Your heart breaks when you witness the pain in the
world. I believe you.” The delivery of the one point God wants
desperately for Paul to get, and Sarah for that matter, comes in
the form of a question: “So . . . what could you
possibly do that is beyond My power to forgive?”

The question flies into Paul’s ears, past his
brain, and plants firmly into his heart. The truth of the
question-turned-statement strikes him right in the soul, connects
with the very essence of who he is as a frail, fragile, hurting
human. Emotionally exhausted, he says, “I don’t want to talk about
this anymore. Can we please just change the subject? Please?”

With compassion and care, God simply asks,
“Why?”

Paul looks up, almost in despair. “Because
like I said earlier . . . it’s personal. Deeply
personal.”

“You have no secrets from Me, Paul.”

“Yeah, actually I do.”

“No. You may think you do, but you
don’t.”

“Not to be argumentative, but
I . . . have . . . secrets. And I
keep saying this: my life is not the topic of this
interview.”

“But it really is, Paul. I don’t know how
many more ways I can say it. You need to start hearing Me. Not
your version of Me. Or the noise in your head and heart. But
Me, My voice.”

Paul feels like God just drew a line in the
sand, daring him to cross over it, but he just isn’t ready. At
least not yet. Not now. He needs to run, get far away. If it’s
fight or flight, his answer of late, and right now, is most
definitely flight. Deep in his spirit, he knows he can’t run away
from himself and can’t really run from God either. But since when
did that stop any human from trying hard to do both?

Paul turns off the recording app and tosses
the phone into his bag. He starts collecting his things. Exiting in
anger doesn’t seem right, but he wants to leave, so he suggests,
“You know, I think we’ve done enough for today. I need to go, and
I’m sure You have somewhere important to be.”

“Are you sure, Paul? You can ask Me anything
you want. I felt like we were getting somewhere.”

Paul picks up his bag and helmet. “That’s
what I’ve been doing. Asking what I want. But that’s not really
getting me anywhere! I think I’ve been more than respectful to Your
claim of who You are. But I keep asking questions, and You keep
giving me these evasive answers!”

In a gentle, soothing voice, God responds,
“You’ve been asking very good questions, and I’ve been answering
them the best I can, but in My own way.”

“But best for whom?” Paul blurts
out.

“For you, of course. That’s why I’m
here.”

“Well then, if that’s what You think, then
You’re right. We did get to the part that I don’t like.”

“Trust me, Paul. It can get worse than
that.”

“Hard to believe. I really don’t see how that
could be true.”

“Well, we could talk about your
marriage.”

Paul’s emotions are now starting to boil
over, but working to stay professional, he insists, “No. No, we
really can’t! And it’s off limits that You would even bring that
into the conversation. The boundary line here is my personal life,
and that goes double for my marriage.”

Looking a bit surprised at Paul’s level of
defense, God asks, “So do you not think I can help?”

A mix of realism and paranoia washes over
Paul. His mind is screaming, Is this person really God? Or maybe
this is just something I’m imagining or some kind of mystical
trick? Attempting to voice his confusion, he fires his
questions, “Are you . . . did someone put You up to
this? Where is this really coming from?”

“I assure you this is very real, Paul. I’m
just here to help.”

“Thanks, but I believe I can manage my own
affairs.”

God eyes him knowingly at the ironic choice
of words, and the young husband realizes what he said, or maybe
subconsciously wanted to get out.

“I . . . can
manage . . . my life. Is this what You do to people?
Is this what it’s like when no burning bush, clouds, or fire are
involved?”

“As far as the question, ‘Is this what You do
to people?’ I get asked that a lot. And the attitude you have?
Well, I get that a lot too. I’d like to help
you . . . if you’ll let Me.”

As if he were holding on to some imaginary
barrier with white knuckles, Paul grinds out, “Thanks, but I’ve got
it covered. Everything’s under control.”

“Okay, then. I’ll just take you at your word.
By the way, you’re just about out of time.”

Paul double-checks his belongings to leave.
“We have about five more minutes, but I’m happy to forfeit my time
to the next person on your list.”

Softly, with a hint of warning, God repeats,
“No, Paul. I mean you’re about out of time.”

The change of meaning sends Paul’s heart into
his throat. “What do You mean? Out of time? That’s cryptic. What
are You telling me?”

God just looks somberly at him, waiting for
him to allow the message to sink in.

“Are You saying . . .”

“Yes, I am.”

“You’re telling me . . .”

“Yes, Paul. I’m very sorry.”

Paul laughs nervously. “Okay, now I
know this is some kind of a joke.”

“Sorry. No joke. I would never make light
about anything that serious.”

With a look of total disbelief and shock,
Paul continues, “It’s a sick joke. I can tell You that. Why
did You tell me that? Why would You tell me such a
thing?”

“You said it yourself, Paul. Dying is just
about the when. So why can’t when be now?”

Paul’s anger turns to outrage.
“These . . . interviews . . .
are . . . over! I’m done!”

God remains calm. “We still have tomorrow.
The agreement was three days.”

“But there is no tomorrow, right?” Paul
shoots back.

God ignores the statement-turned-question and
reminds him, “I’ll let you know where. Just in case you change your
mind.”

Paul shakes his head. “I’m pretty sure I
won’t continue. I don’t even know why I agreed to this in the first
place. This is crazy.”

“Paul, I’m here because you prayed. Remember?
You asked Me for help. I thought an interview would be the right
setting where, as a journalist, you would be the most comfortable
to create a dialogue.”

Paul laughs mockingly and starts to walk
away. “Well, then you got it exactly wrong. I’m not comfortable
with this. At all. Couldn’t You just bring the answers I need
instead of showing up to have this strange, cryptic
conversation?”

God smiles. “You mean, kind of like Santa
Claus? ‘I’ve been good enough, so here’s my list and just deliver
what I want when you’re supposed to’? That’s not the way I’ve ever
worked, although most people today seem to think it is.”

Paul stops on the steps and turns back
around. “That’s not at all what I meant!”

“Son, salvation is real and it can still
happen for you. But you need to understand a very important truth.
Faith isn’t something you can have, not in the conventional
sense, because faith itself isn’t the end goal. Faith is the
process. Just like a marriage, the vows you take aren’t the
end, they’re just the beginning! And it takes time and dedication
every single day to stay engaged in the union. Richer and poorer,
sickness and health. The same idea. Same commitment.”

Shaking his head in frustrated denial, Paul
walks down the stairs to the theatre floor.

Offering His final shot, God speaks in the
most commanding tone He has used in their short time together.
“Paul!”

The young man stops his stride up the aisle
and slowly faces God.

“Would you like to know when it will
happen?”

Paul immediately whips back around. “No!” he
calls out, almost running toward the door.

The theatre doors slowly settle back into
place after Paul’s frantic exit, and the stage and house lights
dim, then fade slowly to total darkness. Silence reigns as the
table and chairs now sit empty. This “scene” in Paul’s life is the
biggest crossroads he has ever faced.

His mind fighting his spirit.

His lies battling truth.

His attempt at logic warring against his
faith.

The spiritual realm confronting and
questioning the physical realm.

Sometimes the reality of death is all that
will bring about the truth regarding life.

Real life.
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Chapter Five

Realizations &
Revelations

To say that Paul is rattled is most
definitely an understatement. This man, this entity, this deity,
whatever He is . . . just told him he’s living on
borrowed time. Suddenly, the problems with Sarah, Afghanistan,
Matt’s crisis, his work, everything else is shoved into the
backseat, onto the backburner, every analogy he can think of that
means being pushed to the rear of the line. Anger, sadness, and
fear overwhelm him. While he’s already in a totally heightened
state of emotions, just when he feels like he has driven his
feelings to his all-time personal limit, now there’s something
more.

God did not say how or exactly when it
would happen, so riding his bike on the busy New York streets now
has new meaning. Everything around him, everyone he sees, feels
like a threat. Will a car run a light and hit him? Or will he be so
distracted that he rides into traffic in a self-fulfilling
prophecy? Is one of the people on the streets actually a shooter or
wielding a knife, and he’s about to be in another tragic
international news story? Is he terminally ill and just doesn’t
know it yet?

Accompanied by labored and erratic breaths,
Paul’s adrenalin surges through his body and anxiety confounds his
thoughts. Just then, the light above him turns from yellow to red
and he hits the brakes hard. So hard that the back wheel pops up
slightly as he lunges forward on the bars, his messenger bag
sliding around from his back to his right side. As the cars on the
through street fly by, he looks around nervously.

On the opposite corner, a “ghost bike”
memorial adorns the sidewalk, marking the place where a biker was
killed, likely hit by a car. It’s painted a pasty, ghoulish white,
surrounded by ugly candles and dead flowers. A sight Paul has seen
many times over the years and always ignored, now suddenly becomes
a mix of creepy and oddly cruel. Have even the people who knew
this person already forgotten? Yesterday life felt chaotic but
endless, yet today just seems futile and fleeting.

Finally, Paul arrives at his office building.
He’s safe. For now. Even locking up his bike feels foreign, as if
he’s trying to recall how to make the ends connect. After hearing
the familiar click, he removes his helmet and turns to walk through
the glass doors of the front entrance. He catches a glimpse of
himself in the reflection on the doors, then pauses, checking
himself. Frowning at his image, he slowly shakes his head and with
frustration pushes the door open. There doesn’t seem to be a single
category of life where he isn’t disgusted.

Walking to his four-by-four cubicle in the
fishbowl, he recalls, I did pray for help. I remember doing
that. But why when God shows up do things feel like they’re only
getting worse? What is that about?

At his desk sits a woman in her mid-twenties.
Dark shoulder-length hair, attractive, and well dressed. As their
eyes lock into a stare, Paul is visibly shocked by her presence. He
then starts to glance around to see who has realized he has a
mysterious woman waiting for him at his desk.

“What are you doing here?”

Not deterred in the least, she responds, “You
never called me back.”

“Yesterday was a bad day . . .
and today is even worse.”

“I know,” she says. “That’s why I called you.
How about a ‘Hello, nice to see you’?”

Several coworkers pass by, and Paul realizes
his rudeness and changes tone. “Sorry. I’m sorry. Hey, can we,
uh . . .” He stops and motions for her to follow
him.

She falls in behind him as he walks in his
most professional manner to attempt to thwart suspicion. He walks
around the corner, up to an office, and sees it’s empty. They walk
in and he closes the door.

