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Introduction

A Letter from Hell

Some stories are whispered across pulpits, tucked away in sermons, and passed along like cautionary tales. They unsettle us because they strike too close to home. This is one of those stories—not of strangers in some faraway land, but of neighbors, friends, family. People we laugh with, share meals with, wave to across the fence. People whose eternity hangs in the balance while we say nothing.

This book is not written to entertain, but to awaken. It is a parable wrapped in flesh, a reminder that the greatest tragedy is not what happens in life but what happens after it. Eternity is real. Heaven is real. And so is hell.

The words you are about to read are framed around a fictional “letter,” but its cry is real: the eternal regret of a soul lost without Christ. It echoes the truth of Scripture—the rich man who lifted up his eyes in torment and begged that someone warn his brothers (Luke 16:27–28). It is a story of friendship, silence, and the terrible cost of missed opportunities.

But more than that, it is a story of redemption. It is about one man who chose to let his regret become fuel for obedience. It is about how God can take even our greatest failures and turn them into a testimony of grace.

Perhaps you will see yourself in these pages. Perhaps you, too, have a neighbor, a coworker, a family member you’ve never spoken to about Christ. Perhaps you’ve convinced yourself there will always be time. This story is here to shake that illusion.

A Letter from Hell is more than a novel—it is a plea. A plea not from the author, but from eternity itself:

“Do all you can for the souls of men, lest they be cast in hell with me.”

The letter has been written. The cry has been heard. The question is—what will you do with it?

 

Preface

Dear Reader,

This book was not easy to write. In fact, there were times when I wanted to set it aside and walk away, because the weight of its message is heavy. But I could not.

I have thought often of the people I love—the friends I see at the store, the neighbors I wave to from my front porch, the family I sit beside at reunions. Many of them are kind, generous, and wonderful people. Yet I know, deep inside, that goodness is not enough. Without Christ, they are lost. Without the blood of Jesus, they have no hope beyond the grave.

And yet how often have I stayed silent? How many opportunities have slipped through my fingers? How many times have I chosen comfort over courage?

This story is born from that ache. It is a fictional tale, yes, but it carries a truth more real than the air we breathe: eternity is waiting. One heartbeat can divide heaven from hell, joy from sorrow, salvation from regret.

The Bible tells us of a man in Luke 16 who lifted up his eyes in torment and begged for just one drop of water. His plea was not only for relief, but for someone to warn his brothers so they would not join him. That cry has never stopped echoing. It is the cry of every soul lost without Christ.

“Do all you can for souls of men.”

I do not know who you are as you hold this book in your hands. But I know this—someone in your life needs Jesus. Someone is depending on you to speak before it’s too late.

My prayer is that this story will not just stir your emotions but move your feet. May it drive you to speak boldly, to love deeply, and to share Christ urgently. If even one soul is saved because you chose to obey, then every page will have been worth it.

Eternity is real. The time is now.

In Christ,

Dr, Paul Crawford




Part I – Neighbors and Friends (Ch. 1–15)

 




Chapter 1 – The House Next Door (Part 1)

The morning was clear, the sky a pale blue stretched wide like fresh canvas, and Daniel Crawford leaned against the porch rail with a steaming cup of coffee in hand. The dew still clung to the blades of grass, shimmering as the early sun touched the earth. He loved mornings like this—quiet, calm, the world waking slowly.

But this morning, there was something new. A low rumble of a truck engine broke the silence, tires crunching over gravel. Daniel squinted toward the old white farmhouse next door. For months it had sat empty, shutters rattling in the wind, paint peeling from the eaves. Now, at last, life was returning.

A moving truck pulled into the long driveway, its sides plastered with the name of a rental company in faded blue letters. Behind it came a dark-green minivan, its roof packed with suitcases and bicycles strapped to the back.

Daniel set his mug down and straightened. He had been wondering who would move in, and now here they were.

The driver’s door swung open, and a man climbed out. He was tall and broad-shouldered, his hair dark but already streaked with gray at the temples. He stretched his back like someone stiff from a long drive, then turned toward the truck with an easy grin. His wife stepped out of the van, a toddler perched on her hip, and two older children tumbled out behind her, yawning and rubbing their eyes.

“Morning!” Daniel called, his voice carrying across the yards.

The man turned, startled at first, then lifted a hand in greeting. “Morning!” His voice was strong, friendly, the kind of voice that carried warmth even in a single word.

Daniel walked across the grass, his boots damp from the dew. As he drew closer, the man extended his hand.

“Name’s Michael Davis,” he said. “Guess we’re your new neighbors.”

“Daniel Crawford,” Daniel replied, gripping his hand firmly. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”

Michael’s smile widened. “Appreciate it. We’ve been on the road all night. Kids are restless, wife’s tired, and I think I might’ve pulled something in my back just driving that truck. But we made it.”

The woman joined them, balancing the toddler with practiced ease. She had kind eyes but the weary look of a mother who had managed a family through a long move.

“I’m Sarah,” she said softly. “These are our kids—Ethan, Hannah, and little Josh.”

Daniel shook her free hand. “Good to meet you. I’m glad you’re here. This old place has been sitting empty too long.” He glanced at the peeling shutters. “Needs some love, but it’s a good house.”

“That’s what we thought,” Michael said. He glanced at his wife with a smile. “Plenty of room for the kids to run. And I figure if I can fix half the things wrong with it, it’ll be worth it.”

Daniel chuckled. “Well, I’ve got a shed full of tools. If you need an extra hand, just holler.”

Michael’s eyes lit up. “You might regret saying that. I’m not shy about borrowing help when it’s offered.”

“Neither am I,” Daniel said. “That’s how neighbors ought to be.”

 

For the next hour, Daniel helped carry boxes from the truck. He lifted furniture, guided mattresses through narrow doorways, and steadied bookcases as Michael maneuvered them inside. The kids darted around the yard chasing each other, their laughter filling the air like the sound of windchimes.

“Careful with that box!” Sarah warned as her son tried to drag one bigger than himself up the porch steps.

Daniel smiled. It reminded him of when his own children were young—days that seemed both long ago and yet still close in memory.

By mid-morning, sweat dripped down their foreheads. They paused on the porch, sipping water from plastic bottles.

“So, how long have you lived here?” Michael asked.

“Almost twenty years,” Daniel said. “Raised my kids in this house. They’re grown now, but this place holds a lot of memories.”

Michael nodded. “That’s what we want. A place our kids can look back on someday and say, ‘That’s where we grew up.’ A place with roots.”

Daniel studied him quietly for a moment. There was something earnest in his tone, something genuine. Michael wasn’t just looking for a house—he was looking for a home.

“You’ll like it here,” Daniel said. “It’s a good town. Folks are friendly. Schools are decent. And it’s quiet. Mostly farmers and working people.”

“Sounds perfect,” Michael said. “We came from the city. Too noisy, too crowded. We wanted something simpler. Somewhere we could breathe.”

Sarah nodded. “And somewhere we could actually see the stars at night.”

They all laughed, and Daniel felt a warmth settle in his chest. Already, he liked these people.

 

That evening, as the sun sank low and the sky turned amber, Daniel and his wife carried a casserole across the yard. It was something of a tradition in the neighborhood—welcome a new family with food.

Michael opened the door, surprise lighting his face. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“It’s nothing,” Daniel’s wife said. “Just figured you might not have the kitchen unpacked yet.”

“You figured right,” Sarah said, laughing as she took the dish. “We’ve still got half the boxes sitting unopened.”

They ate together at a makeshift table surrounded by half-unpacked boxes, paper plates balanced on their laps. The kids sat on the floor with pizza slices, and for a while the air was filled with the sound of chatter and laughter.

It felt easy, natural, as if they had known each other longer than a day.

By the time Daniel and his wife returned home, the stars were peeking out overhead. Daniel stood for a moment on his porch, hands in his pockets, watching the lights in the Davis house glow warm against the dark.

“Nice folks,” his wife said, stepping inside.

“Yeah,” Daniel murmured. His eyes lingered on the window where Michael’s silhouette moved back and forth, carrying boxes.

Nice folks indeed. The kind you wanted next door. The kind you could trust. The kind who made a place feel like home.

Daniel smiled faintly and turned back into the house, unaware that the man he had just welcomed would one day leave him with a letter that burned in his soul forever.

 




Chapter 1 – The House Next Door (Part 2: Early 

Friendship)

The weeks that followed turned the Davises from strangers into neighbors, and then into friends. Daniel had never been the kind of man who threw himself into every relationship; he was steady, quiet, a man of routine. But something about Michael’s easy humor and open spirit made friendship come naturally.

One Saturday morning, Daniel was mowing his lawn when the belt on his old riding mower snapped. The machine let out a clunk, then sputtered to a halt in the middle of the yard. He frowned, kicked the tire half-heartedly, and pulled his hat lower against the sun.

“You look like a man at war,” Michael’s voice called from across the hedge.

Daniel turned to see him walking over in worn jeans and a T-shirt, a wrench sticking out of his back pocket.

“Machine’s older than my kids,” Daniel muttered. “Guess it finally gave up.”

Michael knelt beside the mower, poking at the belt with practiced hands. “Nah. Just a belt. You get me a socket set and ten minutes, she’ll be good as new.”

Sure enough, fifteen minutes later the mower purred like it hadn’t in years. Daniel chuckled, shaking his head.

“You weren’t kidding. I’d have been halfway to the hardware store by now.”

Michael wiped his hands on a rag. “I’m a mechanic by trade. Engines are just puzzles to me. You break something, I’ll fix it.”

“Well,” Daniel said, grinning, “you just earned yourself lifetime rights to borrow any tool in my shed.”

 

From then on, their back-and-forth of borrowing and helping became routine. If Michael needed a ladder, Daniel had one. If Daniel’s plumbing backed up, Michael had a snake and knew how to use it.

It wasn’t long before the families began spending evenings together. The children discovered they were fast friends, turning the yards into one big playground. Ethan and Hannah darted around with Daniel’s grandchildren, playing tag until the fireflies blinked alive. Even little Josh toddled after them, squealing in delight.

One warm evening in June, Daniel wheeled his grill out to the patio. Michael did the same, and before long the smell of sizzling burgers and hot dogs floated between the houses.

“Smells like a competition,” Michael joked, flipping a patty.

Daniel laughed. “Winner gets bragging rights. Loser still gets a burger.”

The wives spread out paper plates and potato salad while the men hovered over the grills. As the food cooked, neighbors drifted in, drawn by the smell and the sound of laughter. By sundown, the two backyards had merged into one impromptu block party.

Children darted underfoot, women chatted around picnic tables, and the men argued good-naturedly about baseball. Someone brought a guitar, and soon the night echoed with songs half-remembered from youth.

Daniel leaned back in his chair, paper plate balanced on his knee, and smiled. This was community. This was the kind of simple joy he loved.

Michael raised his soda can in a mock toast. “To new beginnings,” he declared.

Everyone cheered, and Daniel felt the warmth of belonging spread through him.

 

Over time, their conversations grew deeper. Sitting on the porch in the cool of the evening, the two men talked about work, about raising children, about the frustrations of bills and taxes.

Michael often spoke about his shop—an auto repair garage he’d managed in the city. He had quit, tired of the chaos, and was looking to start fresh in the smaller town.

“You know what I like about this place?” he said one night, sipping sweet tea. “People wave when you drive by. In the city, no one even looks at you. Here, it’s different. Feels like people matter.”

Daniel nodded. “That’s true. Folks around here aren’t perfect, but they’ll give you the shirt off their back if you need it.”

Michael chuckled. “Guess that’s what we’re doing, huh? Two neighbors trading shirts back and forth.”

“Something like that.”

Their laughter carried into the night.

 

It was around this time Daniel began to notice the difference between them. On Sundays, Daniel and his wife rose early, dressed neatly, and drove to church. Their house sat quiet when they returned, Bible tucked under Daniel’s arm. Next door, the Davis home buzzed with the sounds of lawn mowers, cartoons, or the crack of a baseball against a bat in the yard.

Michael never mocked Daniel’s faith, but he never asked about it either. If Daniel mentioned church, Michael would nod politely and change the subject. Once, he joked, “I figure I do enough good deeds to keep me on God’s good side. If He’s keeping score, I’m safe.”

Daniel smiled weakly at the time, but the words stayed with him.

 

One evening, the two families sat around a fire pit, roasting marshmallows. The children told ghost stories, their faces lit by flickering flame. When they’d all gone inside to bed, Daniel and Michael sat alone watching the embers glow.

“You ever think about life after this?” Michael asked suddenly. His voice was casual, but there was a flicker of curiosity in his eyes.

Daniel’s heart jumped. Here it was—the moment. The question he had prayed for.

He opened his mouth, but hesitated. He thought of how awkward it might become, how easily religion could ruin a good friendship. What if Michael laughed? What if he pulled back?

So Daniel swallowed the words and shrugged. “Sometimes. But not too much. I figure we’ve got enough to worry about in this life.”

Michael chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth.” He tossed another log on the fire. “Well, when the time comes, I hope the Big Man upstairs looks kindly on me. Can’t say I’ve been a saint, but I’ve tried to be decent.”

Daniel forced a smile. “You’re one of the best men I know, Michael.”

The fire cracked, sparks rising into the dark. Daniel leaned back in his chair, silent, while his conscience whispered what he had left unsaid.

 

From then on, the friendship deepened further. They shared tools, meals, laughter, and secrets. They were, in every way, the best of neighbors.

Yet underneath it all, Daniel carried a quiet unease. He had been given an open door and had closed it himself. He had chosen comfort over courage, silence over truth.

But for now, in those early days, it felt easier to pretend there would always be more time. Always another evening, another conversation. Always another chance.

If only he had known how few chances remained.

 




Chapter 1 – The House Next Door (Part 3: 

Daniel’s Silent Convictions)

The Sunday after the firepit talk, the sanctuary smelled faintly of old hymnals and lemon polish, and sunlight slanted through the stained-glass windows in strips of red and gold. Daniel slid into his usual spot three pews from the back, Bible open, pen uncapped to take notes the way he always did. Habit had a quiet comfort to it—stand, sing, sit, pray, listen, repeat. But that morning the liturgy felt less like rest and more like a mirror.

Pastor Greene stepped to the pulpit, cleared his throat, and read: “Son of man, I have made you a watchman… if you do not warn the wicked… his blood I will require at your hand” (Ezekiel 33). The words struck Daniel with an almost physical weight. He shifted in the pew. The edges of the Bible pages pressed into his fingertips.

A watchman. A wall. A man who sees danger and speaks up.

Daniel stared at the passage until the verses doubled. Behind the text rose the memory of Michael’s face, lit by firelight, asking in a casual voice, You ever think about life after this? Daniel had had a chance. He’d let it drift away on smoke and stars.

The pastor’s voice gentled. “Church, the gospel is good news—but good news is only good if it gets there in time.” He paused. “We cannot control who believes. But we can control whether we speak.”

Daniel capped his pen and couldn’t bring himself to write a single word.

After the benediction he stood in the aisle longer than usual, head bent as people filtered past. A hand touched his arm. “You all right?” his wife asked softly.

“Yeah,” he said, forcing a small smile. “Just thinking.”

They ate lunch in a hush that was not uncomfortable so much as occupied. Daniel pushed peas around his plate and nodded in the right places while his wife talked about the choir schedule and the church picnic. He knew he should say something real: I missed it. I missed telling Michael the one thing that matters. Instead, he said, “Food’s great,” and carried plates to the sink.

That afternoon he mowed the lawn with meticulous lines, as if mastering the grass might quiet the ache. It didn’t. When he killed the engine, the sudden silence felt accusing. He looked toward the Davis house. Michael was under the hood of his pickup, elbow-deep in a cluster of belts and hoses, humming to himself.

Go now. The thought came gentle and firm, the way a father sets a hand on a shoulder.

Daniel wiped his hands on a rag and crossed the yard. Halfway there, he slowed, running possibilities like flashcards. Hey Michael, have you ever thought about what the Bible says about life after death? Too blunt. You know, our pastor preached something that made me think— Too churchy. Would you ever want to visit our church? That sounded like an invitation to an event, not to a Savior. Michael looked up, grease like war paint on his knuckles. “Hey, neighbor.”

“Need a hand?” Daniel asked.

“Nah. Just a stubborn hose clamp. What’s up?”

Daniel rested his palm on the fender, felt the warm metal. The words came to the edge of his tongue and stalled there, like a runner toeing the line but never launching. “Just wanted to see how you’re settling in,” he heard himself say. “We’ve got that church picnic next weekend if you and Sarah want to come. Free food and kids’ games.”

Michael grinned. “You had me at free food.” He wiped sweat from his brow. “I’ll check with Sarah. Might be nice.”

“Great,” Daniel said. He smiled, said goodbye, and walked home with the queasy sense of having offered a shadow where a substance was needed.

That night he lay awake, hands behind his head, ceiling fan whirring slow circles. He replayed the scene like a coach watching bad game footage. He imagined the better version—the one where he spoke plainly and gently about sin and grace, about a cross that carried everything Michael thought he had to earn. He pictured Michael listening, nodding, asking questions. He pictured them praying on an oil-stained driveway.

He also pictured Michael laughing it off. Pictured him offended. Pictured him avoiding the fence line from then on. There were a dozen futures and Daniel feared the worst of each. So he clung to the safest present.

You’ll have another chance, he told himself. Soon. When it’s natural.

Monday at work, Daniel answered emails, filed purchase orders, and refilled his coffee twice before noon, every task done with an eye on the clock and a mind on the house next door. He typed the word deliverable and thought deliverance. He drafted a project timeline and saw the brief span of a human life against the long horizon of eternity. He was not a morbid man, not prone to dramatics, but the sermon had planted a seed that pushed against his ribs.

At lunch he opened his Bible in the break room, trying to read his way into courage. Go therefore and make disciples… (Matthew 28). He bristled at how simple the command was. It did not require a seminary degree. It did not say, when you are comfortable. It did not even say, when asked. It just said go. He traced the letters with a callused finger and prayed in a whisper: “Lord, give me the right words. And give me a heart that would rather obey and be awkward than be admired and be silent.”

Two coworkers came in mid-prayer. Daniel closed the Bible and slid it to the side, smiled, made room at the table. Their conversation drifted to gas prices and Little League playoffs. He nodded and laughed at the right moments and hated how invisible this war inside him was.

After work, he pulled into the driveway to find Michael throwing a baseball with Ethan. The weather had broken; the sky was a soft blue bowl, the air clean after a brief afternoon shower. Daniel lingered by his mailbox, reading junk mail he didn’t care about because he was stalling. When he looked up, the baseball rolled to a stop against his shoe.

“Mind tossing that over?” Michael called.

Daniel picked it up. The leather felt familiar in his palm, scuffed and honest. He threw it back—too high, too eager—and Michael had to leap to snag it, laughing. “Still got an arm,” he said.

“Barely,” Daniel replied.

“Come join us a minute.”

Daniel did. For ten minutes they threw the ball in a lazy triangle, the way men talk best—with motion to soften the words and distance to make eye contact optional. It would have been a perfect moment to begin. To say: I’ve been meaning to tell you something important. To say: I almost kept quiet, and that would be wrong. But Ethan was there, and Daniel told himself he needed privacy. A better moment. Tomorrow.

When Sarah called Ethan in to wash up for dinner, Michael walked Daniel to the property line. “Hey— about that picnic,” he said. “We can come Sunday after all.”

“Great,” Daniel said, relief and dread tangling. An invitation accepted was good. An invitation accepted could become an excuse to let the church do the talking for him. He smiled anyway. “The kids will love the bounce house.”

That night, the unease sharpened. Daniel sat at the kitchen table with a yellow legal pad and wrote sentences, scratched them out, wrote new ones. He was not composing a speech for a stranger. He was trying to find honest words for a friend. He wrote, Michael, you know I care about you…, then crossed it out, too sentimental. He wrote, Can I share something that changed my life?, then hesitated. It sounded like a sales pitch. He wrote, I’ve been a coward. He circled that one, left it on the pad, and shut off the light.

On Tuesday, the ambulance sirens sounded somewhere across town—rising, falling, fading. Daniel looked up from his desk with an involuntary shiver. He had learned, over years, that sirens always belonged to someone else until the day they didn’t. He whispered a prayer for whoever needed it and added, without meaning to, “And for Michael.”

The picnic came. Church folks smiled wide and welcomed the Davises with practiced hospitality. Kids bounced, hot dogs sizzled, and the worship team strummed a few easy choruses under a tent. Pastor Greene shook Michael’s hand, made him laugh, and asked his name twice to help himself remember it. Everything went perfectly. That was the problem. The current carried them from greeting to goodbye without any deep eddy to step into.

On the drive home, Michael said, “That was… nice. Your people are friendly.”

“They are,” Daniel said. He kept his eyes on the road. Say it now. Say anything. “There’s more to it than friendly, though.”

“Like what?”

His heart thumped once, hard. He could tell the truth in a sentence. Like a Savior who bled to make sinners into sons. He could.

“Like a sense of… purpose,” Daniel said instead. He swallowed. “Community.”

Michael nodded. “Yeah, I get that.” He turned his face to the window and watched fields blur by, content.

That night Daniel walked the yard in circles after everyone slept. Crickets sang. The Davis house glowed warm. He prayed aloud because the quiet could hold it. “Father, I keep thinking there will be a perfect moment, and I keep letting the imperfect ones pass. I am not the man I thought I was. I thought my example was enough. But faith comes by hearing” (Romans 10:17). He stopped beside the fence and gripped the top rail. “Make me faithful. Even if my voice shakes.”

Wednesday afternoon, an opportunity came wrapped in ordinary clothes. Daniel was replacing boards on his back steps when Michael wandered over, holding two mugs of coffee. “Sarah took Josh to the doctor,” he said. “Ear infection, we think. Nothing major.”

“I’ll be praying,” Daniel said.

He meant it. He always meant it. But even as he said it, he knew he had made prayer a polite phrase, a placeholder where a proclamation should go. He set the hammer down, took the mug, and motioned to the steps. They sat, shoulders almost touching, steam curling in the mild air.

“Thanks,” Michael said. He blew on his coffee. “I know you’re a praying man. Sarah appreciates it too. Her grandma used to pray about everything. Groceries, weather, the garden. I used to think it was overkill.” He chuckled softly. “Maybe I’m starting to get it.”

The fence did not stand between them. Nothing did. Daniel felt the door swing on an invisible hinge.

“It’s not overkill,” he said. “It’s… a lifeline.”

Michael nodded. “Yeah.”

“My prayers aren’t much,” Daniel went on, surprised by his own candor. “But the One I’m praying to —that makes all the difference.”

Michael’s eyes flicked sideways, curious. “I figured you’d say something like that.”

Silence breathed. Daniel could hear their children on the far side of the yard, arguing about whose turn it was on the swing set. A robin scolded them from a maple branch.

“Michael,” Daniel said, “there’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about.” His voice came low, steady.

“Shoot,” Michael said, turning toward him.

Daniel opened his mouth. His phone buzzed. The sound was small, ridiculous, but it jolted the moment like a stone thrown into a pond. He glanced at the screen: a client’s number he had been trying to reach for three days. He could ignore it. He could. He hit “accept.”

“Hey, Mark,” he said, standing, backing away with an apologetic wince. “Yeah—yes, I’ve got a minute.”

By the time the call ended, the hinge had swung shut. Michael had gone home to check on dinner. The steam in Daniel’s mug had thinned to a skin of cool.

He set the phone face down on the step and despised how easily the urgent trampled the important.

That night he wrote on the yellow pad again, slower this time, stubborn. Michael, I care about you. I should have said this sooner. I’m a sinner who met mercy. Jesus didn’t come for good people—He came  for the guilty. That’s me. And He saved me. Can I tell you how? He stared at the words until they blurred and thought, Tomorrow.

He crossed the kitchen to pour another glass of water. In the window’s reflection he saw a man he recognized and didn’t—the same frame, the same tired eyes, and a new heaviness he could not shake. He remembered Pastor Greene’s last line that Sunday, delivered like a benediction and a dare: The safest place isn’t silence. It’s obedience.

Daniel cupped the cold glass in both hands and whispered into the quiet, “Help me obey.”

 




Chapter 1 – The House Next Door (Part 4: 

Everyday Moments)

Summer deepened, and life on the quiet street settled into rhythms as familiar as the cicadas singing at dusk. The Crawford and Davis yards blurred into one shared playground where children’s laughter stitched the days together.

Saturday mornings often found Michael whistling as he tuned up his lawnmower, grease smudged across his cheek, while Daniel knelt in his garden, coaxing tomatoes into ripeness. One would call to the other, and soon a conversation would roll across the fence—half about the weather, half about life.

“Think the Browns have a shot this year?” Michael would ask, tossing a baseball from hand to hand.

Daniel chuckled. “Depends on whether you believe in miracles.”

They laughed, and the conversation drifted to childhood memories of Little League, to the quirks of neighbors up the street, to gas prices and grocery bills. Simple things. Safe things.

 

Fishing trips became their favorite escape. One misty Saturday before dawn, Daniel pulled into Michael’s driveway, rods rattling in the back of his truck. Michael emerged with a thermos in one hand, tackle box in the other, grinning like a boy let out of school.

By sunrise, their boat cut across the lake, water glassy and still. The air smelled of damp earth and pine, and a great blue heron lifted slow wings above the reeds.

Michael leaned back, casting his line. “Now this is living. No horns blaring. No deadlines. Just us, the water, and breakfast swimming underneath.”

Daniel smiled. He loved the stillness too, the hush that made God’s creation seem to breathe around them. Yet even here, his heart carried weight. He thought of Jesus calling fishermen to leave their nets, thought of words about becoming fishers of men.

He opened his mouth to speak, but Michael interrupted with a whoop as his line tugged. “Got one!” The boat rocked as he reeled in a bass, holding it up like a trophy.

“Looks like supper,” Daniel said, grinning.

The moment slipped away again, replaced by laughter and photos snapped on Michael’s phone.

 

Not all moments were joyous. One humid evening, Michael appeared on Daniel’s porch, jaw tight, eyes dark.

“You got a minute?” he asked.

“Of course.”

They sat in the rocking chairs, silence stretching until Michael exhaled hard. “Job interview didn’t pan out. Garage here said they’re full up on mechanics. I thought moving out here would be a new start, but… I don’t know. Feels like doors are slamming shut.”

Daniel listened, nodding. “That’s tough. I know what it’s like to feel stuck.”

Michael rubbed his face. “I just want to provide, you know? Give Sarah and the kids a good life. They deserve better than scraping by.”

Daniel’s heart ached. He wanted to say, There’s more than work, Michael. There’s hope that isn’t tied to paychecks. But instead he said, “You’ll find something. You’re too good a worker not to.”

Michael glanced at him, appreciation softening his features. “Thanks. Needed to hear that.”

They rocked in silence a while longer, crickets buzzing in the distance. Daniel sipped his tea and told himself he’d done what a friend should: listened, encouraged. Yet deep inside, a whisper nagged that he had stopped short of the one thing Michael truly needed.

 

As summer tipped into fall, their friendship grew deeper. Sunday afternoons, Michael and his family would drift over with a plate of cookies or a borrowed movie. Friday nights, the Crawfords might host a cookout.

The children played hide-and-seek through both yards, their squeals weaving like music. Sarah often helped Daniel’s wife with recipes, while Daniel and Michael repaired fence posts or changed the oil in each other’s vehicles.

One night, as the kids sprawled across the living room floor playing a board game, Michael and Daniel sat at the kitchen table, sipping coffee.

“You know what I like about you, Dan?” Michael said suddenly.

“What’s that?”

“You don’t make everything complicated. City folks—half of them only talk about politics or money. But you? You just… live. You’re steady. It’s rare.”

Daniel smiled, a little embarrassed. “I try.”

Michael leaned forward. “Makes me feel like I can trust you. Like you’re the kind of friend a man can count on.”

The words landed heavy, almost holy. Daniel nodded, but his heart thundered. Trust. Count on. And still I keep silent.

 

One autumn evening, the sky painted itself in streaks of orange and crimson, and the neighbors gathered on Daniel’s porch. Leaves crunched underfoot, and the air held a bite of coming frost.

Michael lifted his daughter onto his lap and looked out across the fields. “You ever think about how fast time goes? Seems like yesterday Ethan was starting kindergarten, and now he’s almost taller than Sarah.”

Daniel chuckled, but inside, the remark pierced. Time did fly. Life did move quick. And eternity was only a breath away.

He shifted in his chair, words balanced on the tip of his tongue. Michael, eternity is real. You need to know Christ. But again, he said nothing. He watched the sun sink instead, the moment swallowed by twilight.

 

It wasn’t that Daniel didn’t care. He cared too much. That was the problem. His love for Michael made the risk of awkwardness feel unbearable. He feared ruining the friendship more than he feared the cost of silence.

So he kept postponing, always waiting for tomorrow.

But tomorrow does not always come.

 




Chapter 1 – The House Next Door (Part 5: 

Missed Opportunities)

The first missed opportunity came on a brisk Saturday in late October. The leaves had turned the color of fire and gold, swirling down in lazy spirals. Daniel and Michael were raking piles in their adjoining yards, the children shrieking with joy as they leapt into the heaps like birds diving into nests.

Michael leaned on his rake, breathing hard, cheeks flushed. “You know, Dan, sometimes I wonder what all this is for.”

Daniel straightened. “What do you mean?”

“Life. Work. Bills. Yardwork that never ends.” Michael waved at the leaves with a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “We rake, they fall again. We work, we pay bills, then work again. Sometimes I think— what’s the point?”

The words hung between them, weighty, aching for an answer. Daniel’s chest tightened. This was it— the perfect opening. He could tell Michael about hope beyond the endless cycles, about joy that outlasts decay, about Christ who gives meaning that cannot be shaken.

But the children squealed, tumbling into another leaf pile, and the moment felt fragile. Daniel chuckled weakly. “Guess the point is to keep the kids busy.”

Michael laughed too, shaking his head. “Fair enough.” He turned back to his rake, and the door quietly closed.

 

The second opportunity came at the hospital. Sarah had gone in for tests after some troubling symptoms, and though the results turned out benign, the scare had left Michael rattled. He stopped by Daniel’s porch one evening, eyes shadowed.

“I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to her,” Michael confessed, staring at his hands. “She’s my whole world, Dan. If I lost her… I don’t think I’d make it.”

Daniel’s throat tightened. His mind whispered: Tell him about the One who promises never to leave. Tell him about the hope of eternal life. Tell him that Christ is a refuge in every storm.

But the words stuck. He swallowed and said, “She’s strong. And so are you. You’ll get through whatever comes.”

Michael nodded slowly, as if accepting a thin rope when a lifeline was needed. “Thanks. Means a lot, hearing that from you.”

Daniel smiled faintly, but guilt gnawed at him long after Michael had gone home.

 

The third opportunity came during a thunderstorm in early spring. Rain battered the roofs, lightning cracked across the sky, and the two men sat on Daniel’s porch, sheltered under the awning.

Michael leaned forward, elbows on his knees, watching the storm rage. “Ever wonder if God sends storms for a reason? Like He’s trying to get our attention?”

Daniel’s heart jumped. His pulse quickened. This was an open door, wide as a barn. He could explain the God who commands the winds, the Lord who speaks through thunder and silence alike.

Instead, Daniel shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s just weather. Hard to say.”

Michael gave a half-smile. “Yeah. Guess you’re right.”

But his eyes lingered on the lightning a little too long, as though searching for something more.

The fourth opportunity came in laughter, not sorrow. They were grilling steaks one evening, swapping stories about their younger days. Michael leaned back, beer in hand, and chuckled. “I’ve lived through a lot of dumb decisions, Dan. If there is a heaven, I hope the Big Man grades on a curve. ’Cause if He doesn’t, I’m toast.”

The remark was said in jest, but Michael’s eyes darted to Daniel’s face as though testing him. Waiting to see if the joke would be met with truth.

Daniel forced a chuckle. “You’re one of the best men I know. I don’t think you’ve got anything to worry about.”

The words were out before he could catch them. He had soothed instead of saved, offered false comfort instead of real hope.

Michael clinked his bottle against Daniel’s glass. “Glad you think so, neighbor.”

They laughed, but Daniel’s chest ached with shame.

 

And then there was the night of Michael’s birthday. The house buzzed with friends and family, balloons bouncing against the ceiling, music filling the rooms. Daniel stood by the window with Michael, watching the children dart between legs, frosting smeared on their faces.

“Life’s good,” Michael said softly. “Sometimes I think I don’t deserve it. Do you ever feel that way?”

Daniel looked at him, saw the openness in his expression. This was the deepest question yet. Why do we have what we don’t deserve? It was the gospel’s starting line.

“Yes,” Daniel whispered. Then he hesitated, searching for words. Michael turned back toward the party, the window fogged with laughter and light.

“Guess we just got lucky,” Michael said, and the moment passed.

 

Later that night, after the guests had gone and the street lay silent, Daniel sat in his chair with the weight of missed chances pressing down. Each one had been a door God Himself seemed to swing open. Each time, Daniel had turned away, afraid of offense, afraid of awkwardness, afraid of loss.

He rubbed his temples, whispering into the stillness, “Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll say it. Lord, just give me one more chance.”

Outside, the Davis house glowed warm in the darkness, laughter still echoing faintly in the walls.

Tomorrow would come. But not the one Daniel expected.




Chapter 1 – The House Next Door (Part 6: 

Closing Reflection)

That night the house breathed its familiar rhythms—the dishwasher hissed and sighed, the old air return hummed like a sleepy tenor, floorboards ticked as they cooled. Daniel sat alone at the kitchen table with a yellow legal pad and a pen that made a faint scratching music against the paper. The porch light threw a cone across the yard; moths traced jittery halos in the glow and then vanished into the dark.

Across the fence, the Davis home had mostly gone quiet. A hall light burned. A silhouette moved once, twice, then disappeared. In the stillness, Daniel felt time like a soft animal in his hands—warm, alive, skittish. It could be held for a moment but not owned.

He drew a line down the middle of the page and wrote two headings he didn’t show anyone else: Fear on the left, Truth on the right.

Under Fear he wrote, You’ll offend him.

You’ll lose the friendship.

He’ll think you’re judging him.

You don’t have the right words.

You’ll make it weird for the kids.

Under Truth he wrote, Faith comes by hearing (Rom. 10:17). The gospel is power, not polish (Rom. 1:16).

You’re not saving him; Jesus does (John 6:44).

Love tells the whole truth (Eph. 4:15).

The safest place isn’t silence; it’s obedience.

He stared at the two columns, then circled obedience until the paper went thin. “Lord,” he whispered, “I keep waiting to be brave before I obey. Maybe I need to obey before I’m brave.”

He flipped the page and sketched a simple path—not a script, not this time, just handholds so he wouldn’t flail when the moment came.

1. God is holy—good, just, beautiful; not a bigger version of us.

2. I am not—not just imperfect but guilty. I don’t need tips; I need mercy.

3. Jesus came—He lived the life I should have, died the death I deserve.

4. Grace is a gift—not earned, not graded on a curve; received by faith.

5. Response—turn and trust. “Can I show you how He saved me?”

He felt foolish writing it down, and yet the lines steadied him the way a carpenter’s pencil line steadies the cut. He pulled a thin paperback Gospel of John from the drawer where he kept church bulletins and warranty cards and slid it beside the coffee maker. Beneath it he tucked the yellow page with the five handholds. If the moment came in the morning, he would be ready.

He poured himself water, drank half, then set the glass by the sink. On impulse, he reached for his Bible and let it fall open where it wanted. It landed in Luke 16. He didn’t plan it. He almost closed it and tried again, as if verses could be shuffled until fate felt kinder. Instead he read:

“And in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes… ‘I beg you, father, to send him to 

my father’s house—for I have five brothers—so that he may warn them…’”

Daniel exhaled slowly. The verse had been a sermon two Sundays ago; it felt like a summons now. He closed the Bible gently, as if noise might break something fragile, and set it on the table with a palm laid flat over the cover. “If there’s a warning to give,” he said, “let me give it while I have breath.”

His wife padded in, rubbing sleep from her eyes, robe cinched loose. “You’re up late.”

“I know,” he said. “Couldn’t shut it off.”

She glanced at the open drawer, the booklet by the coffee maker, the legal pad with its columns. She’d been married to him long enough to read the weather of his soul without a forecast. “Is this about Michael?”

He nodded.

“You’re carrying a lot for him.”

“I keep… almost saying it.” His mouth twitched, a humorless smile. “Almost feels worse than not trying at all.”

She pulled a chair out and sat across from him, hands wrapped around her mug. “You’ve always wanted to love people without making them feel like projects. That’s good. But loving him means telling him the truth. You know that.”

“I do.”

“Then ask God for a time and take it when it comes. Even if your voice shakes.” She gave him a small, crooked smile. “You shook when you asked me to marry you. I still said yes.”

He laughed then—the kind of laugh that releases, not evades. “I was terrified.”

“And obedient,” she said. “Both can live in the same body.”

They prayed there in the quiet kitchen, not with grand words—just a man and a woman who had learned that life is fragile and God is faithful. When they finished, she kissed his forehead and went back down the hall, slippers whispering on linoleum. Daniel sat another minute, listening to the house settle, then stood and turned off the light. The booklet and the pad remained by the coffee maker, like a plan waiting for daylight.

He set his alarm for half an hour earlier than usual. In the dim of the bedroom, the red digits blinked their promise. He lay on his side and watched the glow of the Davis porch window through the thin weave of the curtains. Somewhere in that house, a dog thumped its tail against a wall. Somewhere, a furnace kicked on and off, a lullaby older than both homes. Daniel breathed with it, in and out, and finally slept.

He woke before the alarm to a sky the color of wet slate. A thin fog clung low in the field beyond the houses, and the first birds tested the air with uncertain notes. He dressed quietly and made coffee, the kitchen filling with the smell of roast and resolve. The Gospel of John waited where he’d left it; he tucked it into his back pocket, felt its thinness like a nudge.

Outside, the grass jeweled his boots with dew. He walked to the fence and rested his arms across the top rail, steam from his mug braiding into the chill. The Davis house showed a kitchen light now, then the faint square of a bathroom window. A silhouette moved past. Daniel’s heart thumped once, heavy, like a hand on a door.

The side door opened. Michael stepped out in a sweatshirt and ball cap, trash bag in one hand, yawning. He looked surprised to see Daniel at first light, then grinned. “You trying to show me up, old man? I thought I was the only one who did mornings.”

“I had a head start,” Daniel said, and his voice sounded almost normal to his ears.

“Coffee?” Michael asked, wrinkling his nose dramatically at the trash bag.

“Always.”

“Give me two minutes.”

He disappeared back inside. Daniel stared at the wooden grain beneath his hands, rehearsing the handholds without moving his lips. God is holy. I am not. Jesus came. Grace is gift. Response. He felt a tremor in his chest, not fear exactly, not joy, but something like stepping from a dock to a boat—you know it will hold, but your balance wobbles when the ground begins to move with the water.

The side door opened again. Michael came out without the trash this time, two mugs in his hands. He passed one over the fence. “For the road.”

“Thanks,” Daniel said. The mug was different from his own—blue enamel, chipped at the lip. He took a careful sip and let the warmth steady him. “Hey, do you have five minutes before you head out?” The words came gentle, plain. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to share.”

“Five minutes I can do,” Michael said easily, checking his watch. “School car line waits for no man, but I’m not late yet.”

They stood facing each other across the rail, two men with coffee and a thousand shared moments under their belts. It would not take many sentences. It would not take many at all. The first one weighed more than the rest.

“Michael,” Daniel began, “you know me well enough to know I’m not trying to sell you anything. I just… I care about you. I’ve been a coward about saying the most important thing I know.” He swallowed and drew breath. “I’ve spent a lot of time being a decent neighbor and a quiet Christian, but the truth is—”

The world did what it always does when heaven and earth meet: it interrupted. The screen door banged; Hannah’s voice floated out, urgent. “Dad! Mom says Josh can’t find his shoes!” A cereal commercial jangled on a TV inside. Somewhere a phone chimed. A truck down the street coughed to life with a diesel rattle.

Michael winced, half-apologetic, half-amused. “Story of my life. Rain check? Tonight? I’m home by six if the shop doesn’t keep me late.”

Daniel nodded, feeling the boat rock beneath him. “Tonight’s fine.”

“You’re not bailing on me, are you?” Michael grinned. “You look like you’re about to preach me a sermon.”

Daniel huffed a laugh. “No sermon. Just… something true. We’ll talk tonight.”

“Deal.” Michael lifted his mug in a small salute. “Pray for the missing shoe.”

“On it.”

They parted with the easy shorthand of men who had traded a hundred favors. Daniel carried his cup back to the porch and sat, letting the fog burn away in its own time. The moment hadn’t vanished; it had shifted. Tonight would come. He would not miss it again. He told himself this twice, then a third time, like tying three knots in a rope.

The day moved the way days do—emails, small crises, small mercies, a sandwich eaten at a screen, afternoon sun turning dust in his office to flecks of gold. Three times he reached back to touch the booklet in his pocket as if to be sure it hadn’t fallen out. It hadn’t.

On the drive home, traffic slowed behind a flagger’s orange sign. Men in vests shoveled cold patch into a hole, tamped it flat, stepped back for the next car. He watched their rhythm: fill, tamp, wave. The world kept repairing itself just enough to keep going. Tonight, he thought. We will do something more than patch a road.

He pulled into his driveway at 5:47. The sun leaned low, the maples catching fire. He turned off the engine and sat for a beat, listening to the tick-tick of cooling metal, to his own breath. He could see the side door of the Davis house from here. The porch light was not yet on.

“Okay,” he said aloud, to the car, to the quiet, to God. “Okay.”

He stepped out, squared his shoulders, and felt the small rectangle of the Gospel in his back pocket like a promise. He walked toward the fence with the steady gait of a man who had finally decided obedience mattered more than elegance. He would knock. He would speak. He would trust.

He could not know how quickly a day can turn, how one phone call can reroute a week, how one intersection can rearrange a life. He only knew the truth and the time he had been given.

For the first time in months, he did not plan to wait for tomorrow.

 




Chapter 2 – Backyard Barbecues and Small 

Talk (Part 1)

The smoke curled into the late-summer sky in lazy ribbons, carrying the smell of sizzling burgers and charcoal. Daniel stood over his grill, tongs in hand, flipping patties with the precision of a man who had been hosting backyard barbecues for decades. Across the fence, Michael did the same, grinning as the flames licked the edges of the meat.

“Smells like competition,” Michael called, holding up his spatula like a dueling sword.

Daniel chuckled. “Winner gets bragging rights. Loser still gets supper.”

By six o’clock, the two backyards had become one large gathering space. Their wives laid out bowls of potato salad, baked beans, and deviled eggs on picnic tables lined end to end. The kids dashed back and forth in the grass, chasing each other with squirt guns, their laughter louder than the cicadas.

It wasn’t long before the aroma of barbecue drew neighbors from down the street. Someone brought chips, another carried over a cooler of soda. Soon the yard hummed with conversations and the clatter of paper plates.

Michael raised his soda can in a mock toast. “To new beginnings,” he said, voice carrying over the crowd.

“To new beginnings!” everyone echoed, and Daniel felt a warmth spread through him that had nothing to do with the August sun.

 

As the evening stretched on, Daniel and Michael gravitated to their porch chairs, plates balanced on their laps. They swapped stories about high school sports, about learning to drive old beat-up trucks, about first jobs that barely paid rent.

Michael laughed so hard at one of Daniel’s stories about getting lost on his paper route as a boy that tears rolled down his cheeks. “You walked six miles in the wrong direction?” he wheezed.

“Seven,” Daniel corrected, grinning. “And I delivered a stack of newspapers to a horse barn before I figured it out.”

They laughed until their sides hurt. The kind of laughter that stitched men together in invisible ways.

 

It was in these simple, ordinary evenings that their friendship deepened. But it was also in these moments that Daniel felt the sharpest tug of conscience.

As Michael leaned back, sipping his drink, he gestured toward the children. “They’re growing too fast. Feels like yesterday Ethan was in diapers, and now he’s asking questions about girls.” He shook his head with a father’s bewildered pride. “Time slips away, doesn’t it?”

Daniel nodded. His throat tightened with the familiar urge to speak. Time slips away. Eternity is closer than we think. Michael, are you ready? The words beat in his chest like a drum, but he only said, “Yeah. Too fast.”

Michael didn’t notice the silence. He launched into another story, this one about a botched camping trip, and the moment dissolved into laughter again.

Another evening, they gathered around the firepit as crickets sang in the tall grass. The children roasted marshmallows, their faces sticky and shining in the firelight. When they had finally gone to bed, the two men sat alone with the crackling logs between them.

“You ever wonder what it’s all about?” Michael asked suddenly.

