Gabe’s Senior Year

By Jody Hoffman

Tears were pooling and overflowing across my nose and down my cheeks as I lay on my side snuggled down into the soft, warm womb of my bed. It was dark, and my husband was snuggled beside me, but I hardly felt his presence; I felt alone. My own thoughts pulled me miles away to more than a decade and a half ago in time and more than a thousand miles ago in place. I was remembering the night before my son was born, seventeen years ago in Boise, Idaho. The fear of lying in the bed that night as well; the unknown world of parenting hours away. It was a c-section scheduled first thing in the morning. My life lay on the precipice of change, and I felt the winds of motherhood blowing me emotionally from one horizon of the glorious dawn and joy, to the other horizon of deep blackness and fear. Although my body was snug as the body it held deep within, I was tossed up and down in a furious storm of mental turmoil seeing both horizons but not enjoying either long enough to land and stabilize my heart. I was emotionally sea sick and almost physically nauseous. Only a few times in my life had I felt this, but it was a feeling I never forgot, one that automatically linked itself to the other times. This was definitely a place I had been before. It was linking me to where I was right then. I could feel the storm and waves beating me all about even though I was lying motionless. It was cold and dark and I was going under, the blackness and fear seemed to almost swallow me.

The next day was the beginning of my son’s senior year, and I was realizing this was the last first day of school in our house he would have, that I would have with him. It was the last time we’d share the adventure together. The tears seemed like part of the salty sea I was in, right up to my nose and eyes - I was drowning. How could this already be over? How could these years have already taken us from birth to senior year and only months from graduation? He’d be gone, no longer living in our house. He wasn’t my baby or even my little boy any more; he was becoming a man. Where had time gone? Did I teach him all he needs to know for the world out there? Did I prepare him for all he would face? It can’t be over. Did I enjoy and savor every moment God had given me with him? Like water through my fingers it seemed gone, and the wet of my tears was all that was left. Oh no, this was just the night before school started—it was going to be a long year.
My silence was broken with a heave and a noisy gasp for air, “What’s wrong? Are you crying?” My aloneness came abruptly to an end as I returned to the safety of my bed from the memories of seventeen years earlier like being retrieved out of a bad dream. My husband’s arms wrapped around me and our hearts united in memories as I poured out my thoughts; he understood. His processing was different, but he felt the winds as well.  I was glad to not be alone, his hugs were the life raft around me; he brought me back to that strong ship of faith, rescued me from the waters of faithlessness, patiently let me dry out as he gave me vision and purpose for the year ahead. The abundant stories of God’s faithfulness and provision from the past gave me new faith for the future. It was going to be a good year…I drifted off to sleep.

The sound of the alarm awoke me.  The pain of “senioritis” ached my heart, still sore from the crushing waves that left bruises from the night before. I arose to make the last breakfast of the first day of school. Gabe loved breakfast, and it was a joy to make it for my kids as he and his sisters’ appreciation was evident. Ever since he had started school we had had big breakfasts. I say we because my husband and I decided from the beginning that breakfast was the most important meal to prepare the kids for healthy minds and the learning they would be challenged with each day. I made it as much as possible, but there were times that it was special to go with Dad to the Waffle House as a routine as well. Wherever the meal, it was a ritual filling with prayers for their soul as well as food for their stomachs. I made the usual morning chit chat of eagerness and anticipation of all the great things the day and year could hold and tried to convince myself of all that I was saying to them. His pleasure of breakfast turned into a creative ministry opportunity a few days later. He came home all excited about an idea that developed from an incident that day at school. “Hey, Mom,” he began, “I was talking to some guys, and a discussion about breakfast came up. They were all so hungry, and I was telling them about the huge feast you always make. They couldn’t believe it; they wished their moms made them anything or even got up to say good-bye - let alone pray. I had an idea…what if you made them all breakfast once a week—then I could invite them early to pray and get them to do a Bible study together. They’d come for breakfast whereas they’d never just come for the prayer and Bible study alone. What do you think?” I couldn’t have heard anything that could have made me happier! We planned and prayed, and he invited the guys, I don’t know who enjoyed it more—them or me. I was so pleased to watch his heart for God growing and reach out to the kids around him. This is a good year.   
The days passed and the tears would come and go. This is the last Labor Day, this is the last September, this is the last first day of October, this is the last Columbus Day. I was really dragging it, but no matter what I told myself, this is really what my heart was saying over and over as I realized the grief of everyday. So the last of each day, week and month ticked by. I recall the end of November and December specifically.  Thanksgiving Day just as we were praying for thanksgiving dinner, my dad slumped over in his chair unable to breathe, we 911ed him to the hospital. They found a tumor in his lungs, and three days later we found out it was cancer. Three days after that, my mother was on the way to the house to pick up our youngest daughter, when she had a serious car accident breaking both legs and an arm and wrist. Not more than a week later we received a phone call that a dear man who had been like a Father to me died suddenly in Wisconsin, where I was raised. Grief added to grief, and the gales raged on.  The nearness of God life-jacketed me through extreme storms. Faith choices had to be made over and over, but each choice made the next choice a little easier as I saw God be God. 

The choice of where to go to college seemed to be an impossible hurdle. He wanted to go to a private college in north Georgia, but we had been in ministry for 21 years and had started two churches from no congregation and no salary. We were at times without any money and limited to pancakes for every meal, and that was before the kids came with all the cost of raising them.  The church had grown slowly and steadily, and they paid us but the years of not saving couldn’t be made up quickly. So fast forward that to college years—there wasn’t money now set aside for college and no big inheritance in the future to lighten the load, and since we’d never played the lottery, I was quite certain that we were unlikely to win that as well. What would we do? Faith was the only answer to sail toward the light of hope.