“I’ve been here waiting for thirty minutes,”
she says. “No one knew where you were. And you wouldn’t answer your
cell. So here I am.”

Paul relents. “Yeah, sorry. I was doing an
interview. I had the ringer turned off because I was
recording.”

“So do you want to talk about yesterday?”

“Not really, no.”

“But don’t you think we should?”

Paul holds her gaze. “What’s on your
mind?”

She stares back, obviously working hard to
not get offended. “Don’t . . . please don’t talk to
me that way. Like I’m some, some . . .
outsider.”

“She just left me yesterday! Can I get a
little breathing room here? Please?” His words come out louder than
expected, and remembering where he is, he calms himself down.

The woman offers a look of compassion. “All
right. Yes, of course. I was worried. That’s all.”

Paul softens his tone too. “Sorry. I know you
are. It’s just . . . I’m having a bad week. Like
really bad. You literally wouldn’t believe it. I’m not even sure I
do.”

She can see Paul is not doing well and
doesn’t want to make things worse for him. “Do you want me to just
go? I’m only here to help you.”

Paul looks down, thinking.

“You know, her leaving wasn’t your
fault, right? It wasn’t really anyone’s fault. At least I
don’t see it that way.”

“What? Of course it’s my fault,” he
protests.

“Why? Why does someone have to take the fall,
be the one to blame? Especially you? Things just happen in this
world, Paul. In life.”

“Well, you know, I have a slightly different
perspective on that, don’t you think?”

“I know,” she answers, “and it’s one of the
things I’ve always loved about you. You have a strength, a
certainty, a faith that I’ve never had . . . And yet
here we are. People are going to be people.”

“But this was my fault.”

“How?”

“I never should have gone away, especially
overseas for that long, out of touch too much. That decision was
stupid. I didn’t really think it through. The potential
consequences. What might happen. I regret going at all.”

Confused and visibly frustrated, she asks,
“Is that what you think?”

“Yes! Of course! What else could I possibly
think?”

“Oh no . . .. no, Paul.” She
crosses her arms and peers out the office window, trying to make a
tough decision.

Paul is watching, waiting for her to go on.
Finally, in a sort of hushed shout, he calls out, “What?
What?”

Knowing she is about to devastate him, the
young woman gathers her words carefully. “Paul . . .
Sarah had the affair . . . before you left
for Afghanistan.”

In a heartbeat, the weight of the world
crashes down onto Paul’s shoulders, so much so he feels he might
collapse under it. Completely speechless and in shock, he fights to
hold back tears as well as his anger. He turns his head away to
hide his face from her.

“I’m so, so sorry,” she whispers. “Until this
conversation, I thought you knew.”

“Give me a minute, please?” he requests
quietly.

At the worst possible time, Gary, not knowing
anyone is in his office, walks up and throws open the door. At
first, he looks apologetic, as if in distracted deep thought, he
walked into the wrong room. Wouldn’t be the first time that had
happened. Then he sees his pictures and familiar surroundings.
Taking a step back, he says, “Oh . . . hi. Sorry,
I . . . What are you doing in my office, Paul?”
Inferred is the obvious question, And who is this woman with you
behind my closed door?

Paul can’t speak. Can’t look his boss in the
eye. Well, right now, he can’t look anyone in the eye. “Sorry,
Gary. I just thought . . . I didn’t mean
to . . .”

The woman tries to divert attention by
offering her hand to Gary. “Hi, I’m Grace, Paul’s sister-in-law.
Sarah’s sister.”

Gary shakes her hand, relieved but now
confused. Trying to be polite and break the obvious tension, he
compliments with his usual charm, “Oh yeah? Well, I’m a big fan of
your sister. My friend Paul here married way over his head with
her. A blessed man, for sure.”

“Good to meet you, Gary. I’ve heard a lot of
great things about you. Thank you. And I’m so sorry that we
hijacked your office. Would you mind just giving us a couple of
minutes to wrap up here? I am so sorry. I would appreciate it.”

Gary looks at Paul, who is still turned away
from them. “Paul? Everything okay?”

Paul never moves but answers, “Yeah, just
give us a minute and we’ll be out of your way.”

Gary smiles at Grace and starts to back out
the door. “Sure, I need to check on some things with my assistant
anyway. Take your time.”

Just as he is out the door and Grace turns to
continue the difficult conversation, Gary comes back in, holding up
a piece of paper. “I have that name that you asked me to get, Paul.
You know, for your friend. They can see him tomorrow morning if he
can make it.”

Paul says nothing. Right now, Matt is the
least of his concerns. Funny how priorities can change so
drastically in such a short amount of time.

“I’ll just put the name and number on this
chair. You can grab it when you’re done here,” Gary says with a
slight smile as he turns quickly and walks out, closing the door
behind him.

Alone once again, Grace turns to Paul to ask,
“He doesn’t know?”

Paul shakes his head.

For many years, starting back when Sarah
first began dating Paul, he has been the big brother Grace never
had. And, up until just recently, the kind of man she always hoped
to find for herself one day.

While a couple of years younger than Sarah,
Grace still managed to have most of the “firsts” between the two of
them—boyfriends, job, moving out, even leaving the church—clear
signs of independence from her family’s values and faith. Grace has
always been such a free spirit that being attached to anything or
any rules for very long always felt to her like trying to hold a
beach ball under water—exhausting, pointless, and fighting the
inevitable. Her caution-to-the-wind mentality and artsy lifestyle
made her dream of an acting career in the Big Apple feel like fate
was calling her name. Well, that is, when she’s actually able to
land a role.

For the first time in their relationship,
however, Grace feels more like the responsible sibling trying to
care for Sarah as well as Paul. Until now as the little sister, she
has always been the one in the family that everyone was trying to
“fix,” so the tables being turned are a bit strange for them
all.

Grace decides to push Paul a bit. After all,
trying to help is the only reason she’s been reaching out to him.
“You need to talk to someone you can trust. Get some support. If
not me, then someone.” At his continued stone silence, she adds,
“You know, you’re not the first one to go through something like
this.”

Paul slowly faces her. “I’d like to talk to
Sarah about it, but I haven’t seen her in the past twenty-four
hours and she’s not answering or returning my calls. I don’t even
know where she is. For all I know she’s with . . .
him.”

“I can assure you that’s over,” she says
quickly. “She is not with him.”

“How do you know? How are you so sure?”

Grace offers a kind smile. “Because she’s
staying with me. She’s been at my place. That’s one of the reasons
I’ve tried calling you and came here today. I knew you needed to
know so you wouldn’t wonder or worry.”

Paul is stunned and relieved all at the same
time. His hope starts to emerge a bit. “Then can you get her
to call me back? I just want to talk. She’s who I want to talk
to . . . not someone . . . but
Sarah.”

“Paul, I’ve already put myself in the middle
more than I probably should have. I can’t. I want to support you
both. But you need to give her time. Some space right now.”

Wiping the corners of his eyes and sniffing
back emotion, Paul looks right at Grace. “How much time?
This is so hard.”

“I get it but be patient. Don’t push her
right now.”

“Patient . . .
time . . . right,” he mutters. His mind flashes for
a moment back to the words he read last night in Psalm 40.

Grace places her hands squarely on his
shoulders like a good friend who also happens to be his
sister-in-law and looks him in the eyes with, well, grace. “Paul,
I’ve known you since I was eighteen. My sister marrying you was the
best thing she ever did. We will always be family. That’s why I’m
here. I don’t know why this happened. I hate that it did. Sarah
messed up. But you . . . you have to talk to
someone. You’re too isolated, far too deep into your own head.
Okay?”

Paul nods solemnly but agreeably. “Yeah, all
right. And thank you.”

Grace pats her hands on his shoulders. “You
promise?”

“Yeah. Let me think about it. I really
appreciate you coming by. I know this was hard for you, having to
tell me and all. And thanks for letting me know Sarah is okay.”

Grace knows Paul well enough to know his
stubbornness isn’t giving in yet. She was able to make a dent, but
she hasn’t broken through his shell. “Okay. Hug?” She pulls him in
for a brief, compassionate embrace, then turns to see herself
out.

Paul stares out the window but sees nothing.
He finally takes a deep breath, and as he exhales, picks up the
piece of paper Gary left on the chair for him. Pulling his phone
from his pocket, he opens to recent calls and hits the text bubble
next to Matt’s number. He types out: “Hey man. Here’s the number of
a counselor for you. They can see you tomorrow morning. But call to
confirm right now. They can help. Let me know how it goes.” He
types out the name and ten digits of the number, then hits
send.

The telltale bubbled dots appear, and he
waits until his screen pops up with, “Thanks. I’ll step outside and
call now.” A thumbs-up emoji follows.

Paul starts to type again. “One more thing. I
need a favor. Big favor. Doing an interview. Kinda weird. If I send
you a facial pic, can you run it through your system for an ID? I
really need this, please.”

He waits. Nothing. Finally, another thumbs-up
emoji arrives. Paul goes to his pics, pulls up the smiling shot of
God at the park and forwards it to Matt. He watches as the photo
sends and shows delivered.

Paul puts his phone away to leave, realizing
Gary is leaning on his office door jam, watching him. “Grace
gone? . . . Sorry, that sounded weird. Let me
re-phrase that. Did your sister-in-law leave?”

“Yeah, and I was just leaving too.”

Shifting into work mode, Gary walks to his
desk. “Give me an update on your big story, your interview. What’s
going on?”

Paul closes the office door.

Concern quickly shows on the boss’ face.
“Okay, what’s wrong?”

Paul changes direction. “Gary, Sarah left
me . . . yesterday. That’s why Grace was here.”

“Really?” Gary struggles to process the news.
“Why didn’t you say something yesterday? Or call me?”

Appreciative of his concern, Paul continues,
“It’s been bad since I got back. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.
You’re a good friend. I should’ve told you.”

“Is this about Afghanistan? Because if it is,
I’m going to feel like I had a hand in this.”

Paul shakes his head with the tears
reappearing in his eyes. “I thought so. I thought it was, but now
I’m realizing it’s a far bigger problem, an older problem that
began before I left. I’m just trying to piece it together, figure
it out.”

“Well, maybe now you’ll take that break we’ve
been talking about. The one you haven’t taken since being 24/7 on
the front lines for months.”

Paul nods. “Yeah, I might. Maybe that
would be best.”

Gary is glad they’re finally on the same
page. “So can you fix things with Sarah?”