Daniel’s pulse jumped. “What do you mean?”

“Life. Why we’re here. If there’s a bigger reason, or if it’s just… you know, work, pay bills, die.” Michael tossed another stick onto the fire and watched the sparks climb. “Sometimes I think maybe the whole point is just to make it through without too many regrets.”

The door was wide open. Daniel gripped his mug tighter, praying for courage. Tell him. Tell him about Christ. Tell him about the cross that makes sense of everything.

Instead, he cleared his throat. “Guess we all figure it out in our own way.”

Michael nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right.”

They sat in silence, firelight flickering across their faces, the moment lingering like a held breath—then slipping away.

 

In the days that followed, the barbecues and porch talks became a rhythm. Daniel loved them, yet every evening he walked back inside with a weight heavier than the one before. He told himself he was waiting for the “right time.” He told himself he didn’t want to push too hard.

But deep down he knew. He wasn’t waiting for the right time—he was waiting for courage he hadn’t asked God to give.

And still, every time Michael laughed, every time he called him “neighbor” or “friend,” Daniel felt both grateful and haunted.

Because he knew friendship wasn’t enough to save a soul.

 




Chapter 2 – Backyard Barbecues and Small 

Talk (Part 2: The Comfort of Routine)

The weeks turned into months, and with them came a rhythm of life that felt as natural as the changing seasons.

Saturday afternoons often carried the smell of smoke and sizzling meat. Michael had a way of seasoning ribs that made the neighbors’ mouths water two houses down. Daniel prided himself on his burgers — thick, charred on the outside, juicy on the inside. They would argue good-naturedly over which was better, always ending in laughter and a second helping.

Sundays, Daniel and his wife left for church, passing Michael in the yard tinkering with his pickup. Michael would wave, sometimes joking, “Say a prayer for me!” Daniel would raise a hand and smile, the words forming on his lips but never leaving them: Why don’t you come with us? Instead, he would nod and reply, “Will do.”

Monday through Friday brought the steady hum of work and routine. In the evenings, the Crawfords and Davises often ended up together again — kids sprawled on the living room floor, women trading recipes at the kitchen counter, men watching a ballgame or fixing something in the garage.

It all felt comfortable. Safe. Like a friendship built to last a lifetime.

And yet, beneath the laughter and the clink of soda cans, Daniel’s conscience tugged. He had promised himself, promised God, that he would speak — but the more time passed, the harder it became.

 

One late afternoon, Daniel stood by the fence while Michael changed the oil in his truck. The golden light of sunset streaked across the driveway, catching in the dark slick of oil that drained into the pan.

 

“You know,” Michael said, wiping his hands on a rag, “sometimes I think life’s a lot like this old truck. You keep it running best you can, but you know one day it’s just gonna quit. Doesn’t matter how careful you are. Eventually the engine dies.”

Daniel froze. The words rang with deeper meaning than Michael probably realized. This was the kind of opening he had prayed for — an easy bridge from engines to eternity, from trucks to souls.

But instead of taking it, Daniel nodded. “Yeah. Guess we just gotta enjoy the ride while it lasts.”

Michael laughed. “That’s one way of putting it.” He lowered the truck and tossed the rag aside, and the conversation turned to the ballgame that weekend.

 

The routines deepened. Every Friday night, the families gathered around the firepit with s’mores. Every Tuesday, Sarah and Daniel’s wife swapped casserole dishes across the fence. Every evening in summer, the kids ran through sprinklers, their shrieks echoing against the houses.

And always, the conversations danced around safe topics — sports scores, yardwork, weather, kids, old stories. Daniel found himself trapped by the very comfort he loved. The more normal everything felt, the harder it became to break the pattern with something eternal.

 

One Saturday, they held another barbecue — this one bigger than the rest. Michael had invited some friends from his old garage, and Daniel invited church families from down the street. The yard buzzed with voices, the air sweet with hickory smoke.

Daniel noticed how easily the church folks laughed and joked with Michael, how warmly they welcomed him. A few even dropped hints about Sunday services. Michael smiled politely, cracked a joke, and moved on.

Daniel stood by the grill, turning hot dogs, heart pounding. He thought, That’s my job. I’m his friend. I’m the one who should speak. But the moment slipped into noise and chatter, and Daniel found himself nodding along to talk about football instead.

 

Later that evening, after the crowd had left, Daniel and Michael sat alone on the porch. Fireflies blinked in the yard. Michael leaned back, sighing.

“You know, Dan, I’m glad we moved here. Life feels… steadier. Like we’ve finally found home.”

Daniel smiled. “I’m glad too.”

The words came to his lips again — There’s a better home still to come, Michael. A forever one. But instead he sipped his tea and said nothing.

Michael gave him a grateful look. “You’re a good neighbor, Dan. A better friend than I deserve.”

Daniel’s chest ached. He knew those words weren’t true. Not if he stayed silent.

 




Chapter 2 – Backyard Barbecues and Small 

Talk (Part 3: The Porch Talks)

It became a kind of ritual. After the kids had worn themselves out playing tag in the yard, after the wives had washed the last dish and turned in for the night, Daniel and Michael would stay out on the porch. Two rocking chairs. Two mugs of coffee. A quiet night broken only by the chirp of crickets and the occasional bark of a dog down the street.

Daniel loved those hours. They felt like sacred ground — moments when the world slowed enough for men to talk without pretense. But they also became the hours when his silence weighed heaviest.

 

One evening in late September, the air carried a hint of woodsmoke from a neighbor’s fireplace. Michael leaned forward, elbows on his knees, staring into the darkness beyond the porch light.

“You ever think about dying?” he asked suddenly.

Daniel nearly dropped his mug. “What do you mean?”

Michael shrugged. “I don’t know. Just… it happens to everyone. Lately I’ve been realizing I’m not as young as I feel. Backaches linger longer. I get winded easier. Makes me think, one day I’m gonna be gone, and what’ll I have to show for it?”

The words cracked Daniel’s heart open. He could hear the Spirit whisper, Here’s your moment. Tell him of eternity. Tell him of hope beyond the grave.

But he swallowed, afraid of saying too much too soon. “I think about it sometimes,” he admitted carefully. “Guess that’s why I try to make the most of the time I have.”

Michael nodded. “Yeah. Makes sense.” He leaned back and sipped his coffee, the moment drifting into silence, then dissolving.

 

Another night, after a long day of work, Michael spoke of his father.

“He died when I was fifteen,” he said quietly, eyes fixed on the stars. “Never really knew him. Sometimes I wonder if he’d be proud of me now. Or if he’d tell me I should’ve done more.”

Daniel’s chest tightened. He thought of the heavenly Father, always present, always proud of His Son, eager to welcome the prodigal home. He thought of the words he could say: You’ve got a Father who sees you, Michael. And He wants you to come home.

But the fear of sounding preachy clamped his mouth shut. Instead, he said, “I think he’d be proud. You’re a good man, Michael.”

Michael smiled faintly, but his eyes stayed clouded.

 

Some nights the talk turned lighter, but even then, opportunities sparkled like fireflies.

Michael once asked, “Why do you go to church every week? I mean, I get that you believe, but doesn’t it ever feel… repetitive?”

Daniel’s heart raced. Now’s the time. Tell him why. Tell him it’s not just routine, it’s life. Tell him about Jesus.

But he gave a half-smile instead. “I guess it’s just how I stay grounded. Like exercise for the soul.”

Michael chuckled. “Fair enough. I suppose fishing’s my church.”

Daniel laughed too, though it tasted bitter.

 

One of the most haunting porch talks came in October. A cold wind rustled the trees, scattering brittle leaves across the yard. Michael pulled his jacket tighter, staring at the ground.

“You ever feel guilty about stuff you’ve done? Like it just hangs around and won’t leave you alone?”

Daniel’s pulse quickened. “Sure,” he said carefully.

“What do you do with it?” Michael asked. “I try to shake it off, but some nights it’s like ghosts. They just won’t go.”

The question burned in Daniel’s ears. Tell him, Daniel! Tell him about the cross, about forgiveness, about the blood that washes guilt away forever.

Instead, he said softly, “I think we all just do our best to move forward. Try not to repeat mistakes.”

Michael sighed, nodded slowly. “Yeah. Guess that’s all we can do.”

The crickets sang on, covering the silence that followed.

Over time, Daniel noticed a pattern. Michael was not closed. He was not hostile. He was searching, whether he realized it or not. His questions were not barriers but invitations. Yet Daniel treated them like fragile glass, afraid to touch lest he break them.

Each porch talk left Daniel restless. He lay awake staring at the ceiling, replaying the conversations, whispering prayers: “Next time, Lord. Next time I’ll say it.”

But each “next time” became another silence.

 

One late evening in November, as frost rimmed the porch railings, Michael stretched in his chair and smiled.

“You know something, Dan? I don’t think I’ve ever had a friend like you. Somebody I can just sit with and talk. No judgment. Just real.”

Daniel smiled weakly. “Same here.”

But as Michael rose and headed home, Daniel’s chest ached with a sharper truth: Michael thought their friendship was judgment-free, but really, it was gospel-free. And that silence might cost more than either of them realized.

 




Chapter 2 – Backyard Barbecues and Small 

Talk (Part 4: The Missed Invitations)

The first invitation Daniel never gave sat on his phone screen one Thursday night as letters blinking in a half-composed text. Men’s breakfast this Saturday—would love for you to come with me. No pressure,  just pancakes and good folks. He thumbed the words, read them twice, and hovered over Send. Upstairs, water shut off, a drawer slid, the house settling into its nighttime rituals. He imagined Michael reading the text, imagined the friendly shrug, the Maybe next time, the small distance that might creep in. He backspaced the message a character at a time until the screen went blank, then typed: Got any 10W-30 I can borrow tomorrow? He sent that instead. Michael replied with a thumbs-up and a joke about Daniel’s “oil addiction.” The moment—if it was one—evaporated like steam off a skillet.

Two days later, Daniel went to the breakfast alone. Sugar, coffee, men in Carhartt jackets, Bibles open to Proverbs, easy laughter. He listened, nodded, and felt the empty chair beside him more than he heard the lesson. On the drive home he promised himself he’d ask again. Soon. When it wouldn’t feel like an ambush.

 

The children’s Christmas program gave him another chance. After rehearsal one Wednesday night, flyers piled on a table by the fellowship hall door: Candlelight Service—Family Welcome. Daniel tucked two into his coat pocket and crossed the lot toward the glow of the streetlamp, snow whispering underfoot. He pictured how easy it would be—just hand Michael the extra flyer, say, Our kids are singing Sunday night, come see them. We’ll save you a seat. He could almost feel the paper passing from palm to palm.

Instead he left both flyers on his own kitchen counter under the fruit bowl, where Clementines made a small mountain around the church’s invitation. Sunday came and went. On Monday his wife found the papers, looked at him, and didn’t say anything. She set one on his nightstand and slid the other into the recycling.

 

Small group started up again in January—ten people in the Crawfords’ living room, Bibles open, coffee rings on coasters, prayers that stumbled toward heaven with the honesty of tired saints. The leader had once said, only half joking, “If you can invite folks to your couch, you can invite them to Jesus.” Daniel had laughed along, but the line refused to leave him alone.

He stood at his picture window the night before the first meeting, watching flakes feather down in the glow of the porch light. The Davis house sat close enough to touch. He imagined knocking, saying, We’re not weird, I promise. Come sit, eat, ask anything. He even pictured where Michael would sit— end of the couch, elbow on his knee, that thoughtful squint when he weighed a thing.

When the group arrived, Daniel greeted them with his practiced warmth. They shared chili and cornbread and testimonies. They prayed for a missionary’s wife with a diagnosis, for a prodigal son in another state, for a boss who mocked a cashier for saying “God bless you.” They did not pray for Michael because Daniel did not say his name aloud. He did, however, glance at the picture window twice and feel both protective and ashamed—protective of the comfortable rhythms of his house, ashamed that comfort had become an idol with a soft blanket thrown over it.

 

Spring promised itself early and then broke that promise with a cold snap and rain. Between storms, Daniel helped the church frame and deck a wheelchair ramp for Mrs. Nolan, a widow whose cane no longer negotiated porch steps. It was holy work—the kind that leaves splinters in the best way. On Saturday morning he caught Michael at his truck and said, “We’re building a ramp for a neighbor down on Birch. Could use an extra set of hands.”

“Church thing?” Michael asked, neutral but curious.

“Yeah, but it’s just… wood and love,” Daniel said, and winced at his own phrasing. “You’d be great with the miter saw.”

Michael grinned. “Say no more. I’ll bring mine.”

They cut and set posts, plumbed and squared, the saw whining its way through pine. Michael’s competence made the work hum. “Feels good,” he said, wiping his brow with his sleeve. “Like we’re doing something that actually matters.”

Daniel nodded. Say why it matters. Say the love that moved you here has a name. When the ramp stood finished, the team formed a loose semicircle to pray with Mrs. Nolan. Michael stepped back, respectful, and pretended to check a text. Daniel could have pulled him gently into the circle with a hand on the shoulder and a sentence: We pray because God hears. Instead he squeezed Mrs. Nolan’s hand and kept his eyes closed for both of them.

On the drive home, Michael rapped the dashboard and said, “We should do that more often.”

“We should,” Daniel agreed, and felt the sentence sag beneath what he hadn’t said.

 

May brought church softball and with it a thought Daniel liked because it required no words: invite Michael to a game. It felt safe. “We need a left fielder,” he said, brandishing a glove across the fence. “Games are laid back. Mostly dads trying not to pull hamstrings.”

Michael laughed. “I’m strictly a spectator these days. Besides, Sunday afternoons I fix stuff around the house that breaks the other six days.” He tossed the glove back. “I’ll come watch, though. Holler when you’re up against someone you can beat.”

When game day came, Michael texted that the transmission he was rebuilding had seized and he was “married to the lift.” Daniel sent back a thumbs-up and a picture of his team in jerseys the color of mustard. He did not add: You’d have liked the guys. You’d have liked the Savior they like. The team lost by eight. In the outfield Daniel chased a fly ball he should have had and thought, absurdly, I drop every easy thing lately.

 

Summer’s first heat brought a community food drive. Daniel knocked next door with a brown bag and a smile. “We’re collecting canned goods for the shelter. No pressure.”

“No pressure?” Michael said, grinning, and came back to the door with the bag bulging. “We’ve been blessed this month. Least we can do.”

Daniel hefted the bag and felt the weight of beans and the lightness of conscience that often confused itself for love. “Thanks,” he said. “They’ll be grateful.”

“You doing the drop-off?”

“Yeah, tomorrow morning.”

“I might tag along if that’s cool.”

It was more than cool. It was an answer wrapped in the ordinary. They unloaded crates side by side in the shelter’s quiet hall, fluorescent lights humming. A volunteer thanked them with a voice that had learned gratitude by use. Michael lingered near a bulletin board with a printed verse about bread that never runs out. He traced the edge of the paper with a finger, thoughtful. “You really think that stuff’s true?” he asked, not quite turning.

Daniel’s mouth opened. Yes. With my whole life. “I think people need hope,” he said instead, and hated the way hope without object sounded like a slogan.

Michael nodded. “Amen to that.”

July carried them toward the little parade that stitched the town together each year. Daniel stood with Michael at the curb, sun on their necks, while the high school band did its brave best with Sousa and a line of antique tractors waved Iowa from their fenders. Pastors in polo shirts tossed candy from a hay wagon labeled Community Churches Together , and someone handed out cards for the Family Night & Fireworks at the park.

Daniel took two and passed one to Michael. “We’ll be there. Burgers and a brief message and fireworks that probably violate six ordinances.”

Michael chuckled. “You had me at fireworks.”

Family Night did exactly what it promised. Picnic tables, red ants, kids with glow sticks, and a gospel message as simple as a hand outstretched. Daniel watched Michael stand at the margin of the crowd, arms folded, not hostile, just listening the way a man listens to a song he doesn’t yet know the words to. When the pastor invited anyone who wanted prayer to come forward, Daniel’s own feet felt glued. He could have walked the small distance to his friend and said, I’ll go with you. Instead he stood and clapped when the band played again, his palms stinging with applause that wasn’t for what mattered most.

On the walk home through the sweet smoke of spent fireworks, Michael said, “Your crew puts on a good show.”

“It’s more than a show,” Daniel said, then stopped, unsure how to finish the sentence without beginning the conversation he kept postponing.

“I know,” Michael said, and kicked at a spent sparkler. “I could tell.”

They walked in companionable quiet the rest of the way.

 

August turned the maples tired and the grass brittle. On an afternoon that felt like a held breath, Daniel found Pastor Greene in the church office with his sleeves rolled and his tie slung over a chair. “You got a minute?” Daniel asked.

“For you? Always.”

Daniel told him about Michael in pieces—porch talks, projects, a man who fixed engines and asked careful questions. He told him about the half-invitations, the unsent texts, the way silence had woven itself into the friendship like a stitch he couldn’t pick out.

Greene listened without interrupting, then said, “It’s good to invite him to things. But remember: God didn’t outsource your love to events.”

Daniel winced. “I know.”

“You don’t need a program to be a witness,” Greene continued, gentler than the words sounded. “You need a person. You have him. Speak as a friend. The truth can wear work boots and carry a socket set.”

Daniel laughed despite the ache. “Pray for me?”

Greene stood and set a hand on his shoulder. “Right now.” The prayer was simple: courage, clarity, love without fear. When it ended, Daniel felt lighter and more responsible at the same time.

 

He almost did it the next Tuesday. He typed: Coffee tonight? I want to talk about something important —about faith and what it’s meant to me. He stared at the black letters, then softened them: Coffee tonight? I think I finally figured out your rib rub. He hit send and knew exactly what he had just done.

“On my way in ten,” Michael replied.

They sat on the porch and argued about paprika. They did not argue about sin or grace. They laughed and wiped sauce from their chins and promised a Saturday cook-off.

When Michael left, Daniel stayed seated in the dim for a long time, listening to the cicadas lay down a choir of insistence that sounded like Now. Now. Now.

 

The last invitation he didn’t give arrived on snowfall. A nor’easter nudged the town, and by morning cars wore soft roofs. Michael’s snowblower coughed and died, and Daniel, already bundled, crossed the yard with a can of fresh gas and a length of new plug wire. They knelt together, breath smoking, fingers numb, and brought the machine back from the dead.

“Look at that,” Michael said, as the auger chewed a clean line down the drive. “Resurrection.”

“Something like it,” Daniel said, smiling.

They stood in the small hush that falls after shared work done well. It was the perfect space—no crowd, no hurry, no phones. Daniel set his mittened hand on the handlebar, felt the vibration steady his thoughts. “Hey, uh… we’re having folks over Friday. Chili and cards. You and Sarah should come.”

“We will,” Michael said. “Thanks.”

Daniel nodded. He did not change the sentence to the one he meant to say: I want to tell you how Jesus raised me. He watched his friend carve another path in the snow and told himself there would be time. After the storm. After the chili. After the next free night.

Time, generous as snow when it’s falling, always looks abundant until you pick it up in your hands and find it melting through your fingers.

 




Chapter 2 – Backyard Barbecues and Small 

Talk (Part 5: When Jokes Turn Serious)

Michael had a way of making light of everything. It wasn’t that he didn’t take life seriously — he worked hard, cared deeply for his family, and showed up for friends when they needed him. But he carried a humor that turned ordinary moments into laughter, and sometimes even sacred ones.

One warm evening in June, as the two men tended their grills side by side, Michael smirked at the smoke curling into the sky.

“Think this is what hell smells like?” he joked, waving the smoke away with his spatula.

Daniel chuckled nervously. “If it is, then I’m in trouble. I burn burgers every time.”

Michael laughed, flipping his patties with a flourish. “Guess I better stick with you on Judgment Day. Maybe you can put in a good word.”

The words were tossed out with a grin, but they landed heavy in Daniel’s chest. Here it was again — a moment dangling like ripe fruit, ready to be picked. He could’ve said, Michael, Judgment Day is real. And there’s only One who stands for us before God.

But instead he poked at his burgers and replied, “Well, I’ll make sure to save you the better cut of meat.”

Michael howled with laughter, and the moment passed.

 

Later that summer, Daniel and his wife attended Michael’s birthday party. The house bustled with neighbors, family, and friends from his old garage. The kitchen counters bowed under the weight of casseroles, chips, and soda bottles. Music played from a Bluetooth speaker, kids chased balloons, and the smell of cake hung in the air.

Daniel found himself beside Michael near the window, plates of food balanced in their hands. Michael looked out at the yard where children darted through sprinklers, faces glowing in the late-day sun.

“You know, Dan,” he said, his tone softer than usual, “sometimes I feel like I don’t deserve all this. The family, the friends, the good times. I’ve made too many mistakes. Yet here I am, blessed more than I probably deserve.”

Daniel’s heart pounded. This is it. This is the moment. Tell him grace is undeserved by definition. Tell him about the cross. Tell him about mercy.

But he swallowed the words, too aware of the party’s noise, the crowd pressing around them. He smiled faintly. “You’re a good man, Michael. You’ve worked hard for this.”

Michael nodded, as if reassured. “Maybe so.”

The moment slipped away, carried off by laughter from the other room.

 

On another night, after a long day of yardwork, the two families gathered around the firepit. Flames danced, sparks rising into the dark like prayers that never reached heaven. The children roasted marshmallows until their faces were smeared with chocolate and sticky sugar.

As the kids drifted off to bed, Michael leaned back in his chair, staring at the fire. “You ever wonder what happens after we die?” he asked.

Daniel’s grip tightened on his mug. His throat went dry. Here it is again. Wide open. Don’t miss it this time.

“Well,” Michael continued, “I figure if I’ve been decent enough, God will let me in. I mean, I’ve done my share of dumb stuff, but I’m no criminal. If there’s a curve, I think I’ll pass.”

Daniel opened his mouth, words bubbling to the surface. No one passes on a curve, Michael. We need Christ. But the fear of shattering the easy peace silenced him. He chuckled softly instead. “If God grades on a curve, you’ll be fine.”

Michael grinned, satisfied. “Glad to hear that from a churchgoer. You probably got the inside scoop.”

Daniel laughed weakly, though inside he felt like a traitor.

 

Not every moment was heavy. Sometimes Michael’s jokes came so fast Daniel barely had time to catch them. Once, while replacing a light fixture in Daniel’s kitchen, Michael muttered, “If I get electrocuted, tell my wife I love her — and make sure she marries a guy who can handle a toolbox.”

Daniel laughed, shaking his head. But later, lying in bed, the thought came unbidden: What if it wasn’t a joke? What if tomorrow never comes?

 

The heaviest moment of all came one stormy night in August. The rain drummed steady on the roof as the two men sat on Daniel’s porch, watching lightning crack across the fields. The storm rolled like a living thing, restless and wild.

Michael exhaled slowly. “You ever feel like maybe storms are God’s way of reminding us He’s still in charge?”

Daniel nodded. “Maybe.”

Michael chuckled. “If He is, then He’s got a loud voice.” He leaned back, eyes fixed on the sky. “Sometimes I wonder if I should be listening more. You know, in case He’s trying to get my attention.”

Daniel’s chest ached with the weight of unsaid words. Yes, Michael! He is trying to get your attention. He’s trying to get mine too. He wants us to listen, to turn, to live.

But instead, Daniel sipped his coffee and said softly, “Maybe we all should.”

Michael gave a faint smile. “Yeah. Maybe so.”

The thunder rolled, covering the silence that followed.

 

That night, long after Michael had gone home, Daniel lay awake, listening to the storm fade. His wife stirred beside him, murmuring in her sleep. Daniel stared at the ceiling, guilt pressing down like a heavy weight.

How many times had God opened the door? How many times had he turned away? He thought of Michael’s laughter, Michael’s questions, Michael’s easy trust. And he thought of how that trust would one day turn to betrayal if he never spoke.

“Tomorrow,” Daniel whispered into the dark. “Tomorrow I’ll tell him. I promise, Lord. Tomorrow.”

But tomorrow had a way of becoming another yesterday.

 




Chapter 2 – Backyard Barbecues and Small 

Talk (Part 6: The Uneasy Peace)

Late summer leaned into early fall with a contented sigh, the kind of weather that made even the mailboxes look relaxed. The maples on their street went slow-motion from green to copper, and the evenings cooled just enough to make a jacket feel like a good idea you didn’t quite need. Everything around Daniel and Michael felt right—tidy lawns, friendly waves, ballgames murmuring from open windows. Peace, the kind that looks like permanence when you don’t watch the calendar too closely.

Daniel felt it, and he felt what came with it: a thin thread of unrest under the comfort, like a splinter under smooth wood. The more at ease their friendship became, the harder it was to disturb it with anything heavy. So he did what men do when words fail—he worked. He mowed Michael’s strip by the sidewalk when he had the mower out. He fixed the sag in the Davises’ back gate, tightening hinges until the latch clicked like satisfaction. He dropped off eggs from a neighbor’s chickens. Service came easy; sentences did not.

One evening he found Michael in the yard with a wrench and a grimace, kneeling by the kids’ swing set. The top beam had split where a knot had finally given up. “I promised Hannah I’d fix it before the weekend,” Michael said, rubbing his neck. “She’s got a birthday party planned in her head that would bankrupt a small nation.”

“Let’s sister the beam,” Daniel said. “I’ve got a treated 2x6 in the shed.”

They worked by porch light, their breath soft in the cooling air, passing bolts and jokes back and forth. When the new board was snug and the A-frame braced, Michael tested it by putting his full weight on the bar and swinging slightly, grinning like a kid who got away with something. “Good as new,” he said. “Better, even.”

“Better,” Daniel agreed. He wanted to say, I keep mending the wood and dodging the soul. He said instead, “Tell Hannah her party’s on.”

The next afternoon, Hannah drew a chalk crown on the driveway and told Michael he was “King of Fixing.” He bowed low and, when her back was turned, shot Daniel a look that was half pride and half disbelief at how quickly children can hand a man more grace than he gives himself. Daniel swallowed. Nothing tightens the throat like kindness you know you haven’t returned in kind.

The uneasy peace settled thickest on the porch after dark. One Tuesday, Daniel and his wife both caught a head cold, the sort that makes the world soft at the edges and the couch a country. Sarah sent over soup—hot, lemony, with orzo and dill—and a note in Michael’s blocky handwriting: Rest up. We’ve got your lawn if the rain holds off. Daniel stood at his kitchen window with a tissue and felt gratitude and guilt share a chair at his table. He bowed his head over the soup and whispered thanks— to God for the kindness, and for the thousandth time that month, for courage he still hadn’t used.

He started carrying a small, thin Gospel of John in his wallet. Not as a talisman, though it felt like one, but as a prompt. Along with it, folded into fourths until the corners fuzzed, he kept a single page from the yellow legal pad. He had copied the handholds he’d sketched weeks earlier and added a sixth line in pencil under Response: “This is between you and Jesus, but I’m here.” He read that sentence most nights before he slept, liked its refusal to turn a soul into a project, liked the way it left the right distance and the right nearness.

Three times he thought, Tonight. Three times the world provided small detours that felt legitimate and sounded like love. Once the water heater clunked and hissed at the wrong hour, and Michael came over holding a pipe wrench like a knight’s sword. They bled the line and tightened a coupling and laughed about the strange intimacy of fixing the innards of a house together. Once Ethan sprained an ankle and the Davises’ living room became urgent care; Daniel fetched ice and a wrap and told a bad joke about him joining the “couch team.” Once Daniel’s own daughter called from out of state with a problem she needed him to hear all the way through, every word, because distance does not mean disinterest and fathers are fathers until they’re finished—which is to say, never.

Each time the moment for the conversation with Michael shifted an inch down the road, the way a can kicks easily ahead of a boy who doesn’t yet know that roads have ends.

 

On a Friday night in October, their firepit turned the chill into a thing worth sitting in. Sparks rose and died, and the wood gave up slow heat in a rhythm that matched breathing. The kids’ bedtime had come and gone; the street had gone to bed with them. Michael tipped his chin toward the sky. “You ever think about how you don’t remember the last time something happened? Like, there was a last time we both worked at our old jobs. A last time we changed a diaper. A last time we carried each of our kids from the car half-asleep and they curled in like a question mark. I didn’t mark it, you know? I didn’t say, ‘This is it.’ It just… ended and I didn’t notice until later.”

Daniel’s chair rocked once, twice, and stopped. “Yeah,” he said, quiet. “I think about that.”

Michael nudged a coal with a stick. “Makes me want to pay attention better. Mark things. Not sleepwalk.” He smiled wryly. “Then Monday shows up and asks for everything and I’m a sleepwalker again by lunch.”

“Me too,” Daniel said. He almost used the line he’d been saving: There’s a way to be awake that doesn’t depend on Monday. He took a drink instead, coffee gone lukewarm but doing its faithful job of giving his hands something to do while his heart hesitated.

They fell into a silence that wasn’t empty. Daniel could feel it flex around them, a room with one door he knew how to open and still hadn’t. He was tired of being a man at the threshold. He was also a man at the threshold.

“Sarah says thanksgiving’s at our place this year,” Michael said, breaking the moment gently. “You bring the pies, I’ll handle the turkey. Deal?”

“Deal,” Daniel said. November, he thought. Not tonight. November. The calendar slid under his feet like a rug.

 

Sunday came with its usual liturgy and its usual jolt. Pastor Greene, preaching from 2 Corinthians, said a sentence that seemed aimed down Daniel’s pew like a plumb line: “Love doesn’t wait for the perfect moment; love makes moments holy.” Daniel wrote it in the margin and underlined it twice, as if ink could pin courage to paper. After the service he shook the pastor’s hand longer than customary. Greene cocked his head, reading what men say with their eyes when words stall. “How’s your neighbor?” he asked.

“Good,” Daniel said. “We’re good.”

“You know how to speak to him,” the pastor replied, not as flattery but as prophecy. “You know how because you know him. Don’t audition for the role of evangelist. Be his friend who tells the truth.”

Daniel nodded, throat tight. “Pray.”

“Already am,” Greene said.

It rained all that afternoon, a steady wash that made the town look like a watercolor. The siren of an ambulance passed on the highway beyond the cornfields, distant enough to feel unrelated. Daniel and his wife napped, woke, made soup from the fridge—the kind of Sunday that rests a man by reminding him he is small and that’s fine. At dusk he went to his desk, opened his wallet, and unfolded the legal-pad square. He read the handholds and the last line and felt, for the first time in a while, something like eagerness push against the fence of his fear.

He took out his phone. The cursor blinked in the text box like a heartbeat. Coffee early tomorrow? I’ve been wanting to talk about something that matters. Diner on 4 at 6:30? My treat. He stared at it long enough to overthink, then pressed Send before courage and cowardice could swap places again.

The three dots appeared almost immediately. Sounds good. 6:30. If I’m late, it’s because Josh can’t find both shoes at the same time. See you there. A winking emoji and a coffee cup.

Daniel smiled in spite of himself. He set the phone face down, laid his palm over it, and prayed a simple prayer that tasted like relief: “Thank You.”

He told his wife. She hugged him and didn’t add counsel, which was its own kind of counsel. He set out his keys and the thin Gospel and a pen on the hall table, small sacraments of intention lined up where he couldn’t miss them. Then he did something he hadn’t managed in weeks: he slept hard and easy, like a boy after a long swim, his body deciding for him what his mind would not.

Morning would come with the sound it always makes—a refrigerator compressor kicking, a bird experimenting with a first song, a furnace grumbling like an old man warming up to kindness. It would smell like coffee and cold air and the inside of a car that had been honest enough to fog the windows. Daniel would button his flannel, pocket the Gospel, and drive familiar streets under a sky just beginning to consider the day.

He did not know that clocks can keep perfect time and still be too late. He did not know how fast small distances can lengthen, how a green light can become the only color a driver sees, how a voicemail can arrive one minute after a man glances at his phone and decides he’ll call back from the booth at the diner.

He only knew the road ahead of him and the mercy that had met him so many times before. He only knew that the uneasy peace had finally become a restless obedience. He turned out the porch light, locked the door behind him, and stepped into the kind of morning that makes a promise.

Some promises are kept. Some are kept for us.

 




Chapter 3 – The Man Everyone Admired (Part 

1)

The Davises settled quickly into the fabric of the town. By autumn, it seemed as if Michael had been there forever, his presence woven into the rhythm of daily life. Everyone knew him — not because he sought attention, but because he carried the kind of steady reliability that made him unforgettable.

The men at the hardware store learned to expect him on Saturday mornings, grease still on his hands from fixing something at home. “That fellow knows his way around an engine,” one of them remarked. “Doesn’t waste a dime or a word.”

The mothers at school pickup knew him as the dad who never minded tossing a football with a gaggle of restless kids. “He’s patient,” they’d say, watching him crouch to tie a loose shoelace or listen to a story about a scraped knee. “Wish more men were like him.”

And the neighbors all said the same: Michael Davis is a good man.

 

Daniel felt it too. Whether they were mending a fence together or watching their children play in the yard, Michael’s goodness seemed to shine naturally, without effort. He was honest, dependable, and generous. When another neighbor’s car wouldn’t start one frosty morning, Michael was under the hood before Daniel even reached the driveway. When Mrs. Carter across the street slipped on the ice, Michael carried her groceries to the door with a smile that disarmed her embarrassment.

He didn’t just do good things. He was good — at least in the way the world measured goodness.

“Salt of the earth,” someone said about him at a town gathering.

Daniel nodded but felt the familiar tightening in his chest. Because he knew better. He knew that goodness wasn’t enough. Not for eternity.

One evening, Daniel and Michael sat in the garage, the scent of motor oil and sawdust mingling in the air. Michael was tightening bolts on a lawnmower blade, his hands working with practiced ease.

“You know what I’ve realized?” Michael said, glancing up with a grin. “The secret to life is just doing right by people. Be decent, treat others fair, and it all comes back around.”

Daniel nodded slowly. “That’s important.”

“Important?” Michael laughed. “It’s everything, isn’t it? I mean, what else is there? You live, you work, you love your family, and when it’s all over, God sees you did your best. That’s gotta count for something.”

The words thudded in Daniel’s ears. Here it was again — Michael’s theology of decency, his unshakable confidence that “good enough” would carry him across eternity’s line. Daniel’s tongue felt heavy, his throat dry. He could have said, Our best isn’t enough, Michael. None of us are good enough. That’s why Christ came.

Instead, he fiddled with a screwdriver and said softly, “I guess that’s one way to see it.”

Michael smirked. “Well, it’s kept me out of too much trouble so far.”

Daniel forced a chuckle, but guilt gnawed at him long into the night.

 

Michael’s reputation in town grew quickly. He picked up odd jobs at first — repairing tractors, fixing small engines, tuning up cars for neighbors who couldn’t afford a shop. Before long, people sought him out by name.

“You want it done right?” one farmer said. “Call Davis.”

He never overcharged, never cut corners, never complained. Word spread. Soon his garage was full most days, the floor stained with oil and the air humming with the sound of wrenches.

Daniel sometimes stopped by after work, bringing a thermos of coffee. He’d watch Michael bent over an engine, sleeves rolled, humming some tune. Customers lingered not only because of his skill but because of his spirit. He listened to their stories, asked about their families, laughed at their jokes.

He was the kind of man who seemed to make the world lighter just by being in it.

And yet, each time Daniel watched, he thought of the weight Michael carried unknowingly. A goodness that fooled him into thinking he needed nothing more.

 

At a town cookout in the park, Michael manned the grill, apron smeared with ketchup and smoke curling around him. A group of men gathered, praising his burgers, swapping jokes, clapping him on the back.

“You’re the kind of neighbor every town needs,” one said.

Michael raised his spatula with a grin. “Just trying to be decent. That’s enough for me.”

Daniel stood nearby, paper plate in hand, words aching in his chest. No, Michael. Decency won’t be enough when you stand before God.

But he stayed silent, smiled weakly, and bit into his burger.

 

It was late that night when Daniel finally prayed, kneeling beside his bed.

“Lord, why can’t I say it? He’s respected by everyone. They all call him good. But You said no one is good — not even one. You said our righteousness is like filthy rags. How can I keep standing by while he builds his hope on sand?”

The room was quiet, only the hum of the air vent filling the silence. Daniel pressed his forehead against folded hands. “Give me courage. Please. Before it’s too late.”

He rose, but the guilt clung to him like smoke.

 




Chapter 3 – The Man Everyone Admired (Part 

2: Michael’s Reputation Tested)

It was a Wednesday evening when the storm rolled in without warning. The sky had been clear all afternoon, then suddenly turned the color of bruises. Clouds boiled, and the air thickened with the smell of rain and electricity. By the time the sirens wailed, the storm had already arrived, hammering the town with hail and tearing at the trees with fists of wind.

Daniel huddled with his wife in their basement, the old radio crackling with weather updates. When the storm passed, leaving the town battered and shaken, they emerged to find shingles scattered like leaves and branches snapped clean in half.

Across the street, the Carters’ roof had been peeled back as though a giant hand had tried to open their home like a can of sardines. Mrs. Carter stood in the yard, tears cutting streaks through the dust on her cheeks.

Before Daniel could even cross the street, Michael was already there, hammer in hand, climbing onto the damaged roof with the confidence of a man who couldn’t bear to wait.

“Careful up there!” someone shouted.

Michael waved the warning away. “Can’t leave it open to the rain. She’ll be flooded by morning.”

Neighbors gathered, watching as he worked through the evening, securing tarps, pounding nails, reassuring Mrs. Carter that her house would hold until repairs could come. By the time the last nail was hammered in, the sky was dark again, and the town was buzzing with talk of his bravery.

“Michael Davis,” one man said at the diner the next morning. “Salt of the earth. That fellow doesn’t think twice before helping.”

Another nodded. “If more people were like him, this world would be better.”

Daniel stirred his coffee, listening to the chorus of admiration. He wanted to agree. He did agree. Michael was everything they said and more. But the words from Scripture nagged at him: All our righteous acts are like filthy rags.

He thought, What good is fixing a roof if his own soul is left uncovered?

 

Michael’s reputation grew in quieter ways too.

When a young couple in town struggled to pay their rent, Michael hired the husband to help at the garage, paying him more than the work was worth. When the school fundraiser fell short, he quietly dropped an envelope of cash into the office box. When an elderly man’s lawn grew high from illness, Michael mowed it before anyone could complain.

People noticed. They always noticed.

Daniel noticed too. And with each good deed, his burden grew heavier. Because the more Michael believed in his own goodness, the less he saw his need for grace.

 

One night on the porch, Daniel tried again to edge toward truth.

“You’ve got a reputation, you know,” he said with a smile.

Michael raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? For what? Eating too many burgers?”

“For being the guy people can count on,” Daniel said. “Everyone talks about how you help, how you give, how you’re there when someone needs you.”

Michael chuckled, shaking his head. “Well, I don’t know about all that. But I figure if you leave this world with folks saying you were a decent man, that’s enough. My old man used to say, ‘Leave it better than you found it.’ That’s all I’m trying to do.”

Daniel sipped his coffee, words crowding his mind. Michael, leaving the world better doesn’t prepare you for the world to come. Being decent won’t save you. Only Christ will.

But he swallowed hard and said instead, “That’s a good motto.”

Michael nodded, satisfied.

 

The tipping point came one bitter cold night in January when Ethan, Michael’s son, fell from the monkey bars at school and broke his arm. The break wasn’t life-threatening, but the pain was sharp, and the fear in Sarah’s eyes was worse.

At the hospital, Daniel arrived to find Michael pacing the waiting room, jaw tight, fists clenched.

“He’s gonna be okay,” Daniel said gently.

Michael nodded but didn’t sit. “I know. I just… hate seeing him hurt. If I could take it for him, I would.”

The words hung heavy, echoing something deeper. Something eternal. Daniel thought of Christ taking our pain, our punishment, bearing the weight we could not. The moment screamed for him to say it.

But he only put a hand on Michael’s shoulder and whispered, “That’s what good fathers do. They carry what they can.”

Michael exhaled, nodded, and kept pacing.

 

By spring, Michael’s name was everywhere. His garage had become the town’s go-to place, not because he advertised, but because word of mouth spread faster than any flyer could. He was admired, respected, trusted.

And every compliment, every “He’s a good man,” became another stone on Daniel’s heart.

Because he knew what no one else said: Good won’t be good enough on the day it matters most.

 




Chapter 3 – The Man Everyone Admired (Part 

3: Daniel’s Growing Burden)

Spring melted into summer, and with it came long evenings that stretched golden across the yards. The sound of children laughing filled the air, mingling with the distant hum of lawnmowers and the rhythm of crickets at dusk. On the surface, everything was right.

Michael thrived in every circle he entered. His garage bustled, neighbors sought him out, families waved as he passed. At town meetings, his voice carried weight — not because he demanded attention, but because he had earned respect. He was the kind of man others wanted to follow, the kind of man people trusted without hesitation.

And yet, every compliment that floated Michael’s way was another reminder to Daniel that his friend’s confidence rested on sand.

“Michael Davis is one of the best men in this town,” the mayor declared one evening at a community event. “Always willing to lend a hand, always ready to step up. If every neighborhood had a Michael Davis, this world would be better.”

Applause broke out. Michael ducked his head, embarrassed but grinning. Daniel clapped too, but his palms stung with guilt.

Because he knew the truth: Michael might be admired by men, but he was not yet right with God.

 

At home that night, Daniel sat on the edge of his bed, head in his hands. His wife placed a hand on his shoulder.

“You’re carrying him again,” she said softly.

Daniel nodded, unable to deny it. “Everyone sees him as good. But I know… I know that’s not enough. What if he stands before God and all he has is their applause?”

His wife squeezed his shoulder. “Then you need to tell him. Not tomorrow, not next week. Now.”

Daniel exhaled sharply. “I’ve tried. Or at least, I’ve told myself I’ve tried. But every time I get close, I back away. I don’t want to ruin what we have.”

Her voice was gentle but firm. “What good is a friendship here if it means silence forever there?”

The words pierced him. He lay awake that night, staring at the ceiling, whispering prayers until the hours blurred.

 

The next morning, Daniel resolved to act. He tucked a small New Testament into his pocket and told himself that tonight, during their usual porch talk, he would finally speak. He would tell Michael the truth, plainly, lovingly, no matter how awkward it felt.

But the day rushed at him with work deadlines, phone calls, and errands. By the time evening came, he was weary. He walked to the porch with coffee in hand, found Michael already there, and decided to wait one more night.

“One more day won’t hurt,” he reasoned. “There will be plenty of chances.”

 

The days piled into weeks. Each night Daniel rehearsed what he might say. Each morning he promised himself he would not remain silent. Yet when the moment came, the words lodged in his throat, choked by fear.

Meanwhile, Michael’s reputation grew brighter. He fixed cars for single mothers, patched roofs for elderly neighbors, and gave freely when needs arose. People praised him more than ever. And with every word of praise, Daniel felt the burden press harder against his chest.

 

One evening, as the sun dipped low and painted the sky in shades of fire, Michael leaned back in his chair, looking thoughtful.

“You know, Dan, sometimes I wonder how I’ll be remembered. Not that I’m planning on going anywhere soon,” he said with a laugh. “But if I dropped dead tomorrow, I think people would say, ‘He was a decent man. He did right by others.’ And honestly, that’d be enough for me.”

Daniel froze. His heart thundered. He wanted to shout, No, Michael! That won’t be enough. Decency doesn’t open heaven’s gates. Only Christ does!

But his voice faltered. He forced a smile. “You’d be remembered well.”

Michael grinned, satisfied. “Then I guess I’m doing alright.”

The conversation drifted, but Daniel sat in silence, guilt twisting in his gut like a knife.

 

That night, Daniel went to bed with tears burning his eyes. He prayed, fists clenched, voice breaking.

“God, please. Please give me one more chance. Don’t let me waste this friendship. Don’t let me keep silent while his soul hangs in the balance. I promise, Lord. The next time he opens the door, I’ll walk through it.”

The room was still, the darkness pressing close. He thought he heard the faintest whisper in his heart: There may not be a next time.

But he brushed it aside. Tomorrow would come. Tomorrow always came.

 

The chapter closed on a Friday evening, the air heavy with the promise of rain. Michael stood in his driveway, waving to Daniel as the two parted after another long conversation.

“See you tomorrow, neighbor!” Michael called with a grin.

Daniel smiled, lifting a hand in reply. “Tomorrow,” he echoed.

But tomorrow was already slipping away.

 




Chapter 4 – Silent Convictions (Part 1: The 

Word That Wouldn’t Let Go)

Sunday mornings had always been steady for Daniel. He and his wife sat in the same pew, sang the same hymns, greeted the same friends. But lately, church felt less like comfort and more like confrontation. It wasn’t the pastor’s tone or the worship team’s songs — it was the Word itself.

