Front Row Seats

By Jody Hoffman

As I thought about challenging women to our January Exo-Box-Ology, "decade friends", I thought about my first decade friend and what that looked like then and what it has looked like through the years...

 

It was about twenty years ago that she first came to visit Grace. She was then a 20-something. She had recently moved to Atlanta and had just broken an engagement with the only person she knew in the entire state. She had been "uninvited" by his parents to attend their church any longer. He had told her of a small church that she would probably like--that he had attended a time or two when he was at odds with his parents. "The pastor is a bit different and radical enough that you would like him," he told her.   With beautiful eyes that could pierce concrete walls, she came to visit our little fellowship. She was tall with an edgy haircut and her gorgeous eyes made her stand out in the crowd, the then, not so crowded, crowd. (The foyer was so small that being in there alone made you bump into yourself.) Her beautiful eyes were only out done by her smile that came often due to her great sense of humor. I admired her heart for God, her drive, her independence and ability to land on her feet in the midst of heartbreak. Since she knew no one, and her parents were in another country as missionaries, it only seemed logical for her to come hang with us, and hang she did.
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 We loved sharing life with her. She often spent the entire Sunday with us. She would go to eat with us and then we would chat the afternoon away. Sitting on the front row of the pews, we talked as the children napped on the pews around us or built forts in the baptistry or played tag in the auditorium. She enjoyed interacting with them and watching me struggle through parenting highs and lows--like the wide world of sports used to say "the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat”. She watched from a seat that concealed nothing. She saw it as it unfolded, true to life--the good, the bad, and the ugly. She laughed entirely too much as she observed my children and I interact. She especially laughed as our youngest one would show her feisty side and I would falter in disbelief at one so small with such a "personality". Where did this child come from? It usually ended with the same conclusion--it must be her dad. We would laugh as the time slipped away. She would say, "I hope my kids are this funny, I love this. I love kids with spunk."

 

Months passed and our relationship grew; the years blew by as if the winds of time were in the blustery days of spring. Her heart grew strong again and it was not long until someone special saw what we saw in her, asking her to marry him. We went to Birmingham and shared in her joy. Buddy, having the front row seat this time at the altar, performing the vows. We rejoiced, shed tears, and hugged her away as if she was our little sister, our family, for by then she had become a regular at Thanksgivings and Christmases and knew our extended families as well. She always fit in and brought more interest, pleasure, and laughter to any situation or occasion. 
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Although we laughed often, sometimes we cried. I remember crying with her as she kissed her new husband good-bye, heading off to serve in Desert Storm only a couple months later. I also can remember so clearly Buddy saying, “One day this will be only a sentence long."  He was right, although at the time it was long full days of wondering if, and when, her husband would be back. However, the lessons along the way were invaluable because it paved the way for days to come. She grew and I witnessed it from my front row.

 

Then came God’s call in their lives to be full time missionaries.  I still remember the shock wave and heart leap it sent through me as her husband stood in response to God’s call in our first mission’s conference. She immediately, without hesitation, stood up next to him in full support of such a momentous decision that would change their course and lead them far away.

Soon they left for training and mission's school. We said our teary good byes and although I was happy--I was sad, I would miss her.  Shortly their first baby came along with a visit back home with this new little one. It was my turn to do the laughing as this child developed her own little personality right before our eyes; now, the bewildered eyes of mothering met with new understanding. We laughed all the harder then, and many times after that as we recalled conversations from the front row of that little church. Years added the second baby and then the third. Visits were intermittent but the time or miles never distanced our hearts. We could carry on conversations as if they were yesterday's news and catch up on the past two years in just hours. Sparing no details, hearts laid open front row to front row, the honesty of struggles and hurts--our need for God, and the latest facet of knowing God through these circumstances were displayed. [image: image3.png]



 

Some years brought visits home, but all too quickly, it would be time to depart. I thought I would not breathe sometimes, as they would pull away after a furlough headed back to the jungles of South America. Those sweet little heads all buckled into seat belts would be so much bigger and older by the time I would see them again. My heart would hurt, but somehow the next breath came and each breath got easier as we would release one another and ourselves to the hand of God.

 

We understood more about heaven and what joy it would be to never have to say good-bye. However, for now these were our seats.

 

These seats were not always comfortable...I awoke one night at about four o'clock and emailed a friend in Syria.  I do not remember why, but I was telling her about my friend in South America. The house was so still that when the phone rang I jumped. It was the husband in South America. I ran, knowing no one called at this hour with good news, and handed the phone to Buddy. He sat straight up with an intensity that showed this was a life and death kind of call. "You're kidding! Is she all right? Where are the girls?" Those questions only seemed to bring more questions, and my mind was trying to wrap around what could be happening. I was frantic for more information; I could only hear one end of the conversation. My mind was reeling in response to what I was hearing. "Kidding about what? What kind of “all right” are we talking here? Are the girls all right? Then, it must be Keli!" My heart was screaming but my lips were silent as I awaited the next line and finally the click. Buddy was rattling off what he heard as fast as he could convey it and it only produce more questions than we had answers. We began praying. "Oh God spare Keli's life, get her the help she needs, help the one who stabbed her know You." We began making phone calls, waking people to pray. She was on her way down river by boat from a remote village to a clinic more than an hour away--would she live long enough to even get there? [image: image4.png]



 

It was the distance at that moment I hated more than at any time in my life. I went outside and kept looking at the moon, feeling somehow as if that moon erased the miles separating us. It was that same moon that was hanging over her boat as it sped its way down the river, lighting the dark, dark, night. I prayed over her, whispered prayers in her ears, and asked God for a miracle as if I was right there in the boat with her. I knew God was.

 

As we were able to say with her husband's military service years earlier, it has just become a sentence long now. She was stabbed and almost died. However, the story beneath that are pages, months and years, deep--more than memory even allows too frequent a visit. It's as if it's locked in vaults that allow only so many minutes per visit.

These front row seats are stained with blood that still have sting in them. They were made easier thru the sharing of many months as they all came to live with us during her recuperation. We rejoice in her full recovery--physically, emotionally and spiritually. The healing did not come easily, or quickly, but with real determination and obedience--her heart for God that I had always loved from the first hello was fully alive.

 

So, how would my life have been different without her? There would be a lot less laughter, a lot less joy, and a lot less knowing God that has been there in the front row with us. I would have missed so much life without this very special decade friend. Please pray about the young woman in your life that God would have for you and don't miss a single adventure right there from your front row. [image: image5.png]



 

 