Paul shakes his head in despair. “I don’t
know. But maybe . . . I’ve been thinking maybe she’s
really better off without me being in her life at
all . . . like . . . at all.”

Gary knows that feeling all too well, what it
takes to say something like that, and what damage it can do. “Don’t
say that. Never think that. That’s a lie. Not true.”

Paul opens his mouth to speak but can’t. The
feelings, the emotions are coming up and, like a horrible nausea,
he can’t keep them down any longer. Distraught, he chokes up.

A loud knock on the door interrupts. Without
even looking, Gary shouts, “Come back later, please!”

Then not missing a beat, he continues,
“Listen, Paul, when Ann left me, I went a little
crazy . . . as in crazy. I had thoughts I’d never
had before. Terrible thoughts. Some of it was just, you know, hurt
feelings, raw emotions, and all. But the worst thing for me was the
crushing, overwhelming disappointment. Before, I had thought of all
the bad directions my life might possibly go: bankruptcy, terminal
illness, all the doomsday stuff we can worry about. But never,
never, even in my darkest moments, did I ever imagine that
my marriage might fail. Never. Maybe that sounds naive? No one is
the exception to the rule. I know that. I mean they say half of all
marriages end in divorce. And being a Christian these days doesn’t
seem to change those odds much.”

Gary pauses to gather himself. This is not
something he’s brought up in a long time. The memories are just too
painful. “I mean, really. Why can’t separation and divorce
happen to me? Because I have faith? Because I say that I believe in
God, read the Bible, pray, and trust Jesus? Does that really
make me special?”

Paul is tracking perfectly. He gets it. This
is exactly why they’re friends and also work so well together.
“Well, doesn’t it?” he finally says. “Shouldn’t it? Why not? What
else is this faith good for?”

Gary smiles and jumps back in like a tag-team
match. “Yes! That’s exactly it. And our faith was the thing that
rescued us. Sure we had help and it took time, but God was there
when we needed Him. You just need to get this right.” He holds his
gaze. “I’m going to ask you, Paul, do you love Sarah?”

“You know I do,” he answers right away.
“Yes!”

Gary is fired up now. “Then find your hope
again and fix this. You can do it.”

Paul desperately wants to get back to that
level of faith once again, but he just isn’t in the same place as
Gary spiritually, especially right now. In fact, he’s never been so
shaken. “What if time were a factor?” he asks, alluding to
God’s news delivered to him earlier that day.

Gary recoils at Paul’s question. “What? I
don’t like the sound of that. What do you mean?”

“Sorry, forget I even said that.” Paul
regrets bringing it up. “It’s just this interview I’m in the middle
of . . . it’s really getting to me.”

Now Gary is completely thrown off. “So that’s
where you’ve been these past two mornings? That’s for real? The God
thing?”

Paul looks caught. “Yes, it is.”

“And it’s really an interview?” Gary tries to
process the concept in a new way now than he did yesterday.

Paul nods. “Yeah.”

“With God?” Gary is giving him an opportunity
to back out or explain better.

“Yes . . . with God.”

Gary gives the classic my-mind-is-blown
expression. “Whooooooaaaaaa.” Like a lead editor for a news
organization checking his reporter’s source for validity, he asks,
“Paul, has God spoken to you before?”

“Not like this. This is . . .
very different.”

Gary starts with the possibilities,
theorizing, “Because sometimes people come back from a war and, you
know, things are different. Like with Matt. Still a bit
unstable.”

“I appreciate your concern and your attempt
to rationalize what I’m doing, but that’s not what this is. He
knows things. Little details. Big picture. Trust me, as crazy as
this sounds, He’s extremely convincing.” About now, any other
friend would be calling 911, requesting a code 5150 psych hold.

Trusting Paul and also considering what he
believes in his own faith, Gary asks the only possible question
remaining. “Okay, then. When can I meet Him?”

Paul laughs, surprised. “That wasn’t the
deal. Just me and Him at locations of His choice. He sets the time
and place. No one else.”

“Hmm. That sounds really covert, don’t you
think? Plus that’s going to make it very hard for readers to
believe your source is reliable. I hope you’re being smart. And
careful. Are you?”

“Yeah. In fact, just before you walked back
in, I texted Matt to run His picture through the NSA database to
check Him out.”

Gary shows surprise at Paul’s investigative
skills. “Wow. He’ll actually do that for you?”

“He said he would. I should know something by
tomorrow around the time I have my final interview.”

Gary seems satisfied with Paul’s due
diligence. “Okay. Good. So when can I read your first draft of the
interview? Gimme a date.”

Paul looks completely uncertain and raises
his eyebrows.

Gary crosses his arms and looks a bit
frustrated. “You’re thinking about not finishing it, aren’t
you?”

“I don’t know,” Paul answers. “The direction
toward the end today just got very weird. Really weird. I told Him
I wanted to stop. I didn’t want to hear anymore.”

Gary reads his expression. “Did you feel
threatened or something?”

Paul considers that idea, as if weighing the
possibility for the first time. “No, nothing like that. Not like
that at all. It’s . . . it’s hard to explain.”

“So you’ll do it?” Gary pushes like a great
editor wanting the exclusive of a lifetime. “You’ll finish the
interview? Write it?”

Paul has seen that level of exuberance
before. “You already pitched the idea to the print edition, didn’t
you? Told them what I was planning?”

Gary smiles wide and opens his arms as if to
receive a hug. “And . . . they . . .
looovvvvved it!”

All the breath sails out of Paul’s body and
the blood rushes from his brain. “Come on, Gary! Look at me! I’m a
mess. Just a few minutes ago, I was crying here in your office. My
wife just left me. I’m having the NSA covertly run facial
recognition on a guy who claims to be God. Not to mention I’m
seeing and talking to the Almighty at scheduled appointments at
random locations! It’s obvious I need to deal with some serious
issues. Can you even trust me anymore?”

“You’re right, you’re right. I jumped ahead
and got a little selfish. Take care of you first. But just
remember what I said. Everything I said. I’ve been here.”

Paul appreciates the counsel and care. “I
will. Thanks, man.”

Gary adds, “As for the interview, finish it
or don’t finish it, totally up to you. But whatever this is, He’s
for real or He’s not, either trying to hurt you or He’s not. So if
you’re sure you’re not in any danger . . . and I
mean really sure . . . well, you’re the one with the
hotline to God. And you’re a smart guy. So you’ll figure it out.
Right?”

Paul smiles and pats Gary on the shoulder.
“Yeah, sure. And I’m really sorry I didn’t tell you about
Sarah.”

Gary grins back, offering a reassuring nod of
acceptance. “What are you waiting for? Now get outta here.”
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Paul feels completely spent and exhausted in
every way, and he wants to try to put matters of life and death
aside for a while in an attempt to clear his head. Unsure of where
to go, he retreats to his desk, hoping to lay low and hide there
for a couple of hours.

But as his conversation with Grace continues
to play on repeat in his mind, the need to speak with Sarah
overwhelms him. He drops his bag and helmet onto his chair in the
cubicle, grabs his phone, and heads toward the stairwell doorway at
the corner of his floor. Everyone uses the elevators, so the
out-of-the-way concrete vertical tunnels are typically
abandoned.

As Paul goes out the large metal fire door
and begins to walk up the stairs, he calls her. One ring. Two
rings. Come on. Pick up. Pick up. Pick up.
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Grace is now aware of how Paul is blaming
himself for the slow demise of his and Sarah’s marriage. She also
has heard the depths of her sister’s deep-seated guilt and shame
over the affair. Because Grace is the only person who knows the
chasm between two of her favorite people is only growing wider, she
knows she needs to go to her big sister right away and at least
encourage Sarah to be honest with Paul about her feelings.

While Grace doesn’t share their beliefs, she
respects them both and knows their faith, like their relationship,
is hanging by a thread. She loves them too much to stand back and
watch them fall apart.

After contacting her agent to cancel or
reschedule her auditions for the day, Grace is now sitting
knee-to-knee with Sarah at her desk at work. The two are deep in
conversation. Her coworkers know something is up but are
respectfully ignoring them and going about their own business.
Since it’s a huge law firm, discretion and confidentiality have
been implanted into everyone’s DNA. Don’t ask, don’t tell, see no
evil, hear no evil. Do your job.

In the midst of some tears and heated
whispers, Sarah’s phone, sitting face up on the desk, begins to
buzz, vibrating enough to seem like it’s dancing in place. The two
instinctively glance over to see Paul on the screen and his
smiling face with his signature tuft of brown hair commandeering
his forehead. Sarah is beaming but barely visible in the picture,
standing behind him with her arms wrapped tightly around his
waist.

Slightly panicked, Sarah grabs the phone and
looks at Grace as if asking what she should do. “I almost just
automatically picked it up. I want to talk to him.”

“So then why don’t you?” Grace asks.

Fighting back tears as the phone keeps
buzzing, Sarah responds from a deep hurt, “Because I
destroyed my marriage, not Paul.” She tosses the phone back onto
the desk, stands up, and walks away, wiping her eyes.
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Just as Paul reaches the door onto the roof,
the one he learned long ago is always unlocked, the rings stop and
Sarah’s voicemail picks up. “Hi, this is
Sarah . . .”

He waits for the long beep and starts his
message. “Hey, it’s me . . . I think I understand
some things now. I . . . uh, something’s
happening . . . hard to explain . . .
Sorry, this is probably not making any sense, I know. Can you call
me back? Please? I really need to talk to you . . .
Okay?”

Paul disconnects the call. Looking up from
his phone, to his surprise he is standing dangerously close to the
edge of the building. Rather than instinctively backing away, he
stays frozen in place, contemplating his life, questioning his
existence.

Paul knows exactly why he’s lingering at the
edge.

Looking around at the skyline, he realizes
just how high up he is. He looks down and stares at all the people
going about their busy lives on the streets many floors below. Then
the thought occurs to him how this must look to anyone who might be
watching from one of the higher windows of the buildings that
surround The Herald.
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Grace goes to find Sarah, knowing the
restroom is the most likely and most isolated hiding place in a
busy office. Walking in, she sees no one in there. “Sarah?” she
calls out. “Sarah?”

Silence.

Grace pushes on every stall door. Sure
enough, in the very last one, there she is, seated on the toilet
lid, eyes filled with tears. With her large bright blue doe eyes,
she does resemble a deer caught in headlights.