One morning, Pastor Greene opened his Bible and read slowly:

“Son of man, I have appointed you as a watchman for Israel. Whenever you receive a 

message from me, warn people immediately. If I warn the wicked, saying, ‘You are under 

the penalty of death,’ but you fail to deliver the warning, they will die in their sins. And I 

will hold you responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 3:17–18 (NLT)

The words hit Daniel like a hammer to the chest. He shifted in the pew, fingers tightening on his Bible. The pastor spoke of responsibility, of love that warns, of obedience that speaks even when it feels costly.

Daniel heard Michael’s laugh in his mind, saw his neighbor’s easy grin, and thought of all the times he had smiled back instead of speaking truth.

I will hold you responsible.

The phrase rang in his ears long after the service ended.

That afternoon, Daniel sat at the kitchen table, Bible open, pen in hand. He had meant to jot sermon notes, but instead he found himself circling verses, underlining words, copying them into the margins of his journal.

“So you see, it isn’t enough just to have faith. Faith that doesn’t show itself by good deeds is  

no faith at all — it is dead and useless.”

— James 2:17 (NLT)

He thought of Michael’s endless good deeds — roofs patched, meals given, hands extended. To everyone around him, Michael’s life looked full of faith. But Daniel knew the difference. Michael’s goodness was not born of faith in Christ; it was born of effort, of trying to be “good enough.”

And Daniel, by staying silent, had let him believe it was enough.

 

Later that week, during his personal reading, another verse stopped him cold:

“If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God 

raised him from the dead, you will be saved.”

— Romans 10:9 (NLT)

Daniel read it again and again. Confess with your mouth. Not just believe quietly. Not just live decently. Speak. Declare. A faith unspoken was no faith at all.

He closed his eyes, whispering into the quiet kitchen, “Lord, I believe. But I haven’t spoken. Not to him.”

The silence that followed felt like agreement.

 

By nightfall, the verses would not leave him. They replayed in his mind while he washed dishes, echoed in his chest as he mowed the lawn, whispered to him even as he drifted to sleep.

Warn them immediately… I will hold you responsible.

Faith without works is dead.

Confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord.

Michael’s face came with each verse. His laughter. His kindness. His trust. And the gnawing fear that all of it would be for nothing if Daniel never spoke.

 

On Wednesday evening, Daniel joined the men’s prayer group at church. As they circled their chairs, sharing requests, Daniel nearly said Michael’s name. He nearly confessed his silence and asked for prayer for courage. But when his turn came, he swallowed and muttered something about “family needs.”

Driving home, shame wrapped around him like chains. He gripped the steering wheel and whispered, “God, I’m failing. I know I am.”

From the radio, as if on cue, a preacher’s voice read:

“Remember, it is sin to know what you ought to do and then not do it.”

— James 4:17 (NLT)

Daniel winced, shutting the radio off. But he couldn’t shut out the truth.

 

That night, he found himself pacing the living room, Bible in hand, whispering verses aloud. His wife watched him quietly, concern in her eyes.

“You’re restless again,” she said gently.

He stopped pacing, staring down at the underlined words on the page. “I can’t get it out of my head. These verses — they feel like they’re shouting at me. It’s like God keeps pressing the same truth into me, over and over. And I keep ignoring it.”

“About Michael?” she asked.

Daniel nodded. His voice cracked. “What if my silence costs him eternity?”

She stood, laid a hand on his arm. “Then don’t stay silent. God isn’t convicting you just to torment you. He’s urging you to obey.”

Daniel swallowed hard, eyes burning. “Then why am I still afraid?”

She gave a small, sad smile. “Because obedience rarely feels safe. But that doesn’t make it optional.”

He closed his Bible, clutching it to his chest. “The Word won’t let me go.”

“And maybe,” she said softly, “it isn’t supposed to.”

 




Chapter 4 – Silent Convictions (Part 2: When 

Silence Feels Like Sin)

The next week, Daniel tried to drown his restlessness in work. He kept busy, taking on extra projects, filling his evenings with small repairs around the house. But no matter how much he did, the verses followed him like shadows.

One afternoon, as he organized his garage, he caught himself whispering a verse under his breath:

“For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.”

— Romans 3:23 (NLT)

He froze, leaning on the workbench, the screwdriver still in his hand. Michael came to mind immediately — his easy smile, his countless good deeds. To the town, Michael seemed like the exception, the man who didn’t fall short. But the Word of God said otherwise. Everyone. Even Michael. Daniel felt a chill despite the warmth of the day. He prayed silently, “Lord, if he’s falling short, and I stay silent, what does that make me?”

 

The unease grew heavier during ordinary conversations. One evening, the two men sat on the porch, sipping coffee as the kids played in the yard.

“You ever feel like life’s just a test?” Michael asked suddenly. “Like we’re being graded on how well we handle things?”

Daniel’s pulse quickened. “What do you mean?”

Michael shrugged. “I figure if you do more good than bad, you pass. And if you mess up too much, maybe you don’t. God’s fair, right? He’ll balance the scale.”

Daniel’s throat tightened. He thought of Isaiah’s words, verses he had read that very morning:

“We are all infected and impure with sin. When we display our righteous deeds, they are 

nothing but filthy rags.”

— Isaiah 64:6 (NLT)

He wanted to cry out, Michael, there is no scale! Even our best is filthy compared to God’s holiness. That’s why we need Jesus!

But instead, he forced a smile. “I guess that’s one way to look at it.”

Michael chuckled, leaning back in his chair. “Well, I sure hope the curve’s in my favor.”

The conversation drifted to lighter topics, but Daniel’s chest ached with the weight of what he hadn’t said.

 

Later that week, during his morning reading, Daniel’s eyes fell on another verse that seemed written for him:

“Remember, it is sin to know what you ought to do and then not do it.”

— James 4:17 (NLT)

He sat in silence, the verse blazing like fire on the page. Sin. Not just weakness. Not just hesitation. Sin.

His silence wasn’t just fear. It was disobedience.

He bowed his head over the open Bible. “God, I know what I ought to do. I know it as clear as I know my own name. Why am I still holding back?”

 

That evening, he confessed his turmoil to his wife.

“I feel like every verse I read points to the same thing,” he said, pacing the kitchen. “Every sermon, every prayer, every quiet moment — it all comes back to Michael. To my silence.”

She stirred the soup on the stove, her expression tender but firm. “Maybe that’s because God isn’t letting you off the hook. You know the truth, Daniel. He put it in your heart for a reason.”

Daniel stopped pacing, his voice breaking. “But what if I lose him as a friend? What if he gets angry? What if he thinks I’m judging him?”

She turned, meeting his eyes. “What if he dies without hearing the gospel because you were afraid of awkwardness?”

The words cut like a knife. He sank into a chair, covering his face with his hands. “I don’t know how much longer I can carry this.”

 

The next day, Daniel had another chance. He and Michael were repairing a fence post that had rotted at the base. Sweat dripped down their faces as they worked, their shovels biting into the soil.

“You ever notice,” Michael said between breaths, “how much work it takes just to keep things standing? Houses, cars, fences, even families. If you don’t keep shoring it up, it all falls apart.”

Daniel gripped the shovel tighter. The words rang too true. Yes, Michael, everything falls apart. That’s why we need the One who holds all things together.

Instead, he muttered, “Yeah. Maintenance never ends.”

Michael chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth.”

Daniel’s heart sank. Another open door, another silence.

 

That night, unable to sleep, Daniel opened his Bible again. His eyes landed on Jesus’ words:

“But everyone who denies me here on earth, I will also deny before my Father in heaven.”

— Matthew 10:33 (NLT)

The verse hit like a blow. He thought of his silences — not outright denial, but absence. Neglect. Cowardice. Was that any different in God’s eyes?

He whispered into the dark, “Lord, I’m denying You every time I keep my mouth shut. Forgive me. Please forgive me.”

But forgiveness didn’t erase the urgency. If anything, it sharpened it. His silence wasn’t only costing him peace. It was endangering his friend’s eternity.

 




Chapter 4 – Silent Convictions (Part 3: 

Conviction Without Courage)

The sermon that Sunday was not a new passage, but it sounded new in Daniel’s ears, as if the ink had dried moments ago. Pastor Greene read slowly, letting each syllable land:

“Everyone who acknowledges me publicly here on earth, I will also acknowledge before my  

Father in heaven. But everyone who denies me here on earth, I will also deny before my 

Father in heaven.”

— Matthew 10:32–33 (NLT)

Then he turned a page and lifted his eyes. “Church, the gospel is not a private hobby. It is public truth.”

He read again:

“For I am not ashamed of this Good News about Christ. It is the power of God at work, 

saving everyone who believes…”

— Romans 1:16 (NLT)

Daniel’s pen hovered above his notebook and never moved. He could feel the words pressing him forward, like a hand between his shoulder blades: Not ashamed. Acknowledge Me. Power to save. Michael’s face came with every line.

“The right time to speak is rarely the convenient time,” Greene said. “But Scripture says—”

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

Now. Not after the next barbecue. Not when the conversation feels perfect. Now.

During the closing prayer, Daniel’s whisper trembled. “I will, Lord. I will talk to him today.”

 

He walked out under a sky polished clean by last night’s rain, the lot full of small talk and the smell of coffee. His wife slipped her arm into his. “You look decided,” she said.

“I am,” he answered, surprising himself with how steady it sounded.

“Then do it before you talk yourself out of it,” she said, and the half-smile in her eyes was tender and fierce at once.

At home he set a thin Gospel of John on the counter, then texted: You around this afternoon? Got something important I’d love to share—could we chat a few minutes?

Bubbles appeared. Working in the garage. Come whenever. Coffee’s on.

Daniel’s heart kicked. Now.

He tucked the booklet in his pocket and crossed the yard. Halfway there, a neighbor waved him down about a busted gutter. He kept moving, apologizing, pointing at the garage. “Five minutes. I’ll swing back.”

Inside, the air hummed with a small compressor. Michael looked up from a brake job, grin easy. “Hey, preacher man,” he teased. “You come to save my soul or my rotors?”

Daniel smiled despite the jab of the word. “Maybe both.”

“Word is, both squeak,” Michael said, then set the ratchet down. “What’s up?”

Daniel drew breath. This was the moment. The handholds he’d rehearsed rose to the surface, clean and simple. God is holy. I am not. Jesus came. Grace is gift. Response.

“Mike,” he began, “you know I care about you. And I’ve been a coward about saying the most important thing I know.” His mouth felt dry. He pressed on. “The Bible says—”

A car door slammed outside; Ethan hurried in with a gash on his forearm and panic in his voice. “Dad, it’s not bad, but it won’t stop bleeding. Mom sent me—”

Michael was already reaching for a rag, then the first-aid kit. “Hold it up. Pressure. You’re okay.”

Daniel stepped back as triage took over. The interruption was ordinary, necessary, even merciful; it also made his resolve slip a notch. Ten minutes later Ethan was bandaged, the crisis small enough to laugh about. “You’ll live to be scolded,” Michael said, and ruffled his hair. Ethan grinned and sprinted for the kitchen.

“Where were we?” Michael asked, wiping his hands.

“Another time,” Daniel said too quickly, the courage in him scattering like birds. “I’ll catch you later.”

“You sure?” Michael asked, brows knit, a softness in his tone that invited the very thing Daniel was fleeing.

“Yeah,” Daniel said. “Gutter emergency down the street.”

Michael lifted a palm in a half-salute. “Rain checks honored.”

Daniel walked out into a light wind that smelled like wet earth and second chances. He hated how easily he’d let one go.

 

All afternoon the verses hounded him like faithful dogs that refused to heel.

“How do you know what your life will be like tomorrow? Your life is like the morning fog—  

it’s here a little while, then it’s gone.”

— James 4:14 (NLT)

“Today when you hear his voice, don’t harden your hearts…”

— Hebrews 3:15 (NLT)

He patched the neighbor’s gutter, the ladder cold beneath his hands, and argued with himself on every rung. What if he thinks I’m judging him?—Love tells the truth. What if I say it wrong?—The gospel is power, not polish. What if I lose his friendship?—What good is a friendship here if it buys silence there?

At dusk he found his wife on the porch, shelling peas into a metal bowl, each pea pinging like a metronome. “I almost said it,” he admitted. “Then life happened.”

“Life always happens,” she said without bite. She set the bowl aside and took his hand. “So does death. Speak while there’s breath.”

He nodded. “Tonight.”

“Then go,” she said.

 

Night came warm and windless. The garage was dark now; the porch light at the Davis house glowed a steady square. Daniel slid the booklet into his pocket again and crossed the grass. He could feel the fear, but it didn’t own him. Not ashamed. Acknowledge Me. Today.

He knocked. Footsteps, a latch, and Michael stood there in a clean T-shirt, the day’s grease turned to dark maps on his forearms. “Hey,” he said, smile easy. “You survived the gutter?”

“Barely.” Daniel drew breath. “Can we talk five minutes?”

“You okay?” Michael asked, kindness narrowing his eyes.

“I am. I just—” Daniel paused, and for once, he didn’t search for a better opening. “I’ve failed you by keeping quiet. You know people say you’re a good man. They’re right, in a way. But the Bible says—”

A phone buzzed loud on Michael’s kitchen counter. He glanced over his shoulder. “Sorry—Sarah’s mom. She’s been under the weather.” He answered, voice low, then turned back, apology written across his face. “I’m so sorry. She needs a quick ride to urgent care for a cough that won’t quit. Can this wait an hour?”

Every fiber in Daniel knew the right answer. No. It can’t. Instead he nodded. “Of course. I’ll be on the porch. Or tomorrow morning—coffee at the diner, 6:30?”

“Done,” Michael said. “I’ll text when I’m back if it’s not too late.”

Daniel watched him jog to the minivan, headlights sweeping the hedge, tires crunching down the drive. The street settled into quiet again, the kind that makes a man hear his own breath.

He sat on his porch with the booklet open on his knee, whispering the words as if to keep them warm:

“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus 

our Lord.”

— Romans 6:23 (NLT)

“There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by which we  

must be saved.”

— Acts 4:12 (NLT)

“So we are Christ’s ambassadors; God is making his appeal through us.”

— 2 Corinthians 5:20 (NLT)

“Make Your appeal through me,” he prayed, voice barely above the crickets. “Tonight or at dawn—just let me be faithful.”

Somewhere beyond town a siren rose, fell, and faded—no different from a dozen others on a dozen nights. Daniel closed his eyes and pictured the diner’s cracked red booths, the steam of first coffee, the way a single sentence could change a life.

Inside, he wrote three words on a sticky note and stuck it to his wallet: “Say it now.”

He set his alarm for earlier than early, laid his clothes across the chair, and slid the Gospel back into his pocket so he couldn’t forget it. In bed, he whispered one more verse into the dark, letting it settle his resolve:

“If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him 

from the dead, you will be saved.”

— Romans 10:9 (NLT)

“Tomorrow,” he said, not as a delay this time, but as an appointment. “Tomorrow I will not be silent.”

The house answered in its old familiar ways—air vent breathing, rafters easing, the small creaks of wood that has learned endurance. Daniel drifted at last, unaware of how quickly a night can change, how the distance between now and too late can be smaller than a single missed green light, how a phone can buzz in a pocket at 6:31 with words a man never wanted to read.

For tonight, he only knew this: conviction without courage had finally given way to a promise. And morning was almost here.

 




Chapter 5 – The Missed Opportunity (Part 1)

The diner smelled of bacon and fresh coffee, the air humming with the low murmur of early risers and the clink of silverware against ceramic plates. Daniel sat in the booth, Bible booklet heavy in his pocket, heart pounding like a man about to step into battle. He wasn’t usually anxious in these places — he’d eaten here for years, knew the waitresses by name, and often lingered with neighbors over second cups. But today the table felt like an altar, and his words felt like a sacrifice waiting to be laid down.

Michael arrived late, as usual, his baseball cap pulled low, his grin disarming. “Morning, neighbor,” he said, sliding into the booth with an easy shrug. “You look like you’ve been waiting on a verdict.”

Daniel laughed nervously. “Maybe I have.”

They ordered quickly, the waitress topping off Daniel’s mug. The small talk began — weather, work, the stubborn mower that refused to start. But underneath, Daniel felt the pressure mounting. Not small talk today. Not again. This is the moment. Don’t miss it.

When the food came, they ate quietly, both men lost in thought. Then Michael set his fork down, leaning back against the booth. His voice lowered, his eyes distant.

“You ever wonder what happens when we die?”

Daniel froze, fork halfway to his mouth. The question landed like thunder. He had prayed for this moment — begged for it, even. And now it was here.

Michael continued, words tumbling with unusual weight. “I mean, really think about it. One minute you’re here, working, laughing, living life. The next? Gone. I’ve seen guys at the garage just drop dead. No warning. Makes me wonder what’s waiting on the other side.”

Daniel’s throat tightened. His pulse roared in his ears. He thought of Hebrews 9:27, a verse etched in his heart:

“And just as each person is destined to die once and after that comes judgment…”

— Hebrews 9:27 (NLT)

He wanted to speak it aloud, to lean forward and tell Michael that death wasn’t the end — that judgment was real, but so was mercy. He could already feel the words forming: Michael, there’s a way to know where you’re going. I want to tell you about Jesus.

But fear clawed at him. What if Michael laughed? What if he shut down? What if this friendship, one of the deepest Daniel had ever known, fractured under the weight of religion?

So instead he asked carefully, “What do you think happens?”

Michael shrugged, eyes narrowing in thought. “I like to believe God’s got some scale, you know? If you’ve been decent, if you’ve tried to do right by people, maybe that’s enough. Maybe He looks at the whole picture and says, ‘Good man. Come on in.’” He paused, smirking faintly. “That’s what I’m betting on, anyway.”

Daniel’s chest ached. He thought of Romans 3:23:

“For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.”

— Romans 3:23 (NLT)

He thought of Ephesians 2:8–9:

“God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a 

gift from God. Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of us 

can boast about it.”

— Ephesians 2:8–9 (NLT)

The verses blazed in his mind, begging to be spoken. He even reached into his pocket, fingers brushing the small booklet. Say it now. Say it while he’s asking.

But he swallowed, words dying in his throat. “That makes sense,” he muttered, his voice weak.

Michael nodded, satisfied. “Yeah. I mean, none of us are perfect, but if God’s fair, He’ll see who tried. And I’ve tried. Haven’t always got it right, but I’ve tried.”

Daniel forced a smile, but shame burned his face.

They left the diner a short while later, the conversation shifting to lighter things — the kids’ school projects, the broken fence post, the coming storm. But Daniel’s heart never left that booth. He felt as if he had betrayed not just his friend, but his God.

As they walked to their cars, Michael clapped him on the back. “Thanks for breakfast, neighbor. We should do this more often.”

“Yeah,” Daniel whispered, unable to meet his eyes. “More often.”

Michael waved and drove off, his taillights fading into the morning traffic. Daniel stood by his truck, the booklet still in his pocket, his hands trembling.

He whispered the verse that had haunted him all week:

“Remember, it is sin to know what you ought to do and then not do it.”

— James 4:17 (NLT)

And for the first time, the weight of that truth crushed him to the ground.

 




Chapter 5 – The Missed Opportunity (Part 2: 

The Morning That Changed Everything)

Daniel tried to shake the diner from his clothes the way a man shakes rain from a coat. He drove home with the radio off and the window cracked, the cool air a kind of penance. The Gospel of John in his pocket felt heavier than it had any right to be. He laid it on the kitchen counter beside his keys, then picked it up again, unable to leave it.

I’ll try again today, he told himself. Not tonight—today. I won’t let the sun set on my silence.

A verse rose, uninvited and undeniable:

“Don’t brag about tomorrow, since you don’t know what the day will bring.”

— Proverbs 27:1 (NLT)

He nodded, as if the Word had spoken and he could answer with agreement that counted for action. “Today,” he said aloud to the empty room. “Today.”

He typed a text and stared at it: Hey, I dodged the hard part at breakfast. Can we talk this afternoon? I want to share what I should’ve said—about Jesus and life after this. His thumb hovered. He deleted the last clause and softened the rest: Can we talk later? He didn’t hit send. He was tired of half-measures. Face to face, he thought. He deserves that.

At 9:10, his phone buzzed—a message from Michael with a photo of the busted mower deck they’d joked about. Headed to O’Malley’s for a part. Then two brake jobs. See you after lunch. I’ll swing by. A thumbs-up and a wrench emoji.

Daniel exhaled. Good. After lunch, on the porch. I’ll say it clean.

He made coffee and opened his Bible because courage had to come from somewhere other than his will. The page he landed on felt like both comfort and command:

“Make the most of every opportunity in these evil days.”

— Ephesians 5:16 (NLT)

“How do you know what your life will be like tomorrow? Your life is like the morning fog—  

it’s here a little while, then it’s gone.”

— James 4:14 (NLT)

The morning fog still clung to the low places in the fields beyond town. He watched it lift as the sun warmed the grass, watched it thin and disappear as if obeying a schedule no one had set. He whispered, “I hear You. I do.”

He set the booklet back in his pocket, as if proximity might produce obedience, and decided to keep his hands busy until afternoon. He trimmed the hedge along the fence line, checked the gutter downspouts, swept the porch. He even took the yellow legal pad from the drawer and copied the handholds one more time, the pencil pressing darker than it needed to:

1. God is holy.

2. I am not.

3. Jesus came.

4. Grace is a gift.

5. Response.

6. I’m here with you.

At 11:37, a siren sounded somewhere to the east. He barely looked up. The highway that skirted town carried its share of emergencies; he had learned not to chase each one with a guess. A minute later another siren joined it, then a third, then the thin wail of an ambulance threading through traffic. The sounds braided and unbraided across the morning, then faded.

He went back to sweeping the porch and telling himself not to waste the day. After lunch.

By noon, the sky had shifted bluer, the kind that makes a man grateful to be alive without knowing why. Daniel set out two mugs, filled the kettle, and sat on the top step with the booklet on his knee. He rehearsed a sentence under his breath and didn’t care how it looked. “Mike, I care about you. I should have said this years ago, but I’m saying it now…”

His phone buzzed again—an unknown number with the local area code. He almost let it go to voicemail. The second buzz made him answer.

“Hello?”

“Is this Mr. Crawford?” A woman’s voice, professional, threaded with urgency.

“Yes.”

“This is St. Luke’s ER. Your number was listed under Michael Davis’s emergency contacts. Are you able to come to the hospital?”

The world narrowed to a point. “What happened?”

“There’s been a motor vehicle accident.” A pause in which mercy could have lived, but didn’t. “He’s en route. It would be best if you came.”

He didn’t remember grabbing his keys. He only remembered leaving the kettle shrieking on the stove, his wife turning it off behind him, her question catching on the storm door, and his answer —“Michael”—flying back like a name can be a prayer.

The drive to St. Luke’s took eight minutes on a map and a lifetime on the clock in his chest. Traffic parted for an ambulance that wasn’t his. He gripped the wheel and spoke the shortest prayers he knew, the kind that fit between breaths. Please. Please. Please. Scripture threaded itself into the plea:

“Lord, come and help me!”

— Psalm 70:1 (NLT)

“The Lord hears his people when they call to him for help. He rescues them from all their 

troubles.”

— Psalm 34:17 (NLT)

He said them both aloud and did not try to argue with God about statistics or fairness. He only begged.

At the ER doors, everything smelled like antiseptic and urgency. A nurse at the desk looked up at his name with recognition and then that practiced softness medical people wear when they have to carry the first few feet of someone else’s grief.

“Mr. Crawford? They’re working on him now. There was a collision on County 12—pick-up and a delivery truck. He was unconscious at the scene.”

“Is Sarah—” His voice broke on her name.

“She’s on her way. We reached her mother first. You can wait here.”

Waiting rooms are where time misbehaves. The minute hand leaps and crawls; the second hand forgets its job. Daniel sat and stood and sat again. He tried to pray in full sentences and could only offer the fragments of a man who knows he isn’t in control: Have mercy. Stabilize him. Please give us more time. James 4:14 returned without asking and didn’t feel like rebuke now; it felt like clarity wearing a surgeon’s mask. Fog. Here for a little while. He didn’t argue with it. He asked for fog to linger.

A doctor finally came through the double doors with the gravity of a man who hates his chore. “Mr. Crawford?”

Daniel stood and felt the room sway.

“We did everything we could,” the doctor said carefully. “The impact caused significant internal injuries.” He paused, giving the next words space to be heard. “He didn’t make it.”

The sentence didn’t land at first. It hung in the air like a thing without weight, then fell through Daniel until he had nothing left to stop it. He reached for the arm of a chair and missed. The doctor’s hand steadied him by the elbow.

“I’m so sorry,” the doctor added, and the words sounded both insufficient and the only ones a human can say at the edge of another’s abyss.

Daniel didn’t cry. Not yet. Some griefs begin with silence so loud it drowns memory. He nodded because nodding was a thing bodies know how to do when heads can’t hold thoughts.

“Can I—” His throat scraped. “Can I see him?”

They took him to a small room where the fluorescent lights had been turned down. Machines had been silenced; tubes had been removed. Michael lay as if sleeping a hard sleep—a smear of dried blood at his hairline, oil still ghosting the grooves of his knuckles. His face, absent motion, looked younger. Or older. Daniel couldn’t tell which truth time had chosen.

He sat in the provided chair and finally let sound out of his chest. It wasn’t a word. Words came after, like stones laid around a grave.

“I should have told you,” he whispered to the stillness. “I should have told you this morning. I should have told you a hundred mornings.”

He laid the little Gospel on the blanket near Michael’s hand. It looked pitiful, like a gift brought to a door after the house had emptied. He reached out, then pulled back because he didn’t know if touching would help or harm, and because every nerve in him had decided to feel too much at once.

A nurse stepped in just long enough to set a box of tissues on the counter. She didn’t speak. Kindness knows when to stay quiet.

Daniel looked at the man he had called friend and finally said Scripture because nothing else seemed honest:

“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus 

our Lord.”

— Romans 6:23 (NLT)

The verse came as it always had—half warning, half rescue. He wanted the rescue to have reached his friend in time. He wanted the warning to have moved him to speak when speaking could have mattered. He pressed his palms together in a posture he remembered from childhood and choked out another line he could not improve upon:

“Lord, have mercy on me.”

— Luke 18:13 (NLT)

He did not ask for mercy to turn the clock back. He asked for mercy because a man who failed to speak needs it as much as a man who never heard.

When Sarah arrived, the sound of her grief filled the hallway like wind through broken glass. Daniel stood to meet her and found no words large enough. He took her hands. “I’m here,” he said, and it was true, and also not nearly enough.

Hours later, when he finally drove home on a road that looked like it had shifted its lanes while he was gone, the fog had returned to the low places. He pulled into his driveway and sat with the engine off, hands on the wheel at ten and two like a student driver who feared doing anything wrong. The porch light across the fence glowed for a house that would never be the same.

On the kitchen table, the sticky note still waited where he had left it at dawn: Say it now.

He picked it up and pressed it into the palm of his hand until the paper softened with sweat. Then he spoke to the room, to the night, to the God who had warned him and loved him still:

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

“Tomorrow never came,” he whispered.

And for the first time that day, Daniel wept.

 




Chapter 5 – The Missed Opportunity (Part 3: 

The Town Mourns, Daniel Breaks)

The news of Michael’s death spread like lightning through the town. By evening, the whole community seemed to move slower, as if the air itself had grown heavier. The shop closed its doors early, a hand-painted sign in the window reading simply: Gone too soon. We’ll miss you, Mike.

Neighbors gathered on porches and sidewalks, speaking in hushed voices. Stories began to surface — about the time Michael had fixed someone’s car without charging a dime, about the groceries he left anonymously on a doorstep, about the roof he patched during the storm. Each memory painted him as more than a neighbor. He was a hero, a pillar, a man whose absence left a crater.

At the vigil on the school lawn, candles flickered against the night, children clutched their parents’ hands, and voices trembled with the same refrain: He was a good man.

Daniel stood among them, his own candle dripping wax down his fingers. The phrase wrapped around him like chains. A good man. A good man. He wanted to scream that goodness was not enough. He wanted to shout Romans 3:23 into the night sky:

“For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.”

— Romans 3:23 (NLT)

But the words stuck in his throat, replaced by silence and shame.

 

At the funeral, the church overflowed. The pastor spoke warmly of Michael’s kindness, his generosity, his laughter that filled every room. Friends stood to share stories. Tears flowed freely.

“Michael Davis was the kind of man who made this world better,” one said. “If anyone’s in heaven, it’s him.”

The congregation nodded, murmuring their agreement. Daniel’s stomach twisted. He wanted to cry out, Don’t measure eternity by goodness! Heaven isn’t earned! He thought of Ephesians 2:8–9, verses he had underlined so many times:

“God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a 

gift from God. Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of us 

can boast about it.”

— Ephesians 2:8–9 (NLT)

But Michael had never believed. He had trusted his own “good enough.” And Daniel had let him.

When it was his turn to speak, Daniel stepped to the podium, legs trembling. He stared at the polished wood of the coffin, then at the sea of faces waiting. His mouth opened, but the truth warred with his fear. He thanked God for Michael’s friendship. He told a story about their backyard barbecues. He called him “loyal” and “kind.” He never spoke the gospel.

When he sat down, his wife squeezed his hand. Her eyes brimmed with tears — not only of grief, but of sorrow for his silence.

 

That night, Daniel couldn’t sleep. He paced the floor, Bible open in his hand, verses leaping from the page like accusations.

“When I say to the wicked, ‘You will surely die,’ and you fail to warn them… I will hold you  

responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 3:18 (NLT)

He sank into his chair, head in his hands. Hold me responsible. The phrase burned.

Tears fell, dripping onto the thin pages. He whispered into the silence, “I failed him, Lord. I failed You. And now it’s too late.”

The house groaned in the night, the old rafters shifting as if they too carried the weight of regret.

 

The following days blurred together — casseroles delivered, condolences offered, neighbors stopping by with stories Daniel couldn’t bear to hear. Each time someone said “Michael was the best man I ever knew,” Daniel felt the words like stones against his chest.

Because he knew the truth. Michael had been a good man — but goodness without Christ was not salvation. And he, Daniel, had known that truth yet stayed silent.

He read James 4:17 again and again, each time like a dagger:

“Remember, it is sin to know what you ought to do and then not do it.”

— James 4:17 (NLT)

The verse had haunted him before. Now it condemned him.

 

On the seventh night after the funeral, Daniel walked to the fence line between their yards. The Davis house stood dark and hollow, its porch light unlit. He leaned against the wooden post, staring at the grass where their children once played, where laughter once filled the evenings.

A prayer rose, jagged and broken: “Lord, give me another chance. Not with Michael — I know that chance is gone. But with someone. With anyone. Don’t let my silence be the end of the story.”

The night wind rustled the trees, carrying no answer. But the conviction remained, heavy and unrelenting.

Daniel knew this: he could never undo his failure. He could never bring back the moment in the diner, never stop the accident, never put the gospel on Michael’s lips before it was too late.

But he also knew the Word would not let him go.

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

He clung to the verse like a lifeline. Tomorrow had betrayed him. All he had left was today.

 




Chapter 6 – A Sunday Alone (Part 1: The 

Contrast Ignored)

The church bell rang over the town, its chimes floating across fields and rooftops, summoning the faithful. Daniel and his wife slid into their usual pew, Bible in hand, the hum of organ and voices surrounding them. The sanctuary smelled faintly of polished wood and lilies. For most, it was a place of comfort. For Daniel, lately, it had become a place of conviction.

As the service began, he bowed his head in prayer. But instead of peace, an image filled his mind: Michael, not in a pew, but knee-deep in the river, casting his line with the ease of a man who knew every bend and ripple. While Daniel sang hymns, Michael hummed old country tunes to himself, the sunlight catching his face as he waited for the fish to bite.

The contrast struck hard. One man in worship, the other in leisure. One listening to God’s Word, the other listening to the water’s rhythm. Daniel told himself it was harmless. Everyone needs rest. Fishing isn’t sin.

Still, a verse burned in his thoughts:

“And let us not neglect our meeting together, as some people do, but encourage one 

another, especially now that the day of his return is drawing near.”

— Hebrews 10:25 (NLT)

He whispered it to himself, but the words sounded more like an accusation than encouragement.

 

Pastor Greene preached from Luke 16 that morning — the story of the rich man and Lazarus.

“Finally, the poor man died and was carried by the angels to be with Abraham. The rich 

man also died and was buried, and he went to the place of the dead. There, in torment, he 

saw Abraham in the far distance with Lazarus at his side.”

— Luke 16:22–23 (NLT)

Daniel shifted uncomfortably in his seat. The passage felt too close, too raw, too much like the burden that haunted him every day. The rich man begged for relief, begged for someone to warn his brothers. The plea echoed in Daniel’s mind: Warn them. Warn them now.

He bowed his head, whispering, “Lord, help me warn him.”

But even as he prayed, he knew Michael was at the river, his laughter mixing with the splash of water and the cry of gulls.

 

That afternoon, when Daniel returned home, he saw Michael unloading a string of fish from his cooler, grinning like a boy on Christmas morning.

“Look at this haul, Dan!” Michael called. “Best day on the river in years.”

Daniel walked over, offering a tight smile. “Looks like it.”

“You should’ve been there,” Michael said, holding up a gleaming trout. “I swear the river was made for mornings like this. Peaceful. Simple. No worries.”

Daniel wanted to reply, Church was good too. Eternal things matter more than fish. But the words stuck. Instead, he said, “Maybe next time.”

Michael chuckled. “Deal. You bring the sandwiches, I’ll bring the bait.”

The moment passed, swallowed by laughter and chatter about tackle boxes and fishing spots. But all afternoon, Daniel felt the weight of it — the sharp divide between a man sitting under the Word of God and a man sitting under the open sky, unaware of his soul’s hunger.

That night, as Daniel read his Bible, he stumbled across another verse that cut deep:

“What do you benefit if you gain the whole world but lose your own soul?”

— Mark 8:36 (NLT)

He closed the book and whispered into the dark, “He’s gaining fish. He’s losing time. And I’m letting it happen.”

The house was still, but Daniel’s heart was anything but.

 




Chapter 6 – A Sunday Alone (Part 2: Missed 

Conversations)

Monday dawned bright and ordinary, which is how most chances arrive. Daniel stood at the mailbox sorting bills from flyers when Michael pulled up, the bed of his truck still damp from the melted ice of yesterday’s catch.

“How was church?” Michael asked, casual as a wave.

Daniel’s mouth opened. Luke 16. A man asking someone to warn his brothers. He could have said, The sermon was about eternity, and I can’t shake it. Instead he heard himself answer, “Good. Music was strong. Potluck next week.”

“Save me a plate,” Michael grinned. “I’ll trade you a fish.”

They laughed. The moment drifted a few feet down the street and vanished.

Back inside, Daniel stared at the countertop as if it had answers. A verse from the bulletin rose like a stubborn buoy:

“Live wisely among those who are not believers, and make the most of every opportunity. 

Let your conversation be gracious and attractive so that you will have the right response 

for everyone.”

— Colossians 4:5–6 (NLT)

Make the most… right response. He rubbed his thumb along the edge of the paper until it curled.

 

On Tuesday, the sink at the Davis house coughed and groaned like an old man with opinions. Michael called across the fence, “You free to help me persuade copper to behave?”

They knelt shoulder to shoulder under the cabinet, the world reduced to a P-trap and a stubborn compression nut. The angle wrench slipped. Water beaded on Daniel’s wrist and ran to his elbow. He thought of the sermon again, of warnings and mercy, of men who woke in a place where warnings had ended.

“Mike,” he began, voice bouncing off the underside of the sink, “that question you asked the other day —about what happens after we die—”

“Hold that,” Michael said, handing him Teflon tape. “If I lose this tiny washer, I’ll be the one meeting my Maker when Sarah sees the flood.”

They both laughed. The washer held. The leak stopped. They sat back on their heels and admired the cease-fire.

“Victory,” Michael said, shaking water from his hands.

Daniel swallowed. Say it anyway. “About your question—”

A delivery truck nudged the curb outside; the driver hopped down with a package and a clipboard. By the time the door closed and the box was set on the counter, the hinge on the moment had swung shut. They opened cardboard and marveled at a new coffee grinder instead.

On the walk home, Daniel carried the used roll of tape in his fist like a reminder. Another verse shouldered up beside him:

“Instead, you must worship Christ as Lord of your life. And if someone asks about your 

hope as a believer, always be ready to explain it.”

— 1 Peter 3:15 (NLT)

He asked. You weren’t ready, he thought, and the truth landed without ceremony.

 

Wednesday brought a school concert—fifth-graders with shiny instruments and brave faces. Families packed the bleachers; programs rustled like leaves. Between numbers, Michael leaned close and whispered, “If heaven has a band, I hope they give kids extra grace.”

Daniel smiled. “They do.”

“You think much about heaven?” Michael asked, eyes on the stage.

“All the time,” Daniel said, and felt surprise at his own honesty.

Michael waited—an open field. Daniel could have said, It’s home because Jesus is there. There’s room for us if we come to Him. He could have.

“Those are some tough clarinets,” Daniel said instead, and hated the pivot as soon as he heard it.

Afterward, while the gym emptied, Michael clapped Ethan on the shoulder and ruffled Hannah’s hair. “Ice cream?” he asked his kids.

“Go,” Daniel said. “Celebrate.”

“You in?” Michael offered.

“Rain check,” Daniel replied. “Early morning.”

They parted with smiles. Daniel watched them go and felt like a man letting a train pass because he didn’t like crowds on the platform.

That night he opened his Bible and didn’t look for comfort first; he looked for a mirror. It found him:

“Fearing people is a dangerous trap, but trusting the Lord means safety.”

— Proverbs 29:25 (NLT)

“But don’t just listen to God’s word. You must do what it says.”

— James 1:22 (NLT)

The first verse named the knot in his chest. The second handed him a knife.

 

Thursday morning, fog clung to the low ground. Daniel trimmed back the lilacs along the fence, the clippers ticking like a slow clock. Michael leaned over the railing with two mugs. “Truce offering,” he said, passing coffee.

Daniel took it, grateful. “You got a minute?”

“For you? Always.”

Daniel breathed once, deeply, as if descending. “I keep wanting to tell you what I actually think about eternity. I—”

A car door thunked. The contractor doing the Davis bathroom stepped around the hedge with a clipboard. “Quick question on tile layout. Won’t take a second.”

It took twenty minutes. By the time the clipboard left, the fog had burned off and the coffee had cooled. Michael glanced at his watch. “They’ll have my hide if I’m late.”

“Rain check?” Daniel said, hating the phrase.

“Tonight,” Michael promised, backing toward the truck. “Porch. I want to hear it.”

Daniel nodded, heartbeat settling. Tonight. He repeated it to himself until it felt like a vow he could keep without courage because time would carry him there.

A verse pried at that assumption:

“Farmers who wait for perfect weather never plant. If they watch every cloud, they never 

harvest.”

— Ecclesiastes 11:4 (NLT)

He spoke it aloud to the empty fence. “I’m watching clouds,” he admitted.

 

By late afternoon, a summer storm shouldered into town. Thunder stitched the horizon while Daniel reviewed his handholds on a fresh notecard. God is holy… I am not… Jesus came… Grace is gift… Response. He tucked the card into his shirt pocket the way a carpenter slips a pencil behind his ear.

He crossed the yard at dusk, the air smelling like rain and cut grass. The porch light next door was on; the screen door creaked. Michael stepped out, then his phone rang—the specific tone Daniel recognized as Sarah’s.

“Hang on,” Michael said, answering. “Hey. Yeah. I can swing by. Ten minutes.” He covered the receiver. “Josh left his cleats at practice. I’m on retrieval duty. Half hour?”

“Half hour,” Daniel said.

He went home and paced, then sat, then stood again. He read a verse to steady himself, the one he had underlined so hard the page had almost torn:

“How can they hear about him unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:14 (NLT)

Unless someone tells them. He looked at the wall clock and willed the minute hand to hurry.

An hour later, the rain came in sheets and the porch across the way stayed dark. He typed then erased a dozen texts. Still up? Want to rain-check? I’m here when you get back. He sent nothing. He didn’t want to make it easier to delay.

The storm passed. Ten o’clock came and went. At 10:17, a message pinged: Rain check. Sorry—kid stuff ran long. Tomorrow?

Daniel typed: Tomorrow. He stared at the word and added, Yes.

Then he sat in the kitchen with the light off, the room lit only by the streetlamp’s wash. He pressed his palms to the cool table and prayed in the quiet:

“Today when you hear his voice, don’t harden your hearts…”

— Hebrews 3:15 (NLT)

“Tomorrow isn’t obedience,” he said into the stillness. “It’s a bargain.”

The house made its small, faithful noises. He listened to them as if they could agree for him. When he finally stood, he slipped the notecard from his pocket and taped it to the inside of the front door where his hand would touch it on the way out in the morning.

 

Friday’s sun rose clean. Daniel crossed the yard before excuses could form. He found Michael tightening a bolt on the mower deck, grease across his knuckles like a map.

“Got those five minutes?” Daniel asked, voice steady.

Michael sat back on his heels and wiped his hands on a rag. “I do. Lay it on me.”

Daniel drew a breath. The words gathered like birds on a wire.

A horn blared out front—two short beeps. A delivery driver leaned from a van window. “Signature for Davis!”

Michael stood, rag in one hand, apology in his eyes. “One minute.”

He jogged toward the street.

Daniel watched him go, the notecard in his pocket stiff against his ribs like a promise made to a future he didn’t control. He closed his eyes and prayed one line, not eloquent, not long, just true:

“Open my lips, Lord, and my mouth will declare your praise.”

— Psalm 51:15 (paraphrase NLT reading aligns with NIV; NLT reads similarly: “Unseal 

my lips, O Lord, that my mouth may praise you.”)

When he opened his eyes again, Michael was already waving the driver off and turning back, still smiling, still open, still alive to another sentence that might matter.

Daniel set his feet as if words weighed something and he needed to lift them right. He told himself that small talk had had its fill, that fear had drawn enough lines he’d obeyed. He told himself the simplest truth in the simplest order would do.

And still, as Michael closed the distance, Daniel felt the old hesitation surge and met it with the only antidote he knew: obedience, now.

“Mike,” he said, before another interruption could volunteer, “can I tell you why I can’t stop thinking about Sunday?”

He didn’t know yet that before a man finishes one honest sentence, the world can offer him a dozen reasons to save the rest for later. He only knew the sentence had finally begun.




Chapter 6 – A Sunday Alone (Part 3: The 

Weight of Silence)

Saturday dawned clear, the kind of morning that seemed to invite forgiveness for everything left undone. The Davis family was in their yard, washing the truck, children spraying each other with the hose, Michael laughing like a man who carried no burden at all. From his porch, Daniel watched, sipping coffee that tasted more bitter than usual.

Michael spotted him and waved. “You bringing that mower over today? I think she’s got one more fix in her.”

Daniel raised his mug in reply. “After lunch.”

He wanted to add, And after that, we need to talk. But his throat clamped shut.

The rest of the morning blurred in chores. Yet no matter how many tasks he checked off, his mind returned to last Sunday. Michael at the river, carefree. Himself in church, convicted. The divide between them felt wider than the fence that separated their yards.

He remembered the verse Pastor Greene had read, words that had burned all week:

“Yes, the rich man said, ‘Please, Father Abraham, at least send him to my father’s home. 

For I have five brothers, and I want him to warn them so they don’t end up in this place of 

torment.’”

— Luke 16:27–28 (NLT)

The cry echoed in Daniel’s heart. Warn them. Warn them now.

 

That evening, the two families shared dinner on the Davises’ back porch. The children ate quickly, then disappeared into the yard. The wives traded recipes while Michael and Daniel sat with their plates half-finished, the cool of dusk settling around them.

“You ever notice how fast weeks fly by?” Michael asked, his tone unusually thoughtful. “One day it’s Monday, the next it’s Sunday again. Feels like the older I get, the faster it all goes. Sometimes I wonder how many I’ve got left.”

Daniel’s fork froze halfway to his mouth. The air thickened with the weight of the opening. This was it — as plain as a door swung wide.

He thought of James 4:14:

“How do you know what your life will be like tomorrow? Your life is like the morning fog—

it’s here a little while, then it’s gone.”

— James 4:14 (NLT)

He could have said it then. He could have laid it gently on the table, like bread to be shared.

Instead, he nodded. “Yeah. Time slips faster every year.”

Michael chuckled softly. “Guess that’s why I go fishing. You can’t stop the weeks, but you can make one stand still for a few hours.”

Daniel forced a smile. “Can’t argue with that.”

The moment passed. Conversation shifted. Laughter returned. But Daniel’s chest felt hollow, as though something precious had been stolen.