Although he was incredibly bright, Gabe’s grades were not straight A’s, so I thought an academic scholarship was out of the question. And although he was a good athlete, there wasn’t a scholarship likely there either. Spring was upon us, and decisions had to be made and tuition settled. And just like the daffodils, hope sprung. Gabe received a letter for a scholarship to the very school he had hoped to attend; before it was all over he had done so well on the S.A.T.’s that he was offered a full scholarship for all four years. We couldn’t believe our ears—now that’s a faithful God, how creative of Him to solve our needs in such a way. Our trust was bolstered. What an incredible year.  

Before I knew it, it was May and the impending day loomed ahead. To make things a tad bit worse for me, Gabe had decided with our approval, to go on a mission trip a few days after graduation that lasted the entire summer. He’d be home 10 days before he’d be gone for good. I felt I couldn’t breathe some days; I was already missing him. I’m convinced God knows I wasn’t going to make it if He didn’t show up in a big way—soon. I went to a meeting at a church in south Atlanta. Our mission’s pastor, Steve Adams, was to speak; I was there to express interest in the church where the pastor was a student of my husband’s in a small Bible college downtown.  I listened having heard every mission’s sermon possible, or so I thought. He began speaking on James and John, the sons of Zebedee, and their call by Jesus to “Come, follow me.” He said that Mrs. Zebedee must have asked her husband where the boys were, well, for some reason that was all it took. I could feel Mrs. Zebedee’s pain with her, and I began to cry. She didn’t get to say goodbye to her sons, poor thing, they were just gone without warning. How sad for her. The Holy Spirit worked through my grieving with her to show me what I would have never seen on my own. Yes, it was sad—but wait, that wasn’t so sad.  That’s just what you’d want your boys to be gone for—they were following Jesus. They were going to be disciples and make disciples. That would be the only reason a Mom could be really happy that her sons would go. Hey wait, that’s what Gabe was doing—he was following Jesus. He had heard His call too, to follow Christ to be and make disciples. I shouldn’t be sad, I should be glad and grateful he had heard Christ call!

My heart pondered the truth. My mind brought me to a scene from my youth. I was a young child rowing a boat on a Wisconsin lake. Whenever new people got in my boat it rocked, and it took a few minutes to adjust and get everyone settled before the boat stopped rocking. That catapulted me to the night before the kids were born and my hesitation to their arrival knowing that things were going to change and I was uncertain I wanted change –I liked the way things were—it was like the people getting into my boat. It tipped, it rocked, there was a bit of chaos but then we all adjusted, got into our places, it was really nice having them aboard. That was exactly what it was like when the children were each born - things tipped, rocked, and a flurry of chaos but we settled in and I loved that they were with us.  Each child had only made the boat better. They made the journey full and fun; it would have never been the same without them. God showed me that just like their arrival took some shifting and balancing—their departure may be the same. He showed me what a great time Gabe would have going off to be a disciple, responding to the same invitation extended to James and John, to “Come, follow me”. That he would become a fisher of men and have his own boat and I would watch the process with delight. It became clear that this was the very thing that we had hoped from those early days in the hospital.  How could I be so sad? This was a time to celebrate and rejoice over his choices and the direction he was headed, what more could I have wanted? The Holy Spirit had taught me a whole other sermon during the service time. My tears dried and joy was as full as the sadness had been. The depth of the sadness had made room for a deeper joy than I had experienced and before the sermon Steve was preaching was over, my heart was set. This was a perfect year, and a wonderful future ahead.

Graduation came, and the night before he left for the mission trip a week later, I sat on the floor next to his bed to pray. I cried again as I realized this was his last night home, that things would never be quite the same again, he was about to step out of the boat. I told him of my scenario and how proud I was of him and what a great son he was and that I was so glad he had heard Jesus’ call and I was anxious to see his boat one day too. Who would be on it? How full would it get? Would he feel the rocking and tipping as others entered? Would he feel the delight of each arrival and joy in the journey? Faith, not fear filled my heart although there were still tears, they were no longer drowning me. I felt no panic just anticipation and excitement. 

We sail together now. Our boats have the same purpose.  The great sails of faith are raised, as the winds of change seem to blow intermittently. Like weather, there are calm beautiful days, light breezes and gentle winds to enjoy and ferocious storms to ride out. Although the circumstances change, our faith holds firm in the One who is the same yesterday, today and forever.

His boat is filling, besides ministry, he has a wonderful wife, Marci, that is the beautiful mother of their son Josiah and about to give birth to another little boy in 9 weeks. It won’t be long until they are readjusting to this new arrival as the commotion continues of a growing family. Before you know it, a decade and a half will pass, they will understand the joy and pain of releasing their children to follow Jesus too. I look forward to rejoicing with them and celebrating.

As for my boat, it’s still adjusting to the process of filling and emptying as each of our two daughters have heard the call and responded to it. It is never easy; I miss them terribly as they set out on their own, but I see it is best and am comforted by the good choices they make to follow and obey. The tipping makes me laugh now, as it’s usually the quake of sweet grandbabies dancing with glee to coming to see Ya-Ya and D-Daddy. I think perhaps some faith has become sight. And the faith I still face becomes more real because I have seen the hand of God in the past, believing Him for the future makes sense. It’s been an amazing life; I believe the future will be as well.