“Really?” she protests. Her face is fraught
with sadness and shame. Gathering her thoughts, she continues, “I
get it, Grace. Now Paul knows everything but he’s still blaming
himself. But why should that matter? How many husbands take back a
wife who cheated on them? How can he let that go and ever have any
trust for me again?”

Before Grace can answer, Sarah continues her
internal argument aloud, “But he was either at the library or
working or gone. All the time. Then he stopped going to church and
his men’s group because he lost his faith. And being completely
honest, through all that, I turned my back on God too. And then
I . . . I made it all about me. I didn’t even try to
help Paul. I took it all personally and used his emotional,
spiritual, and then physical distance to give me an excuse to meet
my own needs. He was wrong, but then I just made everything
worse . . . I threw everything away with a stupid
decision.”

“But Sarah, he was gone,” Grace
defends, her arms crossed and eyes fixed on her sister.

“But with how we were raised, my beliefs, my
values, our wedding vows . . . Grace, I had an
affair!”

“So you’re human, Sarah!”

Both young women fall silent.

Grace moves closer to her sister. “You know
me, sis. I really don’t believe like you and Paul. Never have. I
don’t buy into all the Jesus thing . . . and praying
for help . . . But, you know, for you? Maybe you
should?”

Sarah, a little shocked at the encouragement,
responds, “You’re . . . you’re telling me to pray?
About this? After everything I just said?”

Grace shrugs and offers a slight sheepish
smile. “Can’t hurt, right?”

While most often ignoring her own
spirituality, Grace has long admired Sarah’s rock-solid faith. One
of the main reasons she wants things to work out for her sister is
because, deep inside, it just might give her the hope she so
desperately needs in her own life.

Sarah’s countenance grows darker as she
shakes her head. “No . . . All the prayer in the
world can’t reverse what I’ve done. There’s no coming back from
this.”
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Slowly, Paul backs away from the building’s
edge, breathing a heavy sigh as he attempts to release the weight
of all the bad news that has been piling up in his life. He slips
his phone back into his pocket, disappointed and bordering on
distraught that Sarah didn’t answer. Again.

After a few moments of alone time to take in
some fresh air, Paul heads back down to his desk to listen through
the recordings of his God project that Gary is now so pumped about.
He’s still not at all certain whether he’ll even go to the final
interview tomorrow, but maybe hearing the back-and-forth will make
some kind of sense or provide a form of clarity.

At least that is his hope.
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Back at the still-empty and deafeningly quiet
apartment later that evening, Paul sits down at the eternally
cluttered dining table where Sarah’s tea set seems to mock him with
its now-missing fourth cup. He winces at his outburst of anger and
the thought of how his wife will respond when she sees what
happened. Well, that is, if she ever does come back
home.

On a legal pad, he scribbles out Questions
for God and with a flourish, underlines the words. He considers
what he has asked so far, what he asked and didn’t actually get
answered, what he planned on asking but never actually got to, and
what he still needs to ask to feel like he’s been thorough with
such a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Paul writes a question, and then scratches it
out. Then re-writes it. Then strikes it out. He finally decides to
just go for anything he is thinking in an effort to make sure he
has enough to ask, just in case he goes, and just in case this time
God decides to only answer his questions, nothing else.

Over the next several hours, Paul goes from
the table, to pacing the floor, to throwing water on his face in
hopes of waking up and stimulating a fresh thought, and back to the
table. The reporter and the Christian inside Paul are entangled in
a fierce wrestling match. Both battling for dominance, his head and
his heart finally decide to just call it a draw out of
exhaustion.

Head down on the table, Paul falls into a
deep sleep. His mind drifts into a dream, returning him to the
cargo bay of the plane. He sees the rows of coffins with the red,
white, and blue Stars and Stripes draped over each. But there is no
roar of the engines, only complete silence. Then piercing through
the quiet, a whisper, a distinct voice asking, “Can you hear me?”
The words are comforting, but he knows they are calling for a
response.

Like coming up for air when there’s
absolutely no breath left underwater, waking suddenly, Paul’s eyes
open wide and his lungs expand with a deep inhale. He lifts his
head to see his Bible was his pillow last night. Just a bit of
drool soaked into Psalm 51, King David’s passionate plea for
forgiveness and restoration. Morning light beams in through the
window. “Well, I’m still alive,” he mutters. “That’s a good
start.”

He downs the last sip of cold coffee in his
mug, places his pad and pen in his bag complete with the list of
final questions, grabs his usual fare, and heads out the door with
his bike.

This morning, Friday, the day of the third
and final interview with God, Paul feels and shows a sense of
purpose, of mission, maybe even calling. He feels energy, a drive
he hasn’t had in a very long time. Kind of like when a rider
finally realizes they’ve come over the last hill on a really long
ride home.

After pedaling hard to his destination, the
location set for today’s interview, Paul skids to a stop. He jumps
off his bike and leans it against a wall. Somehow this morning, the
usual protocols are just peripherals.

He stares at the nondescript building, and
then finding a side entrance door, heads inside. Today, he sees no
familiarity or connection to the part of town or the location. The
farther he walks, the deeper he goes into the hallways, the more
urgency he feels. His pace quickens until he’s close to a run. Thus
far, he has seen no one. Although the stark florescent lighting is
clinical and bright at every turn, this place feels abandoned just
like the theatre yesterday.

Is this a hospital? A research lab?

A psych ward?

Paul recalls the room number once again—22.
He looks at the placards on the doors as he passes.
19 . . . 20 . . .
21 . . . 22. At the end of a long hallway, a set of
heavy double doors. The kind surgeons and nurses wheel a dying
patient on a gurney through with the hopes of getting them there in
time to save their life.

He places his hand on the right-hand-side
door, then pauses a moment to gather himself.

Closing his eyes, he takes a deep breath.
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Chapter Six

God—Session Three
All-Consuming Confrontation

Paul cautiously makes his way through the
doorway into the room, with the odd sensation that he’s entering
some sort of different realm. Surprisingly, he has no fear. The
space is more like a modern art gallery, sans the art. The clinical
vibe of the hallways is gone. The lighting is warm, the style
inviting and cozy. Six columns ring the perimeter of the room. At
the far end, the outside wall is all glass, providing an expansive
view of the city. Two boutique benches are placed exactly in the
center of the room, facing one another—the only furniture.

God is standing in front of the far bench,
facing him. Quiet, still, but ready to converse, He looks exactly
as He has the previous two days, everything perfectly in place. He
meets Paul’s gaze, and the now-familiar warm and genuine smile
travels across His face. “Welcome back,” He says sincerely.

“Thank you.” Paul answers in a slightly
confrontational and desperate tone as he walks over and sets his
now-predictable paraphernalia down. He removes his jacket and takes
out his phone and the list of questions that he labored on so
diligently the night before and early that morning.

God looks at the array of scribbles all over
the legal pad, then back at his young friend.

“This is our last interview, and I want to
come to some conclusions,” Paul demands.

Without missing a beat, God responds, “Good.
So do I.” He intently watches Paul, waiting for him to take the
lead, hoping for personal progress on this third day.

Paul swipes the screen of his phone, taps the
recording app, and hits the red button. “Interview
three . . . Friday, June third. Final interview.”
With a determined look on his face and an invisible chip on his
shoulder, he looks a bit wild-eyed. “Sei l’unico vero Dio?”
(“You are the only true God?”)

God fires back, “Io sono l’unico vero
Dio.” (“I am the only true God.”) He smiles. “Your
Italian is very good, Mr. Asher.”

Today, Paul is determined to stay in charge
and keep it all business. “Loyola Rome, junior year abroad.”

“Ah, well, time well spent.”

With that test seemingly passed and no let-up
at all, Paul changes direction. “You gave me some pretty disturbing
news yesterday.”

“Was it really ‘news,’ Paul?”

“You keep saying You’re here because I
prayed. That You’re here to help.”

“That’s right.”

“And yet You told me I’m going to die. How
does that help me?”

God shrugs as if the answer is obvious.
“You’re a journalist. Surely you of all people would appreciate the
value of being given a deadline.” Paul obviously does not
appreciate the analogy today, so God adds, “I knew it would get you
back here.”

“So it was just manipulation then?”

“Motivation is more the word I would
use . . . And here you are . . . And
here . . . I Am.”

“So You were pushing me?”

“Yes. Of course I was.”

“Like You’ve been pushing me from the very
beginning,” Paul says. “At the park. The theatre. The voices or
whatever they were in the wind and my apartment. My dream last
night.”

“Did you not need a push? Why then did
you pray?”

“Is that Your job? Pushing us?”

“I told you the very first day within the
first five minutes that I play an active role in the lives of My
children. And as I said yesterday and I say again now, let’s stop
wasting time on the things you already know and move
on . . . So you can cross that first question off
your list.”

Paul glances down to remind himself of his
first question, which is honestly difficult to find on the busy
page. Reading out loud, he asks anyway. “Is God just a
‘clockmaker’?”

“Ah, yes, the theory that I created
everything and then just left you alone. Well, now you know.”

Paul grabs his pen and scribbles back and
forth over question number one. Still with a defiant attitude, he
asks, “So this is how it works when You answer prayers?”

God points to the recorder and looks at Paul
as a father attempting to reason with his child. “Check the record.
I never said I was here to answer your prayers.”

“Yeah, right. But You said You came
because I prayed, so maybe You can see my confusion here. So
apparently it was just to deliver some bad news in person.”

God looks into Paul’s eyes, never
blinking.

Desperate, on the brink of tears, Paul works
to assure himself. “’Cause you know, I feel fine.”

“Are you trying to bargain with Me now?”

Paul hesitates, his mind racing.
“No . . . I’m not.”

“Then, as I said . . . let’s
move on. Shall we?”

Paul looks over his list of questions. They
all seemed so strong before, but now . . . He then
raises his eyes back to God. “Okay. Let’s talk about salvation
again.”

“But that’s not on your list. And we
discussed that subject yesterday, right?”

Paul appears surprised by the pushback,
especially in light of the subject. “But I have more questions on
that. Follow-up.”

God holds His ground. “I really think we
covered it well yesterday. Very clear.”

“Well, yes, but it’s a big topic. Critical to
the interview.”

“Yes, I know. Well aware.”

As if reminding the both of them that he’s a
reporter, Paul says, “It’s a big topic for my readers.”

“And Mine too.” God smiles ever so
slightly.

“So what’s the problem with a few more
minutes discussing it?”