 

Later that night, when the house was still, Daniel sat alone at the kitchen table. He opened his Bible and let it fall where it would. His eyes landed on Ezekiel again, the verse that had haunted him since the beginning:

“If I warn the wicked, saying, ‘You are under the penalty of death,’ but you fail to deliver 

the warning, they will die in their sins. And I will hold you responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 3:18 (NLT)

He closed his eyes, pressing the pages to his chest. “Lord,” he whispered, “I am responsible. Every silence is another weight I can’t carry. Every missed word feels like a chain. Please give me one more chance — and the courage not to waste it.”

The house answered only with creaks and sighs.

Daniel lowered his head onto folded arms. He knew this much: his silence was not harmless anymore. It was sin. And it was piling up, day after day, opportunity after opportunity, like a debt that could not be repaid.

And deep down, he feared that time was running out.

 




Chapter 7 – Echoes of Conscience (Part 1: The 

Watchman’s Cry)

The sanctuary felt heavier than usual that morning, though the sun spilled bright through stained-glass windows and the choir sang with conviction. Daniel sat rigid in the pew, Bible open on his lap, but his thoughts churned. He had come hoping for rest, for relief from the burden of his silence. Instead, he found himself bracing, as though the Word itself was aiming directly at him.

Pastor Greene cleared his throat, voice steady but urgent. “Turn with me to Ezekiel 33.” Pages rustled. Daniel’s heart clenched before the pastor had spoken another word.

The text was read slowly, each phrase like a stone dropping into Daniel’s chest:

“Son of man, give your people this message: ‘When I bring an army against a country, the 

people of that land choose one of their own to be a watchman. When the watchman sees the  

enemy coming, he sounds the alarm to warn the people. Then if those who hear the alarm 

refuse to take action, it is their own fault if they die.”

— Ezekiel 33:2–4 (NLT)

The pastor looked up, scanning the congregation. “Church, God has made us watchmen. We see what others cannot see. We know judgment is real, eternity is near, salvation is available only in Christ. To stay silent is not kindness—it is betrayal.”

Daniel swallowed hard. The words pierced straight through.

The pastor continued, reading further:

“But if the watchman sees the enemy coming and doesn’t sound the alarm to warn the 

people, he is responsible for their captivity. They will die in their sins, but I will hold the 

watchman responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 33:6 (NLT)

Daniel’s palms grew damp. He could hardly breathe. He thought of Michael across the fence, alive and laughing, unaware of the danger barreling toward him like an unseen army. And he thought of himself —watchman, silent, guilty.

 

The sermon pressed harder. “Friends,” Pastor Greene said, voice rising, “God has placed people in your life for a reason. They are your field of responsibility. Your neighborhood, your workplace, your family. If you do not warn them, their blood is on your hands.”

Daniel closed his eyes, his mind replaying every porch talk, every fishing trip, every conversation where the door had opened wide and he had walked away. Their blood on your hands. The phrase looped like an echo in a cavern.

He whispered a prayer under his breath. “God, I can’t carry this. I can’t.”

But the Word didn’t let him go.

 

At the close of the service, the choir sang softly, the invitation hymn rising like a plea: Speak, O Lord, as we come to You. People moved forward for prayer. Daniel stayed rooted, unable to move, unable to flee.

His wife touched his arm gently. “You’re pale,” she whispered.

He nodded, trying to steady his voice. “The sermon—it was for me.”

She didn’t argue. She didn’t need to.

 

That afternoon, Daniel sat alone on the porch, Bible open again to Ezekiel. He read the verses slowly, feeling their weight settle deeper:

“So you, son of man: I have made you a watchman for the people of Israel. Therefore, 

listen to what I say and warn them for me.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

The words felt less like ancient prophecy and more like a direct command. Warn them for me. He bowed his head into his hands. “I hear You, Lord. But what if I’m too late? What if my silence already sealed his fate?”

The only answer was the rustle of wind in the trees.

 

As evening fell, Michael’s truck rumbled into his driveway. He stepped out, still in grease-stained clothes from the garage, wiping his hands on a rag. He looked tired but content, the kind of man satisfied with an honest day’s work.

“Evening, Dan!” he called. “Got that mower blade sharpened for you!”

Daniel forced a smile, his heart aching with the contrast. Michael thought of tools and engines, of chores and meals. Daniel thought only of eternity, of watchmen and warnings, of silence that had cost too much already.

“Thanks, Mike,” he replied softly. “I appreciate it.”

The moment lingered, ripe for more. But fear tightened around his chest again, and he said nothing.

As he watched Michael disappear inside, laughter greeting him at the door, Daniel whispered into the night:

“Lord, make me speak before it’s too late.”

But deep down, he feared the hourglass was nearly empty.

 




Chapter 7 – Echoes of Conscience (Part 2: The 

Sleepless Watchman)

That night—weeks before the accident that would shatter the quiet—sleep would not take Daniel. The house lay still, the clock a soft metronome in the hall, but his mind kept marching back to Ezekiel. He had closed his eyes and found himself on a wall with a horn in his hand. In the valley, fog hid whatever moved, but the sound of it—low, relentless—said danger. His fingers tightened around the trumpet. Blow it, a voice urged. He lifted it—and woke with his heart pounding and his throat dry, the darkness of the bedroom thick as cloth.

He swung his legs to the floor and reached for the lamp. Light spilled across his Bible, still open where he had left it.

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

Immediately. Not when the moment is smooth, not when the fear dies down, not when there are no interruptions. Immediately.

Daniel shuffled to the kitchen, set water to boil for tea he didn’t want, and laid the Bible on the table as if it were a map he had been refusing to read. He traced the next lines with his thumb.

“If I announce that some wicked people are sure to die and you fail to tell them to change 

their ways, they will die in their sins, and I will hold you responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 33:8 (NLT)

He closed his eyes. “Lord, I hear You. I hear You.”

The kettle clicked off. He forgot to pour.

He read further, grasping at any mercy the passage might hold.

“But if you warn them to repent and they don’t repent, they will die in their sins, but you 

will have saved yourself.”

— Ezekiel 33:9 (NLT)

It wasn’t escape he wanted. It was faithfulness—and for Michael to live forever.

He reached for a pen and a notecard and wrote WATCHMAN at the top in block letters, then copied a verse that had trailed him from sermon to sidewalk for weeks:

“How can they hear about him unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:14 (NLT)

He underlined someone until the paper thinned.

From somewhere deeper in his memory another verse surfaced like a diver breaking the water:

“Rescue those who are unjustly sentenced to die; save them as they stagger to their death. 

Don’t excuse yourself by saying, ‘Look, we didn’t know.’”

— Proverbs 24:11–12 (NLT)

“Don’t excuse yourself.” He said it aloud, then wrote no more excuses beneath the other lines.

He thought of Sunday mornings—him in the pew, Michael in the river. He thought of porch talks that veered toward eternity and then swerved at the last second. If not now, when? The old question had teeth now.

He turned pages until he found a sentence he had long admired for its clean spine, the kind of courage he wished fit him as naturally:

“I declare today that I have been faithful. If anyone suffers eternal death, it’s not my fault, 

for I didn’t shrink from declaring all that God wants you to know.”

— Acts 20:26–27 (NLT)

Paul could say it; Daniel could not. Not yet. He pressed the pen point into the margin, a small dot like a vow.

The floor creaked softly—his wife in the doorway, robe pulled close, eyes kind even in sleep’s shadow. “You okay?” she asked.

“I’m on the wall,” he said, half a smile, half a confession.

She stepped closer, rubbed his shoulder the way she had since they were young. “Then blow the horn, love.”

He nodded. “In the morning.”

She glanced at the notecard. “Tonight’s better,” she said, but she didn’t press. She kissed his temple and left him to the table and the God who was not letting him go.

He prayed without polish, the way people do when the distance between need and help has disappeared: “Father, unseal my lips. ‘Unseal my lips, O Lord, that my mouth may praise you.’” (Psalm 51:15, NLT). “Give me plain words and a soft heart. Let me love him enough to risk being misunderstood.”

The tiredness came all at once, the kind that makes a body heavy. He folded his arms on the table and rested his forehead on the crook of his elbow, not meaning to sleep. When he drifted, the dream returned, but different: the fog in the valley thinned, and he could see houses—his, Michael’s, the Carters’, the school. A road ran through like a seam. Something large moved in the white, soundless and sure. He lifted the trumpet again. This time he blew.

He woke to the faintest gray at the kitchen window. The kettle, long cooled, had a skin of silence over it. He stood, knees stiff, resolve surprisingly steady. He copied one more verse—this one to remind him what courage was for:

“For God did not give us a spirit of fear and timidity, but of power, love, and self-

discipline.”

— 2 Timothy 1:7 (NLT)

Power, yes—but love first. He wrote it in the corner: Power to love enough to speak.

He slipped the notecard and the thin Gospel of John into his pocket, then pulled out the yellow legal page where he had written the handholds months ago and added a seventh line: 7) Ask: “Can we pray now?” It felt audacious to write it; it felt wrong not to.

He watched first light rinse the fence boards and decided: No more waiting for perfect weather. He would catch Michael before the garage day swallowed him. He would be at the fence with coffee and the sentence already formed. He rehearsed it once, then again: “Mike, I need five minutes to tell you the most important thing I know.” He tested the words in his mouth and found they fit.

The phone on the counter lit with a calendar alert—nothing urgent, nothing that could masquerade as a reason to delay. He silenced it. Another notification blinked: a verse-of-the-day he hadn’t set, from an app he barely used:

“Today when you hear his voice, don’t harden your hearts…”

— Hebrews 3:15 (NLT)

“Today,” he answered, not to the app but to the God who had circled this word in every way He knew. “Today.”

He poured two mugs, the steam curling like flags of truce over the rims, and stepped onto the dew-cool porch. The grass wet his boot tops; the air smelled like cut wood and clean beginnings. Across the way, the bedroom light in the Davis house clicked on. Daniel’s heart lifted with it. He set the mugs on the fence rail and waited, not pacing, not stalling—waiting like a man at a door he meant to knock.

In the stillness, he opened his Bible to one last line and read it aloud into the dawn, sending it ahead of him like a herald:

“This is good and pleases God our Savior, who wants everyone to be saved and to 

understand the truth.”

— 1 Timothy 2:3–4 (NLT)

Everyone. Michael. Even a watchman who had kept too many quiet nights.

A silhouette moved in the Davis kitchen—shoulders he knew, the turn of a head he’d recognize in any crowd. He felt the old tremor rise and met it with the prayer that had become a heartbeat: “Unseal my lips.”

The back door opened. Footsteps on the stoop. The day, fresh and tender, stood between them like a gift still wrapped.

“Morning,” Michael called, voice rough with sleep, friendly as ever.

“Morning,” Daniel answered, already reaching for the mug and the first true sentence. He did not know how many mornings remained. He only knew this one—and the wall beneath his feet, and the horn in his hand.

 




Chapter 7 – Echoes of Conscience (Part 3: The 

Breaking Point)

The mugs on the fence cooled as the sun climbed higher. Michael leaned against a post, yawning, hair tousled, his ragged work shirt hanging open at the collar. He took the cup Daniel offered and blew across the steam.

“Appreciate this,” he said. “Sarah’s on me about cutting back on coffee, but mornings like this don’t work without it.”

Daniel smiled faintly. Mornings don’t work without mercy either, he thought, but the words stayed inside.

Michael took a sip, grimaced at the heat, then grinned. “You know, I was thinking the other day. Life’s like these mugs—you pour and pour, and sooner or later, they’re empty. Then what?”

Daniel’s breath caught. Another opening. Another chance. He thought of the verses that had stalked him through sleepless nights:

“When I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked person, you will surely die,’ and you do not warn 

them, they will die in their sins, and I will hold you responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 33:8 (NLT)

The verse rose like fire in his chest. He had prayed for this moment. Now it stood before him, coffee in hand, waiting.

But fear pressed in again. He pictured Michael laughing it off, turning cool, ending the friendship. What if I ruin what we have? The lie had worn grooves deep in his soul, but it still whispered convincingly.

He muttered instead, “Guess we just refill and keep going.”

Michael chuckled. “That’s one way of looking at it.”

The moment slipped away, lost to the sound of birds and the rumble of traffic on the highway.

 

That evening, Daniel sat in the back pew of the church sanctuary after everyone had left. The lights were dim, the air hushed. His Bible lay open on his lap, pages fluttering as if moved by breath.

He read the words again, whispering them into the empty room:

“If I warn the wicked, and they do not repent, they will die in their sins. But if you do not 

warn them, I will hold you responsible.”

— Ezekiel 33:9 (NLT)

“Responsible,” he echoed, his voice cracking. “God, how do I live with that? How do I keep carrying silence like this?”

Tears blurred his vision. For the first time in years, he wept openly, shoulders shaking, forehead pressed to the pew in front of him.

“Lord,” he cried, “I can’t miss another chance. Don’t let me stay silent. Don’t let me be the reason my friend never hears.”

The sanctuary gave no audible answer, but Daniel felt the weight of his conscience echo louder than any voice.

 

At home, his wife found him still trembling. She took his hand, her own eyes brimming.

“You can’t keep this inside,” she said softly.

“I know,” he whispered. “Every verse screams it. Every sermon, every prayer, every thought. I’m the watchman. And I’ve failed.”

She nodded. “Then let failure become fuel. Don’t wait for perfect. Do it afraid, but do it.”

He pulled the notecard from his pocket — God is holy. I am not. Jesus came. Grace is a gift. Response. Ask: Can we pray now? He had read it so many times the words were burned into his mind. “I’ll do it,” he said, though fear still clawed at him. “Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll tell him.”

 

That night, sleep came in fits. He dreamed again of the wall, of fog rising in the valley, of people walking unaware toward danger. He lifted the trumpet to his lips — but no sound came. His chest filled with panic as the figures disappeared into the mist.

He woke with a start, gasping. The clock read 3:17 a.m. He sat on the edge of the bed, head in his hands, whispering through clenched teeth, “Lord, please. Let me speak. Don’t let me miss it again.”

He reached for his Bible, flipping blindly until his eyes landed on Romans 1:16:

“For I am not ashamed of this Good News about Christ. It is the power of God at work, 

saving everyone who believes.”

— Romans 1:16 (NLT)

He read it aloud, louder the second time, as if to beat back the fear. “Not ashamed. Not ashamed.”

But when dawn came, the fear returned.

 

By Sunday, the sermon was already inked in his heart. By Monday, the verses were engraved in his conscience. By Tuesday, the silence felt unbearable. Daniel carried the Gospel of John in his pocket everywhere he went, the paper edges fraying from sweat and use.

He told himself, Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll tell him.

But tomorrow never felt safe. And each day that passed, the echo of Ezekiel’s warning grew louder: Their blood on your hands.

And with each echo, Daniel’s conscience broke a little more.

 




Chapter 8 – Faith Without Words (Part 1: The 

Comfortable Excuse)

For the next few weeks, Daniel moved through life with a strange mixture of relief and unrest. Relief because he told himself he was finally doing something. Unrest because deep down, he knew it wasn’t enough.

He convinced himself that silence wasn’t failure — it was strategy. Actions speak louder than words, he thought. If Michael sees how I live, he’ll know what I believe. My life is the sermon. I don’t need to preach with my mouth.

And so Daniel doubled down on kindness. He helped Michael change the brakes on his truck. He mowed the strip of grass along the sidewalk without being asked. He dropped off extra casseroles when Sarah was busy. He laughed louder, listened longer, smiled more.

But every time he lay down at night, verses rose like accusations:

“So you see, faith by itself isn’t enough. Unless it produces good deeds, it is dead and 

useless.”

— James 2:17 (NLT)

He clung to the deeds part, ignoring the rest. See? I’m living my faith. That’s enough.

Yet another verse kept slipping into his mind, unraveling his excuse:

“For “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” But how can they call 

on him to save them unless they believe in him? And how can they believe in him if they 

have never heard about him? And how can they hear about him unless someone tells 

them?”

— Romans 10:13–14 (NLT)

Unless someone tells them.

Daniel tried to bury the words under busyness. But they kept rising, louder each time.

 

One Saturday, the two men worked side by side repairing a sagging fence post. Sweat streaked their foreheads; the air smelled of earth and cut grass. Michael wiped his hands on his jeans and laughed. “Dan, I don’t know what I’d do without you. You’re always steady. You’re the kind of friend that makes a man believe there’s still good in the world.”

Daniel forced a smile, his heart pounding. He sees my life. Isn’t that enough?

He thought of 1 Peter 3:15, a verse he had read again and again:

“If someone asks about your hope as a believer, always be ready to explain it.”

— 1 Peter 3:15 (NLT)

Michael had asked. He had asked about death, about eternity, about hope. And Daniel had dodged the answers.

Still, he said nothing. He only muttered, “You’re a good friend too.”

 

That night, Daniel opened his journal and wrote in jagged lines:

Is my example enough? Or am I lying to myself? Lord, I keep waiting for courage, but maybe courage doesn’t come before speaking — maybe it comes after. Please, don’t let me waste more time.

He flipped back to James and read the words he had underlined weeks ago:

“So you see, faith is made complete by what we do.”

— James 2:22 (NLT)

His pen hovered, then he scrawled beneath it: Faith is not just what we do. Faith is also what we say.

The thought unsettled him. But it was truer than anything he had told himself lately.

The next morning in church, the pastor preached from Matthew 5.

“You are the light of the world—like a city on a hilltop that cannot be hidden. No one lights  

a lamp and then puts it under a basket. Instead, a lamp is placed on a stand, where it gives 

light to everyone in the house.”

— Matthew 5:14–15 (NLT)

Daniel gripped the pew, the words piercing. Light isn’t silent. It shines. It reveals. It cannot be hidden.

The pastor leaned forward, his voice pressing into every corner of the sanctuary. “If your life shines but your lips stay closed, how will the world know what gives the light? Don’t just live the gospel. Speak the gospel. A lamp without explanation only lights the room—it doesn’t save a soul.”

Daniel bowed his head, shame burning his cheeks. His excuses no longer sounded like wisdom. They sounded like cowardice dressed up as strategy.

He whispered, “Lord, forgive me. I thought my silence was safe. But it’s deadly. For him—and for me.”

The echoes of conscience grew louder still.

 




Chapter 8 – Faith Without Words (Part 2: 

Cracks in the Excuse)

The first crack showed up at the shelter.

Daniel had signed up for the Saturday food distribution and coaxed Michael to come along—“just boxes and smiles,” he’d said, because even his invitations wore soft edges. They stacked canned beans and pasta in neat pyramids while a line formed down the hallway. The fluorescent lights buzzed; a child somewhere laughed without reservation.

Michael worked like he always did—head down, efficient, kind. When the line thinned, he wiped his hands on his jeans and nodded toward the church folks greeting guests by name. “Your people live it,” he said. “If that’s what religion is—doing good—then I’m all for it.”

Daniel smiled, but the compliment pricked. If all Michael saw was doing, he still hadn’t heard why. He reached for a box, the cardboard raspy against his palm, and a verse rose to the surface, uninvited and exact:

“And whatever you do or say, do it as a representative of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks 

through him to God the Father.”

— Colossians 3:17 (NLT)

Do and say. Daniel was doing. He wasn’t saying.

On their way out, they passed a bulletin board with a hand-lettered sign: Bread that never runs out— ask us why we’re here. Michael tapped the paper with one finger and grinned. “You should tell whoever wrote that they’ve got a gift. Almost makes me curious.”

Almost. Daniel swallowed the words that might have carried him from almost to answer.

 

The second crack appeared at the garage.

A customer came frantic about a rattle and left a wad of cash by mistake—too much by far. Michael jogged into the parking lot waving the envelope. “Sir! You overpaid!” The man turned, stunned, grateful, a little ashamed. He pressed Michael’s hand and said, “You’re a good man.” When he left, Michael shrugged at Daniel. “My old man always said, ‘You don’t keep what isn’t yours.’ Decent ain’t complicated.”

Daniel admired it—the clean, everyday righteousness. But another verse pressed in, sharper than admiration:

“He saved us, not because of the righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.”

— Titus 3:5 (NLT)

Mercy, not merit. Grace, not goodness. If Michael left the garage believing decency was the currency of heaven, Daniel’s example—unexplained—was helping the wrong economy.

At lunch they split a sandwich on the tailgate. Michael lifted his half in a toast. “To decent men.”

Daniel’s mouth was dry. He could have said, To mercy. Instead he clinked bread and chewed in silence.

 

The third crack came disguised as praise.

“You’re different,” Michael said one evening as they watched the kids chalk galaxies on the driveway. “Not religious-different. Calm-different. Like you’ve got ballast. I try to be steady, but you… you carry it easier.”

Daniel tried to laugh it off, but the compliment landed where excuses go to die. He had wanted his life to preach. It was preaching something—about him. Without words, the glory slid sideways.

He thought of Paul’s line he could never escape:

“For when we brought you the Good News, it was not only with words but also with 

power…”

— 1 Thessalonians 1:5 (NLT)

Not words only—but not less than words. Deeds confirm; they do not replace.

Michael nudged him. “What’s the ballast, Dan? Family? Habit? Midwest stoicism?”

He almost answered with a joke. He almost said coffee. He almost lied.

“It’s… grace,” he said, the word so soft the evening almost stole it.

“Grace, huh?” Michael turned the word in his mouth like a new coin. He nodded once, slow. “Sounds nice.”

He didn’t ask what it meant. Daniel didn’t tell him.

The fourth crack arrived in a silence that should have been prayer.

A neighbor boy choked on a grape. The yard erupted—panic, shouting, someone calling 911. Michael dashed over, calm but urgent, and worked the boy’s back in practiced blows until the grape shot onto the grass. Cheers, tears, the boy wailing with the relief of oxygen.

Sarah hugged Michael. “You saved him.” The mother sobbed thanks into Daniel’s shirt because he happened to be closest.

Daniel had prayed in his head the whole sixty seconds—Lord, help. Lord, help. Afterward, he clapped Michael’s back and said, “You were ready.”

He did not say, God heard. He did not gather the stunned circle and speak the Name he’d whispered. The glory—a simple, rightful “Thank You, Lord”—evaporated into applause.

A verse arrived like a gentle indictment:

“Faith comes from hearing, that is, hearing the Good News about Christ.”

— Romans 10:17 (NLT)

They had seen decency. They had not heard Jesus.

 

The fifth crack was a question that outlived the night.

They sat on the porch while rain stitched the dark. Michael swirled his coffee. “Do you ever feel like you’re… holding back? Like there’s something you want to say, and you keep doing things around it instead?”

Daniel stared at the rim of his mug. “Every day.”

“So what is it?” Michael asked, half-teasing, half-earnest. “You’re the most helpful man I know. But sometimes I think you’re… hiding behind helpful.”

Daniel’s face warmed. “Hiding?”

“Not in a bad way. Just… you give without saying what the giving’s for.” Michael shrugged. “Maybe I’m overthinking it.”

He wasn’t. Daniel knew he wasn’t. He could feel the simple path opening—I’ve been afraid to tell you about Christ. Instead he chased a harmless cul-de-sac. “Maybe I just don’t like speeches.”

Michael laughed. “Fair enough. I prefer burgers to speeches, myself.”

The rain softened. The chance dissolved.

Daniel sat long after the porch light clicked off and whispered into the damp quiet, “He’s asking me to say it, Lord. Even without knowing he’s asking.” The answer was a verse he knew by shape on the page:

“We cannot stop telling about everything we have seen and heard.”

— Acts 4:20 (NLT)

We cannot stop. He had hardly started.

 

The sixth crack came from his wife’s patience running out of synonyms.

“You’re being kind,” she said, spoon pausing over soup. “You’re being diligent and thoughtful. And you’re being disobedient.”

He looked up fast. “That’s a hard word.”

“It’s the true one,” she replied gently. “Your quiet is not neutral. You keep telling yourself your life is loud enough. But if your life is the only sermon, Michael will praise you and perish without Jesus.”

He swallowed. “I keep waiting for the right moment.”

She nudged his Bible with a fingertip. “You’ve had a dozen. You’re not waiting for a moment. You’re waiting for a feeling.”

He knew she was right. He set the spoon down as if it had turned heavy. “Then I’ll speak the next time the door opens.”

“Or,” she said, “you could knock.”

He tried to smile. The effort showed. “Scary.”

“Courage is obedience that decided to move first,” she said. “You taught me that.”

He had, once. He opened to James and read what he had underlined a dozen times and honored too few:

“But don’t just listen to God’s word. You must do what it says.”

— James 1:22 (NLT)

He wrote in his journal beneath it: Faith acts. Love speaks.

 

The last crack of the week sounded like gratitude that missed its mark.

At the hardware store, the clerk boxed up a tool Michael had loaned them last month and said to Daniel, “You and Davis—best neighbors on the block. If more people were like you two, the world would fix itself.”

Daniel smiled, but something in him flinched. The world was not a machine short a wrench; it was a body in need of resurrection. Kind men could oil the hinges and still leave the coffin closed.

He stepped outside into a sky washed clean and couldn’t help praying aloud on the sidewalk, not loud enough to make a scene, just honest enough to break the seal on his lips: “Jesus, I’m sorry for hoarding Your Name.”

When he got home, he wrote three short lines on a fresh card—the kind he’d be ashamed not to obey:

1. Say His Name.

2. Explain the cross.

3. Ask for a response.

No metaphors to hide in. No cleverness to admire. Just the thing itself.

That night he walked the fence line with a flashlight, checking the gate latch, stalling with tasks that didn’t matter. Across the yard, the Davis house glowed with life—shadows moving in windows, a dog’s tail thumping the wall, the clatter of dishes. He pictured himself knocking, pictured Michael opening, pictured the words coming plain and kind.

He feared the awkwardness less than he feared the silence now.

He opened his Bible one more time and let the verse he needed find him:

“Pray that I will proclaim this message as clearly as I should.”

— Colossians 4:4 (NLT)

“As clearly as I should,” he echoed. “Not as smoothly as I wish.”

He tucked the verse card into his wallet behind his driver’s license, as if clarity were an identity he could hand to anyone who asked. Then he set his alarm and laid his clothes across the chair. He had lived a long season of faith without words. The cracks were showing. Tomorrow, he told the ceiling— no bargain this time, just plan—tomorrow the words would come.

He did not know how many tomorrows remained. But he knew this—every excuse had broken, and the only thing left intact was a simple command: speak.

 




Chapter 8 – Faith Without Words (Part 3: When 

Example Fails)

It happened on an ordinary Thursday, the kind of day that never warns you it intends to become a hinge.

Daniel was coiling a garden hose when a sound split the quiet—Sarah’s shout, sharp and thin. He dropped the hose and ran. Two houses down, Mr. Carter had crumpled on the grass, the mower stalled at an awkward angle, his hand still curled around the handle.

Neighbors poured from porches. Someone dialed 911. Michael was there in seconds, kneeling, checking for a pulse, beginning chest compressions with the competence of a man who’d taken the class and remembered. “One, two, three…” he counted, steady and strong.

Daniel hovered, useless, the way a “helpful neighbor” finds the edge of what hands can do and discovers the rest belongs to heaven. His throat tightened. He had told himself for months that his example would preach. But examples don’t breathe for the dying. Examples don’t lift words over the wall between here and forever.

He knelt opposite Michael and did the one thing his hands couldn’t do. He prayed aloud.

“Jesus,” he said—first the Name, finally the Name—“have mercy. ‘The Lord hears his people when they call to him for help.’” (Psalm 34:17, NLT) “Give life. Strengthen these hands. Guide the medics. Spare him if it be Your will.”

Michael looked up, surprise at the sound of Daniel’s voice more than at its content, and then nodded— the way men nod when they’re glad someone said the thing that needed saying.

Sirens rose. Paramedics took over. A flurry of movement, a shout for epinephrine, a clipboard, a stretcher, the thump of boot soles on pavement. Then the ambulance door clapped shut and the neighborhood stood in a stunned half-circle of silence.

Sarah squeezed Daniel’s arm. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For praying.”

He swallowed. “It was all I could do.”

Michael stared down the street, breathing hard, grease and grass stains dark on his knees. “Sometimes doing isn’t enough,” he said softly, not looking at Daniel. “I hate that.”

Daniel felt the sentence land like a verdict he could love. Doing isn’t enough. It never had been.

 

They walked back slowly, quiet except for the soft slap of their shoes on the sidewalk. At the fence line, Michael propped his forearms on the rail and exhaled. “You prayed different,” he said. “Not just… ‘good thoughts.’ It sounded like you knew Who you were talking to.”

Daniel didn’t dodge. For the first time in months, he refused to hide in politeness. “I do,” he said. “Jesus isn’t a last resort for me. He’s… the only hope I’ve ever had.”

Michael turned, studying him. “Hope in what, exactly?”

Daniel’s pulse climbed; fear came to the door and didn’t get in. He spoke simply, borrowing the clearest words he knew: “In Him. ‘I am the resurrection and the life. Anyone who believes in me will live, even after dying.’” (John 11:25, NLT) “I don’t trust my goodness to get me through death. I trust Jesus to carry me.”

Michael nodded slowly, as if tasting the sentence. “That’s… stronger than what most folks say.”

“Because it’s more than sentiment,” Daniel said. His hands trembled; he didn’t hide them. “‘There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by which we must be saved.’” (Acts 4:12, NLT)

Michael looked down at his knuckles, flexed them, then glanced back. “You really believe that. Not just ‘be decent and hope for the best.’”

“I really believe,” Daniel answered. “And—Mike—my example hasn’t said that. I’ve been hiding behind helpful.”

A corner of Michael’s mouth lifted. “I might’ve noticed.”

They both let out a short, tired laugh, the kind that acknowledges truth without making it smaller.

 

That night, word came: Mr. Carter lived. The text shot through the neighborhood like a sparrow through an open window. “Stable. In ICU. Grateful for quick help.” Relief loosened Daniel’s shoulders for the first time all day. He stepped onto the porch with the message open on his phone and nearly collided with Michael coming the other way.

“He’s going to make it,” Michael said, eyes bright with the clean joy of spared life.

“Thank God,” Daniel breathed, and this time the words didn’t feel like filler. They were address and thanksgiving.

Michael leaned on the post and looked at him, not away this time. “Can I ask you something straight?”

“Ask.”

“If I had been the one on the grass today…” He swallowed. “If my heart stopped. Would you have prayed like that?”

“I would have,” Daniel said, voice low. “And I would have asked you what I should have asked long before: Are you trusting Jesus to save you? ‘If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.’” (Romans 10:9, NLT)

Silence stretched—a reverent kind, not empty. Rain pinged once from the gutter, a single note.

Michael exhaled. “I keep thinking decency is enough.”

“I know,” Daniel said. “I let you think it. That’s on me. But the Bible says ‘He saved us, not because of the righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.’” (Titus 3:5, NLT) “Mercy, not merit.”

Michael rubbed his jaw, the day’s stubble rasping. “Part of me wants to argue. Part of me is… relieved. Trying to be ‘enough’ is heavy.”

“Mercy is lighter,” Daniel said. “But it’s not cheap. Jesus carried the weight.”

Michael nodded once, as if setting a tool back into the correct slot. “Can we talk more? Not a speech. Just… what you actually believe.”

“We can,” Daniel said. He felt the old fear stir and didn’t feed it. “Soon. I’d like that. ‘We are Christ’s ambassadors; God is making his appeal through us.’” (2 Corinthians 5:20, NLT) “I’ve acted like He could appeal through casseroles alone.”

“Casseroles help,” Michael said, and the small grin returned. “But I get it.”

They stood a minute longer, men who had finally admitted the limits of their hands. When they parted, Daniel carried a trembling kind of peace he hadn’t felt in months. Not triumph. Not even relief yet. But the right direction at last.

Two days later the test came—the kind that proves whether a man meant what he said or loved how he felt when he said it.

They were back at the shelter for a short shift, stocking shelves. A woman with tired eyes and a boy clutching her sleeve approached, pausing at the end of their aisle. “You the church folks?” she asked, wary but grateful.

“We’re with them,” Michael said, friendly, gesturing at the volunteers. He looked at Daniel, an unspoken handoff.

The woman twisted her wedding band, the skin beneath it pale. “My husband’s in county lockup. I’m just… trying to keep it together.”

Daniel’s chest tightened. This was the place where “example” always seemed safer than words. He could offer boxes and smiles and call it love. He could, again, let his deeds-to-words ratio stay lopsided.

Michael waited, eyes steady on Daniel’s face.

Daniel chose the sentence that would have embarrassed him a week ago and felt only its rightness now. “We can help with food,” he said gently, “and we can pray with you if you’d like. Jesus is near to the brokenhearted. ‘The Lord is close to the brokenhearted; he rescues those whose spirits are crushed.’” (Psalm 34:18, NLT)

Her eyes brimmed. “Would you?”

“Right now,” Daniel said. He glanced at Michael—not for permission, but for partnership.

“I’m in,” Michael said quietly, surprising them both.

They stood between shelves of cereal and canned fruit, three adults and a small boy, and Daniel prayed out loud—plain words, no embroidery: “Jesus, thank You that You see us. Help this family. Provide what they need. Give hope that’s heavier than fear. And draw us all to trust You, because ‘everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’” (Romans 10:13, NLT)

“Amen,” the woman whispered, the syllables like water.

When they finished, she squeezed his hand. “Thank you for saying His Name,” she said, and it felt to Daniel like a benediction for a season he was finally ending.

Outside, the day had sharpened into that particular Midwest blue that makes everything look newly painted. They loaded boxes into her trunk. She drove away waving, the boy’s hand a small flag in the rear window.

Michael leaned on the shopping cart and let out a breath. “That was… different,” he said. “Good different.”

Daniel nodded. “I keep learning that love serves—and love speaks.”

Michael pushed the cart back inside, then turned. “I want to hear more. Maybe breakfast? You talk; I’ll try not to interrupt with car metaphors.”

Daniel smiled. The thought of that booth in the diner didn’t terrify him now; it made him thankful. “Breakfast works.”

They picked a time. They shook on it like men do when they understand the weight of what they’re agreeing to.

That evening, Daniel copied one sentence on a card and taped it above his desk where he couldn’t avoid it:

“Pray that I will proclaim this message as clearly as I should.”

— Colossians 4:4 (NLT)

He stood back and read it until the words felt like a plumb line. Then he added another he’d finally decided to obey:

“Let your conversation be gracious and attractive so that you will have the right response 

for everyone.”

— Colossians 4:6 (NLT)

Gracious. Clear. Not clever. Not coaxed from him by crisis. Given freely.

He slipped the Gospel of John into his pocket and whispered, not bargaining this time, just belonging: “Jesus, unseal my lips.” The house exhaled the contented sounds of evening, and somewhere a dog thumped its tail against a wall.

Example had reached its limits. Love would have to speak.

And—in a mercy Daniel would later cherish and grieve—he was finally ready to open his mouth.

 




Chapter 9 – The Last Fishing Trip (Part 1: 

Nervous Laughter)

The river was calm that morning, smooth as glass beneath a pale sun. Mist clung low to the water, curling around the reeds like smoke reluctant to leave. Michael stood in his usual spot, casting his line with a practiced flick, the kind of motion that looked like second nature. Daniel sat a few feet away on a worn folding chair, the tackle box open at his feet, coffee steaming in a thermos between them.

For a while, they said little. The river did most of the talking—ripples whispering against the boat’s hull, the occasional splash of a fish breaking the surface, a heron lifting from the far bank with a cry that echoed into the trees.

Michael reeled in his line, checked the lure, and cast again. He grinned. “You know, Dan, if heaven’s got a river like this, I’ll be set for eternity. A fishing pole, a quiet morning, no deadlines. That’s paradise to me.”

Daniel’s throat tightened. Heaven. The word opened a door wide enough to walk through. He thought of Jesus’ words he’d read just the night before:

“In my Father’s house are many rooms… When everything is ready, I will come and get 

you, so that you will always be with me where I am.”

— John 14:2–3 (NLT)

He could have said it then. He could have told Michael that heaven was real, not just a fisherman’s dream but a promise, a home prepared by Christ Himself.

But fear coiled around him like a snake, squeezing tight. Instead, he laughed nervously, the sound too thin. “As long as there’s bait, right?”

Michael chuckled, nodding. “Yeah. And maybe down there”—he jerked his head toward the water —“hell’s the place where the fish never bite. Eternal frustration.”

Daniel’s heart sank. Hell. Spoken casually, as a joke. He thought of Jesus’ warning:

“And they will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous will go into eternal life.”

— Matthew 25:46 (NLT)

But he only forced another weak laugh, eyes fixed on the water.

Michael reeled his line again, whistling softly. “Well, I guess I’d better stick to the good side then.”

Daniel gripped his thermos tighter, his knuckles white. The opening had been wide, the chance undeniable. But his silence filled it instead, like water rushing into a void.

 

The fish weren’t biting that day, and neither did Daniel’s courage. When they packed up and headed home, Michael hummed tunelessly, content. Daniel followed behind, heavy with the knowledge that another door had opened, and he had laughed it shut.

That night, alone on the porch, he whispered into the dark, “Lord, forgive me. ‘Remember, it is sin to know what you ought to do and then not do it.’” (James 4:17, NLT).

The echo of Michael’s words haunted him: heaven and hell.

And Daniel knew—one day soon, those words would no longer be a joke.

 




Chapter 9 – The Last Fishing Trip (Part 2: 

Shadows on the Water)

By late morning the light turned thin, a pale gold that made the river look older than it was. The fish kept their counsel. Michael swapped lures twice, then a third time, whistling a tune that never found its key. Daniel watched the line arc out and vanish, watched ripples stitch themselves closed, watched his chance do the same.

He told himself to breathe. He told himself this would be the hour he finally spoke. The river answered with silence and the tick of the outboard cooling in the shade.

A verse moved through him like a boat under fog:

“How do you know what your life will be like tomorrow? Your life is like the morning fog—  

it’s here a little while, then it’s gone.”

— James 4:14 (NLT)

The mist that had clung low at dawn was gone now, burned off without drama. He felt the image more than he saw it. Fog doesn’t announce its leaving.

Michael’s line snagged hard. “Rock or root,” he said, giving it two quick pops. “C’mon, sweetheart.” The rod bowed. The monofilament sang. With a final sharp tug the lure broke free and flew over their heads, flashing once like a small, false miracle before landing with a plop near the bank.

“Thought I’d lost her,” Michael chuckled. “Hidden things, man. They’ll get you.”

Daniel swallowed. Hidden things. He thought of everything he hadn’t said and how silence can be a snag you don’t notice until it holds you fast.

They drifted for a bit in the slow bend where the willows leaned like old men into the water. A red-tailed hawk circled above the fields beyond, etching lazy ovals into the morning. Somewhere upriver a siren lifted and thinned, far enough to pretend it was something else.

Daniel took off his cap and let the air cool the sweat at his hairline. “Mike,” he began, then stalled. The words in his mouth felt like a lure tied badly—certain to knot at the first cast.

He tried again with Scripture as his spine. “I’ve been thinking a lot about… time. About numbering our days.” He kept his eyes on the water and let the verse come gentle:

“Teach us to realize the brevity of life, so that we may grow in wisdom.”

— Psalm 90:12 (NLT)

Michael nodded, not wary yet. “You and your verses,” he said, smiling to take out any sting. “But I get that one. Forty didn’t scare me. Forty-two did. And my back agrees.”

They laughed. The laughter was honest and small, like a bridge plank that would hold one more step if he took it. He didn’t. He let the moment idle, engine in neutral.

Clouds shouldered in from the west—nothing dramatic, just a grayness that gathered itself with purpose. The water changed color under it, green turned to pewter, and the chop picked up enough to make the boat tap the ribs of the bank.

“Storm later,” Michael said, glancing up. “We’ve got an hour easy.”

An hour easy. Daniel felt the words like both mercy and dare. Another verse pressed, one that had been circling him since the diner:

“Don’t brag about tomorrow, since you don’t know what the day will bring.”

— Proverbs 27:1 (NLT)

He set his thermos aside and turned to face his friend fully. “Mike, can I ask you something straight?” His voice surprised him by not shaking.

“Sling it,” Michael said, adjusting his grip on the rod.

“When you joked earlier about heaven and… the other place.” Daniel’s throat worked. “Do you ever worry you’re betting on being ‘good enough’?”

Michael stared at his float, then at the slow bruise of cloud. “If God’s fair, He’ll see I tried. That’s what I tell myself.” He gave a half-shrug. “The other option is living scared. Can’t do that.”

Daniel heard two sentences at once—the one Michael said and the one the Spirit had put on his own tongue a hundred mornings he’d refused. He could name the alternative without leaving hope in the shadows. He could say mercy where Michael had said fair. He could.

“Trying’s heavy,” was what came out. “I know.”

Michael glanced at him then, a brief, searching look, as if waiting to see whether Daniel would keep hiding behind kind sentences.

They drifted toward a deadfall—a tree that the river had gnawed at long enough to lay it down like a fallen giant across the shallows. Branches made a crosshatch just below the surface. Daniel nudged the paddle to push them off, and for a second the geometry of it—trunk and limbs in a rough cross—caught his breath with something like recognition.

He almost said it: The cross is where the weight goes. Instead he cleared his throat and offered the safer cousin of the truth. “You ever feel tired in your bones?”

“Every afternoon,” Michael grinned, then softened. “Some nights more than others.”

The hawk cried again. A sunfish flicked, mocking their lures. The outboard coughed like an old smoker and then settled.

“Look,” Michael said after a stretch of quiet, “I know you want to get me in a pew.” He said it kindly, like a guy admitting he knows his wife wants him to like salad. “Maybe I will, one of these Sundays. I don’t hate your church folks. They’re… good people.”

Daniel’s jaw tightened at the phrase because it was the one that kept misleading them both. He felt the urgency crest and let a verse carry it:

“And just as each person is destined to die once and after that comes judgment…”

— Hebrews 9:27 (NLT)

He didn’t say it aloud. He heard it and kept it. Fear won on points, not by knockout—small hesitations adding up.

A kid on the bank downstream whooped as his bobber dove. “Got one!” he shouted to nobody and everybody. His father laughed, the sound blowing flat across the water.

Michael smiled at the noise. “I like that. Fishermen ought to cheer each other’s luck.”

Rejoice with those who rejoice, Daniel thought, and then the other half—weep with those who weep— rose beside it with an edge he didn’t understand yet.

The first cool drops reached them—more warning than weather, the kind of rain that announces the rest of the sky will be along shortly. Michael reeled up. “Call it?” he asked.

“Call it,” Daniel said. The decision felt like surrender to more than weather.

They motored back toward the launch, the aluminum hull shuddering over small wakes. Daniel gripped the bench and tried again, one last cast with words. “Mike, if we did sit down—no speeches—just a few minutes… I’d like to tell you what I mean when I say ‘grace.’ Not church. Jesus.”

Michael didn’t look offended. He didn’t even look surprised. He looked… tired, in the honest way that opens a door without promising what’s behind it. “Breakfast next week?” he offered. “Diner. You talk; I’ll listen.”

“Deal,” Daniel said too quickly, relief and dread wrestling in his chest. He set the appointment like a man driving a stake he hoped would hold in wind.

They reached the ramp as the rain thickened, big drops spattering the aluminum. A low roll of thunder stitched the tree line. Together they hauled the boat onto the trailer, ropes and nods and rhythms they had learned without saying. Water streamed from the keel in thin, eager lines—little rivers leaving the big one.

Before they climbed into their trucks, Michael tipped his chin toward the cloudbank. “Storm’ll wash the week clean,” he said. “See you Tuesday?”

“Tuesday,” Daniel said, and forced himself to hold his friend’s gaze. “I’m not going to dodge this time.”

Michael’s smile went slantwise. “I’ll bring questions, then.”

They slapped the backs of their hands together in that half-handshake men use when they can’t quite hug in public and headed for their doors.

On the drive home Daniel kept the radio off. He said the shortest prayer, the kind the river could have echoed if water had words: “Give me Tuesday.” Then he added the one he’d been avoiding and finally meant: “Give me courage even if Tuesday doesn’t come.”

A verse found him at the red light where County 12 meets the highway, uninvited and right on time:

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

He drummed his fingers on the wheel and answered aloud, to the empty cab and the God who filled it. “I hear You.”

Behind him, somebody tapped a horn. The light had turned. He eased through the intersection and felt the small tremor of decision in his chest—the one that comes when a man finally picks which voice to obey.

Up ahead, the sky had already swallowed the gap of blue. The rain came on for real, a steady curtain. Wipers beat time. Water sheeted off the hood and ran away, making narrow paths that disappeared as quickly as they formed.

Shadows on the water. Shadows on the road. And Daniel, holding to a promise that would test him sooner than he knew.




Chapter 9 – The Last Fishing Trip (Part 3: The 

Storm Ahead)

The storm rolled in fast that night, thunder rippling across the sky as if heaven itself were restless. Daniel sat by the window, watching sheets of rain blur the streetlight into a halo. Each flash of lightning etched Michael’s words across his mind: If heaven’s got a river like this, I’ll be set for eternity… hell’s the place where the fish never bite.

He pressed his forehead against the cool glass. He had laughed—laughed when he should have wept, when he should have spoken. Every nervous chuckle sounded now like betrayal.

“We can make a large horse go wherever we want by means of a small bit in its mouth… In 

the same way, the tongue is a small thing that makes grand speeches. But a tiny spark can 

set a great forest on fire.”

— James 3:3, 5 (NLT)

His tongue had not sparked truth. It had fumbled, stalled, joked. He felt like a watchman who had dropped his trumpet in the mud while the enemy marched closer.

 

The next day at church, Pastor Greene spoke on urgency. His voice carried the weight of prophecy: “You think you have time. But how much is enough? A week? A day? An hour? Scripture says—”

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

Daniel gripped the back of the pew in front of him, knuckles white. Now. The word rang like a bell in his skull. Not Tuesday. Not after breakfast. Now.

He prayed fiercely during the closing hymn. “God, I’ll do it. Next time I see him, I’ll tell him straight. No excuses. No laughter. Just Jesus.”

But when the hymn ended, when the benediction was given, Michael was not there. His truck sat empty in his driveway that morning; his family had chosen the river over the pew once again.

 

That afternoon, Daniel walked the fence line, praying with each step. His Bible was open to Romans 10, the verses that would not leave him alone:

“For “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” But how can they call 

on him to save them unless they believe in him? And how can they believe in him if they 

have never heard about him? And how can they hear about him unless someone tells 

them?”

— Romans 10:13–14 (NLT)

He stopped pacing, staring at Michael’s house, its windows warm with laughter. “Unless someone tells them…” he whispered. “Unless I tell him.”

His wife joined him, slipping her arm through his. “You’re trembling,” she said softly.

“I keep waiting for the perfect time,” Daniel admitted, voice breaking. “But what if the perfect time never comes?”

She squeezed his hand. “Then speak in the imperfect. Speak while you still can.”

 

On Monday, Daniel wrote Michael’s name at the top of a blank page in his journal. Beneath it, he scrawled the outline he had carried for months:

1. God is holy.

2. I am not.

3. Jesus came.

4. Grace is a gift.

5. Response.

He added one final line, pressing the pencil so hard it nearly tore the paper: No more waiting.

He rehearsed in the mirror that night, fumbling through sentences, whispering Scripture under his breath. “Mike, I need to tell you what matters most… ‘For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus our Lord.’” (Romans 6:23, NLT).

He imagined Michael’s smirk, his laugh, his questions. And he imagined pushing through them—not dodging, not joking, not backing down.

For the first time, he felt almost ready.

 

But readiness is fragile. And Tuesday was still a day away.

As he turned in for bed, Daniel prayed aloud in the dark. “Lord, give me tomorrow. Give me courage. Give me one more chance. And let me use it this time.”

The storm outside had quieted, leaving the night strangely still. Yet the silence pressed on Daniel like a warning. He rolled onto his side, clutching the Gospel of John in his hand as if holding it close might anchor him through the night.

He whispered one more verse before sleep pulled him under:

“So be on your guard, not asleep like the others. Stay alert and be clearheaded.”

— 1 Thessalonians 5:6 (NLT)

Stay alert. Stay awake. Be ready.

But he would learn all too soon that storms don’t always give warning. And sometimes, tomorrow never comes.




Chapter 10 – A Night of Laughter (Part 1: The 

Celebration)

The Davis backyard glowed with string lights looped between the maples, the kind of lights that made ordinary evenings feel like holidays. A grill smoked steady on the patio, filling the air with the scent of burgers and barbecue chicken. Children darted through the grass with sparklers, their laughter rising above the country music humming from a speaker set near the porch.

It was Michael’s birthday, and everyone came—family, friends, neighbors. He wore a paper crown one of the kids had plunked on his head, pretending not to like it, though the grin gave him away. He raised a cold soda in a mock toast. “Forty-two years and still running on spare parts. Here’s to making it another lap!”

The crowd laughed and clapped. Daniel joined in, his own smile wide but strained, because underneath the warmth of the night a verse whispered:

“Teach us to realize the brevity of life, so that we may grow in wisdom.”

— Psalm 90:12 (NLT)

He tried to push it aside. Tonight wasn’t about brevity. Tonight was about burgers, laughter, and friendship.

 

Later, after the food, someone brought out a cake ablaze with candles. Michael’s kids sang off-key, Sarah carried the cake with exaggerated ceremony, and the circle cheered as he blew the flames out in a single breath.

“What’d you wish for?” someone shouted.

Michael winked. “Another forty-two years. And a boat that doesn’t leak.”

The group roared. Daniel laughed too, but his chest tightened. Another forty-two years. He thought of James 4:14, the verse that had haunted him since the diner:

“How do you know what your life will be like tomorrow? Your life is like the morning fog—

it’s here a little while, then it’s gone.”

— James 4:14 (NLT)

The fog. Always the fog. He glanced at Michael’s face in the candlelight—healthy, happy, so alive. He doesn’t know, Daniel thought. And I still haven’t told him.

 

After cake came stories. Friends ribbed Michael about old fishing trips, missed shots on the basketball court, the time he backed his truck into a pole at the garage. Laughter spilled as freely as the sodas, bubbling over the fences into the night.

Daniel shared one too, a memory of the two of them fixing a stubborn mower blade in the heat of July, both swearing they’d never do it again, only to repeat the ritual the next summer. The crowd laughed; Michael slapped his knee. “And you still owe me for the wrench you stripped!”

The night was warm, the stars sharp against the dark, the firepit throwing sparks like small prayers. For a moment Daniel felt almost at peace, almost convinced that laughter was enough to keep the shadows away.

 

But then Sarah set her hand on her husband’s shoulder and said softly, “Another year with you is the best gift I could ask for.”

And Daniel’s peace cracked. Because he knew no one could ask for what only God could give. And Michael had never asked.

He looked at his friend across the firelight and whispered a verse under his breath:

“For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.”

— Romans 3:23 (NLT)

It sounded too heavy for a night like this, but truth doesn’t check calendars before it speaks.

 

When the party wound down, Daniel helped fold chairs and carry trash bags to the bins. Michael clapped him on the back, voice still rough with laughter. “Thanks for being here, Dan. Nights like this remind me I’m blessed.”

Daniel forced a smile. “Me too.”

He wanted to add, Blessings come from more than birthdays and friends. They come from Christ. And they last beyond nights like this. But his tongue froze again, caged by fear and the illusion of more time.

They hugged briefly, a half-pat on the back, the kind men give when they mean more than they say.

Daniel walked home under the glow of the streetlights, the laughter still echoing behind him. But in his ears another verse joined the chorus:

“Now is the time to repent of your sins and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped 

away.”

— Acts 3:19 (NLT)

Now. Not Tuesday. Not someday. Now.

But Michael’s birthday had passed with cake and sparklers and laughter—and no gospel.

Oblivious, everyone called it a perfect night. Only Daniel knew it might have been the last chance.




Chapter 10 – A Night of Laughter (Part 2: The 

Toasts and the Tears)

The air softened as evening settled, and the string lights took over where the sun left off. Someone clinked a butter knife against a mason jar. “Toasts!” a voice called. “Before the kids eat the rest of the frosting and we all forget why we’re here.”

Neighbors gathered in a rough circle around the picnic tables. Michael, still wearing the paper crown, lifted both hands like a referee who’d enjoyed the game more than the rules. “Keep it short,” he said, laughing. “I’m another year older. My attention span’s not what it used to be.”

First came the easy ones—garage buddies roasting him for mislabeled coffee cans and “precision guessing,” the time he swore a rattle was a heat shield and it turned out to be a marble under the seat. The laughter rolled and rolled. Then Mrs. Carter dabbed at her eyes and said, “When I slipped on the ice last winter, he carried my groceries like they were crystal. If goodness weighed anything, Michael would sink a boat.” More laughter—gentle this time, near tears.

Daniel held his cup and watched, his smile doing its best to keep up with the room in his chest that wouldn’t quiet. He thought of a line that had chased him all week:

“We can make our plans, but the Lord determines our steps.”

— Proverbs 16:9 (NLT)

They were all planning—more birthdays, next summer’s fishing, a dozen ordinary tomorrows—while God, unseen and sovereign, set the real route beneath their feet.

“Your turn, Dan!” someone called.

He swallowed. What could he say that was both true and safe? He lifted his cup. “To a man who shows up,” he said, voice steadier than he felt. “When things break—trucks, fences, plans—Michael’s the one who won’t let you face it alone.” He swallowed again, the rest of the sentence pressing hard: And when souls break, only Jesus can hold them. He left it unsaid. “To Michael.”

“To Michael!” the circle echoed.

Sarah took the jar next, her hand tremoring just enough for Daniel to notice. “Forty-two looks good on you,” she said, smiling at her husband. “You make the ordinary feel like a holiday. You fix what can be fixed and hold what can’t.” Her voice thinned. “Another year with you is grace I don’t deserve.” She stopped, and the room rocked on the edge between laugh and weep.

Michael reached for her hand, squeezed. “That’s enough, or I’ll start crying and the kids will never let me live it down.”

He cleared his throat and lifted his own cup. “Alright, my turn.” He looked around at faces he could name blindfolded. “I’m not a speech guy. But—” His jaw worked as if loosening a bolt that didn’t want to go. “When my dad died, I figured out something late. People say we leave a legacy—money, tools, a decent name. Maybe that’s true. But I think what we really leave are moments glued together: rides to practice, brake jobs done right, a hand on your back when you’re scared. If I’ve got anything to give, it’s that. A thousand small yeses.” He blinked hard and grinned sideways. “And maybe a boat that doesn’t leak.”

Laughter broke the tension and then returned as a tide of sniffles and throat-clearing. Michael lifted his cup higher. “To more small yeses.”

Daniel’s eyes stung. Small yeses, he thought, and a verse moved through him with surgical clarity:

“He has planted eternity in the human heart…”

— Ecclesiastes 3:11 (NLT)

Beneath Michael’s talk of moments, eternity throbbed like a drum no one else could hear. The ache for forever was in him—even if he joked to keep it tame.

From the back, one of the garage guys shouted, “To forty-two more years!”

“Forty-two more!” the circle chorused.

Daniel couldn’t lift his cup. In his mind another voice cut through the toast:

“But God said to him, “You fool! You will die this very night. Then who will get everything 

you worked for?””

— Luke 12:20 (NLT)

He didn’t think God was calling his friend a fool; he knew Jesus’ parable warned anyone counting barns and birthdays like guarantees. Still, the words rang. This very night. He hated the thought and couldn’t silence it.

A child’s sparkler hissed too close to a paper plate. Michael moved faster than anyone, plucked it away, sank it in the bucket with a friendly, “Nice try, firebug.” Applause. Praise. “You’re the best, Mike!” someone said.

Daniel heard another verse as the cheers washed over his friend:

“In the same way, let your good deeds shine out for all to see, so that everyone will praise 

your heavenly Father.”

— Matthew 5:16 (NLT)

Without words, the praise stopped at Michael. Without words, the light never pointed beyond the man who held the sparkler and saved the plate.

The circle dissolved into conversations. Someone turned the music down to a background hum. The kids chased shadows across the lawn, the dog adding chaos. Daniel found himself at the trash bins with Michael, tying off a bulging bag. It was their natural habitat—useful, quiet, just offstage from the party’s center.

“Good night,” Michael said, knotting the bag, the paper crown askew. “One for the books.”

“One for the books,” Daniel echoed.

Michael leaned against the fence post, the smile on his face softening to something else. “You ever think about how fast it all goes?” he asked. “Like I blinked and forty-two showed up with a cake.”

“All week,” Daniel said. The words found a path that didn’t feel like a speech. “And not just speed. Weight.”

“Weight?”

“The weight of what lasts,” Daniel said carefully. “We build, we fix, we fish… but at the end—what stays?”

Michael tilted his head. Not defensive, not closed. Curious. “Legacy,” he said. “Kids remembering I showed up. Folks saying I did right.”

Daniel nodded, because those were good things and also not the thing. A Scripture rose like a friend who refuses to let you talk in circles:

“After all, we brought nothing with us when we came into the world, and we can’t take 

anything with us when we leave it.”

— 1 Timothy 6:7 (NLT)

He could say it. He could place it on the table between them like bread. He wet his lips. “Mike, if you’ll give me five minutes—”

Sarah’s laugh carried from the porch. “Birthday boy!” someone called. “We’re cutting the second cake before the kids mutiny.”

Michael pushed off the post, apology in his eyes. “Duty calls. Tuesday breakfast, right? Diner. You talk, I listen.”

“Tuesday,” Daniel said, and made himself hold the gaze. “I won’t dodge.”

“Good,” Michael said, and clapped his shoulder. “Save your best preacher stories.”

“You’ll get Jesus, not stories,” Daniel almost answered. He said, “You’ll get my best.”

The spell broke. They rejoined the crowd. The second cake appeared—chocolate with a lopsided “42” in blue. The kids’ chorus was terrible and perfect. Michael cut generous slices, smearing frosting on each kid’s nose like a benediction of sugar.

As the night thinned, people trickled out with hugs at the gate. The stars felt closer than usual. Daniel hung back, folding chairs, stalling. When the yard had quieted to the sounds of dishwater and a late cricket, he stepped toward Michael once more.

“Hey,” Daniel said, low. “About Tuesday—I want you to know why it matters to me. It isn’t about church. It’s—”

Michael’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen, then grimaced. “Ah—O’Malley’s. Part didn’t land. I’ll be under a hood at dawn.” He slid the phone into his pocket and gave a half-smile. “Hold the sermon till pancakes?”

Daniel exhaled. The humor was kind, not evasive. “Pancakes,” he said. “But not a sermon. A rescue.”

Michael’s expression shifted—briefly, like a flicker of something understood. “I’ll take all the rescues I can get,” he said, and the line landed tender and truer than he likely meant.

They hugged like brothers who still hadn’t learned how to do it without a joke. “Night, Dan.”

“Night, Mike.”

Daniel walked home under the quiet hum of the neighborhood, each porch light a small moon. On his kitchen table, he opened his Bible and let it fall. His eyes struck the words he could not escape:

“Lord, remind me how brief my time on earth will be. Remind me that my days are 

numbered—how fleeting my life is. You have made my life no longer than the width of my 

hand. My entire lifetime is just a moment to you; at best, each of us is but a breath.”

— Psalm 39:4–5 (NLT)

A breath. He whispered it and set his palm on the page, measuring nothing and everything.

He prayed, not with eloquence, but with urgency. “Jesus, give me Tuesday. Or give me boldness before Tuesday. ‘Pray that I will proclaim this message as clearly as I should.’” (Colossians 4:4, NLT). “Don’t let my laughter drown Your truth. Don’t let my love for comfort masquerade as kindness.”

The house settled. Somewhere, a late gust nudged the wind chimes, a soft, uncertain song.

Across the fence, Michael’s porch light clicked off. A rectangle of darkness closed like a book.

And though no one in the neighborhood knew it, a line had been drawn that night—between toasts and tears, between promises and plans, between many more years and whatever the Lord would determine.

 




Chapter 10 – A Night of Laughter (Part 3: The 

Last Candlelight)

The party dwindled to embers. Paper plates sagged with crumbs, sparklers fizzled in the bucket, and the dog licked frosting from the grass. The neighbors’ voices faded one by one down the sidewalk until only Daniel and the Davis family lingered in the backyard’s quiet glow.

Michael sat back in a lawn chair, crown tilted, shoes off, his laugh softer now—like a song winding toward its last verse. Sarah leaned against him, the children curled at their feet with blankets draped over shoulders sticky with cake.

The firepit cracked, tossing sparks into the night. Someone handed Michael one final cupcake, a single candle burning against the dark. He smirked. “Forty-two and still blowing out wax like a kid.”

They all laughed. Michael closed his eyes, drew a breath, and blew. The flame guttered out, leaving the candle a thin curl of smoke.

Daniel clapped with the rest, but something inside him recoiled. The smoke rose, twisting toward the stars, fragile and brief. A verse thundered in his heart:

“Our days on earth are like grass; like wildflowers, we bloom and die. The wind blows, and  

we are gone— as though we had never been here.”

— Psalm 103:15–16 (NLT)

He looked at Michael—healthy, vibrant, strong in the firelight—and shuddered at the thought that even strength and laughter were only grass.

 

Later, when Sarah ushered the children inside and the backyard fell into a hush, Daniel lingered by the fence. Michael stood beside him, watching the last ember glow.

“Good night, huh?” Michael asked, his voice low.

“The best,” Daniel answered, though his throat tightened.

Michael stretched, groaning at the weight of the day. “Guess if birthdays teach us anything, it’s that time doesn’t wait. One more year gone, just like that.”

Daniel’s heart raced. The words begged for answer. Time doesn’t wait… eternity doesn’t either. He could have said it. He could have spoken of Christ, of salvation, of mercy that never ages.

But instead, he laughed softly. “Well, here’s to another one.”

Michael grinned, clapped him on the shoulder. “Another one.”

And with that, they parted.

 

Daniel walked home under a clear sky, the smell of smoke still in his hair. At his kitchen table, he opened his Bible with shaking hands. His eyes fell on the verse he had read the night before:

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

Today. Not Tuesday. Not someday. Today.

But today was gone—spent on laughter, cake, and nervous silence.

Daniel bowed his head, tears finally breaking free. “Lord, forgive me. Don’t let me miss again. Please —give me another chance. Don’t let tonight be the last.”

The room was still. Outside, the Davis house darkened, its porch light blinking off. The birthday ended.

And though no one knew it, Michael’s days had been numbered—down to the last candlelight.

 




Chapter 11 – A Sudden Siren (Part 1: The Sound 

You Can’t Unhear)

At first it was only a thin line of sound, a wire drawn tight somewhere beyond the fields. Daniel stood at the sink with the kettle in his hand and felt it before he named it—the way a siren takes hold of the air and your chest together. He set the kettle down and listened. One wail, then another, then a third, braiding themselves into urgency.

He glanced toward the eastern sky through the kitchen window. Nothing there but noon light and a hawk riding the thermals. The sirens climbed, flattened, faded, then rose again—closer this time.

“People can never predict when hard times might come. Like fish in a net or birds in a 

snare, people are often caught by sudden tragedy.”

— Ecclesiastes 9:12 (NLT)

He whispered the verse without meaning to, the words arriving as if they’d been waiting by the door.

Across the fence, the Davis house sat harmless as a postcard—porch swept, wind chimes idle, the lunch dishes probably still warm in the rack. Daniel’s eyes rested on the driveway out of habit. Empty. He remembered Michael’s text about the parts run, the two brake jobs, how he’d swing by after lunch.

An hour, Daniel told himself, turning the stove off with two fingers. Then we’ll sit on the steps, and I’ll say it. No more dodging.

The sirens swelled and drew a jagged line across his resolve.

“Don’t brag about tomorrow, since you don’t know what the day will bring.”

— Proverbs 27:1 (NLT)

He hated how often that verse had come lately. He hated it because it was true.

He stepped onto the porch and listened hard. The sound was down-county now—toward the highway where 12 crosses the feeder road by O’Malley’s. He pictured the turn lane that never seemed long enough, the green that felt too short, the way delivery trucks shouldered through like they owned time.

He told himself not to build stories out of sirens. He told himself every siren belongs to someone else, until it doesn’t.

Back inside, he set two mugs on the counter, laid the thin Gospel of John beside them, and copied a sentence onto a fresh card, the pencil pressing darker than necessary:

“How can they hear about him unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:14 (NLT)

His phone buzzed—just a calendar notification, nothing that deserved the spike of fear in his throat. He silenced it, exhaled, and reached for the kettle again.

The sirens cut once more—near now, then receding as if they’d turned off onto the old bypass. A minute later, his phone rang for real. Unknown number. Local area code.

He stared at the screen long enough to feel ashamed of it. Then he answered. “Hello?”

“Is this Daniel Crawford?” A woman’s voice, thin with duty and haste.

“Yes.”

“This is St. Luke’s ER. Your name is listed under Michael Davis’s contacts. There’s been a motor vehicle accident on County 12. He’s en route. Can you come?”

Time did something cruel—both sprint and stall at once. He found his voice. “I’m on my way.”

He didn’t remember grabbing his keys, only the kettle screaming behind him and his wife’s hand turning the dial as he passed. “What is it?” she asked, already reading the answer in his face.

“Michael,” he said, and the single word turned to prayer as it left his mouth.

The drive blurred at the edges. He took the old farm road he shouldn’t have and beat three lights he shouldn’t have tried. When the bypass curved toward town, the scent of hot brakes and rain-baked asphalt came through the vents. An ambulance’s tail-lights burned red ahead, then slid through an intersection he’d never thought about twice until that moment.

“Lord, make haste to help me!”

— Psalm 70:1 (NLT)

He said it aloud, then again, then kept going because prayer felt like breath.

At St. Luke’s the automatic doors parted for a world that smelled like antiseptic and sounded like clipped instructions. A nurse at the desk found his name and that soft mask of compassion medical people wear when they have to carry the first few feet of someone else’s grief.

“They’re bringing him in now,” she said. “Please wait here.”

Waiting rooms are where the clock learns to limp. He sat, stood, sat again. His hands wouldn’t rest; they kept finding his pockets, the card, the little Gospel, as if touching paper could steady flesh. He thought of the driveway with no truck in it, of two mugs cooling beside a promise, of a river that had held his laughter the day before and would not do so today.

A stretcher flashed by the corner of his eye, the wheels humming a note he couldn’t forget later. He didn’t see the face; he saw a hand—grease still lodged in the lines where soap could not go, a ring shiny with use. He almost stood, almost followed, almost asked. He didn’t.

“How do you know what your life will be like tomorrow? Your life is like the morning fog—  

it’s here a little while, then it’s gone.”

— James 4:14 (NLT)

The fog had lifted without ceremony that morning. He remembered thinking it had obeyed a schedule no one set. He did not argue with the verse. He only asked for fog to linger where it mattered.

A door opened; a doctor came toward him with a face built for bad news. “Mr. Crawford?” he asked, though the answer was already in his hand. “He’s in critical condition. They’re working. The impact caused… considerable trauma.”

“His wife—?”

“On her way,” the doctor said. “We called her mother first.”

Daniel nodded, because nodding was a thing bodies know how to do when heads cannot hold thoughts. He stood when he meant to sit and found himself at the corridor’s mouth without remembering the steps. He prayed the shortest prayers, the kind that can fit inside a heartbeat.

“The Lord hears his people when they call to him for help.”

— Psalm 34:17 (NLT)

“Hear,” he whispered. “Help.”

The next minutes were noise and quiet braided together: the monitor’s stubborn rhythm, a voice calling for labs, someone’s shoes squeaking on tile, the sudden hush that fell over a room for reasons Daniel knew without being told.

When the doctor returned, he did not stand far away. He came close enough that the news wouldn’t echo.

“We did everything we could,” he said. “There was severe internal bleeding.” He let the sentence breathe before he finished it. “I’m so sorry.”

Words fall differently when they carry final things. Daniel’s legs didn’t quite hold him. A chair found him, or a wall, or a hand; later he couldn’t say. He realized his palms were open on his knees like a man waiting to receive something and felt the cruelty of the posture.

He thought, wildly, of the Tuesday breakfast he would not keep, of the questions that would not be asked, of the card with three plain lines—Say His Name. Explain the cross. Ask for a response—and the mouth that had not yet obeyed them.

He didn’t try to braid a theology thick enough to hold the moment. He only said one thing, to God and to himself and to any grief in the room that might listen:

“The Lord keeps watch over you as you come and go, both now and forever.”

— Psalm 121:8 (NLT)

“Keep watch,” he prayed through clenched teeth. “Over Sarah. Over the kids. Over my heart before it hardens into excuses.”

When they finally let him see Michael, the machines had been quieted and the room dimmed. Oil still ghosted the grooves of his knuckles. He looked both younger and older without motion. Daniel set the small Gospel on the blanket near his hand as if a late gift could arrive early somewhere he could not go.

“I should have told you,” he whispered. “I should have told you this morning.” The word morning broke in the middle.

He stayed until he heard Sarah’s grief in the hall—glass breaking without shattering—and then he rose to meet what love always asks next.

Hours later, when he finally drove home on streets that didn’t seem to know they should be different, the sirens that had split the day kept winding through his head, the sound you can’t unhear once it belongs to someone you love. He pulled into his drive and sat with the engine off, hands on the wheel at ten and two like a boy practicing for a test that had already been given.

On the kitchen table, the two mugs he’d set out at noon had cooled to a skin. The card lay beside them like a verdict and a vow.

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

“Today,” he said to the empty room, and the room did not argue. “I will not waste another.”

But for Michael, the day was over.

And somewhere beyond the fields, a siren faded to nothing.

 




Chapter 11 – A Sudden Siren (Part 2: The 

Empty Chair)

The house was still when Daniel walked in, but his soul wasn’t. It thrashed like a bird caught in a net. The two mugs on the counter mocked him, cold, half-filled with the conversation that never came. He sank into a chair, head in his hands, and the silence around him felt louder than the sirens that had first split the day.

Michael’s seat across the fence would never be filled again. The thought hit him with a weight that drove the air from his chest. He had always pictured another day. Tuesday. Another fishing trip. Another fence-line chat. Another breakfast. But there was no “another” anymore.

“So teach us to number our days, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.”

— Psalm 90:12 (NLT)

The verse ran like a drumbeat. Number the days. He had miscounted, assuming dozens more when God had already written the sum.

 

That night, neighbors gathered on porches, whispering the news in disbelieving tones. Candles appeared on the Davis front steps, one by one, until the glow turned the driveway into a vigil. Sarah sat inside with her family, shattered and silent. Daniel couldn’t bring himself to cross the fence line. He stood in his yard instead, useless, the Scripture screaming inside him:

“When I say to the wicked, ‘You will surely die,’ and you fail to warn them, they will die in 

their sins. I will hold you responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 3:18 (NLT)

The words gutted him. Responsible. Watchman. Silent. His hands trembled as if they still held the trumpet he had refused to lift.

 

In bed he lay awake, staring at the ceiling, the Gospel of John clutched to his chest like a lifeline too late thrown. The image replayed in his mind—the smoke from Michael’s birthday candle curling upward, brief and fragile. He realized now it had been a prophecy in plain sight.

He whispered into the darkness: “Lord, I failed him. I failed You. But don’t let my silence be the last word. Not for me. Not for anyone else.”

A verse came unbidden, like a whisper on the wind:

“Wake up! Strengthen what little remains, for even what is left is almost dead. I find that 

your actions do not meet the requirements of my God.”

— Revelation 3:2 (NLT)

The words didn’t crush him—they called him.

He sat up, pulled his journal close, and wrote with unsteady hand: I cannot save Michael. But I can warn the living. My example was never enough. My silence was never kindness. My faith must have words.

The ink blurred as his tears fell, but the vow was made.

 

At dawn, he stepped onto the porch, the air cool, the sky pale with the first light. Across the fence, Michael’s chair sat empty, dew glistening on its arms. Daniel’s knees buckled at the sight, and he whispered the only prayer left in him:

“Forgive me, Lord. Use me still.”

And in the quiet, he knew this was not the end of Michael’s story—nor his. It was the beginning of a fire that would burn until Daniel spoke without fear again.

 




Chapter 11 – A Sudden Siren (Part 3: The 

Funeral Vigil)

The funeral home smelled faintly of lilies and starch, a clean grief. People gathered in pockets— neighbors from the cul-de-sac, mechanics from the garage still carrying a hint of oil, moms from school with tissues tucked into sleeves. The guestbook line wound slow, each pen stroke a testimony: You were a good man. We’ll miss you, Mike. Thank you.

Daniel stood near the photo board, hands folded, eyes stinging at the pictures he knew by heart— Michael in waders with a trout that looked surprised, Michael under a hood with a flashlight in his teeth, Michael holding Hannah on his shoulders at the county fair. In every frame, joy looked easy on him.

Someone touched Daniel’s elbow. Mrs. Carter. “He once carried my groceries like they were crystal,” she said, already weeping. “If goodness were a ladder, he’d be halfway to heaven.”

Daniel swallowed. A ladder won’t reach. The thought felt treasonous among the flowers, but truth does not skip funerals.

He stepped aside to let a pair of teenagers past—their eyes red, their bravado quieted—then sank onto a back pew in the chapel. The room hummed with low talk and the small sounds sorrow makes when it tries not to be loud. A verse came without effort, as if the room itself had opened the page:

“Better to spend your time at funerals than at parties. After all, everyone dies—so the living  

should take this to heart.”

— Ecclesiastes 7:2 (NLT)

Take this to heart. He had spent a year dodging the lesson. Now it sat beside him in a suit.

The chapel doors opened; Sarah entered with family, the children close. The crowd stood without being asked. Hannah’s hand clutched a small stuffed dog like a raft. Ethan’s jaw was set in a line he hadn’t earned yet. When they reached the front row, Pastor Greene met them with the kind of embrace that says both I am sorry and I am staying.

The service began simply—a hymn, thin at first and then brave; a psalm; a slideshow that made people laugh and sob in the same breath. When it was time for remarks, men from the garage went first. “He fixed what we brought him,” one said, voice rough, “and what we didn’t.” Laughter washed through the room like a tide trying to be gentle.

Then came neighbors. “If anyone’s in heaven, it’s Michael,” a man offered with a trembling smile. Heads nodded. The sentence landed like comfort. In Daniel’s chest it struck like a bell he could not unring.

He bowed his head and whispered the verse he had avoided all week because it refused to bend to sentiment:

“God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a 

gift from God. Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done…”

— Ephesians 2:8–9 (NLT)

Not a reward for good things. He wanted to stand and say it out loud and hated himself for wanting to argue with eulogies. He gripped the pew until his knuckles paled and prayed for the right kind of courage—truth with tears, not truth like a sword.

When the pastor rose, he did not varnish sorrow. “We are angry at death,” Greene said softly. “And God is, too. ‘Jesus wept.’ (John 11:35, NLT). But Jesus also said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. Anyone who believes in me will live, even after dying.’” (John 11:25, NLT). He paused, letting the promise stand where no man’s goodness could. “Michael’s kindness was real. But our hope today is not in kindness. Our hope is in Christ.”

Daniel’s breath left him in a long, shaking exhale. It wasn’t everything he wished to hear—not the interrogation of assumptions his conscience craved—but it was a handhold, and he took it.

After the benediction the line moved again, slow as mercy. People hugged Sarah at the front—some silent, some telling story-shards that bent and broke in their throats. When Daniel reached her, words failed. He held her shoulders and said only, “I’m here.” She believed him. He could see it in the way her posture loosened for half a second.

In the foyer, near the punch bowl that nobody wanted, a cluster of garage guys traded the same refrain. “He was the best of us.” “If decency counts, Mike’s set.” “Salt of the earth.”

Daniel almost walked past. Instead, he joined them, heart pounding like a man about to step off a high rock into cold water.

“He was decent,” Daniel said quietly. “And we needed him. But… fellas, can I say one thing?” Their faces turned, surprised but not hostile. “If goodness could save us, Christ didn’t need to die. The Bible says, ‘He saved us, not because of the righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.’” (Titus 3:5, NLT). He swallowed. “I loved him. I still do. And I wish to God I had said that to him sooner.”

A silence settled that wasn’t awkward—more like soil receiving seed. One of the men, Larry, rubbed his neck. “You really believe that? Not the scale—good on one side, bad on the other?”

Daniel met his eyes. “I did, once. It’s heavy. And it’s a lie. Mercy is better—and it’s given, not earned.” He could feel his voice steady. “‘Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’” (Romans 10:13, NLT).

Larry nodded, blinked hard, and looked away. “Huh.”

Daniel didn’t press. He let the verse sit, as simple and indestructible as it had always been.

In the hallway, a teenager from the school band stood alone, picking at the edge of a program until it frayed. Daniel recognized him from the spring concert—the clarinet section that had fought for pitch and won by stubbornness. “You knew Mr. Davis?” the boy asked when Daniel approached.

“He was my friend,” Daniel said.

“He helped me with my car,” the boy muttered. “Didn’t charge much. Talked to me like I wasn’t an idiot. I… I keep thinking I should be better. Like, because of him.”

Daniel heard the old ladder in new words. He gentled his reply. “Wanting to honor him’s good,” he said. “But being better won’t quiet the ache.” He hesitated, then risked it. “Jesus can.”

The boy frowned, not offended—curious the way the young get when their questions finally find language. Daniel added one more sentence, not a speech, not a cornered sermon—an invitation. “If you ever want to talk about it, I’d be honored. Or we can just start with this: ‘The Lord is close to the brokenhearted; he rescues those whose spirits are crushed.’” (Psalm 34:18, NLT).

The boy’s eyes glossed. He nodded once. “Thanks.”

On his way back to the chapel, Daniel nearly collided with Pastor Greene. The older man read him with the quick mercy of shepherds. “How are you holding up?” he asked.

“I’m speaking,” Daniel said, amazed to hear it in his own voice. “Halting. Late. But speaking.”

Greene’s mouth softened into a grief-bright smile. “Then speak as one forgiven,” he said. “Not as one trying to pay God back.”

They stood together at the doorway while people filtered toward the parking lot, coats found, casseroles discussed as if the ordinary might save them. The sky outside had turned that clean, exact blue that sometimes follows storm days, as if the world had been washed and set back on the rack.

Daniel looked over the room one last time—the lilies, the photos, the faces. He whispered, not to dramatize the moment but to seal it: “I won’t lose another chance to silence.”

A final verse rose, not as cudgel but as call:

“How can they hear about him unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:14 (NLT)

He tucked the little Gospel deeper into his pocket, felt its thin spine against his palm, and turned toward the door. Outside, engines started, doors shut, life resumed its stubborn habit of going on. But something in Daniel had changed course. The watchman had found his horn. The next words would not wait for perfect weather.

And somewhere between the lilies and the parking lot, he found Sarah again, briefly alone. “When you’re ready,” he said gently, “I can gather the guys and look after the garage for a while.” He hesitated. “And if you want, I can read with the kids—just a few verses. The ones that hold you when nothing else does.”

Sarah’s eyes filled without spilling. “Yes,” she whispered. “Not today. But yes.”

He nodded. “When you’re ready.”

They parted with a pressure of hands that meant more than thanks. In the lot, Daniel slid behind the wheel and sat without starting the truck. He thought of Michael’s last birthday candle, the smoke curling toward a God who had always counted days with perfect love. He thought of a diner booth that would stay empty Tuesday morning and the seat across his fence that would remain bare.

Then he spoke into the quiet cab what he should have said a hundred quiet mornings and would say a hundred yet to come: “Jesus, give me words. Clear, kind, soon.”

Outside, the wind moved through the maples like a low amen.

 




Chapter 12 – The Funeral (Part 1: Questions in 

the Silence)

The sanctuary was fuller than Daniel had ever seen it, every pew pressed shoulder to shoulder, the balcony crowded, the foyer lined with folding chairs. The hum of whispered grief and the rustle of tissues filled the air like a single low sigh. Flowers stood in ranks near the front, white lilies and roses, their fragrance sweet but heavy.

At the center lay the casket—polished oak, too still, too final. A photo rested above it: Michael smiling, grease smudged on his cheek, holding a fish bigger than his youngest child. Daniel’s throat closed at the sight.

He slid into a pew near the middle, his Bible clutched so tight his knuckles paled. Around him, the murmur was steady: He was such a good man. He’d do anything for anyone. If anyone’s in heaven, it’s him.

The words knifed Daniel. He wanted to believe them. He wanted to rest in the comfort everyone else seemed to grab like a life raft. But the verses that had haunted him for months refused to let go:

“God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a 

gift from God. Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done…”

— Ephesians 2:8–9 (NLT)

Goodness alone was not enough. And Daniel, who had held the truth in silence, felt the weight of that knowledge as if the casket pressed on his chest.

 

The service began. A hymn rose from trembling lips, thin but heartfelt: Amazing grace, how sweet the sound… Daniel’s voice cracked and failed halfway through. Grace—the word itself was a rebuke. He thought of the grace he had meant to speak, the grace he had smothered in laughter, the grace that might have reached Michael if only he had found the courage.

Pastor Greene read Psalm 23, his voice steady:

“Even when I walk through the darkest valley, I will not be afraid, for you are close beside 

me.”

— Psalm 23:4 (NLT)

The words wrapped the room like a blanket, but Daniel sat cold. Was Michael walking that valley with the Shepherd—or alone?

 

Friends and family shared memories. Laughter punctured the sorrow, and tears followed quick. Stories of fishing trips, garage rescues, neighborhood barbecues. Sarah spoke last, her voice breaking: “Michael loved us well. He made ordinary days feel like gifts. I don’t know how we go on without him, but I thank God for the years we had.”

The room dissolved into sobs. Daniel bowed his head, the question pounding in his skull: Where is he now?

“And just as each person is destined to die once and after that comes judgment…”

— Hebrews 9:27 (NLT)

The verse was sharp, unyielding. He longed for certainty, but silence was all he had.

 

When the service ended, mourners filed past the casket one last time. Daniel lingered, staring at the face in the photo, willing back time. Just one more morning. Just one more chance. But the line moved on, and the lid would soon close forever.

He whispered as he passed, “I should have told you.” His hand brushed the polished wood, trembling. “Forgive me, Lord. Please—use me still.”

And with that, Daniel walked into the sunlight of the cemetery, the questions still burning in his soul.




Chapter 12 – The Funeral (Part 2: At the 

Graveside)

The caravan crept from the church to the cemetery, windows mottled with the shadows of maples. The sky had that scrubbed clarity that sometimes follows a week of storms—blue enough to seem unfair. Daniel parked along the lane and walked with the others up the low rise to the family plot. A green awning stretched over a rectangle of dark earth. Folding chairs waited in two small rows; most people stood behind them, arms crossed against a breeze that didn’t know it was a sacred place.

The pallbearers eased the casket onto the straps. Metal whispered. Somewhere a meadowlark threw a bright note into air that didn’t deserve it. Daniel stood near the back, the little Gospel of John in his pocket like a weight he’d earned and couldn’t set down.

Pastor Greene opened his Bible and looked at the family first, then the circle. “We are here because love won’t let us be anywhere else,” he said softly. “We grieve honestly—but not hopelessly.” He read with a voice steady as a plumb line:

“And now, dear brothers and sisters, we want you to know what will happen to the 

believers who have died so you will not grieve like people who have no hope. For since we 

believe that Jesus died and was raised to life again, we also believe that when Jesus 

returns, God will bring back with him the believers who have died.”

— 1 Thessalonians 4:13–14 (NLT)

Believers. The word tolled in Daniel’s chest. Hope was anchored to a Person, not to the general decency the town admired. He swallowed hard.

Greene went on:

“And the dead in Christ will rise first… So encourage each other with these words.”

— 1 Thessalonians 4:16, 18 (NLT)

Daniel wanted the words to land like warm rain. Instead, they struck like questions. In Christ… was Michael? He closed his eyes against the ache and breathed a prayer so simple it almost wasn’t language: Mercy, Lord.

Wind fingered the awning. A backhoe idled a polite distance away. One of the children sniffled; another squeezed a hand she trusted. Sarah stood with her jaw set in that brave line grief gives the living. Daniel moved closer until he was in the human warmth of the circle.

Greene flipped a page. “We remember Jesus’ promise,” he said, eyes lifting over the book as if to make sure it traveled the short distance from ink to hearts:

“There is more than enough room in my Father’s home… When everything is ready, I will 

come and get you, so that you will always be with me where I am.”

— John 14:2–3 (NLT)

Daniel gripped the thin spine of the booklet in his pocket. Room. He had wanted to tell Michael there was room, and a way to the door. He had waited, practicing kindness in place of speech. Now the ground waited instead.

The funeral director nodded to the men at the lever. The straps whirred softly; the casket began to descend—inch by obedient inch—into a darkness cut neatly out of earth. Daniel’s stomach tipped. Final is a word, but this was its shape.

Greene’s voice gentled. “We commit our brother to the ground and ourselves to the God who holds dust and destiny.” He read a line that seemed to square the circle of sorrow and promise:

“For you were made from dust, and to dust you will return.”

— Genesis 3:19 (NLT)

Then, before the weight could settle like defeat, he lifted the larger hope:

“Then, when our dying bodies have been transformed into bodies that will never die, this 

Scripture will be fulfilled: “Death is swallowed up in victory. O death, where is your 

victory? O death, where is your sting?”

— 1 Corinthians 15:54–55 (NLT)

A few voices—half prayer, half defiance—whispered, “Amen.”

Daniel stared at the rectangle until it blurred. He heard another verse surface unbidden, not for announcement, only for oxygen:

“I tell you the truth, those who listen to my message and believe in God who sent me have 

eternal life… they have already passed from death into life.”

— John 5:24 (NLT)

Believe… listen… already passed. He pressed his lips together until they steadied. Faith had always been a doorway, not a ladder. He had kept his friend far too long in the yard outside.

The director offered the first shovel of earth to Sarah. She trembled, took it, let the soil fall in a soft drum on the lid below. The sound reached up and touched everyone in the circle. One by one, hands took turns. Mrs. Carter, weeping openly. A garage foreman, jaw clenched. Ethan, brave until the first grains fell—then a small, strangled noise he swallowed like he’d been told this was manhood. Daniel stepped forward last. He took the handle with both hands and whispered, “Jesus, have mercy,” as the earth slipped.

He didn’t ask mercy to rewrite the day. He asked for the kind that moves forward—toward Sarah, toward the children, toward anyone living under the illusion that goodness is enough.

When the family collapsed back into one another’s arms, Greene closed his Bible with a careful finality. “One more word,” he said, voice low but sure.

“Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his faithful servants.”

— Psalm 116:15 (NLT)

Daniel felt the tenderness in it and also the condition. Faithful. The word didn’t accuse—it invited. He stood in it a moment, then stepped aside to let others through.

The crowd thinned into smaller griefs—hug lines and casseroles discussed in murmurs, people unsure whether to leave or stay, everyone suddenly fascinated by the ground. A teen from the band hovered near Daniel again, eyes red. “Sir,” he said, “you said at the service… mercy, not merit?” He fumbled. “Where do you even start?”

Daniel didn’t flinch. “Here,” he answered softly, and gave what he wished he’d given on a hundred easier afternoons: “If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” (Romans 10:9, NLT). He didn’t press; he added kindness to clarity. “We can talk more when you want.”

The boy nodded like someone who had found the edge of a path.

Daniel crossed to Sarah then, waited until a pause found them. “We’ll take the week at the garage,” he said quietly. “And when you’re ready, I can sit with the kids and read the promises that hold.” He hesitated. “No speeches. Just hope.”

Sarah’s eyes filled without spilling. “Soon,” she whispered. “Please.”

He squeezed her hand, then stepped back, giving grief its space.

As the last of the family drifted toward the cars, Daniel stood alone at the edge of the awning. The backhoe coughed and inched closer, work to do even on holy ground. He let the blue sky press on him until the ache became prayer.

“Lord,” he said, not dramatizing, just honest, “You numbered his days. ‘You have decided the length of our lives. You know how many months we will live, and we are not given a minute longer.’” (Job 14:5, NLT). “Teach me to spend what remains like a watchman who finally learned to blow the horn.”

Wind moved through the grass with a sound like a thousand small amens. Daniel touched the Gospel in his pocket, the edges softened from carrying, and turned toward the lane. The living still needed words. And for the first time, the path from graveside to front porch felt short.

 




Chapter 12 – The Funeral (Part 3: The Weight 

of Eternity)

The cemetery emptied slowly, mourners filing back toward cars in clusters, voices hushed, footsteps crunching on gravel. Daniel lingered by the oak at the edge of the plot, watching Sarah shepherd the children into the arms of waiting relatives. He wanted to help, to hold, to speak comfort. But every word he might have said sounded thin beside eternity.

The casket was gone from view now, the earth smoothed, flowers placed neatly in rows. A ribbon of fresh soil marked the wound in the ground. Daniel stared at it until his eyes blurred, as if focus might rewrite the truth.

“And just as each person is destined to die once and after that comes judgment…”

— Hebrews 9:27 (NLT)

He whispered it into the wind, the syllables catching in his throat. Judgment. Heaven. Hell. He couldn’t stop the question: Where is Michael now?

 

Neighbors spoke of peace. He’s in a better place, they said. If anyone made it, it’s him. They spoke with certainty Daniel didn’t have. He envied their comfort, but not enough to borrow it. He knew the truth too well: good men don’t enter heaven because of kindness; only forgiven men do.

A verse pressed hard against his chest:

“There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by which we  

must be saved.”