“We covered salvation thoroughly. And got
nowhere. Yet here you are . . . still chasing the
subject.”

“Well, maybe now it just feels a little more
personal to me.” Paul shows the first signs that a white flag might
be in his back pocket.

“Yes, I thought it might.”

“Really? That’s all You got for me? ‘I
thought it might’?”

“Paul, what more did you want? What do
you want? Tell Me.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe some answers?
Answers would be good. Like what I prayed for!” Paul throws his
hands in the air, exasperated and out of patience. “See! This is
what drives good people crazy regarding You.”

God shows great patience in the face of
Paul’s meltdown, not at all put off by his attitude. “Oh. How
so?”

“I try to be good. I try to please You. But I
just need a few answers. But what happens? I mean,
really . . . Do You know how that feels? Like you’re
being judged every day? Do You?”

God sits quietly, allowing Paul to keep
venting and being honest about his struggles and feelings.

“All I want is some peace of mind, but it’s
like . . . I don’t know . . . It just
seems like You’re the Judge and Jury and I’m constantly in some
kind of perpetual courtroom and always found guilty!” As the words
pour from Paul’s mouth, his eyes widen and his heart races. He has
officially crossed the line of no return. He looks at God for the
first time in these three days with a true sense of fear, and
waits.

God just smiles. “Good. Now we’re getting
somewhere.”

“Wait . . . What? What do you
mean we’re getting somewhere?”

“Paul, I know that the Psalms are your go-to
in Bible reading, but have you ever really paid attention to how
brutally honest David got with me?”

“Well, yes, I have. But he’s David, for
crying out loud! You know, the king, the man after your own heart
and all?”

“Yes, but why do you think I would make sure
all those struggles and questions were included in My Word? Not
just the pretty and encouraging words but the gut-level cries of
the soul as well?”

Paul pauses to consider that truth. “I think
part of the reason I like to read those chapters is You and David
always worked it out somehow, but it doesn’t really seem like You
and I are getting anywhere.”

“And there’s your problem, Paul.”

“I’m sorry. What exactly is my problem
now?”

“You’ve made salvation into a burden. To you,
a relationship with Me is a have-to, not a get-to. Like you’re
trying to prove every day that you deserve to receive something
that has already been given to you . . .
Paul, that has to be exhausting.”

“No, I have not!” As soon as the statement
rolls off his tongue, a touch of reality and truth slip through. He
quickly adds, “Well, okay . . . maybe some.”

“Paul, salvation is a
gift . . . from Me to You. It is
personal.”

“Well, that’s not exactly how I remember it
being presented to me as a kid in Sunday school class.”

“Well then, please allow Me to clear it up
for you now.”

Paul slumps back on the bench, ready for some
enlightenment to replace his exhaustion. “Great! Please do.”

“As I have said previously, you are
one of My children. As a child, your parents had rules, right?”

Paul plays along, relating quite well to the
feelings of a rebellious adolescent in the moment. “Of course,
yes.”

“As you grew up, what happened?”

“You mean with my parents?”

“Yes, how did things change for
you . . . with your parents?”

“Well, as I got older and showed
responsibility and obedience, over time there were fewer rules. Is
that what You mean?”

“Yes, exactly. And more freedom too,
correct?”

So far, Paul is tracking with God and nods.
“Sure.”

“Then do you see the truth here?”

The signal suddenly drops to no-bars as Paul
shakes his head. “I’m sorry. No. I don’t . . . Are
we still talking about salvation?”

“Okay, let me put it in biblical
context.”

Having studied plenty of theology in his
university years, Paul is hopeful. “Yeah, okay.”

“In the early days, just as the Torah makes
clear, men were wicked.”

“Yes, and that didn’t work out too well for
any of them.”

“No, it didn’t for many. And salvation
seemed impossible or unattainable at that point. So I gave
another opportunity. A new set of rules.”

“You mean what You gave Moses?”

“Yes, that’s right. While the Law was short
and simple, still the path to Me was difficult to
reach . . . But then everything
changed . . . on that night in Bethlehem. The good
news arrived. ‘To all people.’ The beginning of a new
covenant, a new way. Brought forth and delivered by My
Spirit in and through a Person.”

“Yes, but—”

“For example, Moses gave the Ten
Commandments,” God continues, “but later as recorded in the New
Testament, Jesus only mentions six.”

Calling on his education, Paul says, “Yes,
I’m very familiar with the controversy, the debate there.”

God is determined that Paul hears the truth
today. “When a young ruler, honestly very much like yourself, asked
how a man can inherit eternal life, Jesus said, ‘You know the
commandments: You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery,
you shall not steal, you shall not give false testimony, you shall
not defraud, honor your father and mother.’”

“Yes, I know. I’m familiar.”

“Jesus didn’t recite all ten.”

Paul nods. “Agreed. Again, I know this.”

“The four that deal with man’s relationship
to Me? What does that tell you? What should that tell
you?”

Maintaining his attitude, Paul jokes, “I’ll
assume it’s not a typo or some oversight.”

God smiles. “No, none of that. Think about
it, Paul. What’s more likely? That Jesus just forgot four of
the Ten Commandments in that setting—or could only recall six in
the moment? . . . Or could it be that Jesus knew the
world was changing with His coming, that He was changing it, making
all things new. He no longer needed to remind My
children, His followers, that there is only one true God, and that
He is holy.”

“Well, was He right?”

“About what?” God asks.

“About You! Was Jesus right?”

Circling back to Paul’s language test at the
beginning of the interview to make the point, God says, “Io sono
l’unico vero Dio.” He points to Paul’s list again. “So you can
cross that question off your list as well.”

Paul looks down at the pad and reads
silently. His demeanor softens, his attitude changes. Quietly,
almost as if to himself, he says, “Are You the one true
God?”

“And one more thing in that story, Paul, that
I want you to see. It goes on to say, ‘Jesus looked at him
and loved him.’ The last thing he said to the young man was, ‘Then
come, follow me.’ Jesus saw him, He loved him, spoke to him, and
invited him to follow.”

Paul nervously rubs his legs, offering a
slight smile. “This is all very interesting, but I still don’t see
me in everything You’ve said.”

For emphasis, God lifts both hands toward
Paul. “Okay, how’s this for a headline: Your life is not an
audition for eternity. And if you can stop worrying about that,
then you just might have more time for other
things . . . like loving one another and living your
life with some measure of joy.”

Paul leans forward with his elbows resting on
his legs, his expression becoming somber as he looks at the floor.
“Yeah. However long that is . . .”

“Paul, I am giving you a great gift.” God
speaks sincerely, almost pleading. “A new justification. A new
responsibility. But it’s up to you to receive My
gift . . . before it is too late.”

Paul’s head snaps up, a look of suspicion
covering every inch of his face. The attitude returns as he points
an accusing finger at God. “See, right there. You say You’re here
to help me, talk about gifts and love, but that kinda sounds like a
veiled threat.”

“I prefer the word warning, Paul, but
why can’t it be both at the same time? For thousands of years I’ve
helped people just like you find your way to Me. Does everyone
accept the offer? Well, ask Noah. In fact, ask any of My prophets
and disciples. But there is never a real threat, as you call
it, without real consequences.”

“So is that it? Are You just here to threaten
me? Force me into this gift?”

God shakes His head sadly. “Is that
really what you think I’m doing? After all this discussion,
you still think that?”

“Well, regardless, I’m hoping for a better
outcome than in Noah’s day.”

“Me too, Paul. But back then it took a flood.
That was, and still is, my exact point of sending the good news.
Now the debt of sin has been paid. The barriers are gone. Now it’s
just you and Me . . . in this room.”

Paul realizes his mouth is totally dry and
his words seem to be sticking to his tongue. He reaches into his
open messenger bag for his water bottle. He turns it up to drink
but pulls it away, looking confused. God stands, reaches over, and
pulls the pop-top up for him. Paul’s expression attempts to
disguise his embarrassment as he takes a drink.

As God sits back down on the bench, He adds,
“Not exactly what comes to mind when you think about divine
intervention, is it? But sometimes it really is that simple.”

Paul pauses, thinking. Then with an
uncomfortable smile, he changes the subject. “You know, my editor
is worried about me. That I might be in danger here.”

God’s face takes on a deeply troubled
expression. “Well, I agree with him. I’ve had the same
concern.”

“No, he meant danger from You.
So . . . am I in danger?”

“Paul, what have we been talking about for
the last three days?”

Paul shakes his head in disbelief. “Stop!
Please stop!” He stands and starts to pace in a small circle, his
anger now starting to boil over.

“I can see you’re upset,” God offers.

“Yes, I’m upset! It’s been three days! What
did You think my reaction would be? But You knew that, didn’t
You? . . . Didn’t You?”

“Yes, Paul, I did.”

“So You admit it!” he accuses.

Turning the tables yet again, God says,
“Honestly, I’m amazed that you lasted this long.”

Paul sighs heavily, shakes his head with a
grieved smile, and turns away. He feels like he is literally coming
unraveled. All he can say is, “Are You kidding me right now?”

“Paul, you thought you had an interview with
the Almighty. Who would believe that story these days? And yet,
here you are. Three straight days. Showing up, at the time, at the
place, with your questions. Ready to go. And don’t give Me the
I-just-thought-it-would-make-a-good-story line. Please.”

“Well, the story was the point.” Paul reaches
down and grabs his phone, then turns off the recording app, done
with the interview and ready to walk out.

“You’re clearly in the midst of a personal
crisis. A first-year psych major could diagnose you. I come along
and offer you an interview with God and that’s all it took to get
you to agree to this. Really? What does that tell you about
yourself?”

“Hey, that is not fair,” Paul protests.
“I—”

“Believe Me, I’ve been doing you a favor
these past three days,” God interrupts. “I gave you something to
think about other than your own life.”

“So this has all been
just . . . what? Some elaborate con? You’re playing
me? I don’t believe this. Who would do something like this? You
told me You were God.”

“That’s right, I did, Paul. But if you didn’t
want it to be true, we wouldn’t be here right now, would we?”

Paul is now out of control and fresh out of
words. Just then, his phone chimes with an incoming text message,
jolting him back to his senses. The moment now broken, he grabs his
belongings and throws them in his messenger bag.

“So you’re walking out? You’re going to leave
it here?”