— Acts 4:12 (NLT)

No other name. Daniel clenched the small Gospel of John in his pocket until the edges dug into his palm. He should have spoken that Name. He should have given Michael more than casseroles and laughter.

 

As the last car pulled away, Daniel remained. The groundskeeper hovered at a distance, respectful but waiting. Daniel knelt by the fresh mound, fingers sinking into loose earth, and let the tears come. “I failed you,” he whispered. “I laughed when I should have wept. I joked when I should have warned. I loved you enough to be your neighbor but not enough to risk being your watchman.”

The wind stirred the grass, carrying the faint sound of children’s voices from the parking lot. Daniel bowed his head lower. “Forgive me, Lord. Use even this failure. Make me speak, while I still can.”

Another verse answered him, like mercy wrapped in command:

“Rescue those who are unjustly sentenced to die; save them as they stagger to their death. 

Don’t excuse yourself by saying, “Look, we didn’t know.””

— Proverbs 24:11–12 (NLT)

No more excuses.

 

He rose at last, brushing soil from his knees, and looked one final time at the grave. “I will not stay silent again,” he said aloud. His voice wavered, but the vow was steady.

The walk back to his truck felt longer than it was. Each step was a choice: to carry regret like a chain, or to carry it like a torch. He gripped the steering wheel, whispered a final prayer, and turned the key.

The Gospel of John slid on the seat beside him. He glanced at it, jaw set. “Next time,” he said softly, “they will hear.”

As he pulled onto the road, the verse that had haunted him for weeks returned, now less like condemnation and more like calling:

“How can they hear about him unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:14 (NLT)

And Daniel knew—the rest of his life would be lived in answer to that question.

 




Chapter 13 – Regret in the Pew (Part 1: The 

Sermon That Stung)

The sanctuary smelled faintly of old hymnals and coffee brewing in the fellowship hall. Daniel sat in his usual spot halfway back, Bible on his lap, but his chest felt hollow. The funeral had ended only days ago, but grief clung to him like smoke, and regret burned hotter than sorrow.

The choir finished the opening hymn, voices wavering on the high notes, and Pastor Greene stepped to the pulpit. He cleared his throat, eyes sweeping the room with unusual intensity. “This morning,” he began, “the Lord has pressed on me to speak about our calling to share the gospel. To be witnesses. To be watchmen.”

Daniel’s heart jolted. The word was a knife in familiar flesh.

Greene read from Romans:

“But how can they call on him to save them unless they believe in him? And how can they 

believe in him if they have never heard about him? And how can they hear about him 

unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:14 (NLT)

The verse struck like thunder, the very same line Daniel had scribbled on note cards, the one that had haunted him at night, the one he had failed to speak across the fence. He gripped the pew rail in front of him until his knuckles ached.

 

“Church,” Greene said, voice low but firm, “we cannot assume people will figure it out by our kindness alone. Good deeds open doors, yes—but words carry the gospel through them. Silence is not compassion. It is neglect.”

Daniel bowed his head. The truth landed like a hammer. He could see Michael’s face in the firelight of his last birthday, hear the laughter at the fishing trip, remember the nervous jokes when heaven and hell slipped casually into conversation. Doors had opened wide. He had let them swing shut.

The pastor pressed on. “Ezekiel 33 warns us: ‘If the watchman sees the enemy coming and doesn’t sound the alarm… I will hold the watchman responsible.’” His voice trembled. “Brothers and sisters, we are watchmen. And eternity is at stake.”

Daniel’s breath caught. He wanted to leave, to flee the sanctuary and its sharp light. But he stayed, crushed beneath the weight of words that had become his own biography. The watchman who stayed silent.

 

When the invitation hymn began, people shuffled forward to pray. Daniel sat frozen, head bowed, tears dripping onto the open pages of his Bible. His whispered confession was barely audible: “Lord, I failed him. I let fear choke me. I laughed when I should have wept. I was silent while eternity hung in the balance.”

A verse rose like both mercy and command:

“If we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us  

from all wickedness.”

— 1 John 1:9 (NLT)

“Cleanse me,” Daniel pleaded. “Don’t leave me in this silence. Don’t let my failure with Michael chain me from speaking to others. Redeem even this.”

The organ swelled. Voices rose around him, cracked and imperfect but full of longing. Daniel couldn’t sing. He could only weep, his heart breaking wider with each note, regret pouring out in a flood too heavy to dam.

And in the flood, he heard it again: How can they hear unless someone tells them?

The question was no longer condemnation—it was calling.

 




Chapter 13 – Regret in the Pew (Part 2: 

Kneeling at the Altar)

The invitation hymn rose like a thin rope thrown from shore. Daniel stared at it as if music could braid itself into rescue. His legs wouldn’t move. Shame pinned him to the pew—heavy, familiar. He heard Michael’s laugh in the river wind; he saw a birthday candle curl into smoke; he felt the siren in his ribs all over again.

“Come if you need prayer,” Pastor Greene said, voice gentle. “Come if you need cleansing. Come if you need courage.”

A verse he’d read a hundred times stepped forward as if it had been waiting in the aisle:

“So let us come boldly to the throne of our gracious God. There we will receive his mercy, 

and we will find grace to help us when we need it most.”

— Hebrews 4:16 (NLT)

Boldly felt too big for a man who had been a coward. But gracious was big enough for both. Daniel stood.

The aisle was shorter than he remembered and longer than he wanted. His wife’s hand brushed his sleeve as he passed—no restraint, only blessing. At the rail, he sank to his knees. The wood was worn smooth by years of people like him. He folded forward and let the truth come out without dressing: “Jesus, I sinned with my silence.”

Words gathered, plain as inventory. “I feared awkwardness more than I feared hell. I loved my reputation more than my friend’s soul. I waited for perfect weather. Forgive me.”

Scripture answered with a voice surer than his own:

“If we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us  

from all wickedness.”

— 1 John 1:9 (NLT)

“Cleanse me,” he whispered. “Not so I can pay You back—so I can obey You now.”

Footsteps approached behind him. A hand—Pastor Greene’s—rested light on his shoulder. No reproach came, only prayer. “Lord,” the pastor said softly, “You do not despise this. ‘The sacrifice you desire is a broken spirit; you will not reject a broken and repentant heart, O God.’” (Psalm 51:17, NLT). “Meet my brother here. Wash. Restore. Send.”

Wash. A second verse rose like water over stone:

“Purify me from my sins, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.”

— Psalm 51:7 (NLT)

Daniel breathed the line as if the syllables themselves carried soap. Beneath the shame, something loosened—the hard knot that had called itself penance and had only been pride. He had wanted to punish himself for failing Michael. God was offering to forgive him and then use him.

Greene’s voice dropped lower, meant for Daniel alone. “Peter denied the Lord by his words,” he said, “and he was restored by them. ‘Do you love me? … Then feed my lambs.’” (John 21:15, NLT). “Your silence doesn’t disqualify you; it commissions you.”

Daniel nodded against the rail. A tear slipped warm into the crook of his thumb. Another verse—one he’d avoided because it sounded like clean snow on a day he felt only mud—arrived without scolding:

““Come now, let’s settle this,” says the Lord. “Though your sins are like scarlet, I will 

make them as white as snow.”

— Isaiah 1:18 (NLT)

“Settle it, Lord,” he said. “Make it white. Make me useful.”

Around him the hymn leaned into its chorus. Voices that cracked on the high notes became a kind of choir anyway. Daniel felt his wife kneel beside him; her hand slid into his. They didn’t speak. They didn’t need to. The rail had its own language.

“Now,” Greene prayed, “give him what fear steals. ‘And now, O Lord, hear their threats, and give us, your servants, great boldness in preaching your word.’” (Acts 4:29, NLT). “Not bravado—love. Not volume—clarity.”

Clarity. Daniel lifted his head. “Lord, make my words simple and kind. ‘Pray that I will proclaim this message as clearly as I should.’” (Colossians 4:4, NLT). “Let me speak as one forgiven, not as one trying to balance a ledger.”

The hymn subsided to a hum; the room breathed. Daniel remained at the rail, not milking the moment, just letting the mercy soak. Another verse surfaced—not a lash but a lifeline:

“No, O people, the Lord has told you what is good, and this is what he requires of you: to 

do what is right, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.”

— Micah 6:8 (NLT)

Do right. Love mercy. Walk humbly. Speak plainly. He could do that. He wanted to.

He pictured faces, unbidden but exact—Larry from the garage, the band kid with red eyes, Mrs. Carter, Sarah and the children, the neighbors who said salt of the earth like a benediction that could save. He didn’t feel crushed by the list this time. He felt appointed.

He took his pen from his shirt pocket—old habit—and wrote on the corner of his bulletin while still on his knees:

•   Sarah + kids – read promises (Psalm 34:18; John 14:1–3).

•   Larry (garage) – coffee. Share mercy, not merit (Titus 3:5).

•   Evan (band) – follow up. Romans 10:9.

•   Mrs. Carter – prayer visit; Psalm 23.

•   Neighborhood guys – grill night; testimony, not a speech.

He added one line beneath the list and circled it twice: Say His Name. Then a second: Ask for a response.

Greene’s hand squeezed his shoulder. “There’s one more word you need to hear,” he said, and Daniel felt the pastor smile it rather than see it. “‘So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.’” (Romans 8:1, NLT).

No condemnation. The sentence landed like air in a room that had been locked. Daniel drew it in deep. He would carry regret as reminder, not as sentence. He would repent without wearing sackcloth to every conversation. He would speak because he loved, not because he was afraid.

He rose with the others as the pastor closed in prayer. When Daniel turned, he caught the eyes of three people across the room at once—Larry by the side aisle, Evan near the back, Mrs. Carter dabbing her eyes. None of them knew they were already on a list born at an altar. He lifted a hand in a small nod that was half greeting, half vow.

On the way back to the pew, his wife squeezed his fingers. “You look lighter,” she said.

“I am,” he answered, surprised at the truth of it. “Not because it’s less heavy. Because He’s carrying it.”

They sat. Daniel opened his Bible one more time, not hunting so much as receiving. The thin paper found the line he needed to end his prayer the way beginnings should end—with sending:

“Then I heard the Lord asking, “Whom should I send as a messenger to this people? Who 

will go for us?” I said, “Here I am. Send me.””

— Isaiah 6:8 (NLT)

“Here I am,” Daniel whispered. “Send me to my street. Send me to my table. Send me across a fence.”

After the benediction, he didn’t rush. He greeted the handful of people who stepped into his path as if God had set them there. “Larry—coffee this week?” he asked, and the man nodded before he could finish the sentence. “Evan—can I call you later?” The boy swallowed and said yes. “Mrs. Carter—may I come by tomorrow to pray?” Her please came out like a sigh.

At the door, Pastor Greene caught him with a brief, knowing smile. “Remember,” he said, tapping the Bible Daniel held, “ambassadors don’t apologize for having a message. ‘We are Christ’s ambassadors; God is making his appeal through us.’” (2 Corinthians 5:20, NLT).

Daniel nodded. “Appeal through me, Lord,” he murmured as he stepped into the light of the parking lot. The day looked no different than when he’d arrived—cars backing out, kids tugging at parents’ sleeves, the smell of coffee drifting from the hall. But inside, something had been settled and set: forgiven guilt turned into marching orders.

In the truck, he slid the Gospel of John into his pocket and smoothed the wrinkled bulletin where his list was scrawled. He added one more prayer at the bottom, not long, not fancy, just the shape of the new life he meant to live:

“Give me the right words so I can boldly explain God’s mysterious plan…”

— Ephesians 6:19 (NLT)

Then he put the key in the ignition and headed home the ordinary way, which now felt like a mission field—driveway to doorstep, fence to porch, sorrow to hope—one clear sentence at a time.

 




Chapter 13 – Regret in the Pew (Part 3: 

Forgiven and Sent)

The sun was sharp on the stained-glass windows as the congregation spilled out into the parking lot. Conversations buzzed in small clusters—talk of lunch plans, the weather, the upcoming church picnic. Daniel lingered by the steps, Bible under his arm, heart still raw from the altar.

He had come into the service buried under guilt, but he was leaving with something else: a strange, steady peace. Not because the regret had vanished—Michael’s empty chair still haunted him—but because the Lord had met him in his confession. Forgiveness hadn’t erased the memory; it had transformed it into fuel.

“For God is working in you, giving you the desire and the power to do what pleases him.”

— Philippians 2:13 (NLT)

Daniel whispered the verse to himself, feeling its truth like a pulse. Desire and power—both gifts. He didn’t have to manufacture boldness; he only had to obey.

Larry from the garage clapped him on the back as he passed. “Coffee this week, right?” His voice held curiosity more than casualness. Daniel smiled. “Yes. I’ll bring my Bible. You bring your questions.” Larry blinked, then nodded. “Deal.”

 

Near the edge of the lot, Evan, the teenager from the band, hovered by a tree. Daniel walked over, his voice gentle. “I’ll call you tomorrow. We’ll grab a soda and talk.” Evan shifted awkwardly, but relief softened his face. “Thanks, Mr. Crawford.”

Each small step felt like an answer to prayer. Not perfection, not eloquence—just faith with words at last.

 

Driving home, Daniel let the silence of the cab become sanctuary. He replayed the pastor’s sermon: Silence is not compassion. It is neglect. The words still stung, but they no longer condemned him. They commissioned him.

“So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

— Romans 8:1 (NLT)

He repeated it aloud, steady this time: “No condemnation. No more excuses. Only mission.”

The Gospel of John lay on the seat beside him, its worn cover catching the light. He rested his hand on it like a pledge. “Lord,” he prayed, “I cannot change yesterday. But give me courage for today. Give me words for tomorrow. And let me never laugh nervously when eternity opens its door again.”

 

That night, Daniel sat at the kitchen table, pen in hand, Bible open. He copied verses onto index cards —Romans 10:9, John 14:6, Acts 4:12. Simple truths, sharp as arrows. He tucked them into his wallet.

Then he wrote one final line across the top card, bold and underlined: I will not stay silent.

He leaned back, exhausted but lighter than he had felt in months. For the first time since the siren, he believed his story wasn’t ending in failure. God had forgiven him. God was sending him. And though the ache for Michael remained, it would not be wasted.

The night closed around the house, quiet and still. Daniel whispered one last verse into the dark before bed:

“Here I am. Send me.”

— Isaiah 6:8 (NLT)

And for once, his heart didn’t argue. It agreed.




Chapter 14 – A Heavy Silence (Part 1: Sleepless 

Prayers)

The nights stretched thin as wire. Daniel lay awake and watched the ceiling gather the dim shapes of streetlight and passing clouds, every shadow arriving with the same companion: Michael’s face. Prayer had once come to him like breath—quiet, constant, almost thoughtless. Now it snagged. When he tried to say Father , another word forced its way between—Michael—and the syllables fell apart.

He turned to his side. The clock offered its small red honesty: 2:11… 2:38… 3:02. Beside him, his wife breathed steady, a metronome he longed to match. He slid from the bed, careful with the floorboards, and took the old Bible from the dresser like a man taking down a well-used tool. In the kitchen, the porch light cut a square on the floor. He stood in it and opened the pages where his hands knew to go when words won’t obey.

“I cry out to God; yes, I shout. Oh, that God would listen to me! When I was in deep 

trouble, I searched for the Lord. All night long I prayed, with hands lifted toward heaven, 

but my soul was not comforted.”

— Psalm 77:1–2 (NLT)

“All night long,” he echoed, and the confession felt less like failure here, more like kinship. He lowered himself into the chair, the one with the frayed arm where his thumb had worried the fabric during a hundred ordinary evenings, and tried again to pray.

“Father, I—” The sentence broke. He could not move past the memory of the river, of the birthday candle smoke curling toward a dark sky, of a siren that had drawn a hard line through the middle of his life. He pressed his palm against his eyes until stars flowered there like weak fireworks.

Is this prayer, Lord? This weight without words?

A verse rose with gentle authority, like a hand at the small of his back urging him forward:

“And the Holy Spirit helps us in our weakness. For example, we don’t know what God 

wants us to pray for. But the Holy Spirit prays for us with groanings that cannot be 

expressed in words.”

— Romans 8:26 (NLT)

Groanings. He let the room hear his, unadorned. “Help me,” he said, the two words truer than longer ones. “Carry what I cannot say.”

Wind nudged the maple outside; the chimes gave a soft answer. He turned a few pages and found another voice that matched his own:

“Day and night I have only tears for food… Why am I discouraged? Why is my heart so 

sad? I will put my hope in God!”

— Psalm 42:3, 11 (NLT)

He read it aloud, and the sound of scripture in the quiet house made the silence feel less like absence and more like a wide place he was allowed to occupy. He tried again. “I trust You. I do. But when I close my eyes it’s his face. And when I open my mouth, guilt crowds the door.”

He waited. Nothing dramatic answered—no whisper through the wall, no warm rush across the skin. Only the steady presence he had learned to expect when God chose to be kind rather than loud.

The kettle clicked on out of habit in his fingers; he forgot to pour. He stood and paced the length of the kitchen, two mugs set out not because Michael would come but because habit can be a rehearsal for obedience. He touched the Gospel of John on the table with an odd tenderness, as if apologizing to paper.

“I know You’ve forgiven me,” he said, testing the truth he had received at the altar like a plank he meant to walk. “‘There is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.’” (Romans 8:1, NLT). “But forgiveness doesn’t untie the ache.”

The ache answered with its own scripture, unexpected and clean:

“He heals the brokenhearted and bandages their wounds.”

— Psalm 147:3 (NLT)

“Bandage me, then,” he breathed. “Bandage the part that bleeds at night.”

He took his journal and wrote without lifting the pen: I cannot pray without seeing him. Teach me to pray through the memory, not around it. He underlined through until the ink feathered.

On some nights the heaviness made his prayers short; on this one it stretched them. He found himself praying circles wider than his guilt—names from the neighborhood, the teen with red eyes at the funeral, Larry at the garage, Sarah and the children whose grief had the shape of an empty chair. It surprised him that the more he spoke their names, the less the silence accused him. The weight redistributed into purpose.

Still, the restlessness returned with the hour. He set the pen down and let the darker thoughts approach, refusing, for once, to outrun them. Where is he now? The question had a cruel kind of gravity. He did not pretend certainty; neither did he let the question make him meaner than grief demands. He asked God to be more merciful than his fear, and when the prayer frightened him with its boldness, he hid in this promise:

“The Lord is good and does what is right; he shows the proper path to those who go 

astray.”

— Psalm 25:8 (NLT)

Good. Right. He placed the words like small stones along the edge of a cliff and stepped back from it.

The clock slid past four. Weariness arrived, not as sleep yet but as a softening of the fight in his shoulders. He flipped to another psalm and found the line that felt like a hand tugging him toward morning:

“Satisfy us each morning with your unfailing love, so we may sing for joy to the end of our 

lives.”

— Psalm 90:14 (NLT)

“Each morning,” he murmured. “Then let this night finish its work.”

He stood, finally poured the water over the grounds, and carried a mug to the back steps. The world held its breath before dawn—the brief truce when crickets hand the field to sparrows. He sat and let the steam rinse his face. Across the fence, Michael’s chair gleamed with dew. The sight stung, but it didn’t flatten him like it had the week before. He could look at it and pray now, even if the prayer wore fewer syllables.

“Guard them,” he said—the word large enough to cover Sarah, the kids, and the circle of neighbors who had discovered how short a street could feel when grief moved in. “Guard me—from nostalgia that lies, from despair that parades as holiness, from shame that dresses up like zeal.”

He took another breath and offered the simplest, most honest thing he knew to ask: “Make me faithful at sunrise.”

Inside, a floorboard creaked—the house coming awake. He turned the mug in his hands and, on a nudge he resisted at first and then yielded to, opened his journal to a fresh page. At the top he wrote: A Letter I Cannot Send. He did not try to be eloquent. He addressed it to Michael anyway.

I should have said your name to Jesus more boldly and Jesus’ Name to you more quickly. I cannot reach you now. But I can reach the living who loved you. I will talk to them. I will not let your absence be the loudest voice on this street.

He closed the book and felt the odd mercy of saying aloud what could not be delivered.

When he went back to the kitchen, the verse of the day on his phone blinked like a small, ordinary providence:

“In the morning, O Lord, you hear my voice; in the morning I lay my requests before you 

and wait expectantly.”

— Psalm 5:3 (NLT)

“Expectantly,” he repeated. He had been waiting fearfully, then guiltily, then stubbornly. Expectant felt like trust with its eyes open.

He rinsed the cup, set it upside down to dry, and returned to the bedroom. His wife stirred. “Another hard one?” she whispered.

“Yes,” he said, easing under the blanket, chilled through. “But honest.”

She found his hand in the dark and squeezed. “Sometimes honest is the miracle.”

He smiled into the pillow. The room settled, the heavy silence not cured but named. As sleep finally reached for him, one more line drifted up from a place deeper than memory:

“When doubts filled my mind, your comfort gave me renewed hope and cheer.”

— Psalm 94:19 (NLT)

“Comfort me into courage,” he managed, a drowsy prayer he might not remember in the morning but heaven would keep.

And somewhere between the last echo of the night and the first sparrow’s announcement, Daniel slept —not from forgetting Michael, but from laying the memory where it belonged. The silence, for now, agreed to share the room with hope.

 




Chapter 14 – A Heavy Silence (Part 2: Wrestling 

with the Night)

The days after the funeral passed in a blur of casseroles, condolences, and quiet chores, but the nights remained sharp. Each evening Daniel told himself he would rest—he needed to rest—yet when darkness settled, sleep stayed far away. The silence itself felt heavier than sound, pressing on him until his chest ached.

Lying awake, he traced the lines of the ceiling with his eyes. It wasn’t emptiness that filled the night; it was memory. Michael’s laugh. Michael’s jokes about heaven and hell. Michael’s voice teasing, “Another forty-two years!” The echoes looped, relentless.

Every attempt at prayer stumbled. He folded his hands, but guilt pried them open. He whispered petitions, but regret interrupted like an unwelcome guest. The simplest words fractured: Lord, I— and then the rest dissolved into shame.

One night, frustrated and weary, Daniel rose and paced the hallway. He paused at the children’s photos on the wall—his daughter’s smile, his son’s graduation portrait—and another wave hit him. What if I had never spoken to them? What if they had gone into eternity without hearing?

A verse surged to the surface, both comfort and sting:

“Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger by the way you treat them. Rather, bring 

them up with the discipline and instruction that comes from the Lord.”

— Ephesians 6:4 (NLT)

He had spoken at home. Why, then, had he stayed silent next door?

 

In the living room, the moonlight stretched across the carpet, silvering the open Bible on the table. Daniel lowered himself into the chair, head heavy in his hands. He read through blurred eyes:

“I lie awake thinking of you, meditating on you through the night.”

— Psalm 63:6 (NLT)

That was him—awake, thinking, meditating. But his thoughts did not yet find rest.

He lifted his eyes and whispered, “Michael, I should have told you. I should have said His Name plain. Now I cannot reach you—but I can reach others. God, give me courage for them.”

The silence didn’t answer, but the words felt less like accusation and more like offering.

 

Another night, he carried his journal to the back porch. The air was cool, the stars fierce against the black. He wrote: Every time I try to pray, his face comes first. Maybe that’s not failure. Maybe that’s God’s reminder—don’t waste another chance.

He underlined the words twice and added: Lord, make my grief fuel, not chain.

Then he closed the book and looked across the fence. The chair was still there, empty in the moonlight. His chest tightened, but for the first time he didn’t turn away. Instead, he prayed out loud, voice trembling: “Guard Sarah. Guard the kids. Guard me from silence.”

“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted; he rescues those whose spirits are crushed.”

— Psalm 34:18 (NLT)

The verse rolled into the night like a promise.

And though the silence remained, it no longer felt like a tomb. It felt like a classroom. A place where God was teaching him to pray not in spite of regret, but through it.

 




Chapter 14 – A Heavy Silence (Part 3: The 

Letter He Cannot Send)

He waited until the house settled—dishes rinsed, hall light clicked off, footsteps gone quiet. Midnight had a way of telling the truth. Daniel set a fresh page on the kitchen table, dated the corner, and wrote the title he’d sketched at dawn but hadn’t had strength to finish:

A Letter I Cannot Send

He stared at the blank a long time, then began.

Dear Michael,

I should have written sooner. I should have spoken sooner. I keep hearing your laugh on the river and seeing the curl of smoke from that last candle. I keep hearing the siren. Every time I fold my hands to pray, your name arrives first and the words fall apart.

He paused, wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand, and let Scripture steady his next line:

“The sacrifice you desire is a broken spirit; you will not reject a broken and repentant 

heart, O God.”

— Psalm 51:17 (NLT)

I am writing with that kind of heart, even if you can’t read this now.

There are six things I meant to tell you while there was time. I kept them on a yellow page in my pocket like a carpenter’s pencil. I thought I would find the perfect moment. I was wrong. So I’m laying them here, plain, the way I should have said them across the fence with coffee in our hands.

1) God is holy.

Not just good the way we use the word—He is other, bright with a purity that heals and humbles.

“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God, the Almighty—the one who always was, who is, and who 

is still to come.”

— Revelation 4:8 (NLT)

If I had said it right, you wouldn’t have heard accusation in that line—you would have heard awe.

2) I am not.

You knew decency. You lived it. But I should have told you what the Bible says about the line none of us  can cross on our own.

“For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.”

— Romans 3:23 (NLT)

You were “the best of us,” the guys keep saying. And it’s true in the ways that make neighborhoods work. But goodness doesn’t bridge the gap. I should have had the courage to say that and stay beside you while it stung.

3) Jesus came.

This is the sentence I wish I had laid on the table like bread: God did not wait for us to climb; He came  down to carry.

“But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still 

sinners.”

— Romans 5:8 (NLT)

You joked about heaven and hell on the river that morning. I laughed. I should have told you about the cross instead—the place where judgment and mercy met and mercy won for anyone who would take it.

4) Grace is a gift.

You liked fairness. I do, too. But if God dealt with us only by fairness, we’d all be lost. Grace is better —undeserved, unearned, offered.

“God saved you by his grace when you believed… Salvation is not a reward for the good 

things we have done, so none of us can boast about it.”

— Ephesians 2:8–9 (NLT)

“He saved us, not because of the righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.”

— Titus 3:5 (NLT)

Mercy is lighter than trying to be “enough.” I should have relieved you of that weight.

5) Response.

This is where I always hesitated, afraid it would sound like pressure. It isn’t pressure; it’s invitation— the door that stands open in every ordinary morning:

“If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him 

from the dead, you will be saved.”

— Romans 10:9 (NLT)

“Now repent of your sins and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped away.”

— Acts 3:19 (NLT)

I should have asked you gently, “Mike, will you trust Him?” I should have said, “We can pray now.”

6) I’m here.

That was the last line on my card: “I’m here with you.” I meant I would walk the whole road with you —questions, doubts, bad metaphors, burned pancakes at the diner. I waited for perfect weather. The clouds never got the memo.

He stopped, exhaled, and let the pencil rest. The kitchen’s little noises—the hum of the fridge, the faint tick of cooling pipes—sounded like a house keeping vigil. He turned the page and wrote again, smaller now, as if confiding.

You were surrounded at the funeral by people who loved you. They said what people always say: “He’s in a better place.” I wanted to grab the phrase and make it true by sheer will. I cannot. Only Jesus can.

“There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by which we  

must be saved.”

— Acts 4:12 (NLT)

That sentence would have offended you once. Or maybe it would have freed you. I’ll never know now. But the living can still hear it, Mike. Sarah can. The kids can. Larry from the shop. The band kid who cried by the punch bowl. Mrs. Carter with her careful steps in winter. I am going to them. Not with speeches—God save me from that—but with the Name I hoarded while I hid behind helpful.

“How can they hear about him unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:14 (NLT)

You taught me a thousand small yeses—fence posts, brake lines, groceries carried like crystal. I am learning a new one: say His Name. Explain the cross. Ask for a response. Do it graciously. Do it clearly. Do it now.

He read back through what he’d written and almost crossed out the regrets. He left them. Confession without erasure felt truer. He added a final paragraph—half prayer, half benediction he could not deliver.

If grace could reach backward, I would beg it to. If letters could cross the veil, I would send this with a stamp of tears. Since they cannot, I’ll let it send me forward. I will love your family with both hands. I will stand at our fence and speak before the coffee cools. I will sit in diner booths and say the thing that matters first. I will carry mercy into garages and backyards and school gyms. I will not pretend my  example can preach a resurrection.

He set the pencil down and, without meaning to, spoke into the quiet room as if it were a sanctuary: “Lord, take what is too late for him and make it early for someone else.”

Another verse rose, clean as morning:

“When doubts filled my mind, your comfort gave me renewed hope and cheer.”

— Psalm 94:19 (NLT)

Renewed hope. He slid the letter into the Gospel of John at Romans 10, left it there like a weight that kept the pages open where his life needed to be.

He turned the card over—the one he carried like a plumb line—and wrote three names beneath the old list:

•   Sarah + kids — read John 14:1–3, pray in the living room.

•   Larry — coffee Tuesday; Titus 3:5.

•   Evan — soda after school; Romans 10:9.

He circled the words he’d started to live: Say His Name. Ask for a response.

Before he stood, he added one more line at the bottom of the letter—a sentence that felt like handing his mouth to God:

“Give me the right words so I can boldly explain God’s mysterious plan… Pray that I will 

keep on speaking boldly for him, as I should.”

— Ephesians 6:19–20 (NLT, selected)

He folded the pages and pressed them flat with his palm. The paper held a faint warmth from his hand, like a living thing. He did not kiss it or dramatize it. He simply tucked it into his Bible and carried both to the back door.

On the steps, the night smelled like wet wood and cooling grass. Across the fence, the empty chair held its dew again. Daniel didn’t flinch. He laid the Bible on his knees, closed his eyes, and prayed the briefest prayer that still counted as obedience: “Here I am. Send me.” (Isaiah 6:8, NLT).

Inside, a floorboard learned the morning. Birds tested the edges of their first song. The heavy silence had not lifted, but it had shifted—less a tomb, more a commission. Daniel stood, slid the Gospel into his pocket, and went to set two mugs by the sink.

Tomorrow’s coffee would not wait for perfect weather. Neither would his words.

 




Chapter 15 – The Dream Begins (Part 1: The 

Burning Letter)

Sleep finally claimed him, but not gently. Daniel drifted into the kind of slumber that feels more like surrender—heavy, restless, half-prayer. His Bible was still open on the nightstand, the Gospel of John tucked beneath it, the letter he could not send resting between pages.

Somewhere between midnight and dawn, the silence cracked. He found himself standing in a place that was not his kitchen, not his porch, not the familiar comfort of home. Shadows pressed close, the air thick, heat pulsing like a furnace’s breath. The ground beneath him glowed faintly red, as if embers lived under every step.

In his hand, a piece of paper burned without turning to ash. The edges curled and blackened, yet the words glowed brighter the longer he stared. It was handwriting he knew—the slanted scrawl from years of shared notes, garage chalkboards, grocery lists stuck to the fridge. Michael’s handwriting.

The top line seared itself into him:

“My friend, I write you from a place you never warned me about.”

The letters seemed alive, shifting between ink and flame. He tried to drop the page, but his fingers would not release it. The fire licked his skin without burning, the words etching deeper with each breath.

Another line surfaced, jagged, desperate:

“I thought kindness would be enough. I thought goodness could buy mercy. But no one told me— no one told me it was only Christ.”

Daniel’s knees buckled. His heart thundered as he recognized the echo of the song that had haunted him since youth, the one he had never wanted to imagine in real form. He felt himself cry out, though the sound was swallowed by the roar of unseen flames.

The letter flared again, new words forming as though Michael’s hand still wrote them from beyond sight:

“You lived next door. You carried my burdens. You laughed at my jokes. But you never told me of the second birth. Why, Daniel? Why was silence easier than my soul?”

Daniel staggered back, clutching the page. His throat constricted as if the smoke itself filled him. Verses flooded his mind, striking like hammers against his conscience:

“And they will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous will go into eternal life.”

— Matthew 25:46 (NLT)

“The rich man shouted, ‘Father Abraham, have some pity! Send Lazarus over here to dip 

the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue. I am in anguish in these flames.’”

— Luke 16:24 (NLT)

The letter pulsed hotter, words unfurling like wounds:

“This is anguish, friend. A thirst unquenched, a prayer unanswered. I plead, not for me, but for those you still have time to warn. Tell them. Tell them earnestly, lest they come to this place with me.”

Daniel fell to his knees, tears spilling, his voice shaking: “Lord, is this real? Is this You, showing me his fate? Or is it my guilt wearing his voice?”

The page shivered in his hands, the fire suddenly bright enough to blind. Then the last line blazed across it:

“Do not wait again. Say His Name. Speak His truth. Plead with them now.”

The letter dissolved into sparks, vanishing into the dark furnace air. Daniel gasped—and awoke.

His Bible still lay open on the nightstand, but the pages trembled in the faint wind through the cracked window. His hands were empty, yet they felt scorched.

Beside him, the house was still asleep. But within him, nothing was quiet.

 




Chapter 15 – The Dream Begins (Part 2: The 

Voice in the Flames)

Sleep swept him under again like a riptide.

This time Daniel was not holding a letter; the words were holding him. They burned in the air as if written on the dark itself, lines breathing like coals. Heat pressed from every side, not the kind that singes skin, but the kind that scalds the soul with its nearness. The ground shivered—no quake, just an endless trembling, as though sorrow itself were a fault line.

A voice rose from the heat. It wasn’t a sound exactly; it was a recognition. Michael—familiar cadence, the easy baritone sanded down to something raw.

“Dan.”

Daniel staggered toward the sound. “Mike? Mike, where are you?”

“Here,” the voice said, and the word broke. “Here.”

Shapes swam at the edge of vision: a far ridge, a voided horizon, and between them a chasm that glowed like an angry river, impossible to cross. The voice came from the far side. It wasn’t accusation first—it was ache.

“Besides, there is a great chasm separating us. No one can cross over to you from here.”

— Luke 16:26 (NLT)

The Scripture arrived unbidden, and the chasm seemed to nod under the weight of it.

“Dan,” Michael said again, urgency flaring, “I was wrong. I thought decency paid the toll. I thought good men could walk over without the cross. No one told me how far the gap really was.” The voice clenched, then pleaded. “Why didn’t we talk when the river was kind and the coffee was hot?”

“I—” Daniel found only ash in his mouth. “I feared the awkwardness more than I feared this.” He looked at the divide and despised the sentence as soon as he said it.

Words unfurled over the chasm like banners of flame:

“What do you benefit if you gain the whole world but lose your own soul?”

— Mark 8:36 (NLT)

Michael’s voice shook. “I gained mornings. Fish. Laughter. Forty-two years that felt like strong rope. It wasn’t rope, Dan. It was twine.”

The heat rose with a low, terrible music—like wind through a furnace door. From somewhere below, a cry answered the cry, as if grief had echoes of its own.

“Listen to me,” Michael said, not angry now, almost gentle. “It’s not for me that I’m calling. It’s for them. For the ones still breathing the air you’re breathing. Go to my brothers, to my friends, to my children when they’re old enough to ask. Say His Name without stutter.”

A chain of words raced across the dark:

“Please, Father Abraham, at least send him to my father’s home. For I have five brothers, 

and I want him to warn them so they don’t end up in this place of torment.”

— Luke 16:27–28 (NLT)

The text burned and did not consume, and Daniel understood the dream was braided now—Scripture and sorrow, parable and friend, warning and mercy speaking with one mouth.

“I can’t cross,” Michael said, quiet. “Don’t try to save me with late letters. Do not wait again.”

The phrase struck Daniel with the weight of all his postponed Tuesdays.

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

“Dan,” the voice pressed, “you used to say grace like it was a lake. You stood on the shore and described it well. Stop describing. Throw men in.”

A sudden gust lifted sparks into a swirl. Out of the glow a line blazed, fierce and bright:

“Rescue others by snatching them from the flames of judgment.”

— Jude 23 (NLT)

“How?” Daniel cried. “Tell me how .”

The answer came as Scripture, plain and sharp as a tool you could hold:

“If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him 

from the dead, you will be saved.”

— Romans 10:9 (NLT)

“For “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” But how can they call 

on him… unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:13–14 (NLT)

Michael’s voice took the words and turned them like a key. “Tell them. Say the Name. Explain the cross. Ask for a response. Don’t pad the truth with politeness until it dies on the porch.”

The heat pulsed, and beyond the chasm Daniel thought he saw movement—shadow within glow— people turning their faces away from a horizon that did not change. He wanted to run, but his feet understood before his mind did: there was nowhere to run to in a vision meant to nail him to one point —the point of decision.

“You feared losing me,” Michael said, softer now, almost like the old porch tone. “And so you lost your chance to lose me to Jesus. Do not make that trade again.”

Daniel covered his face. “I am forgiven,” he whispered, tasting the mercy from the altar even here. “But I have been so slow to move as a forgiven man.”

Words cut the dark like a clean path:

““Here I am. Send me.””

— Isaiah 6:8 (NLT)

“Say it louder,” Michael urged, not from authority, but from need beyond himself. “Say it for the living.”

“Here I am,” Daniel said, voice breaking. “Send me to my street. Send me to Sarah and the kids. Send me to the garage, the school, the men who think kindness is a ladder.” He lifted his head and shouted across the divide, “Lord, send me now.”

The chasm did not narrow. The heat did not ease. But another thing shifted—the sky above the furnace thinned, like gauze drawn back from a window at dawn. A breath of cool touched his face, not enough to comfort, just enough to confirm.

“Dan,” Michael said, urgency returning for a final time, “tell them the thing I never heard. Tell them second birth is not poetry.”

The phrase brightened in fire-script:

“I tell you the truth, unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God.”

— John 3:3 (NLT)

“And tell them grace isn’t a prize for good men, but a pardon for guilty ones.”

Light answered:

“God saved you by his grace when you believed… Salvation is not a reward for the good 

things we have done…”

— Ephesians 2:8–9 (NLT)

“And when they ask, ‘Why Jesus?’—do not flinch.”

Another line rose, the center of the flame:

“There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by which we  

must be saved.”

— Acts 4:12 (NLT)

Silence settled—the heavy kind that follows a sentence too true to improve. When Michael spoke again, his voice was small, like the last ripple after a stone sinks.

“Do this not to pay a debt to me,” he said, “but to honor the mercy you still breathe. Be a watchman, Dan. Blow the horn with tears in it.”

The old commission strode out of the fire with soldierly clarity:

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

Immediately. The syllables rang like metal struck.

“Go,” Michael said.

The furnace-wind rose, the chasm flared, and the words that had ringed the horizon dissolved into one last blazing line that felt both like benediction and brand:

“Today when you hear his voice, don’t harden your hearts.”

— Hebrews 3:15 (NLT)

The light burst white. Daniel threw up his hands—

—and woke, heart skidding against his ribs, sheets twisted, throat raw as if he had been shouting into a storm.

The room was dark but not empty. The Bible on the nightstand lay open where he’d left it; the letter he could not send pressed a faint ridge into the page beneath. His hands were unburned. His mission was not.

He swung his feet to the floor, knelt on the rug still warm from sleep, and prayed without poetry: “Jesus, unseal my lips. Send me to the living. Today.” Then, before the second hand could complete another soft click around the clock’s face, he reached for his phone and typed two messages with fingers that finally obeyed his heart:

To Larry: Coffee at 7? I need to share something important—about Jesus.

To Sarah: Could I stop by tomorrow? I’d like to read a few promises with the kids. No pressure—just hope.

He set the phone down, lay back, and stared into the ceiling’s quiet. The dream’s heat still breathed at the edges of the room, not to terrify him awake, but to keep him from sleeping through another day.

Morning, he knew, would come. And with it, the horn.

 




Chapter 15 – The Dream Begins (Part 3: 

Awakening to a Commission)

Daniel sat upright in bed, breath ragged, sweat dampening the sheets. His heart still thundered with the echoes of the furnace, the handwriting, the voice. He pressed trembling palms against his face, but when he lowered them, the Bible on the nightstand caught his eye—open at the place where the letter he had written to Michael lay folded.

For a long moment, he didn’t move. Was it just a dream—his grief constructing images, his guilt borrowing Michael’s voice? Or had God allowed a vision sharp enough to sear him into action? He didn’t know. He only knew this: silence was no longer an option.

The room was still, but inside him everything burned. Verses raced like runners in his mind:

“Wake up, sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will give you light.”

— Ephesians 5:14 (NLT)

“Rescue others by snatching them from the flames of judgment.”

— Jude 23 (NLT)

Each word felt like a match striking his soul.

 

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, knees meeting the rug. “Lord,” he whispered, voice unsteady, “I have wasted words, wasted chances, wasted time. But here I am now. Send me. Send me today.”

The vow wasn’t dramatic; it was desperate. He didn’t care if he stumbled or faltered. He only cared that his silence die here, at the edge of dawn.

He reached for his journal and opened to the letter he had begun days earlier. New lines spilled out beneath it:

Mike, I dreamed your voice. Whether it was you or only my guilt, I cannot tell. But the words cut true. I  will not waste another Tuesday. I will speak the Name. I will plead with the living. Your children will know the gospel plain. Our neighbors will not mistake kindness for salvation. I will be the watchman I should have been.

His pencil scratched harder with each sentence, his tears smudging the page until ink feathered.

 

The alarm clock read 5:07. Birds had begun testing the first notes of morning. Daniel rose, showered, dressed, and tucked the Gospel of John into his pocket—the way a soldier checks for weapon and compass. He paused by the kitchen, where two mugs waited on the counter. He filled them both, not because Michael would come, but because hope required rehearsal.

His phone buzzed with replies to the messages he had sent in the night.

Larry: Yeah, coffee’s fine. But why so early?

Sarah: Yes. Tomorrow works. Thank you.

Daniel stared at the words until his vision blurred again. This time it wasn’t grief—it was gratitude. God was already opening doors.

He whispered into the morning:

“Pray that I will proclaim this message as clearly as I should.”

— Colossians 4:4 (NLT)

And then, with his Bible in one hand and steaming coffee in the other, Daniel stepped onto the porch as the first light broke over the horizon. The chair across the fence was still empty, but his mouth was no longer closed.

Silence had had its reign. Now it was time for words.

 

Part II – The Letter (Ch. 16–25)

The supernatural letter becomes the story’s heartbeat.

 




Chapter 16 – Handwriting from Beyond (Part 1: “Daniel, my 

friend…”)

The dream returned the next night, stronger, clearer, more relentless. Daniel found himself again in that strange borderland between fire and shadow, where silence groaned louder than sound. He knew it was not ordinary sleep—too vivid, too purposeful, too sharp to be chance.

From the darkness, a page unfurled before him, glowing with ember-light. Letters wrote themselves in strokes he recognized instantly—Michael’s handwriting, quick and slanted, the way he used to scribble work notes on garage slips and grocery lists on the fridge.

The top line etched itself with fire that did not consume:

“Daniel, my friend…”

The words hung in the air, pulsing with grief. Daniel’s chest tightened as if a fist had closed around his heart. He wanted to turn away, but his eyes could not leave the page.

New lines burned beneath the first:

“I thought we were honest with each other, neighbors who shared life plain. But there was one truth you never spoke. The day I left the earth, I learned too late what your silence cost me.”

The flame quivered, and the words bled into a plea:

“You gave me kindness, but never warning. You gave me friendship, but not the cross. You let me laugh about heaven and hell without telling me they were not jokes.”

Daniel dropped to his knees. “Lord, I can’t bear this,” he whispered. But the dream pressed on, relentless.

The page brightened again:

“I write not to condemn you, but to urge you: do not make the same mistake with others. Tell them. Tell Sarah. Tell my children. Tell Larry. Tell the boy who cried at my funeral. Let no one else walk with you, laugh with you, and die never hearing His Name.”

The words seared into him like a brand. He felt his lips form the only Scripture that fit the moment:

“When I say to the wicked, ‘You will surely die,’ and you fail to warn them… I will hold you  

responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 3:18 (NLT)

The page flamed brighter, nearly blinding now, but one final line cut through the glow:

“Daniel, my friend… plead with them now. Do not wait again.”

The letter folded itself in the air, dissolved into sparks, and the dream shattered.

Daniel woke with a cry, heart pounding, face wet with tears. His Bible lay open on the nightstand, and the letter he had written days earlier was still tucked inside. With trembling hands, he opened to it. The first words he had written stared back: “Dear Michael…”

This time, though, the letter in his Bible didn’t feel like his own. It felt like the echo of the one he had just seen in fire.

And in the silence of the dark, Daniel finally whispered what he had held back too long: “Jesus. I will not stay silent again.”

 




Chapter 16 – Handwriting from Beyond (Part 2: The Plea in the 

Flames)

Sleep took him like a tide turning—no splash, just the sudden knowledge that he was no longer on familiar ground. Heat breathed again from the dark. The air hummed with a low, dreadful music, as if a furnace door had been opened in a distant room and would not close.

The letter returned, not as a page in his hand this time, but as sheets unrolling in the air—parchment made of light, lines writing themselves in Michael’s quick, slanted hand. The first words repeated, tender and terrible:

“Daniel, my friend…”

He reached as if to steady the floating page, but it steadied itself. Fresh sentences formed, ash at the edges, fire at the core.

“Do not waste time arguing whether this is a dream, a vision, or your own conscience borrowing my voice. Treat it as a message. Treat it as mercy.”

The letters pulsed, and a Scripture flared beneath them, as if the letter itself had decided to quote:

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

“Today,” the line repeated in Michael’s hand, “not Tuesday, not when the weather is right, not when courage finally feels like courage.”

The page drifted aside and another unfurled. Across a horizon of glow, Daniel saw again the chasm— no bridge, no trick path—just a distance that mocked effort. The handwriting did not accuse; it ached.

“You feared offending me. You feared losing the easy ways we had of being neighbors. But, friend, hear me: you cannot hurt a dead man with the truth he needed while he lived. Go to the living. Tell them. Tell mine.”

A verse wrote itself below, bright and unignorable:

“Please, Father Abraham, at least send him to my father’s home. For I have five brothers, 

and I want him to warn them so they don’t end up in this place of torment.”

— Luke 16:27–28 (NLT)

Daniel tried to speak, and the dream granted him a voice that felt smaller than his need. “I will go,” he said hoarsely. “To Sarah. To the kids. To Larry. To the boy from the band.” The chasm did not narrow, but the words steadied his feet.

The next sheet unfurled. The strokes hurried now, like a man writing while the train pulled from the station.

“Say what I never heard without the camouflage of politeness: ‘Second birth is required.’ Do not soften it until it disappears.”

“I tell you the truth, unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God.”

— John 3:3 (NLT)

“Then say the Name that saves—not as garnish, but as meal.”

“There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by which we  

must be saved.”

— Acts 4:12 (NLT)

“Explain the cross, short and clear, like handing a tool to a man with his hood up.”

“But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still 

sinners.”

— Romans 5:8 (NLT)

“And when they ask, ‘How do I take this?’—do not answer with fog.”

“If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him 

from the dead, you will be saved.”

— Romans 10:9 (NLT)

The letters slowed. The heat rose and fell as if the dream itself were breathing. Daniel felt tears sting, then dry before they could fall. “I have spoken too little,” he whispered. “But I will not dress the gospel in disclaimers anymore.”

Another page unrolled—smaller, almost intimate. The handwriting leaned closer.

“You think this letter is about my fate. It is about your calling. You were a watchman who kept his horn under his coat. Blow it now—with tears in it.”

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

“Immediately,” the handwriting repeated, then underlined the word once, hard enough that sparks scattered.

From the dark, voices rose—faint, overlapping, like a hundred conversations heard through a wall: neighbors, co-workers, classmates of his children, men from the garage, Sarah’s weary yes at a kitchen table yet to come. The sound became a single question worn by many mouths: “How will we know?”

The letter answered for him:

“For “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” But how can they call 

on him to save them unless they believe in him? And how can they believe in him if they 

have never heard about him? And how can they hear about him unless someone tells 

them?”

— Romans 10:13–14 (NLT)

“Tell them,” the script urged. “Tell them as if they had a siren hidden in their day you cannot hear yet.”

The horizon flared; the chasm glowed hotter; then, as if mercy must always speak last, a softer light pushed up from below like spring through frost. A final sheet rose—no scorch at the edges now, only a steady shine.

“Do not preach from punishment,” the handwriting said, the letters rounding, gentler. “Preach from pardon. Speak as one forgiven. Let them see mercy on your face when your mouth says ‘mercy.’”

“So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

— Romans 8:1 (NLT)

Daniel pressed his palm to his chest as if to keep the words from escaping the wrong way. “Forgiven and sent,” he said, and the phrase fit like a yoke that was easy because Another bore the weight.

A hush settled. Somewhere in the heated dark a sound like distant weeping took on joy’s shape and then faded—unclaimed, unplaced. The page waited, then wrote one last, urgent plea that looked so much like Michael’s “don’t forget the milk” notes that Daniel almost smiled through the salt.

“Say His Name plain. Explain the cross. Ask for a response. Do it now. For my Sarah. For my children. For your street. For the men who think kindness is a ladder. For anyone with breath.”

“Rescue others by snatching them from the flames of judgment.”

— Jude 23 (NLT)

Then, as if handing Daniel a seal, the handwriting formed a short prayer and underlined it twice:

“Lord, unseal my lips.”

“O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise.”

— Psalm 51:15 (NLT)

The sheets of light folded themselves like letters slid into an envelope. The furnace-breath dimmed to a warm ache. The chasm remained—honest, uncrossed—but the sky above it paled as if surrendering to a dawn it could not resist.

“Dan,” came the voice—not written now, spoken—soft as when two men found each other at the fence at first light. “Go.”

He woke before the word finished, sitting up as if pulled by a rope. The room was dark, the clock at 4:42, the house a patient animal asleep around him. He reached for the nightstand and found the Gospel of John by feel. The letter he had written to Michael lay where he’d tucked it, but it was the newer rule —three lines in a hand he knew—that his fingers sought and found on the card he kept as a plumb line:

Say His Name.

Explain the cross.

Ask for a response.

He slid out of bed, knelt on the rug, and answered the dream not with analysis but with obedience. “Here I am. Send me to the living. Today.” (Isaiah 6:8, NLT).

Then he did a small, defiant thing that felt like worship: he set two mugs by the sink and ground coffee for one conversation certain and a dozen not yet scheduled. As the burrs whirred and the scent rose, a verse he had read a hundred times arrived with a new, steady tread:

“In the morning, O Lord, you hear my voice; in the morning I lay my requests before you 

and wait expectantly.”

— Psalm 5:3 (NLT)

Expectantly. He let the word settle over the counter like steam. His phone face lit the dark—Larry’s coffee confirmed, Sarah’s yes waiting for tomorrow, a blank day that looked like a field.

Daniel whispered toward the quiet hallway, the sleeping rooms, the fence beyond, the street, the town, the world: “Unseal my lips.”

The house did not answer. Heaven had already.

 




Chapter 16 – Handwriting from Beyond (Part 3: The Awakening 

Resolve)

Daniel woke with the taste of ashes in his mouth and tears on his face. For a moment, he lay still, letting the remnants of the dream wash over him. His chest ached as if he had run miles, his throat raw from cries he wasn’t sure he had spoken aloud. The vision of Michael’s handwriting still burned in his mind—words seared there like brands: Say His Name. Explain the cross. Ask for a response. He turned and saw the Bible on his nightstand. The Gospel of John lay folded inside with the letter he had written to Michael. His trembling hands opened it, and his eyes fell on a verse that seemed to leap from the page:

“But how can they call on him to save them unless they believe in him? And how can they 

believe in him if they have never heard about him? And how can they hear about him 

unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:14 (NLT)

The words no longer felt like condemnation. They felt like commission.

 

He rose before dawn, padding barefoot into the kitchen. The air was cool, the house silent. Two mugs sat waiting on the counter, just as he had left them the night before. He poured coffee into both, not because Michael would drink the second, but because he needed to see it—needed to remember that someone else was always waiting.

He took his journal and opened to the page where the dream had been echoing itself across nights. With deliberate strokes, he wrote a vow beneath the lines already there:

I will not delay. I will not hide behind kindness. I will not wait for perfect moments. Today is the day. Every breath may be someone’s last, and I will speak before the siren comes.

When the words were finished, he underlined them three times until the paper nearly tore.

 

His phone buzzed. A message from Larry: Coffee still good? I’ll be there at 7.

Another from Sarah: The kids want to see you. Tomorrow evening works.

Daniel pressed the phone to his forehead and whispered, “Thank You, Lord.” Doors were opening. The field was ready. The horn was in his hand at last.

 

As the first light bled across the horizon, Daniel carried his Bible and journal to the porch. The empty chair across the fence caught the dawn like a memorial. His heart squeezed, but instead of despair, a fierce tenderness filled him.

He opened his Bible once more and prayed aloud into the morning air:

“O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise.”

— Psalm 51:15 (NLT)

His voice broke, but he kept going. “Unseal me, Lord. Let every word be mercy. Let every silence die in me.”

Birds announced the day. A car hummed down the street. And Daniel sat with two mugs of coffee, waiting—not for Michael this time, but for the living who still had ears to hear.

The dream had ended. The commission had begun.




Chapter 17 – Words in Fire (Part 1: The Burning Ink)

That night, when Daniel finally drifted into uneasy sleep, the dream returned. The air grew thick, pulsing with heat. He was not surprised this time; he knew the threshold he was crossing.

Before him, the letter reappeared—hovering, suspended in the dark furnace air. Its edges curled and flamed, but the parchment did not disintegrate. Instead, the ink itself burned, glowing red like molten iron pressed into words.

The top line seared across the page in Michael’s handwriting:

“Daniel, my friend, this torment is real.”

The letters seemed to hiss as though wet wood were thrown on fire. Daniel recoiled, shielding his face, yet he could not look away.

More lines appeared, jagged with urgency:

“It is not sleep, not shadow, not silence—it is anguish. A thirst that never breaks, a hunger that never ends, a prayer that never rises high enough to be heard.”

The words bled downward like embers falling. Daniel’s chest heaved as verses thundered against the dreamscape:

“The rich man shouted, ‘Father Abraham, have some pity! Send Lazarus… I am in anguish 

in these flames.’”

— Luke 16:24 (NLT)

“There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

— Matthew 13:42 (NLT)

The ink glowed hotter, burning into fresh sentences:

“I plead, but no answer comes. I call, but mercy does not cross this gulf. The time to hear was yesterday, Daniel. The time to speak was yesterday. Now I write with fire so you will warn them.”

Daniel staggered back, hands shaking. “Lord,” he cried, “why show me this? Why these flames, these words?”

The page flared brighter, filling the horizon, and the reply blazed across its center:

“Because silence is heavier than fire. Break it.”

The phrase carved itself into his soul like a command. He fell to his knees, tears cutting through the heat, and whispered the only prayer he could form:

“Then unseal my lips, O Lord. I will not stay silent again.”

And as the words left his mouth, the burning ink dissolved into sparks, floating upward until the dream gave way to waking.




Chapter 17 – Words in Fire (Part 2: The Tormented Plea)

The dream did not wait for him to fall deep. It seized him on the first drop of sleep and set him again before the hovering page. Heat breathed, steady as a bellows. The letter’s ink glowed like metal in a forge, and Michael’s hand—quick, slanted—kept writing as if time itself were short.

“Daniel, my friend—hear me. Do not argue about me. Run to them.”

Beneath the sentence, names burned into view one by one, each flaring and fading as if called at roll: Sarah. Hannah. Ethan. Larry. Evan. Mrs. Carter. More followed—neighbors, mechanics, faces from the pews and the sidelines—until the air itself seemed crowded with the living.

A Scripture line surged across the page, hot and authoritative:

“Please, Father Abraham, at least send him to my father’s home. For I have five brothers, 

and I want him to warn them so they don’t end up in this place of torment.”

— Luke 16:27–28 (NLT)

The ink quivered, and Michael’s writing answered the verse like a life-and-death footnote:

“Warn them. Do not soften ‘torment’ into metaphor. Mercy needs truth to have meaning.”

Daniel’s throat tightened. “How do I speak about this without becoming cruel? How do I warn without wounding?”

The flaming script paused—as if choosing gentler letters—and then wrote:

“With tears, not triumph. With hope, not heat. Tell them what I never heard: punishment is real —and pardon is offered.”

Verses opened like doors in the wall of fire:

“They will be punished with eternal destruction, forever separated from the Lord and from 

his glorious power.”

— 2 Thessalonians 1:9 (NLT)

“But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still 

sinners.”

— Romans 5:8 (NLT)

“For “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.””

— Romans 10:13 (NLT)

The page swung toward him; heat rolled over Daniel’s face. He sunk to his knees, hands raised without thinking, as if the letter were a pulpit and he the congregation of one.

“Mike,” he whispered into the furnace air, “I am forgiven—but I have been slow. Fear has worn so many disguises.”

“Then strip it,” the handwriting answered. “Silence pretends to be kindness; it is not. Kindness tells the truth and stays.”

A new line flared, small but bright:

“Don’t you see how wonderfully kind, tolerant, and patient God is with you?… Can’t you 

see that his kindness is intended to turn you from your sin?”

— Romans 2:4 (NLT)

“Give them that kindness,” the script urged. “Not vague comfort—turning kindness.”

The ink raced again, urgency returning:

“Say it plain: ‘Second birth is required.’ (John 3:3). Say the Name that saves—Jesus (Acts 4:12). Explain the cross without fog (Romans 5:8). Then ask for a response (Romans 10:9). Do not leave them at the door, admiring the frame.”

The horizon beyond the page throbbed like a wound. Daniel felt it in his bones: this was not spectacle —it was summons. Another Scripture rose with the gravity of a verdict:

“And just as each person is destined to die once and after that comes judgment…”

— Hebrews 9:27 (NLT)

He could not help himself; the question broke loose. “Where are you now? Is this my grief or Your hand, Lord?”

The page did not answer with geography. It answered with vocation. The letters thickened, underlined, almost carved:

“Watchman.”

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

“Immediately,” the script repeated. “Not after pancakes. Not when courage feels tidy.”

A tremor ran through the air. From the deep, a cry echoed that Daniel felt more than heard—no words, only need—and the letter’s edges flamed brighter, forcing another truth onto the page:

““There is a great chasm separating us.””

— Luke 16:26 (NLT)

“You cannot cross to help the dead,” the writing said, tender and unrelenting. “But you can cross a fence, a street, a diner aisle. Cross those.”

“Then tell me how to begin,” Daniel pleaded, heart hammering. “I fumble. I freeze.”

The ink calmed, the strokes rounding as if a friend had put a hand on his shoulder:

“Begin with the Name. Begin with mercy. Begin with a question and stay for the answer. And when fear whispers ‘later,’ answer it with Scripture.”

The page turned; a fresh verse strode out like a captain:

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

Then another, like a hand at his back:

“Rescue those who are unjustly sentenced to die; save them as they stagger to their death. 

Don’t excuse yourself by saying, “Look, we didn’t know.””

— Proverbs 24:11–12 (NLT)

“And when they ask why Jesus,” Daniel said, voice barely holding, “what do I say so they hear love and not arrogance?”

The answer came centered, steady, fire bright and clean:

“There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by which we  

must be saved.”

— Acts 4:12 (NLT)

“Say it with tears,” the handwriting added. “Say it like a man offering water, not winning an argument.”

The letter slowed as though approaching its final lines. One last flame-etched triad formed—simple enough to memorize, sharp enough to obey:

“Say His Name.

Explain the cross.

Ask for a response.”

Then, as if anticipating Daniel’s last objection, the script wrote small, almost like a secret between friends:

“Speak as one forgiven, not one performing penance.”

“So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

— Romans 8:1 (NLT)

Heat ebbed. The page dimmed to a warm coal. In the hush, a final plea wrote itself in strokes so familiar Daniel could see Michael’s hand around the pen:

“Do not wait again, my friend. Not for weather. Not for mood. Not for perfect words. Speak today.”

The coal went out.

Daniel jerked awake with a gasp. The room was dark; the clock glowed 4:19. His pillow was wet. His hands shook as if he had been holding a tool too heavy for too long.

He slid to the floor beside the bed and let the simplest prayer carry the weight of the night:

“Lord Jesus, unseal my lips.”

A verse he hadn’t planned to recall arrived like a promise kept:

“Give me the right words so I can boldly explain God’s mysterious plan… Pray that I will 

keep on speaking boldly for him, as I should.”

— Ephesians 6:19–20 (NLT)

He rose, pulled on yesterday’s jeans, and opened his journal at the kitchen table. Under the names already listed, he added more—faces from the photo boards, the block, the garage. He drew lines to verses: Sarah + kids → John 14:1–3, Larry → Titus 3:5, Evan → Romans 10:9, Mrs. Carter → Psalm 23, Neighborhood guys → Acts 20:26–27. He wrote grill night beside the last line and underlined it.

Before the ink dried, his phone buzzed on the counter with the sleeping softness of the house still around him. It was nothing urgent—just the weather app—but he smiled anyway. I won’t wait for weather, he told the quiet.

He set two mugs by the sink and ground coffee. As the burrs hummed and the scent rose, he looked through the window at the dark yard and the fence beyond. The empty chair waited, shining faintly with dew even in the half-light. He did not look away.

“Today,” he said into the room, into the street, into the world that had not asked for a watchman and would get one anyway. “Today.”

Outside, somewhere near the maples, a bird tried its first note and found the rest.

 




Chapter 17 – Words in Fire (Part 3: Today, Not Tomorrow)

The dream’s echoes still clung to him when Daniel woke—his chest heaving, his throat dry as ash. He sat on the edge of the bed, staring at his trembling hands as if they still held the burning letter. Say His Name. Explain the cross. Ask for a response. The words pulsed in his veins like fire.

He reached for his Bible on the nightstand. The thin pages fell open at random, but the verse staring up at him was not random at all:

“Don’t you realize that all of you together are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God 

lives in you?”

— 1 Corinthians 3:16 (NLT)

He whispered through clenched teeth, “Then, Spirit, live through me. Speak where my courage breaks. Move me today.”

 

Downstairs, the house was quiet. He brewed coffee, poured two mugs, and set them on the counter. One remained untouched, as always—but it reminded him why silence was no longer an option. He pulled out his journal, flipping back to the vows he had scrawled after the funeral, and added a fresh line in bold strokes:

Silence is heavier than fire. I will not carry it anymore.

As the ink dried, his phone buzzed. A message from Larry: I’ll meet you at 7. Don’t be late. Another from Evan, short and hesitant: Can we talk today?

Daniel exhaled. Doors were opening faster than he had imagined. He pressed the phone to his chest and whispered, “Thank You, Lord. This is You.”

 

When the sun finally broke over the horizon, he stepped out onto the porch, Bible in one hand, journal in the other. Across the fence, the empty chair shimmered with dew. It no longer taunted him—it commissioned him.

He prayed aloud into the morning air:

“So you must warn each other every day, while it is still ‘today,’ so that none of you will be 

deceived by sin and hardened against God.”

— Hebrews 3:13 (NLT)

“Today,” Daniel said firmly. “Not Tuesday. Not when I feel ready. Today.”

Birdsong swelled as if the whole yard agreed. He turned, lifted the waiting mug of coffee, and whispered with trembling lips, “Here I am. Send me.”

And for the first time, the silence did not crush him. It released him.

 




Chapter 18 – The First Plea (Part 1: “Why Didn’t You Tell 

Me?”)

Sleep came like a door he didn’t remember opening. Heat breathed from the threshold, and Daniel knew before the scene resolved that he was back where words burned.

A shape gathered at the far edge of the glow—no body, only nearness, a presence he recognized the way a man recognizes his own name. The air around it trembled, and then the voice came, raw and unmistakable.

“Daniel… my friend.”

He swallowed. “Mike.”

Silence held a moment, and then the question tore through it, naked and aching:

“Why didn’t you tell me about Christ?”

The sentence burned hotter than the furnace air. Daniel staggered as if struck. His mouth opened and shut, smoke stealing what little air his chest could find.

“I—” The excuse tasted like ash. He tried again. “I was afraid. I told myself my life would say enough. I told myself there would be time.”

The answer came like a bell struck in a canyon:

“How do you know what your life will be like tomorrow? Your life is like the morning fog—  

it’s here a little while, then it’s gone.”

— James 4:14 (NLT)

Fog. The river. The candle smoke. Every image returned with a weight he could not dodge. Daniel pressed his palms to his eyes. “I knew,” he whispered. “I knew, and I waited.”

Michael’s voice softened, but the plea inside it did not. “I joked about heaven and hell. I asked about forever without using the word. I handed you doorways. Why didn’t you walk through with me?”

Daniel could only give his failure the dignity of plain speech. “I loved your approval more than your soul,” he said, the confession landing hard, clean. “I feared awkwardness more than I feared judgment. I thought kindness could carry the freight of truth.” He shook his head. “It couldn’t.”

Words wrote themselves in the heated dark—familiar Scripture taking form as flame across the horizon:

“For “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” But how can they call 

on him… unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:13–14 (NLT)

“Unless someone tells them,” Michael echoed, grief turning the line to a plea. “You were my someone.”

Daniel dropped to his knees. “God, forgive me,” he said, not to barter but because repentance was the only honest posture left. “I knew what I ought to do.”

Another verse seared the air, not to crush but to confirm:

“Remember, it is sin to know what you ought to do and then not do it.”

— James 4:17 (NLT)

The heat pressed closer; Daniel felt the dream cut away every place to hide. “Mike,” he tried, voice unsteady, “if I could cross this, I would drag a bridge with my teeth. I would—”

“You can’t,” the voice said, not cruel, simply true.

“Besides, there is a great chasm separating us. No one can cross over to you from here, and  

no one can cross over to us from there.”

— Luke 16:26 (NLT)

The sentence landed like iron cooling—final, shaped. Michael spoke again, and now the question turned outward, to the living Daniel still could reach.

“Go to Sarah. Go to the kids when they’re old enough to ask. Go to the men at the garage. Do not make them wonder later why you never spoke His Name.”

Daniel nodded so hard his neck ached. “I will. I’m going. Today.”

A small mercy moved through the heat like a cooler wind. The handwriting he knew—quick, slanted— sketched the gospel in strokes that glowed:

“God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a 

gift from God.”

— Ephesians 2:8 (NLT)

“But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still 

sinners.”

— Romans 5:8 (NLT)

“That,” Michael said, urgency returning. “Say that. Not vague comfort. Not ‘be better.’ Tell them grace. Tell them Jesus.”

Another line lifted, the center of everything:

“There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by which we  

must be saved.”

— Acts 4:12 (NLT)

The Name burned bright and clean. Daniel bowed into it. “Jesus,” he said aloud, and the syllables steadied him like a hand on his back.

Michael’s question returned, now like a brand that healed even as it seared: “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I was ashamed of the gospel,” Daniel whispered, shame finally named. “Not in creed—in practice.”

The dream answered with the antidote:

“For I am not ashamed of this Good News about Christ. It is the power of God at work, 

saving everyone who believes…”

— Romans 1:16 (NLT)

“Live that,” the voice urged. “Say it like a man offering water, not winning an argument. Warn with tears; invite with hope.”

From the depths of the heat, a distant cry rose—no words, only need. Daniel felt the meaning anyway: Hurry. The lettered fire answered with a word that struck like a command:

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

“Today,” Daniel echoed, and the echo felt like obedience beginning to breathe.

He lifted his head. “Mike… I can’t reach you. But I can reach them. I will stand at the fence and speak before the coffee cools. I will sit in booths and say the thing that matters first. I will not let my example try to do the work of my mouth.”

“Then make me one more promise,” Michael said, the voice thinning as if distance were claiming it. “Don’t preach penance. Preach pardon. Speak as one forgiven.”

The verse that had carried him at the altar stepped into the heat like snow that doesn’t melt:

“So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

— Romans 8:1 (NLT)

“No condemnation,” Daniel repeated, and the words didn’t excuse him; they equipped him.

A hush fell. The glow dimmed to a red that looked almost like dawn through closed eyes. Michael’s last plea braided itself with Scripture, a cord Daniel could grab without breaking it:

“Be a watchman. Blow the horn—with tears in it.”

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

“Immediately,” Daniel said, because delay had been the sin and could not be the habit.

The dream held him one moment longer, just enough for the question that had started it to carve itself finally into commission.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Christ?”

“I will tell them,” Daniel answered. “I will tell them.”

The heat ebbed. The horizon paled. The question faded—less accusation now, more benediction spoken backward through time. Daniel woke with his face wet and his hands clenched in the sheet as if still holding a letter that burned without being consumed.

He rolled to his knees on the rug. No poetry—just a vow: “Lord Jesus, unseal my lips. Today.”

He rose, reached for the little Gospel, and slipped it into his pocket like a carpenter slips a tool where he can find it by feel. The house was still. Across the fence, an empty chair waited for dew to bloom. A text buzzed on his phone—Larry confirming coffee, Evan asking if they could meet, Sarah’s Tomorrow works.

Daniel whispered toward the rooms, the fence, the street, the world: “I will not leave another friend to ask that question.”

The first sparrow tried the morning, and the day agreed.

 




Chapter 18 – The First Plea (Part 2: “Why Didn’t You Tell Me?”)

Sleep came like a door he didn’t remember opening. Heat breathed from the threshold, and Daniel knew before the scene resolved that he was back where words burned.

A shape gathered at the far edge of the glow—no body, only nearness, a presence he recognized the way a man recognizes his own name. The air around it trembled, and then the voice came, raw and unmistakable.

“Daniel… my friend.”

He swallowed. “Mike.”

Silence held a moment, and then the question tore through it, naked and aching:

“Why didn’t you tell me about Christ?”

The sentence burned hotter than the furnace air. Daniel staggered as if struck. His mouth opened and shut, smoke stealing what little air his chest could find.

“I—” The excuse tasted like ash. He tried again. “I was afraid. I told myself my life would say enough. I told myself there would be time.”

The answer came like a bell struck in a canyon:

“How do you know what your life will be like tomorrow? Your life is like the morning fog—  

it’s here a little while, then it’s gone.”

— James 4:14 (NLT)

Fog. The river. The candle smoke. Every image returned with a weight he could not dodge. Daniel pressed his palms to his eyes. “I knew,” he whispered. “I knew, and I waited.”

Michael’s voice softened, but the plea inside it did not. “I joked about heaven and hell. I asked about forever without using the word. I handed you doorways. Why didn’t you walk through with me?”

Daniel could only give his failure the dignity of plain speech. “I loved your approval more than your soul,” he said, the confession landing hard, clean. “I feared awkwardness more than I feared judgment. I thought kindness could carry the freight of truth.” He shook his head. “It couldn’t.”

Words wrote themselves in the heated dark—familiar Scripture taking form as flame across the horizon:

“For “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” But how can they call 

on him… unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:13–14 (NLT)

“Unless someone tells them,” Michael echoed, grief turning the line to a plea. “You were my someone.”

Daniel dropped to his knees. “God, forgive me,” he said, not to barter but because repentance was the only honest posture left. “I knew what I ought to do.”

Another verse seared the air, not to crush but to confirm:

“Remember, it is sin to know what you ought to do and then not do it.”

— James 4:17 (NLT)

The heat pressed closer; Daniel felt the dream cut away every place to hide. “Mike,” he tried, voice unsteady, “if I could cross this, I would drag a bridge with my teeth. I would—”

“You can’t,” the voice said, not cruel, simply true.

“Besides, there is a great chasm separating us. No one can cross over to you from here, and  

no one can cross over to us from there.”

— Luke 16:26 (NLT)

The sentence landed like iron cooling—final, shaped. Michael spoke again, and now the question turned outward, to the living Daniel still could reach.

“Go to Sarah. Go to the kids when they’re old enough to ask. Go to the men at the garage. Do not make them wonder later why you never spoke His Name.”

Daniel nodded so hard his neck ached. “I will. I’m going. Today.”

A small mercy moved through the heat like a cooler wind. The handwriting he knew—quick, slanted— sketched the gospel in strokes that glowed:

“God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a 

gift from God.”

— Ephesians 2:8 (NLT)

“But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still 

sinners.”

— Romans 5:8 (NLT)

“That,” Michael said, urgency returning. “Say that. Not vague comfort. Not ‘be better.’ Tell them grace. Tell them Jesus.”

Another line lifted, the center of everything:

“There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by which we  

must be saved.”

— Acts 4:12 (NLT)

The Name burned bright and clean. Daniel bowed into it. “Jesus,” he said aloud, and the syllables steadied him like a hand on his back.

Michael’s question returned, now like a brand that healed even as it seared: “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I was ashamed of the gospel,” Daniel whispered, shame finally named. “Not in creed—in practice.”

The dream answered with the antidote:

“For I am not ashamed of this Good News about Christ. It is the power of God at work, 

saving everyone who believes…”

— Romans 1:16 (NLT)

“Live that,” the voice urged. “Say it like a man offering water, not winning an argument. Warn with tears; invite with hope.”

From the depths of the heat, a distant cry rose—no words, only need. Daniel felt the meaning anyway: Hurry. The lettered fire answered with a word that struck like a command:

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

“Today,” Daniel echoed, and the echo felt like obedience beginning to breathe.

He lifted his head. “Mike… I can’t reach you. But I can reach them. I will stand at the fence and speak before the coffee cools. I will sit in booths and say the thing that matters first. I will not let my example try to do the work of my mouth.”

“Then make me one more promise,” Michael said, the voice thinning as if distance were claiming it. “Don’t preach penance. Preach pardon. Speak as one forgiven.”

The verse that had carried him at the altar stepped into the heat like snow that doesn’t melt:

“So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

— Romans 8:1 (NLT)

“No condemnation,” Daniel repeated, and the words didn’t excuse him; they equipped him.

A hush fell. The glow dimmed to a red that looked almost like dawn through closed eyes. Michael’s last plea braided itself with Scripture, a cord Daniel could grab without breaking it:

“Be a watchman. Blow the horn—with tears in it.”

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

“Immediately,” Daniel said, because delay had been the sin and could not be the habit.

The dream held him one moment longer, just enough for the question that had started it to carve itself finally into commission.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Christ?”

“I will tell them,” Daniel answered. “I will tell them.”

The heat ebbed. The horizon paled. The question faded—less accusation now, more benediction spoken backward through time. Daniel woke with his face wet and his hands clenched in the sheet as if still holding a letter that burned without being consumed.

He rolled to his knees on the rug. No poetry—just a vow: “Lord Jesus, unseal my lips. Today.”

He rose, reached for the little Gospel, and slipped it into his pocket like a carpenter slips a tool where he can find it by feel. The house was still. Across the fence, an empty chair waited for dew to bloom. A text buzzed on his phone—Larry confirming coffee, Evan asking if they could meet, Sarah’s Tomorrow works.

Daniel whispered toward the rooms, the fence, the street, the world: “I will not leave another friend to ask that question.”

The first sparrow tried the morning, and the day agreed.




Chapter 18 – The First Plea (Part 3: The Weight That Lifts)

Daniel drove home from the diner in silence, both hands tight on the wheel. The sky was washed in pale gold now, but the glow inside him was fiercer. He replayed Larry’s halting prayer, his voice cracking on “Jesus, save me.” For the first time since the funeral, Daniel felt the weight begin to shift —not vanish, but move from crushing guilt into steadying commission.

He whispered into the cab, “Thank You, Lord. Thank You for mercy—for him, for me.”

A verse surfaced, answering the relief with promise:

“In the same way, there is joy in the presence of God’s angels when even one sinner 

repents.”

— Luke 15:10 (NLT)

He imagined the angels rejoicing even now, while the streets of his town looked the same. It made him smile through tears. Heaven had noticed Larry.

 

Back at the house, he set his Bible and journal on the table, flipping to the list he had been building since the first dream. He added a checkmark beside Larry’s name, not as a trophy but as thanksgiving. Then he underlined Sarah + kids and Evan. His pencil pressed hard, like a man who had run one lap but saw a whole race before him.

“Use me, Lord,” he prayed aloud. “Send me to them. Make me clear. Make me gentle. Keep me urgent.”

The empty chair across the fence caught the morning light. Daniel looked at it without flinching this time. “Mike,” he said softly, “I told him. And I’ll tell the rest. I promise.”

Another verse came, sealing his vow:

“So you must remain faithful to what you have been taught from the beginning… You have 

been taught the holy Scriptures from childhood, and they have given you the wisdom to 

receive the salvation that comes by trusting in Christ Jesus.”

— 2 Timothy 3:14–15 (NLT)

 

That evening, he sat at Sarah’s kitchen table. The children fidgeted with cups of cocoa, their faces still carrying shadows of loss. Sarah’s eyes were tired, but open. Daniel opened the Gospel of John and read slowly:

“Don’t let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God, and trust also in me. There is more than 

enough room in my Father’s home.”

— John 14:1–2 (NLT)

He paused, voice thick. “This is what I wanted to tell Michael. And it’s what I need you to know. Jesus has prepared a place for those who trust Him.”

Sarah nodded, tears brimming. The children leaned closer, not fully understanding but sensing the weight of the words. Daniel prayed with them—simple, tender, full of hope.

As he left, Sarah gripped his hand. “Thank you,” she whispered. “He would want them to hear this.”

Daniel walked home under the stars, heart lighter than it had been in weeks. The dreams had shown him torment, fire, regret. But tonight, heaven’s joy pressed closer than the flames.

 

Back at his table, he opened his journal and wrote across the top of a fresh page:

“I will not leave another friend to ask: ‘Why didn’t you tell me about Christ?’”

He closed the book, folded his hands, and whispered one last prayer before sleep: “Here I am, Lord. Send me again tomorrow.”

And for the first time since Michael’s death, Daniel slept without fear of fire.

 




Chapter 19

A Furnace of Despair – Images of Hell’s Fire Overwhelm Daniel

Daniel awoke inside the dream as if he had been hurled into another world. His chest heaved, his body slick with sweat, though he knew he had not run anywhere. He stood on scorched ground that cracked and hissed beneath his feet, glowing with a red light that seemed to pulse like the beat of a dying heart. The air pressed down upon him, thick with sulfur and smoke, choking his lungs with every breath.

All around him stretched an endless wasteland, as if the earth itself had been reduced to burning coals. Rivers of fire cut across the landscape, their currents hissing and bubbling, spraying sparks into the black sky. A sickly orange glow illuminated the distance, though there was no sun, no moon, no stars— only a horizon that bled fire.

Daniel shielded his eyes, but the light seared through his hands. The sound was worse: a thousand voices, no—ten thousand, wailing, screaming, cursing, begging. He pressed his palms against his ears, but the cries sank into his very bones.

He staggered forward, trying to convince himself this was a nightmare. But the stench of burning flesh and the weight of despair told him otherwise.

And then he heard it.

A voice.

“Daniel…”

He froze. The voice was cracked, dry, scorched by fire—but unmistakable. Michael.

Daniel spun around and saw him—his friend, his laughter now gone, his features distorted by pain. Michael’s eyes were hollow, but they burned with an agony that words could not capture. His skin bore the marks of flame, but he was not consumed. His lips moved, trembling, as if each syllable was a wound.

“This… is the furnace where hope dies.”

Daniel stumbled backward. “No—no, it can’t be…”

Michael reached toward him, but his arm dissolved into the fire as though chained by unseen shackles. “This is where silence brings us,” he said, his voice breaking into sobs. “Where your silence brought me.”

The words pierced Daniel’s soul. He had never felt guilt like this, not even in his most shameful moments. Every time he had laughed off Michael’s questions, every time he had told himself he’d share the gospel “next time,” every time he had chosen comfort over truth—it all came rushing back in a torrent of grief.

The screams around him rose into a deafening roar. The ground split open, spilling more fire into the air. From the cracks, figures clawed their way upward, faces contorted in horror. Some cursed God, others begged for mercy, but none found relief. Their cries became Michael’s, multiplied until they echoed from all directions.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Daniel covered his face with his hands, trembling. “I—I was afraid. I thought… I thought my life would be enough! I thought my example would speak louder than my words.”

But his excuses shriveled in the fire. He remembered the sermons he had ignored, the Scriptures he had read but not lived. “How shall they hear without a preacher?” (Romans 10:14). The words echoed like a hammer against his skull.

The flames reached higher, licking at his body. He felt the heat but was not consumed, as if the torment was designed not to kill but to prolong. Sweat poured from his brow; his throat grew raw as he tried to cry out to God.

“Lord, help me!” he screamed. “Please—this isn’t real—it can’t be real!”

But the fire roared back, and Michael’s voice thundered from the blaze:

“Too late.”

The two words shattered Daniel’s hope. They echoed again, not from Michael alone, but from every voice in the furnace. “Too late… too late…” The chorus of despair shook the very ground beneath him.

Daniel fell to his knees. He saw faces in the fire—men and women he had known. Neighbors, co-workers, even strangers whose paths had crossed his, each one staring at him with hollow eyes. Their mouths opened in accusations. “You knew! You had the truth! Why didn’t you speak?”

The weight crushed him. He buried his face against the scorched earth, sobbing. “God, I failed them—I failed You…”

Above the cries, scripture flashed in his mind like a sword:

• “They will throw them into the blazing furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of 

teeth.” (Matthew 13:42)

•   “They will be tormented day and night forever and ever.” (Revelation 20:10)

• “Anyone whose name was not found written in the Book of Life was thrown into the lake of 

fire.” (Revelation 20:15)

The verses burned into his soul, undeniable, unrelenting. He had read them, studied them, even nodded in agreement when the pastor preached them—but now they were no longer distant warnings. They were alive, surrounding him, engulfing him.

He tried to run, but no matter how far he stumbled, the fire stretched on. The screams never faded. The air grew heavier with every step until his body felt like stone.

Finally, he collapsed. His strength was gone. His voice was gone. His hope was gone.

And as the darkness began to close in, drowning even the fire, he heard Michael’s whisper one last time. Soft, broken, like a dying ember:

“Too late…”

The words echoed through the void as Daniel sank into blackness, his soul trembling under the weight of eternal despair.

 




Chapter 20

Whispers in the Wind – The Voice Echoes: “Tell them before it’s too late”

Daniel shot up in bed, lungs heaving as if he’d been drowning. His body was drenched, the sheets twisted and damp with sweat, his muscles trembling so violently he thought he might collapse. He dragged his hands across his face, but they did nothing to wipe away the images burned into his mind. Fire. Screams. Michael’s hollow eyes begging for words Daniel had never spoken.

He stumbled out of bed and lurched toward the window, nearly tripping over the rug. His fingers fumbled at the latch before flinging it open. Cold night air poured into the room like a flood. He bent into it, chest heaving, desperate to inhale anything that wasn’t smoke and sulfur.

Outside, the world was still. The moon hung pale and indifferent, silvering the trees. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once, then fell quiet. Crickets sang, steady and uncaring. All was calm. Too calm for the furnace he had just left.

But Daniel knew—he hadn’t left it. Not really. The furnace had followed him here, etched into his soul. His skin still burned with remembered heat, his ears still rang with cries, his nostrils still stung with the stench of despair. He pressed his forehead against the wooden frame, trembling.

“God… why?” His whisper was raw, torn from his throat. “Why show me this? Why him?” He closed his eyes and saw Michael again—his friend, his laughter gone, his voice turned to endless pleading. “Why now? What am I supposed to do?”

The silence deepened. Even the crickets seemed to hush, as though the whole night was listening. And then it came.

At first, he thought it was only the wind shifting through the leaves. A sigh, soft and passing. But woven into it was something more—a sound, a word.

“Tell them…”

Daniel’s eyes flew open. His chest froze mid-breath. He jerked his head toward the trees, scanning the yard, the empty street. Nothing. Shadows stood still. The breeze had died. But he had heard it. Clearer than a voice in his ear, deeper than a thought in his mind.

His heart pounded. He gripped the window frame tighter, knuckles white. “Who’s there?” His whisper cracked. No one answered. Yet he knew. This wasn’t a voice born of men. It was something older, weightier, eternal.

The air stirred again, brushing across his face like a hand. The whisper returned, firm and unmistakable.

“Tell them before it’s too late.”

The words hit him harder than any fire. They didn’t scorch his skin—they pierced his soul. Not accusation. Not wrath. But a summons.

Daniel’s knees buckled. He collapsed to the floor, pressing his face against the hardwood, tears spilling hot and heavy. “God…” His voice cracked under the weight of guilt. “I failed. I stayed silent when I should have spoken. I was afraid. Afraid of being mocked, afraid of losing friendships, afraid of stepping on toes. I thought living quietly was enough. I thought they would just… see.” He sobbed, his voice breaking into silence. “But it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t enough for Michael.”

The whisper came again, softer now, but relentless.

“Tell them.”

He wept until his chest shook. The whisper was no longer terror—it was mercy. It was a call. God wasn’t just showing him judgment; He was offering him a task. A second chance.

Daniel buried his face in his hands. “But God… I don’t know how. What if I stumble? What if I fail again? What if they don’t listen?”

Scripture rose unbidden in his heart, not from memory alone but pressed into him by the Spirit:

“Son of man, I have made you a watchman… Whenever you hear a word from my mouth, you shall give them warning from me.” (Ezekiel 3:17)

Daniel flinched as if the words had been shouted into his ears. Watchman. That was the task. Not to save, but to warn. Not to persuade, but to speak. He remembered the verses that followed, the chilling truth: if he remained silent, their blood would be required at his hands.

Another wave of memory surged—Paul in Corinth, trembling with fear until the Lord told him: “Do not be afraid; keep on speaking, do not be silent. For I am with you.” (Acts 18:9–10).

Daniel’s sobs slowed. He lifted his head, eyes swollen, but his spirit listening. Do not be afraid. Keep on speaking.

More came. Paul’s charge to Timothy echoed, weighty and inescapable: “Preach the word of God. Be prepared, whether the time is favorable or not. Patiently correct, rebuke, and encourage your people with good teaching.” (2 Timothy 4:2).

The words were like stone tablets pressed into his chest. He couldn’t run from them. He couldn’t hide. God wasn’t letting him off the hook.

And suddenly, memories burst like lightning through his mind—moments he had chosen silence. Michael, joking about heaven and hell, while Daniel laughed nervously instead of speaking truth. Co-workers discussing death at the lunch table, while Daniel bowed his head and stayed quiet. Neighbors lost in grief, when he could have shared hope but only muttered condolences.

Faces blurred together, but Michael’s rose above them all. Michael’s laughter. Michael’s final scream.

Daniel’s hands clenched into fists. His tears fell harder, not from despair now but from conviction. “God, forgive me,” he whispered. “Forgive my silence. Forgive my fear.” His words came faster, pouring like confession from a broken dam. “I don’t care anymore if they mock me, or leave me, or hate me. I don’t care if I’m alone. I will not be silent again. I will speak. I will warn. I will tell them before it’s too late.”

The vow hung in the air, trembling with raw resolve. Daniel pressed his palms against the floor, his forehead touching the wood. His body shook, but his voice steadied. “I’ll do it, Lord. Whatever it costs. Just don’t let me waste what You’ve shown me.”

The night grew still again. The wind calmed. His sobs quieted into weary breaths.

And then, so faint he might have mistaken it for the rhythm of his own heartbeat, the whisper returned. Gentle now, almost tender, but firm as eternity.

“Go, Daniel. Tell them… before it’s too late.”

The words settled into him, not like fire this time, but like seed. He breathed them in, letting them root deep in his soul. They would not leave him. They would not fade.

Daniel leaned back against the wall, exhausted, drained. His tears had left salt trails on his cheeks, his body ached with the weight of his vow, but peace began to seep into the cracks of his soul. Not the peace of comfort, but of purpose.

For the first time, the furnace no longer haunted him with despair—it fueled him with calling. The faces in the fire were not only warnings of judgment—they were reminders of why he must speak. Michael’s voice was not only accusation—it was a commission.

Daniel closed his eyes. Sleep tugged at him, heavy and insistent. As he drifted, the whisper lingered like a refrain, wrapping around his weary spirit:

“Tell them… before it’s too late.”




Chapter 21

 

“You Never Told Me” – Daniel Breaks Down in 

 

Guilt, Haunted by Those Words

Morning came slow, like a curtain someone couldn’t decide whether to draw or close. Pale light gathered at the edges of the blinds, hesitant, unwilling to interrupt the heaviness that pinned Daniel to the mattress. He lay still on his side, eyes open, listening to the small sounds of an ordinary house—the low hum of the refrigerator, the faint tick of the wall clock, a sparrow scolding from the maple outside. Nothing about the room had changed. Everything inside him had.

He had slept, but it wasn’t the kind of sleep that healed. It was a collapse, the body finally claiming its due after a night of trembling and tears. He remembered the whisper gliding in through the window— Tell them before it’s too late—and the vow he’d made on the hardwood floor. He remembered the rawness, the way his ribs had ached from sobbing, and how the word watchman had seemed to brand the inside of his chest.

For a few long minutes he didn’t move. He watched a single blade of light crawl across the dresser, slip over the framed photo of him and Michael from a summer bonfire—two tired men with soot on their faces and ridiculous grins. Michael had one arm slung around Daniel’s shoulder, the other holding a marshmallow like a trophy. Daniel remembered the laughter, the dumb jokes, the way the night had smelled like smoke and cinnamon because someone had brought spiced cider. He remembered thinking, There will be time. There’s always time.

His throat tightened.