Paul gives God a disgusted look while biting
his tongue. Then he turns and storms away much as he did from the
theatre but with a much shorter walk today. Paul hits the door with
his good hand, the one with no cut and bandage. The door flies open
and slams into the wall, making a point of a dramatic exit. A
little bigger and bolder than the one he displayed yesterday. The
door to the room slowly comes back to its resting place.

As Paul storms down the hallway, he remembers
the text message. Maybe it’s from Sarah? He stops, taking a
moment to gather himself. Then he glances at his phone screen. It’s
from Matt. The screen reads: “Dude, am I being punked?”

Paul has no idea what Matt means. He taps the
question mark three times and hits send.

Matt responds immediately: “This guy?” A
photo pops up—the photo Paul took of God.

Paul types: “Yeah and?”

He’s not at all ready for Matt’s next
message: “File says he was an officer who died in Afghanistan
twelve years ago.”

Immediately assuming there is some obvious
mistake, Paul types: “Don’t understand. U sure?”

Matt responds: “Positive. This a joke, man?
Took a real risk to get this intel for you.”

Paul stares at the words on the screen,
paralyzed in disbelief. Died in Afghanistan? Twelve years go?
There’s no way. How? . . . Why? . . .
Then who have I been interviewing?

In a flash of clarity, Paul recalls that he’s
only a few steps away from Room 22—where whoever this guy calling
himself God is. He didn’t see him come out, so he must still be in
the room. “Call u later,” he texts back, then starts into almost a
run back to where the interview took place.

20 . . .
21 . . . End of the hall. Room 22. Here it
is. Same doors.

Suddenly, Paul hears someone. A woman,
mid-twenties, obviously some kind of employee in this mysterious
building, is headed toward him with her arms full of files, but her
cell phone is out, ready to call security. A mix of concern and
fear flashes from the eyes locked on him.

Paul’s racing mind goes into a higher gear.
Before she can address him, he smiles, hoping to disarm her. “Hey
there.”

“What do you need?” she fires back. “Are you
looking for someone?”

He isn’t about to answer that
question. Not at all certain what this place is could mean that a
truly honest answer might not end well for him. “Hi. Yes, thanks. I
am. I was just in this room a few minutes ago at a meeting and left
something in there. Hopefully the man I met with hasn’t left
yet.”

“You were just in Room 22? Someone was in
there? Are you sure it was that room?”

“Uh, yeah, it was in
here . . . where the benches and columns and the
large windows overlook the city?”

“Ummm, no. I believe this is just a storage
room. No one goes in there much.” To prove her point, still
clutching the armload of files with her left hand, the lady puts
away her phone and pushes on the door. “See? It’s locked up tight.
Like I said, no one in there.” Deciding that Paul is cute and
harmless, albeit confused, she excuses herself and heads back down
the hall.

Paul watches her walk out of sight, then
trusting his journalistic tenacity and curiosity, tries the door
himself. It opens just as easily for him as the first time. As he
steps inside, for only a split second there’s a bright flash of
light that quickly dissipates. He stops, waiting for his eyes to
adjust to the room. It’s exactly as when he left. But God is
standing at the large windows, peering out at the mass of humanity
below. To Paul, He’s seemingly unaware of his return, but God has
been waiting on him to come back.

Paul breaks the silence. “Who are
You?”

God slowly turns around and smiles. “Have a
seat, Paul. Let’s talk about it.”

“No. First, You tell me who You are. Who You
really are!”

“I really think you should sit down, Paul.
You might need to sit down.”

“No! Who . . .
are . . . you?”

“Paul, you know who I Am.”

Working to rule out that He is actually God,
Paul scans his theological training for other options, and then
speculates. “The Prince of Lies? Is that it?”

Looking up with a knowing smile, God answers,
“Ah yes, Prince of Lies. Beelzebub. Jesus got that accusation too
when the religious leaders didn’t understand who He
was . . . and when they didn’t like what He said or
did.”

Paul stands in brooding silence.

God tries to reason with him. “Paul, think
back over the last three days. Have I told you one single
lie? Has anything not felt like the truth to you? Your mind has
been spinning with doubts and questions, thinking that so many
things were just coincidence, but your heart . . .
what did your heart tell you about Me?”

Paul is once again pacing and constantly
running his hands through his hair. “That it was
true . . . But how? No . . . Oh, I
don’t know!”

“Well, son, which is it? Yes, no, or still a
not sure?”

“Everything You said could have just been a
lie!”

“No, Paul. Every word was
true . . . and deep down you know it.”

“Just because You told me You were God!”

“Yes.”

“The God?” Paul hammers the
emphasis.

“That’s right.”

Deciding its time for a showdown, Paul takes
his phone out and shows God the texts from Matt. “Well, bad news.
According to my friend at the NSA, You are dead!”

“I understand, but sometimes, Paul, like I
told you before, that’s just how it looks. How things appear to be.
As you said yourself—the cloud, fire, burning bush. Or, in your
case, a serviceman lost in battle years ago. I appear and speak in
forms my children can relate to. I promise you, this is very much
Me and I am very much alive.”

Paul keeps pacing in an ever-smaller circle,
trying to reconcile everything he’s hearing. A case of classic
human denial seems the right choice. “I never should’ve
agreed to this interview. Never!”

Once again, as He has multiple times, God
reminds Paul why this is happening at all. “Then why did you even
reach out to Me? You contacted Me, remember?”

“What? No! No, I didn’t!”

Calmly, gently, God reminds him, “But you
did.”

“What are You talking about? You contacted
me! Three days. Three interviews. Three locations of your
choosing!”

“Yes, Paul, correct. But
how . . . how did I do that? How did you
know?”

“What? What are you asking me?”

“How did I contact you? Did I call
you? Text? A letter? Was it an email? Post? Direct
message? . . . Snapchat? How? Think about it.”

Paul suddenly stops pacing. His mind is
scanning through the past several days. “It
was . . . You sent me . . . No, I
remember. I got a . . .” The realization starts to
sink in. The truth sweeps over him.

“The choice was yours, Paul. All yours. Think
about it. The park where you went with your father as a child? The
theatre where your mom worked? And now, on the final day, a place
where we’re completely alone. Just you and Me. No one knows where
we are . . . You prayed. I spoke to you and You
heard My voice. Every time.”

“No. This isn’t possible,” Paul whispers to
himself. “It’s not real. This can’t possibly be happening.”

“But it is, Paul. This is very real.
So why don’t you sit down and let’s keep talking? I’m here to help
you.”

The young man’s hands begin to shake. His
adrenalin is full-tilt, like in Afghanistan when the team was on
high alert out on patrol, unsure of what was going to happen next.
Paul’s cynical struggle with his faith is still very real as he
asks as if for clarity, “Help?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“That’s a laugh. How’ve You
helped?”

“By stopping you from making a bad decision.
Keeping you safe. Engaging with you to answer your questions,
address your issues.”

“Safe? You told me I’m going to die!”

“Yes, I did.”

“And You were going to tell me
when?”

“Yes. But you already know when. Don’t
you?”

Feeling violated, Paul gets defensive. “What?
No, I don’t!”

“Now who’s lying?” God keeps his eyes locked
onto his.

“How could I possibly know when I would
die?”

“You knew exactly when, didn’t
you?”

“But how could I?”

“Because it was going to happen by your own
hand, Paul! You had it all planned out.”

The air suddenly seems sucked from the room.
Paul’s horrible truth is now uncovered. No longer his dirty little
secret. He desperately wants to deny his plans, but the truth is
all over his face. He defends, “No. You don’t know that.”

“There aren’t always signs when someone’s in
trouble.”

Gary’s words at the office come roaring back,
and Paul wonders if God is repeating the message for him as
evidence of connecting dots over the past three days.

“But you can’t hide from Me, son. You can
try. So many do. But you can’t.”

Beginning to feel a bit light-headed, Paul
asks, “Why are you doing this to me?”

“You just lost your way, and I’m trying to
lead you back. It’s really that simple.”

“No. No, because You let this
happen.”

“How so?”

“I prayed. I prayed!”

“Yes, I know . . . and I heard
you . . . and I’m here.”

“I begged You for help!”

“Paul, you think bad things happened to you
because I don’t care? Bad things happen all the time, every minute
of every day. It’s a sad fact of living in a broken world. You know
that because you said it yourself. But the truth is that most
people only seem to notice when bad things are happening to
them. And for Me, that’s the saddest part of all.”

“So why? Why don’t you help us?”

“I hear it all. Why is there war? Starvation?
Poverty? Disease? Fires, floods, and famines? People losing
hope.”

“Then do something. Just do
something.”

“I’ve given you more power than you think.
Food can be grown. Diseases cured. Wars ended. People rescued. Hope
restored.” God switches gears and gets personal to Paul’s
circumstances. “A troubled veteran can be helped. A marriage can be
saved. A young reporter can find a life he never thought
possible.”

The room seems to grow brighter. But in
reality, it may not be the room at all.

God continues, “So when you ask Me why
something happens in this world, look to each other, and I’ll be
there to help you. Always have been. Always will be.”

Paul wobbles off-balance as the room seems to
sway. “But I don’t know. I can’t . . . Not sure I
can . . .”

“Just give yourself some time, Paul. You’re
on a journey. Stay on the path. Don’t look to the right or the
left. Straight on. You and Sarah. You are each gifts I have given
you, to one another. As you walk forward, I’ll be there with you. I
promise.”

“No, I need a miracle from You. Right
now.”

God gives his young friend a warm, joyful
smile. “And miracles happen. Every day. And
sometimes . . . sometimes, Paul, you are the
miracle.”

The blinding light that Paul first saw when
he walked into the room the second time returns but continues to
glow until he is completely saturated and immersed inside its rays.
Curious but oddly not fearful, Paul asks, “What is this? What’s
happening to me?”

“You’re having an epiphany, a
revelation.”

“No, I think I must be dying. Am I going with
You?”

“No, Paul. You’re going to live. For the
first time in a very long time.”

Still engulfed in light, Paul starts to hear
the strange sound he heard in the park and in his apartment,
resonating in his ears like a mass choir of whispering voices.
Inside this experience, he closes his eyes and keeps repeating,
“But God, I can’t . . .”

“Why not? Yes. Yes, you certainly can.”

Paul feels compelled to open his eyes. Where
the large picture windows were, there is now what it appears to be
the beauty of a sunrise with a figure with arms outstretched toward
him, welcoming. Though he can’t make out a face, he senses an
overwhelming peace emanating from Him. Paul feels an odd sense of
homecoming to a place he’s not sure he has ever been before. But
one thing he knows for certain—he never wants to leave now that he
has been found.

Instinctively, as in the majestic and awesome
presence of Someone far greater than he and his circumstances, Paul
drops to his knees as the room is now the purest white he has ever
seen or even imagined. The voices go silent, and he slowly crumples
onto the floor and loses consciousness.

[image: ]


Chapter Seven

Evidence of the
Intangible and Invaluable






Paul starts to awaken. He stirs. His eyes pry
open. He remembers the light but realizes there is now no need to
squint. The bright rays are not only gone, but in fact, the room
seems darker than before. No voices. Total silence. His senses seem
to be back to normal.

Raising his head and looking around, he sees
he’s now alone. Fading light from the windows indicate that it must
be late afternoon by now. He’s been out for a while, assuming this
is even still the same day. With the state of his life and
relationships now, he’s not sure how long it would take for someone
to begin to wonder where he is.

His phone buzzes and vibrates with a text
message. It’s Matt, following up. Who could blame him for being
curious? His message reads: “Checking on you. Call me. What’s up
with the pic of the dead guy?”

All that has happened floods back to Paul’s
memory. He brushes through his hair, wipes his eyes, and types
back, “Sorry. Will do.” He’ll ignore Matt’s probing question for
now.

Paul stands up, checking his equilibrium. All
seems to be well. He throws his phone into his bag, gathers his
things, and walks to the door. But as he grabs the handle, he
stops, turns, and looks back at the room. As odd as it sounds, a
part of him wants God to be standing there again. One more time.
But no. The room is quiet and empty. He shakes it off and walks
out.

He heads down the halls toward the building’s
exit once again, seeing no one, not even the lady from earlier. Now
out on the sidewalk, he goes to where he parked his bike. He looks
around, confused. No bike. Gone. Obviously stolen. Even the lock is
nowhere in sight.

A horrible thought streaks through his mind..
He reaches into his bag and gropes around. His fingers find the
problem—his bike lock. In his distracted state, he’d never even
secured it. Just leaned the bike on the building and walked away.
The two-wheeled version of leaving your keys in the ignition and
the doors unlocked.

Yesterday, even just several hours ago, this
situation would have sent him into a veritable tailspin of
self-loathing and anger at life. But now . . . Paul
just shrugs and mutters, “Okay, great. My bad. Nice day for a
walk.”
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Feeling amazingly lighter, Paul almost
strolls through the streets. His shoes are far better for biking
than being on foot, but he’s not feeling the burn yet. Playing back
the past three days in his head, he tries to connect the details he
may have missed before, tying together any and every loose end.

The sun is still shining but suddenly a
shower begins. A passing cloud, but Paul doesn’t take much notice.
He’s enthralled in recounting his experience. As the raindrops
dissipate, he’s thinking about how hard he fought God. How arrogant
he must have seemed but how patient God was. How He allowed for
Paul’s voiced fears and doubts and constant questions. Paul feels a
bit embarrassed, while, at the same time, he’s glad that he was
completely honest with God. He laughs to himself that he now has a
fresh firsthand perspective on the actual grace of God, not
the mystical, far-away version he has battled with all his
life.

Miles down the busy streets, thousands of
people passed, and a full replay of late gone by, Paul remembers
Matt’s request for a call. He stops, steps under an awning, grabs
his phone from his bag, and taps the screen. Two rings, then he
hears the familiar, “Hey, Paul.”

“Hey. Matt. How’s it going? Hey, sorry,
I—”

“You good, man? You left me hangin’.
Everything okay?”

“Yeah, sorry about that. No, I’m good. Just
walking home. Listen, what happened? Your appointment? How’d it
go?”

“Yeah, I got right in to see someone. I was
really dreading it. Afraid it would be weird or awkward. But it
wasn’t at all. I was comfortable really quick. And man, once I
started talking, it just poured out of me. I was so ready to get
all this out of my head and out of my heart. It’s been poisoning me
for too long. And the best thing was he assured me I was not alone,
that so many soldiers go through what I’m experiencing, and that he
knew for certain he could help me. And I’m so ready. Which is
exactly why he said he could. I feel like a weight is being lifted
off me. I know it’s going to take work and lots of time, but Paul,
I actually felt some hope today for the first time
in . . . well, I can’t even remember how long.”

Hearing such great news, Paul smiles with his
entire being, the first time he’s experienced that sensation in
what seems like forever. “Ah, dude, that’s such great news! And I
get it. I know exactly what you mean. I got that kind of feeling
today too. And, yeah, it’s going to take work, but at least we’re
on the journey, right?”

“Paul, thanks for all your help. I don’t
think I would have followed through and found someone on my own. I
would probably have just suffered in silence
until . . . well . . .”

“C’mon, now, it was just a contact I got,”
Paul interrupts to save Matt’s struggle. “It was nothing, really.
You did the three hard things. You asked for help. You called the
number, and then you followed through and actually went. Now you’ll
keep going and put in the work for your future.”

Matt laughs. “Yeah, kind of a miracle, huh?
Especially from where I was and how bad things had gotten. I had
hit bottom and was just trying to find up.”

Paul’s smile opens up into an actual laugh
too. “A miracle . . . Yeah, okay. Who am I to say
it’s not?” As the words come out of his mouth, his eyes well with
tears. His heart feels strangely full. In this moment, he’s
overwhelmed by the words he’s hearing from Matt and what he’s
feeling inside himself. He realizes while the circumstances are
different, he and his friend are running—or maybe better said,
crawling—in parallel lanes.

Paul continues, “Yeah, for what you’ve been
through and how you served your country, you deserve a miracle,
Matt.” Deep inside his heart, he hears a voice ask, And don’t
you?

Matt switches the topic back to the mystery
man from their texts. “Well, hey, what about the officer who died
in Afghanistan that I identified his picture for you?”

“Uh, well, that’s going to have to wait and
be a story for another day. But I promise I’ll tell you when I can.
Thanks for all your help. I get what you had to do to get that
info. For today, let’s just focus on how well your appointment went
and leave it there, okay?”

Matt laughs again. “Okay, but you really got
my curiosity up now . . . Hey, tell Sarah hi for me,
okay? She’s quite a lady, Paul. Take good care of her.”

“Yes. Yes, she is. And I will. I promise.
I’ll tell her . . . hopefully soon.”

“Thanks again, Paul. Love you, bro. Take
care.”

“No, thank you, man. Love you too.
Proud of you. Talk soon.” Paul disconnects the call and slips his
phone into his pocket. He stands staring into the distance, his
mind fixed on a brand-new thought that Matt’s challenge
triggered.

Obviously the first solid and confident
decision he has made in a while, he spins around and starts walking
in the opposite direction. Block by block, his decision feels more
right and his pace quickens.
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At the door of the basement apartment, Paul
firmly knocks three times. Then he politely steps back so he’s
clearly visible through the peephole. He hears the footsteps
approach from inside, and steadies himself as the person stops, no
doubt peering at him. The seconds waiting feel like an
eternity.

Finally, the door slowly opens. Grace, who
has obviously been crying, appears surprised. “Paul. What are you
doing? Why are you here?”

Concerned at seeing her tears, he fires off
way too many questions. “Is everything okay? Did something happen?
Where’s Sarah?”

“Uh, yeah . . . Well, we were
talking about where both of our lives are going. And that started
the upset. Then I was just trying to tell her to not, uh, walk away
from . . . well, that she shouldn’t give up
something so . . . Anyway, she came back at me with
a who-are-you-to-try-and-tell-me-what-to-do. And something about a
log in my eye and a speck in hers? I don’t know. It was
weird . . . I’ll admit my life has
been . . . well, is a mess, but I was only
trying to help my sister.”

Paul responds with even more questions. “So
is Sarah here? Did she leave? Where did she go?”

“She stormed out. I don’t
know . . . I don’t know, Paul. She didn’t say.”

“And you just let her leave when she’s that
upset? Not knowing where she was going?”

Grace just gives him a don’t-you-guilt-me-too
look as she wipes her eyes. “Well, Paul, maybe in this one
situation I actually have a little more faith than you.
Like I said at your office, you need to give her time.”

“Okay, but did you try calling her?”

“Yeah, but then when I heard her ring tone, I
realized she left her phone here.”

Paul pauses and looks off in the distance,
concerned, worried, trying not to panic. He starts walking away
backwards, still looking at Grace. “Hey, I’m really sorry for
coming at you. I’m just worried about Sarah. If she shows back up
here, please let me know. Please. I have to . . . I
need to talk to her. It’s really important. Okay?”

Sharing his concern and understanding her
brother-in-law’s emotions, Grace offers a reassuring smile and
responds, “Sure, Paul.”

As she closes the door, he spins around to
keep walking down the street. He has no idea where to look for
Sarah. She isn’t at work, he can’t reach her by phone, and she
isn’t at her sister’s, plus they’re in New York. Finally, he
decides to go home and wait. And who knows? Maybe pray.
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By the time Paul gets to their neighborhood,
it’s right around dusk. The sun is just beginning to set as he
rounds the corner of the block to their apartment building. Down
the street, someone is sitting on the stairs leading up to their
entrance.

Surely not.

He picks up his pace to be certain. The
flowing hair and distinct features soon come into focus, and his
heartbeat quickens. It is indeed Sarah sitting alone on the front
steps. She’s peering off, straight ahead, lost deep in thought. His
mind races with possibilities of what she’s waiting to do. Is
she here to tell me it’s over? She’s leaving me for good? Or maybe
she’s . . .

He can’t go there yet. False hope would hurt
way more and far too much.

Is there room for still one more miracle
today?

The brief shower that moved by has made the
world around her glisten, and the fresh scent of early summer rain
hangs in the air. Now only half a block away, Paul stops for a
moment to collect his thoughts, his eyes still glued on her. He
thinks about how beautiful she is. How much he’s missed her smile,
her laugh, her being all who Sarah is to him. The most important
thing right now is her heart, whatever her decision. He just needs
to love her, no matter what.

Paul walks up slowly to make sure he doesn’t
startle her.

Sarah snaps out of her trance and, a bit
surprised and a little embarrassed, turns to look at him. She
offers a tentative smile, completely uncertain of his thoughts
regarding her unannounced visit.

“Hey,” he says.

“Hi.”

With care and a comforting tone, Paul
confesses, “I was looking for you.”

“Oh? You were?” Puzzled that Paul is on foot,
she asks, “Where’s your bike?”

Paul looks down, smirks, and then smiles. “I
have no idea. Somewhere in New York with a total stranger, I
guess.”

Sarah looks worried and confused. “What
happened? You okay?”

He shrugs his shoulders. “Yeah, I’m fine.
It’s just . . . well, gone.”

Sarah looks apologetic. “Oh no. I’m so sorry.
You loved that bike.”

Paul’s newfound peace shows all over his
being. “Well, at the end of the day, it’s just a bike. Not life or
death.”

Sarah, looking a mix of surprised and
curious, nods. “Okay. True.” She then notices the poorly wrapped
and slightly bloodied bandage. “Paul, oh my goodness! What happened
to your hand?”

He holds it up, slowly turning it in an
its-really-not-that-bad movement. “Well, I . . . I
broke one of your antique jadeite cups.”

Now more puzzled, she says,
“Oh . . . Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’ll heal. But I’m really sorry about
the cup.”

Sarah tilts her head a bit, gives a soft
knowing grin, and repeats her version: “Well, at the end of the
day, it’s just a cup. Not life or death.”

Paul smiles and nods back. “Okay. True.”

They both offer tentative smiles, as if
needing permission to show any sign of happiness.

Sarah doesn’t know what to say next, as she
hasn’t yet worked up the courage to express what she came for. She
waits, feeling like she’s dying on the inside, until finally she
goes for a typical icebreaker. “So . . . how
was your day?”

Paul looks at her with bewilderment. How
in the world could I possibly answer that question with any level
of honesty? He just gives a small laugh and shakes his head in
a private moment of amusement. “Sorry, um, how was my day? Trying
to think how I can best answer that.”

She’s not at all sure what to make of his
strange reaction. “I don’t understand. Did something happen to
you?”

Paul decides it’s best to just switch gears
completely for now and get to the real topic they need to
address—and he is now ready to face. “I think the real question is,
are you okay? I went by to find you and saw Grace. She said
you were upset. Then you left.”

“Yeah, I just started walking, not going
anywhere in particular. I knew I just needed to go. But somehow I
ended up here. Waiting for you . . . I’m sorry. I
got your messages. I was concerned about you. But you seem,
somehow, better . . . different?”

“Thanks. I am better. And different is
accurate.”

“That’s good . . . Great.”

Sarah gathers some boldness, then looks
straight at her husband. “Paul, I came here to apologize to you.
I’m so sorry. . . . I’m sorry for how I hurt you.”
She stares into his eyes, watching for any indication of a response
to her heartfelt words.

The hope in Paul’s heart leaps up into his
throat, but in his shock he can only look down in silence.

Assuming the worst about the look on his
face, Sarah continues, “I’m just so . . . ashamed.”
Her eyes well up and a tear rolls down her cheek. She quickly wipes
it away as another starts to fall. And then another. Her normally
bright countenance is now one of deep humiliation. Confession might
well be good for the soul, but the pain in her heart disagrees with
that saying right now.

Paul drops his bag on the sidewalk and sits
on the step beside her. Instinctively, he takes her hand to
reassure her. His fingers find their familiar place, intertwining
and closing tightly inside hers, as he feels her fingers grip his
hand in return. With his other hand, he tenderly wipes away a tear.
The pain, regret, self-defeat, and betrayal begin to melt away as
his love for Sarah is not only restored but also rising to a new
place.

Sarah has come to have her final say, so she
gathers more courage. “I loved you, Paul. I
still . . . love you.” Her voice begins to break
under the weight of the declaration and her actions coming to rest
on her all at once. Unsuccessfully fighting back tears, she looks
down, feeling she has said all she can and been completely
transparent about her feelings and remorse.

Paul, still holding tightly to her hand,
slowly turns to face her. She keeps looking down, as if trying to
brace her heart for impact. He leans in to emphasize his words,
saying with deep passion, “Sarah . . . I forgive
you.”

Those were not at all the words she expected.
She looks up, peering deep into his eyes, and reaches up to brush
his hair back, like she’s done thousands of times before in so many
of their intimate moments together. Not fully understanding the
depth and finality of Paul’s expression of grace, almost in a
whisper, she says, “Well, that’s all. I guess I should better get
going.” She stands to leave.

“Wait, Sarah. There’s something else I need
to say.”

She sits back down, confused, tears still
streaming down her cheeks, then nods.

“What happened between
us . . . I had a hand in it too. I made some selfish
choices, got way too busy and distracted, and started shutting you
out. Actually, I’ve shut everyone out. My struggles with my faith
and my identity affected you in ways I’m sure I don’t even
understand. So for my part in what caused us to fail, I’m sorry
too. I apologize to you.” Before Sarah can respond, Paul presses,
“I have to ask you something. Do you think you coming here today
could be, well, is . . . some kind of sign?”

Sarah seems stunned.

“What do you think?” he asks.

She smiles as if to nonverbally voice a
Yeah, maybe it is, but remains silent. His dramatic change
has intrigued and mesmerized her.

He gathers up all his courage. “Do you think
we could . . . Can we talk? Now?”

Sarah can’t restrain the flood of emotions
any longer. She is full and ready to let the dam break, releasing
the floodwaters that need to go under their bridge. Choking up, she
looks into his eyes again, somehow deeper than she ever has before,
and finally finds the words to respond. “Why, yes, I would really
like that.”

Paul smiles, gazing at his wife in the hopes
of somehow removing every ounce of pain from her heart—and his own.
“Okay, great. Let’s go in . . . Let’s go home.” His
heart is overwhelmed with emotions as well. But in this moment,
they’re all the good kind, the kind that life, death, fear,
betrayal, war, and pain had stolen and he thought he might never
experience again.

Sarah stands and begins to take the final
four stairs into the brownstone.

Paul descends to the street to grab his bag
and helmet, but then stops. The realization of the past three days
hits him—all the struggle, doubt, questions, and frustration he
experienced in his interview with God. A wide smile sweeps across
his face as he looks up to say, “Sarah.”

She stops in the doorway to look back.

Staring into her soul with a renewed sense of
life lighting his face, Paul confidently confesses, “I love you
too.”

Sarah wipes the last tears away, displaying
the kind of smile that only the forgiveness of a covenant love can
bring to a heart ready to receive and extend grace.

As she enters the foyer and disappears up the
stairs to their apartment, leaving the door ajar for him, Paul
hears Bobby, the super, call out to her from the hallway, “Sarah!
Great to see you, and glad to see you’re doing well again from
being under the weather. Miracles happen every day, don’t
they?”

Paul laughs at the obvious irony in Bobby’s
words. As their super, the joy-filled man always seems to be
speaking in continual metaphor, inferring life lessons to them as a
young couple. Paul suddenly has suspicions about the
superintendent’s identity.

Nah, surely not.

Paul grabs his gear and bounds up the stairs,
but at the doorway, he abruptly stops and turns, looking around as
if someone had called his name. As he takes a new look at the
world, he doesn’t see anything in particular, except the miracle of
a life that may appear the same on the surface but will somehow be
quite different from this moment on.

And now Paul believes for certain in his
heart of hearts in the miracle of the intangible and the invaluable
of this life. That God is there. Present. Available. Engaged.

He looks up and whispers a quiet prayer,
faint but aloud, “God, I see that having faith isn’t worth much if
you don’t actually believe. I was praying, but I wasn’t looking
for You. I was talking, but I wasn’t listening to
You. I was demanding answers of You but wasn’t expecting anything
from Your hand. The one question You asked that impacted me
the most is, ‘What could you possibly do that is beyond My power to
forgive?’ . . . So, yeah, God, after today, and
especially in this divine moment with Sarah, I see it, I get it
now. Sometimes . . . we are the miracle.”

Paul closes his eyes, holding his bandaged
hand up, palm open, as if to feel something. Just then it returns,
the distinctive otherworldly sound begins again but is somehow
different this time. The voices become a growing symphony of
harmony, resolve, peace, and hope—a living, breathing, vibrant
hope.

Paul smiles, turns around, and closes the
door behind him. While he’s walked into this building at least a
thousand times, today feels like the entrance to his new life. And
new love.

[image: ]

Early on a bright morning, a Thursday to be
exact, just as the sun is starting to make its appearance over the
horizon to escort in a new day to New York, a man pulls his car
over and parks on Paul and Sarah’s block. He hurriedly gets out and
pops the trunk, then gathers an armload of newspapers and starts to
walk down the street, tossing just the right number of copies on
the stairs at each building.

When he reaches Paul and Sarah’s stoop, he
drops a bundle there. The paper is The Herald. On the front
page, column four in bold print: “An Interview with God by Paul
Asher.”

And somewhere, an editor and the Creator are
smiling.

 


***

 


 


 


 


“I’ve told you these things for a purpose:
that my joy might be your joy, and your joy wholly mature. This is
my command: Love one another the way I loved you. This is the very
best way to love. Put your life on the line for your friends. You
are my friends when you do the things I command you. I’m no longer
calling you servants because servants don’t understand what their
master is thinking and planning. No, I’ve named you friends because
I’ve let you in on everything I’ve heard from the Father.”

—John 15:11–15 MSG


 


Life and Death are Non-Fiction

The World Health
Organization tells us that 800,000 people die each year from
suicide across the globe. In the United States alone, every day
there are over 120 suicides. For each of those, there are
twenty-five people who make an attempt. That means each day in the
U.S. there are over 3,000 attempted suicides.

In 2013, the United States Department of
Veterans Affairs stated that twenty-two veterans die by suicide
every day. That’s one in every hour and five minutes. So, of the
120 suicides each day in the general population of the U.S.,
twenty-two of those are veterans who gave up hope after faithfully
serving their nation and returned home only to face an invisible
enemy.

Mental health professionals report that the
more intentional someone is about committing suicide, the more they
hide their plans and offer no warning signs.

If you have lost all hope and are struggling
with thoughts of self-harm, or are concerned about a loved one at
risk, we ask you to please go to https://afsp.org/find-support/ or
call 1-800-273-TALK right away. Help is available right now.

If you are a veteran who is struggling, or
you have a loved one who has served that is at risk, we ask you to
please go to veteranscrisisline.net right away.

Please know there is hope available even in
your darkest day. Death may be a choice, but so is new life. Just
as God told Paul Asher, “And miracles happen. Every day. And
sometimes … sometimes, you are the miracle.”
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