He pushed the blankets back and sat up. The floor was cool to his feet. When he stood, a wave of dizziness made him grab the bedpost. He breathed until it passed, until the room steadied, then moved through the motions of morning on muscle memory alone. He made coffee he didn’t want, toasted bread he couldn’t taste. He stared at the black mug until the surface stopped rippling from his trembling hands.

The kettle on the stove ticked as it cooled. Somewhere in the house, a board creaked. The clock counted. You never told me, the tick said. You never told me, the kettle echoed. The words weren’t loud, but they were everywhere. They flowed down the hall, clung to the curtains, sank into the grain of the table. He pressed the heel of his hand into his sternum as if he could rub the ache away.

“God,” he whispered, “what do I do now?”

No answer came in language, but the memory of the wind moved through him. Tell them. And with it, Michael’s voice—ragged, scorched by a furnace that hadn’t consumed him: Too late… too late…

Daniel flinched and stood abruptly, chair legs scraping. He took the mug to the sink, set it down, then turned the faucet on and off just to hear some other noise. The silence afterward felt larger.

He shouldn’t be alone today. Not with those words waking in every sound. He needed to be where someone could see his face and not pretend that everything was fine. His phone lay face down on the counter. He touched it with a fingertip without picking it up, as if it might burn him.

Pastor. He could call his pastor.

Daniel swallowed. The thought brought a complicated tangle of hope and dread. He imagined sitting in the office chair with the little tear in the armrest, imagined the pastoral pause, the warm eyes, the slow nod. He imagined getting the story out without breaking into pieces. Then he imagined the look he feared more than anger or pity: the quiet grief of a man who had warned him, who had preached watchmen and weeping and the worthiness of souls, and who was now watching one of his own members drown in consequences.

He let the phone sit. He told himself he’d call after he got dressed, after he walked a bit, after he breathed in air that wasn’t recycled by an HVAC system. One step first: get out of the house.

He pulled on jeans, laced his shoes, grabbed his keys. At the door he hesitated, then went back for the photo from the dresser—the bonfire, the marshmallow, Michael’s lopsided grin. He slid the frame into his jacket pocket, an anchor he could carry.

The day met him with a fragile brightness, the kind of sunlight that made the world look newly washed. The street was damp; a late-night rain had left little jewel-pools in the hollows of the asphalt. Somewhere a lawnmower rumbled, more hopeful than necessary. He crossed the porch quickly and stepped into the small clarity that the morning offered.

The car smelled faintly of pine from the old air freshener and something else—stale grief. He turned the key; the engine caught, then hummed. The radio flickered on low with a song he didn’t recognize, a gentle guitar and a voice singing about mercy he couldn’t yet believe. He shut it off and let the quiet reclaim the vehicle.

He hadn’t planned a destination, but the road took him where he’d been avoiding since the funeral: the intersection near the ridge, the sharp right curve where a metal guardrail had been mangled and blackened, now wearing a new bright scar that didn’t belong. Even thinking the words the place made his stomach roil. He told himself he’d drive past and pray. He told himself he’d keep going to the park, walk it off, come back when he could breathe.

At the third light, he turned right anyway.

As he approached the curve, everything slowed. He could see it from a hundred yards out—the guardrail, the grass still scorched in a crooked crescent, the makeshift memorial blooming where the road widened. There were flowers, of course; there are always flowers. There were notes in plastic sleeves, photos clipped to twine, a helmet with a cracked visor turned into a vase. Someone had hammered a wooden cross into the ground near the damage and wrapped it with a strip of bandana like a flag. The crossbar was painted with a single word in black: Michael.

Daniel eased to the shoulder and put the car in park. The engine ticked loud in the sudden quiet, drawing attention to itself like an embarrassed cough. He didn’t move for a long time. He rested his hands on the wheel and stared at the cross until his vision blurred. Then he took the keys out, set them in the cup holder, and opened the door.

He felt the scene before he fully saw it, a pressure in the lungs like the moment before you cry. The smell of hot asphalt, the tang of creosote, the ghosts of burned rubber and spilled coolant floated through the late-morning warmth. When he stepped onto the gravel, it shifted with a muted crunch. A breeze came up the ridge and lifted the corners of the notes, making the paper whisper. You never told me, the fluttering murmur said. You never told me.

He swallowed and stepped closer.

There were faces in the photos—Michael with outstretched fish at a lake, Michael arm-wrestling a kid at a church picnic, Michael in a ridiculous Christmas sweater with a star crookedly pinned to the shoulder. There were Sharpie messages on white poster board: We love you. Ride with the angels. Save us a seat by the fire. And in the corner of one, in small shaky handwriting, a single line that cut through all the others: I wish I had told you sooner.

Daniel’s knees loosened. He put out a hand to steady himself on the guardrail. The metal was warm, rough where the paint had blistered. He bowed his head without meaning to, as if the scene were a church and he a reluctant worshiper.

A car passed too fast, rattling the flowers, and he flinched as if struck. Then the road was quiet again. He didn’t look up.

When his breath finally came, it did so in a hitching rush that felt like a dam beginning to crack. He hadn’t come here to fall apart. He had come to pray something respectable—something that sounded like a man who had learned his lesson and was ready to move on. But standing there, palm to the burnt guardrail, he couldn’t manage any dignity. The pressure of those notes, those faces, that name written on the wood—it all pressed until his ribs creaked.

“Michael,” he whispered. The word was not a prayer, not a greeting; it was a confession trying to find the right shape.

A truck groaned around the bend behind him. He stepped farther off the shoulder, nearer to the memorial, and crouched. His hand found the wooden cross and rested on the unvarnished grain. Splinters ticked into his skin like tiny needles. He welcomed them. They felt honest.

When the truck had passed and the air stilled, he heard the breeze in the grass again. You never told me, it breathed. Only this time the line echoed—you never told me—and it was Michael’s voice, layered on top of Daniel’s own conscience, braided together so tightly he could no longer tell which was which. The weight of it broke him.

The sob started low, a tremor in the diaphragm, then surged. He bent over, forehead nearly to the crossbar, and finally let it take him. Tears hit the dirt, darkening it in small round prints. He tried to swallow them down and couldn’t. His shoulders shook. A sound came out of him unlike any he’d made since childhood—raw, unmetered grief.

“I didn’t tell you,” he said, the words slurred by tears. “God forgive me. Michael—God—whoever is listening—” He laughed then, a ragged broken sound. “You can all hear me now, can’t you? Of course you can. I should have told you when it mattered. I should have told you when the air wasn’t full of smoke and metal and sirens. I should have told you when we were laughing about nothing at all.”

He pressed his palm harder into the wood until the splinters bit deeper. “It wasn’t because I didn’t care. That’s the worst part. I cared and still I kept quiet. I thought I was loving you by not making things awkward. I thought I was respecting you by letting you stay unbothered. I called my cowardice patience. I named my silence wisdom. And now the road bears your name.”

Something in him gave way. He slid to his knees fully and sat back on his heels in the gravel. The rocks ground through denim into skin, but the sting couldn’t distract him from the river that had finally found its course. The words were coming, and he couldn’t stop them.

“God,” he said, and now he didn’t care who heard. “I am unclean with quiet. My lips were sealed when they should have burned. I choked on fear and called it humility. I looked at my friend and saw time stretching wide as a field. I wasted it on small talk while eternity stood at our elbow.”

A crow called from the sycamore uphill—three harsh notes that sounded too much like mockery. Daniel lifted his face. “You warned me,” he said, voice hoarse. “You sent him to me soft. You sent sermons to me sharp. You sent Scripture that made my heart pound: If I say to the wicked, ‘You shall surely die,’ and you give him no warning… his blood I will require at your hand. I nodded in the pew and went home and made soup.”

He reached into his jacket and pulled out the small frame from the dresser. He set it in the grass at the base of the cross, the glass flashing briefly with the sun. Two grinning men, a marshmallow, laughter mid-breath. “Forgive me,” he said to the photo, the cross, the sky. “Forgive me.”

He didn’t know how long he stayed like that. He knew only the rhythm of tears, the brief burn of sun on neck, the exhale when a cloud slid over and gave him shade. At some point a car slowed; he heard a window roll down, a woman’s voice ask gently, “You okay, sir?” He nodded without looking. The car idled, then moved on.

When at last the river ran low, he wiped his face with his sleeve and discovered he’d shredded the cuff with his own fingernails. He let his hand fall to his lap and stared at it as if it belonged to a stranger. Then he rubbed at the splinters with his thumb, picking one free and flicking it into the grass.

The quiet that followed the sobbing wasn’t empty. It felt like the floor of a lake after a storm has stirred the silt and then everything has settled, heavier, clearer. Tired, he set both hands on the ground and breathed in a slow count of four, out for six, the way a counselor had once taught him. He closed his eyes. The world narrowed to breath and heartbeat.

When he opened them again, the cross was still there and so were the notes and the flowers and the absurd cracked helmet-vase overflowing with daisies. He looked at the little line on the poster board—I wish I had told you sooner—and it didn’t feel like a stranger’s handwriting anymore. It felt like a shared confession, a chorus he had finally dared to join out loud.

He took his phone from his pocket.

There was only one person to call now. He didn’t want to postpone this into the soft “later” that had killed so much already. Before he could think himself out of courage, he found the contact and pressed the name.

The line rang twice.

“Daniel?” The voice was warm and surprised. “Are you alright?”

He tried to speak and found his throat thick. He cleared it, swallowed, started again. “Pastor… I’m at the crash site.”

A long pause, the kind that makes room for pain. “Do you want me to come?”

“Yes,” Daniel whispered. “Please.”

“I’m on my way.”

The call ended. Daniel stared at the phone a moment longer as if it might continue speaking, then slid it back into his pocket and stood. His legs tingled as blood returned. He shook them out like a runner, then brushed gravel dust from his knees.

Waiting had always been the hardest thing for him. In waiting, doubts multiplied; resolutions unraveled; the mind grew talented at very convincing rationalizations. He didn’t want to wait at the edge of this unquiet ground and let his fresh vow fade into familiar timidity. So he did the only thing that made sense—he talked out loud to God to keep the silence from making him forget what he’d just decided.

“I don’t know what to say when I say it,” he admitted, “and I don’t know who will listen. But I am done editing the message until it sounds safe. I am done pretending that love and truth are enemies. I am done waiting for someone more eloquent to knock on the doors You’ve set me next to.” He looked at the curve of road, thought of how many wheels would pass the scar today, how many eyes would glance and forget. “Send me where You will. I will speak. Give me names.”

He reached again into his jacket, this time for a small spiral notepad and a pen he’d been carrying since the funeral. On the first page he wrote, Names, and underlined it twice. Then he wrote the first one— Ethan Miller, the co-worker who always warmed up the break-room coffee strictly against office policy. Ethan had argued loudly and often about religion with a kind of good-natured combativeness that hid a tender place he didn’t let anyone see. Daniel had always matched the tone, trading jokes and facts, never stories or Scripture. Never Jesus Himself.

Next he wrote, Claire, his neighbor across the alley, the one with the wind chimes that sounded like small church bells and a laugh that came out sideways when she was tired. Claire had lost her dad last year and Daniel had taken her cookies. He had not taken her hope.

He wrote three more names, then paused. The pen tip hovered. He could fill a page. He could fill several. But the point wasn’t to drown in lists. It was to walk across the street while daylight still stood.

A car door thunked behind him.

“Daniel.”

He turned. Pastor Nathan walked toward him from the other side of the shoulder, hat pushed back, tie loosened as if he’d left mid-errand. He wasn’t a large man, but he always gave the impression of solidness, like an oak you could lean your entire weight upon without checking first. His face was unguarded with concern.

Daniel swallowed. “Thanks for coming.”

Pastor Nathan didn’t answer with words at first. He simply put a hand on Daniel’s shoulder and stood beside him, both of them facing the cross. The breeze lifted the edges of a note and set the daisies nodding. A minute passed. Then Pastor said quietly, “Tell me.”

It took Daniel three tries to begin. The first time he opened his mouth, nothing came out. The second time brought only a broken sound that embarrassed him. The third time yielded a story that emerged in fits and starts and then finally poured clean—about the furnace, the endless fire, Michael’s voice shredded with sorrow; about the midnight window, the wind carrying words that settled like seed; about this morning’s kitchen and the kettle and the clock and the way the house itself had murmured, You never told me. He told about driving here without meaning to and meaning to, about the words on the poster, about splinters and regret.

When he finished, there was no echo in his ears, no ringing bravado feels. Only the quiet of a road that would never make sense again.

Pastor Nathan exhaled slowly. “Thank you,” he said, as if Daniel had given him a gift. “I wish I could take away the burn of that sentence for you.” His eyes flicked to the cross—You never told me—then back. “But sometimes God doesn’t remove the sting; He repurposes it. Paul called it a thorn. I sometimes think we’re not meant to be comfortable in a world where souls go missing.”

“I failed him,” Daniel said. The sentence landed between them like a soaked rope. “I failed you. I failed God. I had the words, and I chose… not to.”

Pastor nodded, a single grave movement. “You failed,” he said, and there was no flinch in him, no quick plaster of No, no, don’t be hard on yourself. He let the sentence be what it was. Then he added, “I have too.”

Daniel looked up.

“More times than I will ever know,” Pastor said. “There will be people in heaven who heard me once and believed; there will be people in hell who heard me often and didn’t; and there will be people in both places I should have spoken to and didn’t. If the accounting is only ours, we will not survive the audit.”

Daniel’s eyes stung again. “Then how do I stand up? How do I go to work and not hear You never told me every time someone says my name?”

“By agreeing with the sentence,” Pastor said gently, “and letting Christ answer it.” He placed his hand over the cross beam. “You did not tell him. Christ died for that failure, too.”

The words felt too clean, and Daniel recoiled instinctively. “I don’t want to be let off the hook by theology right now,” he said, harsher than he meant. “I don’t want to say a prayer and walk away light while this ground still smells like burned rubber.”

Pastor’s mouth twitched, not with amusement but with a kind of sympathetic ache. “Good,” he said. “Don’t walk away light. Walk away with a commission.” He turned so they faced each other squarely. “You know Ezekiel 3.”

Daniel nodded, throat tight.

“God tells the prophet, I have made you a watchman… give them warning from Me. If you warn them and they ignore you, their blood is on their own head. If you don’t warn them, and they die in their sin, their blood I will require at your hand.” Pastor’s voice stuck on the last clause; he was not reciting to prove a point. He was reciting because he believed it down to the marrow and it frightened him, too. “This passage is not a threat from a tyrant. It’s a mercy from a Father. He sets the burden where it belongs: speak or don’t speak. You can’t control the hearts of men; only your obedience.”

Daniel stared at the cross again. “I didn’t obey.”

“No,” Pastor said. “You didn’t. Peter didn’t either.” His voice softened. “He denied Him three times. The third time with curses. And what did Jesus do with that failure? He found Peter on a beach and made him breakfast and asked him if he loved Him. When Peter answered yes, Jesus did not say, ‘Good —now sit in the corner and think about what you’ve done.’ He said, ‘Feed My sheep.’” Pastor’s hand tightened on Daniel’s shoulder. “The Lord of Heaven redirected a coward’s shame into a shepherd’s calling. He can do as much with a watchman’s silence.”

Daniel looked up so fast he felt a twinge in his neck. “But Michael—”

“Michael is with God,” Pastor said, and the softness in his voice turned solemn. “Or he is not. Your tears cannot move him now. But they can move you.” He gestured at the notepad in Daniel’s hand. “Names?”

Daniel nodded. “Five so far. There could be fifty.”

“Start with five.” Pastor’s eyes were kind but uncompromising. “Do not sprint in zeal and stall by Tuesday. Walk. Today, one conversation. Tomorrow, a text that leads to coffee. This week, an invitation to your house where the TV stays off and eternity gets a voice.”

Daniel breathed out a laugh that felt like it might be the first real breath since the night of the dream. The laugh turned wet. He let it. “I don’t know what to say first.”

“The truth,” Pastor said, “without varnish. Tell Ethan that you have been a coward and God has confronted you. Tell Claire you brought cookies and withheld Christ and you are sorry. Ask forgiveness where it is needed. Then say His name with affection, not argument. Open a Bible as if it is food. Read a paragraph. Ask a question like a man who expects God to speak through ink and paper.”

Daniel let his gaze return to the photos in the grass. The ridiculous sweater. The arm-wrestle. The fish held up with boyish pride. “What if they ask why I waited so long?”

“Don’t defend yourself,” Pastor said. “Agree with them. ‘I was wrong to wait. I was afraid. I care about your soul more than my comfort now.’ Then tell them the gospel as if it just saved you this morning— which, in a sense, it did.”

A cloud slid over the sun. The light gentled. The breeze came down the ridge and cooled the back of Daniel’s neck. It felt like a hand.

He nodded. “Will you pray with me?”

“Of course.”

They bowed their heads by the roadside cross while traffic hissed by like a distant ocean. Pastor prayed brief, plain words—no rhetorical flourish, no pastoral polish. He asked for courage that didn’t evaporate under scrutiny, for ears to be opened on both sides of conversations, for protection from the enemy who loves either reckless zeal or paralyzing shame. He asked for God to “redeem the phrase you never told me by turning it into you finally did.”

When he said amen, Daniel realized his hands had opened—palms up, as if to receive something—and he felt foolish and childlike and utterly unashamed. He closed them gently and looked at Pastor. “Thank you.”

Pastor nodded. “Call me tonight,” he said. “Even if the talk goes sideways. Especially if it goes sideways.” He squeezed Daniel’s shoulder once more, then stepped back. “And… leave something of your confession here.” He nodded toward the notes. “Join the chorus.”

Daniel hesitated. He looked at the poster board with its scrawled lines and at the free space near the bottom. He didn’t have a marker. He patted his pockets, checked the car, found only the pen and a folded receipt. Pastor produced a black Sharpie from somewhere in the depths of his jacket like a magician; he always did.

Daniel knelt and wrote on the margin of a weatherproof sleeve where rain wouldn’t blur it: I should have told you sooner. I will tell them now. He signed only with his first initial. That felt right—personal but not performative. He set the pen down like a small offering.

When he stood, the day had shifted inside him. As if some window he hadn’t noticed was stuck had finally been pried open. The guilt hadn’t gone; it had changed shape. It no longer pressed him face-first into the dirt. It turned him by the shoulders toward the street.

Pastor followed his gaze. “Go on,” he said, smile small and genuine. “I’ll tidy here a bit and head back. I’m preaching this Sunday on Acts 18—Do not be afraid; keep on speaking; do not be silent, for I am with you. I suppose the Lord picked the text a few days ahead of us.” He lifted a hand in farewell. “You’re not alone.”

Alone. The word surprised Daniel. He realized with a fresh grate of humility how thoroughly self-protective his silence had been. Silence keeps you safe from mockery, yes, but it also keeps you safe from needing anyone, from being known, from admitting you are one beggar telling another where the Bread is.

He got into the car and started the engine. In the rearview mirror the cross stood steady, a slash of humility on the road’s cheek. He pulled away slowly, looked once in the side mirror until the curve took the sight from him, then faced forward and drove into the small ordinary duties of a day that would not be ordinary anymore.

He did not go home.

He turned toward the other side of town where a beige concrete box called Miller & Sons Distribution sat behind a chain-link fence and a row of half-dead shrubs. It wasn’t anyone’s idea of sacred space, but it was where Ethan would be pouring coffee like a priest of beans and rebellion. Daniel felt his pulse pick up. His mouth went dry. He told himself three times that this wasn’t about performance, that God wasn’t grading him on eloquence. Then he parked and, before he could think, walked to the door.

Inside, florescent lights hummed and forklifts beeped in distant aisles. The break room smelled like microwaved noodles and the ghosts of a thousand lunches. Ethan stood with his back to the door, pouring thick coffee into a mug printed with World’s Okayest Employee. He looked up, saw Daniel, and grinned.

“Look who the cat dragged in,” Ethan said. “You couldn’t stay away from our deluxe cuisine and prison lighting?”

Daniel almost made a joke back; the words lined up on his tongue out of long habit. He swallowed them. He walked to the counter and leaned both hands on it, steadying himself as if the laminate could keep him upright.

“Hey,” he said, voice even. “Do you have five minutes?”

Ethan’s eyebrows lifted. “Serious voice. Uh-oh. Am I being fired by a guy who doesn’t technically work here?”

“I owe you an apology,” Daniel said. The sentence surprised them both. Ethan blinked. Daniel continued before he could lose the thread. “I have held back the most important thing I know because I didn’t want to be that guy. I didn’t want to make work weird or get in arguments. I told myself that being kind was enough and the rest would be obvious. It hasn’t been. And it wasn’t kind.”

Ethan set the pot down carefully. “Okay,” he said slowly. “Color me intrigued and slightly terrified. What’s the most important thing you know?”

“Jesus Christ,” Daniel said softly, like a man saying his child’s name. He hadn’t planned to feel that much when he said it; the tear that stung the corner of his eye came of its own accord. He didn’t push it away. “The Son of God, crucified, buried, risen. The only One who can forgive our sins and make us new and give us life that doesn’t stop when our bodies do. I have talked to you about sports and movies and whatever nonsense was safe when I should have told you about Him, because I love you as a friend and I was afraid. I am sorry. Will you forgive me?”

The room, for a second, frowned at them in fluorescent disbelief. A forklift beeped twice in the warehouse like an automated Amen. Ethan stared.

Then he exhaled a breath Daniel hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Dude,” he said, not with sarcasm but with a baffled gentleness, “what happened to you this morning?”

“I saw where delays end,” Daniel said. “I heard what silence becomes.” He shook his head. “That’s a clumsy way to put it. The short version: God woke me up. I don’t want to be a coward anymore.”

Ethan slid a second mug across and filled it without asking. He didn’t add sugar; he remembered how Daniel took his coffee. “You know I’m not religious,” he said.

“Neither am I,” Daniel said with a small, almost-smile. “I’m a sinner who’s been loved by someone stronger than my sin.” He lifted the mug. His hands had stopped shaking. “Can I buy you dinner this week and tell you the long version? And can we open a Bible together for ten minutes and just… see?”

Ethan didn’t answer immediately. He watched Daniel as if recalibrating the settings on a familiar machine. Something in his eyes softened. “You know I’m going to argue,” he said.

“I fully expect it,” Daniel said. “I also expect God to outlast both of us.”

Ethan huffed a laugh. “Okay, preacher man—” He held up a hand before Daniel could protest. “Fine, fine. Not preacher. Watchman, then.” He winked, cluelessly landing on the word that had governed Daniel’s soul since dawn. “Dinner Thursday?”

“Thursday,” Daniel said, and the syllables felt like a small stone set into the foundation of a life.

They talked for ten more minutes about schedules and the merits of tacos versus burgers (tacos won by divine right), then a supervisor poked his head in and grunted, “Break’s over.” Ethan saluted with his mug and headed out. At the door he turned. “Hey, Daniel.”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for telling me.”

The sentence landed like a benediction. Daniel nodded once, not trusting his voice, and watched his friend go.

He didn’t stay to savor the small victory. He had names in a notebook and daylight left. He walked out into the parking lot, lifted his face to the sky, and closed his eyes. The wind picked up, just a little, as if to lean in close.

In the breath between sounds, the line rose again—not a condemnation now but a mercy sharpened to urgency, the memory of a cross on a roadside bending into the present like a command that loved him.

Tell them before it’s too late.

For a brief, piercing second, another voice slid alongside it—the one that had broken him to the ground, the one God had refused to remove. You never told me. He didn’t flinch at it this time. He let it stay. He let it do its holy work without dragging him under.

“I’m telling them,” he whispered into the wind. “By Your grace, I’m telling them.”

He opened his eyes, got in his car, and turned the key. The engine’s hum didn’t sound like an ordinary ignition today. It sounded like a beginning. He pulled onto the road and drove toward the next name on his list, the words following, no longer a chain but a charge, no longer a sentence of doom but a sentence he’d chosen to answer with his life.

 




Chapter 22 – Sleepless Nights

Part 1 – The Longest Hours

The clock on Daniel’s nightstand glowed in the dark like a sentinel refusing to blink. 12:07. His body ached for rest, but his eyes burned open. He rolled over, pulled the blanket higher, pressed his face into the pillow—but the silence only grew louder. It wasn’t empty. It was thick, crawling with memories he couldn’t silence.

Michael’s laugh. The smell of coffee on the porch. The way his neighbor had joked about heaven and hell on the boat that last day. Every sound replayed sharper in the stillness, until the night itself became an accuser.

Why didn’t you tell me?

The thought gnawed until Daniel sat up, sweating despite the cool room. He rubbed his face, groaned, and swung his feet to the floor. The clock read 12:53. The night stretched before him like a sentence with no end.

He paced the hallway, each creak of the floorboards a reminder that his family slept while he remained trapped in his own tribunal. The pictures on the walls only deepened the weight—his children smiling on vacations, his wife’s steady gaze in old portraits. He had spoken faith to them. He had read them Scripture, prayed with them, told them Jesus was the hope that holds. Why hadn’t he spoken that way across the fence?

The question was a hook, and it had him.

At 2:18, he found himself in the kitchen, staring through the window at the dark outline of Michael’s yard. The chair sat there—empty, drenched in dew, haloed faintly by the moon. It was only wood and nails, but it had become his altar of regret.

“God,” Daniel whispered, pressing a hand to the glass, “I should have said Your Name. Why did I keep silent?”

The silence pressed back like judgment.

He returned to the table, opening his Bible. The words blurred through tired eyes, but one verse clawed its way through the fog:

“My guilt overwhelms me— it is a burden too heavy to bear.”

— Psalm 38:4 (NLT)

Daniel’s throat tightened. “Yes,” he whispered, “yes, Lord—that’s me.” He dropped his head into his hands and stayed there until the clock pushed past three.

Sleep came at dawn like a thief, stealing only a sliver of rest before the alarm pulled him up again, weary, hollow, ashamed.

But night after night, the cycle repeated.

 




Chapter 22 – Sleepless Nights

Part 2 – The Edge of Despair

By the third week, the nights were no longer merely long; they were heavy. Daniel learned the layout of the ceiling in the dark—the faint seam of drywall, the spider-thin crack over the closet—like a map he didn’t want and couldn’t stop studying. He moved through evenings with the dull competence of a man carrying sandbags: wash the dishes, lock the back door, silence the phone, lie down, fail to sleep, rise again.

He started avoiding mirrors after midnight. Fatigue carves its own confession into a face, and his looked like blame. Sometimes he’d flick the bathroom light and stare anyway, gripping the sink until his knuckles blanched, trying to place the thing he feared most. It wasn’t the dreamscape of fire, though that haunted him. It was the suspicion that God had turned His face away.

“Is this punishment?” he whispered once, the tile answering with cold. “Have You… benched me?”

Scripture he hadn’t looked up in years pressed forward, uninvited and exact:

“Day and night your hand of discipline was heavy on me. My strength evaporated like 

water in the summer heat.”

— Psalm 32:4 (NLT)

He sagged. The verse didn’t feel cruel; it felt accurate. He knew the weight of a hand meant for correction, not destruction. But knowing that didn’t soothe him. It sharpened the ache.

Sleep fell in small, treacherous pockets—ten minutes on the couch, fifteen against the headboard—then snapped like a branch. In the day, he made more coffee and fewer decisions. He forgot where he’d set his keys. He answered simple questions twice. He swallowed apologies for losing track of conversations. When his wife asked, softly, “Are you coming to small group tonight?” he lied without meaning to. “Maybe,” he said. He didn’t go.

He told himself he was protecting people from his rawness. The truth was smaller and worse: despair was teaching him to hide.

On the fourth Tuesday, he sat in the church parking lot with the engine off, the lot lights haloing the hood. He could hear the murmur of people inside—the social gravity of potluck and prayer. He imagined kindness on faces and couldn’t bear it. He pictured questions he didn’t want to answer. How are you?—which meant say “fine.” He put the truck back in gear and drove home in reverse, the long way, as if distance could quiet conscience.

Back at the kitchen table, he stared at the Gospel of John the way a man stares at an unopened letter from a friend he’s hurt. He could not seem to cross the first inch.

“Lord, I am not the man for this,” he said to the wood grain. “Let someone braver speak. Someone less tangled.”

The sentence tasted like surrender, and for a moment surrender sounded like relief. Step back. Sit down. Let the bold ones carry it. He pictured Pastor Greene’s calm voice, the street evangelist downtown with tireless eyes, the neighbor two blocks over who had a knack for answers in plain language. The church had men like that. Why not let them take the horn?

Another verse pushed into the room like a doctor who doesn’t knock:

“Remember, it is sin to know what you ought to do and then not do it.”

— James 4:17 (NLT)

He closed his eyes. The words did not sting to cruelty. They trimmed away the excuse he’d started to build into a shelter.

“I know what I ought to do,” he admitted. “I just… can’t bear myself.”

That confession opened the door for a different kind of interruption, one that didn’t accuse so much as invite:

“If we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us  

from all wickedness.”

— 1 John 1:9 (NLT)

“So let us come boldly to the throne of our gracious God. There we will receive his mercy, 

and we will find grace to help us when we need it most.”

— Hebrews 4:16 (NLT)

Boldly felt beyond him; gracious did not. He slid to his knees, palms on the cold tile.

“I confess the silence. I confess the pride in my penance—the way I’ve tried to pay You back by suffering. I confess the hiding. Forgive me. Clean me.”

The prayer didn’t change the clock. It changed something smaller and closer—the tightness behind his ribs that had convinced him despair was holy. He realized how quickly sorrow can masquerade as humility. Real humility would obey , not wallow.

The next night was worse for a while, the way a healing bone throbs when weather changes. He lay awake hearing his failures march past like soldiers on review. You laughed when hell was a joke. You dodged when heaven was a question. You prayed in generalities when a name was on your tongue. He reached for the Bible like a man groping for a rail in a dark stairwell and found this instead of condemnation:

“So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

— Romans 8:1 (NLT)

“No condemnation,” he said aloud, because shame hates when you say mercy’s name in a normal voice. “But there is commission.”

The distinction mattered. If the weight had been a sentence, he should serve it. If it was a stewardship, he should carry it.

Another hour later, when his chest fluttered with the curious panic that lives between 2 and 3 a.m., the Spirit met him with words he’d given to others a hundred times and never needed like oxygen until now:

“The Holy Spirit helps us in our weakness. For example, we don’t know what God wants us  

to pray for. But the Holy Spirit prays for us with groanings that cannot be expressed in 

words.”

— Romans 8:26 (NLT)

“Then groan for me,” he whispered. “Through me, if You want. I’m out of syllables.”

In the mornings he still looked like a man who’d fought a pillow and lost. But a quiet resistance began, small as a seed—staying where he wanted to flee. He texted Pastor Greene one sentence he could bear: Pray for courage. He didn’t explain. He didn’t have to. The reply came swift: Praying now. “He gives power to the weak and strength to the powerless.” (Isaiah 40:29, NLT)

The next evening he opened a blank email to resign from leading a midweek prayer—he had avoided the group for two weeks and wore that avoidance like a ragged coat. His fingers hovered above the keys. He pictured hitting send, imagined the quick relief followed by a longer shrinking of his world. Before he could type, a verse rose like a stern kindness:

“Don’t be afraid of the people, for I will be with you and will protect you. I, the Lord, have 

spoken!”

— Jeremiah 1:8 (NLT)

He closed the draft without saving. Courage didn’t arrive in a rush. It arrived in refusals: no to quitting, no to hiding, no to letting shame call itself wisdom.

Still, the edge remained. One dawn-less night he carried a blanket to the back porch and wrapped himself like a penitent monk. The chair across the fence gleamed with dew. He wanted, with a fierceness that surprised him, to shout a bargain into the dark. Give him back. Give me one minute and I will spend the rest of my life shouting Your Name. He did not shout it. He knew better. Bargains are the last refuge of men unwilling to live on grace.

He said what he could say without lying. “I miss him.”

Wind stirred the maple. The chimes confessed a soft note, not happy, not sad—present. Daniel was learning the language of presence again. Not the loud consolation he thought he needed, but the steady kind:

“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted; he rescues those whose spirits are crushed.”

— Psalm 34:18 (NLT)

Close did not feel like fireworks; it felt like oxygen. He breathed, and for the first time in days the breath went all the way to the bottom of his lungs.

The temptation to quit returned the following afternoon in a different uniform. He caught himself thinking, I’ll speak when I’m better rested. When I’m less fragile. When I’ve earned my way back into usefulness. He almost smiled at the cleverness of that lie. Earn it—there it was again, shining on the chain he’d seen in his first dream, dressed up as prudence.

Another verse cut through, surgical and sure:

““My grace is all you need. My power works best in weakness.””

— 2 Corinthians 12:9 (NLT)

“Then use me weak,” he said. “Before the sleep returns. If it returns.”

That night, the worst of them, he reached a small brink. The house slept. The clock read 3:41. Thoughts came with the mechanical precision of a factory line: You’re not cut out for this. Someone else will do it better. You’ll only make a mess. Sit down, Daniel. Be quiet. Don’t embarrass grace by speaking it poorly. He felt a strange calm, the kind that comes when quitting pretends to be peace.

Into that counterfeit peace, another voice walked—familiar now, not his own, Scripture wearing boots:

“Why am I discouraged? Why is my heart so sad? I will put my hope in God!”

— Psalm 42:11 (NLT)

And then, following as if to insist that sorrow and hope share a yoke:

“The faithful love of the Lord never ends! His mercies never cease. Great is his 

faithfulness; his mercies begin afresh each morning.”

— Lamentations 3:22–23 (NLT)

Morning. He almost laughed. He had begun to resent the word—daylight hadn’t changed the weight. But mercy beginning afresh did not require sleep. It required God.

“Then start me over at dawn,” he said. “Even if I don’t sleep before it gets here.”

He sharpened a pencil, the ritual action more hopeful than he’d admit, and copied the verses on a card he taped to the kettle:

•   No condemnation (Romans 8:1).

•   Grace in weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9).

•   Mercies new (Lamentations 3:22–23).

•   Help in prayer (Romans 8:26).

•   Watchman (Ezekiel 33:7).

He added one line at the bottom, not Scripture yet but aiming to be obedience: Say His Name today— even tired.

When the first thin gray of dawn loosened the edges of the window, Daniel finally dozed—ten minutes, then twenty, then a dreamless half hour so ordinary he woke startled by its kindness. He did not feel fixed. He felt kept.

The despair hadn’t left; it had been walked to the door and asked to wait outside. The burden remained, but it no longer claimed to be a curse. It looked like a tool he didn’t want and would learn to use.

He rinsed the cup, turned the card on the kettle toward the room, and whispered the confession that had become his first step out of the night:

“Lord, if You won’t take the weight yet, then train me under it.”

And the house, still and listening, seemed to agree.

 




Chapter 22 – Sleepless Nights

Part 3 – Scripture in the Night

Daniel’s body ached as though he had fought unseen battles, though all he had done was pace his hallway and wrestle with his own thoughts. Insomnia had carved hollows beneath his eyes, and yet the nights became classrooms more than punishments. Each hour awake turned into a place where God planted truth that daylight alone could not teach.

On the fifth week, when exhaustion blurred the lines of his vision, he sat at the kitchen table with his Bible open. The pages shimmered in the lamplight, words swimming before his eyes. He rubbed them until they burned, and suddenly one verse leapt clear:

“I lie awake thinking of you, meditating on you through the night.”

— Psalm 63:6 (NLT)

He whispered it into the dark. For the first time, the sleepless hours didn’t feel like wasted punishment. They became an altar where he could meditate, not just mourn.

Still, the heaviness lingered. Regret kept trying to reclaim him. When he closed his eyes, Michael’s face returned, framed by the terrible glow of the visions. The question always followed: Why didn’t you tell me? Daniel’s heart clenched until he thought it might fail.

One night near three in the morning, despair pushed so hard he slumped forward over the Bible, muttering, “Lord, I can’t do this. I’ll never make it.” His voice cracked. “Take the burden or take me.”

The silence stretched—until another verse met him like cool water:

“Even in the darkest valley, I will not be afraid, for you are close beside me.”

— Psalm 23:4 (NLT)

He gripped the page as if it were rope, whispering, “Close. Then stay close. Don’t leave me here.”

The words didn’t erase the ache, but they steadied it. Slowly he realized that sleeplessness had become his training ground. He was learning to meet God in the valleys he had once avoided.

Night after night, verses became companions:

• “I lift my eyes to the mountains—does my help come from there? My help comes from the Lord, 

who made heaven and earth!” (Psalm 121:1–2, NLT).

•   “I have hidden your word in my heart, that I might not sin against you.” (Psalm 119:11, NLT).

•   “I cried out to the Lord in my suffering, and he heard me.” (Psalm 120:1, NLT).

The insomnia was still bitter, but the Scriptures kept him from drowning. Each verse reminded him that his weakness was not disqualification—it was preparation.

Toward dawn, Daniel often scrawled short vows into his journal, ink smudged by tired hands:

I will not let silence be my sin again.

I will call on Jesus by name.

I will warn, even weary.

By daylight, he looked worn and fragile, yet he carried those vows like flares in his chest. And in the small hours, when fear tried to choke him, he learned to pray with fewer words: “Here I am, Lord. Even tired, even guilty, even broken—use me.”

The nights did not grow easier. But the despair was no longer wasted. It was plowed back into purpose. Every hour awake was a rehearsal for the urgency he now knew: life is short, eternity is long, and silence is deadly.

And as dawn broke on another sleepless night, Daniel realized something had shifted. The visions were coming again—not to torment, but to drive him deeper into obedience. The Lord was not abandoning him in the night. He was calling him.

 




Chapter 23 – The Second Vision (Part 1: The Chains of “Later”)

Daniel had gone to bed exhausted, but not without prayer. He had asked the Lord for rest, for quiet hours free from the furnace images that had haunted his dreams since Michael’s death. Yet when sleep closed over him, it carried him back to the place of fire and trembling.

The air groaned as though creation itself labored. Beneath his feet the ground pulsed red, glowing like coals hidden under ash. It shook as though something vast and terrible was moving underneath. A sound came next—metal on stone, dragging, grinding. At first he thought it was thunder. Then the shadows shifted, and he saw them.

Figures. Hundreds. Men, women, even children, sliding forward in a mass that moved like a river. They did not run; they dragged. Their eyes stared forward, hollow with dread. Their bodies lurched in rhythm with the sound of grinding chains.

Daniel’s breath caught. These were not ropes or shackles of iron. The chains that bound them were forged of lies, each link glowing with words that had deceived them. He squinted through the firelight and read them as they burned:

•   Later.

•   Good Enough.

•   My Truth.

•   No Hell.

•   Be Nice.

•   Tomorrow.

The captives stumbled onward, pulled by these very lies, unable to resist. Some clutched at the chains as though they were comforts. Others cried out, but still they advanced.

Daniel cried out, “Stop! Please, turn back! There’s still hope!”

But the crowd didn’t slow. Their faces twisted with fear, yet they kept moving, pulled by something stronger than their will.

A woman near the front screamed, “I thought kindness was the key!” Her chain stamped Be Nice glowed white-hot and yanked her forward.

A man muttered, “I meant to decide later.” The chain marked Later tightened until sparks flew.

Another groaned, “No one told me clearly!” His chain bore the words My Truth, dragging him harder as though feeding on his excuse.

Daniel fell to his knees. “Lord, what am I seeing?”

The answer thundered, not from a mouth but from Scripture itself written across the dark sky:

“They will be punished with eternal destruction, forever separated from the Lord and from 

his glorious power.”

— 2 Thessalonians 1:9 (NLT)

The words echoed like hammer strikes. Daniel covered his ears but could not shut them out. “God, is there no way to stop this?”

The captives moved toward the edge of a chasm that split the world open. Beyond it roared a sea of flames—not flickering chaos, but a steady, consuming fire, like judgment refusing to be mocked. The closer they came, the heavier the chains grew, dragging them faster now.

Daniel leapt to the brink. “Listen to me!” he shouted across the abyss. “There is mercy still! Jesus Christ can set you free!”

For a heartbeat, the crowd trembled. Several faces turned toward him, eyes wide. But then the chains pulled harder, glowing brighter, tightening around wrists, ankles, necks. The clinking became a roar.

Scripture blazed again across the furnace air:

“And just as each person is destined to die once and after that comes judgment…”

— Hebrews 9:27 (NLT)

The words broke over him like a wave. He fell forward onto his hands, trembling with grief.

“Lord,” he gasped, “how do I break these chains? How do I rescue them?”

The flames answered, not with despair but with commission. Across the sky, words appeared in strokes of fire, simple and sharp:

“Say His Name. Explain the cross. Ask for a response.”

The crowd lurched again. Some chains rattled violently, as if irritated by the words. A few captives faltered, turning their heads as if hearing a sound beyond the roar. But most pressed forward, pulled by the weight of their lies.

Among them Daniel saw a familiar face—Evan, the teenager from the funeral, only older, his eyes hollow, his body dragged by a chain stamped Later. For an instant Evan stumbled, the chain slackening, but the press of the crowd carried him forward again until his form blurred in the fiery haze.

Daniel’s cry tore from him, raw and desperate: “God, make me faster than Later! Louder than Be Nice! Stronger than Tomorrow! Don’t let me fail them!”

At his feet appeared a horn, tarnished but whole, lying in the dust as though waiting for him. A verse rang beside it, clear as a bell:

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

Daniel picked up the horn. Its weight felt ancient, its mouthpiece cold with waiting. He pressed it to his lips, drew a deep breath, and blew.

The blast shook the dream like an earthquake. Chains snapped. Some shattered. Others screamed with sparks, tightening in resistance. But for the first time, the captives slowed.

And in that pause, Daniel knew: he could not reach the dead. But he must warn the living. He was a watchman, and silence was no longer an option.

 




Chapter 23 – The Second Vision (Part 2: The Faces in the 

Crowd)

The horn’s cry went out again, thinner now, as if the furnace air tried to swallow it. Even so, the sound threaded the mass like a bright wire, snagging hearts. Daniel shaded his eyes and saw not a crowd but faces.

First—Sarah.

She looked older than yesterday, younger than grief feels—jaw set, eyes searching for something solid. Hannah and Ethan clung to her sleeves. A chain stamped “Good Enough” dragged at Sarah’s waist; two smaller chains—“Be Nice” and “Wait till you’re older”—wrapped the children’s ankles like vines. Sarah heard the horn and flinched, as if memory had tugged: Don’t let your hearts be troubled… There is more than enough room in my Father’s home. (John 14:1–2, NLT). The Good Enough link dimmed, then brightened, then dimmed again.

“Sarah!” Daniel shouted across the chasm. “Not merit—mercy! ‘God saved you by his grace when you believed… Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done.’” (Ephesians 2:8–9, NLT).

For a breath, her chain slackened. Hannah lifted her face. Ethan’s fingers loosened from the cuff. Then the press of bodies surged, and the pull returned.

“Today,” Daniel cried, the word itself like a thrown rope. “‘Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.’” (2 Corinthians 6:2, NLT).

The Good Enough links flickered as if the syllables stung them.

Behind them came Mrs. Carter , cane lost, dignity intact. Her chain bore “Be Nice” polished to a shine by a lifetime of manners. The horn’s call made her stop and pat at her coat, the way she did searching for keys. Daniel remembered her line by the punch bowl—If decency counts, Mike’s set—and felt the chain yank.

“Not niceness—new birth,” he called, gentling his voice. “‘I tell you the truth, unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God.’” (John 3:3, NLT).

Her eyes brimmed. For a moment the letters on her chain blurred, as though tears could rust them.

Then—Evan. Older again than the diner afternoon Daniel keeps promising himself, shoulders too heavy for a boy. “Later” shackled his ankle; “My Truth” braided his wrists. At the horn, his head snapped up like he’d heard his name over a stadium roar.

“Evan!” Daniel’s voice cracked. “‘If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.’” (Romans 10:9, NLT). “Not later—now.”

The Later link jerked as if the word now offended it. Evan stumbled, caught on rock. For one heartbeat the chain loosened.

A man Daniel didn’t know—grease under his nails, work shirt with a stitched name TONY—stared at the gulf as if it had lied to him. “Earn It” cinched his chest like a belt two holes too tight. Daniel lifted the horn and let Scripture pour through it:

“He saved us, not because of the righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.”

— Titus 3:5 (NLT)

Earn It smoked, buckled, and then—crack—split clean through. Tony fell to his knees, clutching his ribs as if breathing for the first time. Somewhere beyond the glow, a door opened like a memory: a diner booth, a sentence said simply, a name spoken without apology—Jesus.

“So if the Son sets you free, you are truly free.” (John 8:36, NLT) rang out—not shouted, simply placed. Broken links hit stone.

From deep in the mass a chorus of objections rose—polite, weary, modern:

“Don’t judge.”

“Everyone finds their own way.”

“I’m spiritual, not religious.”

The chains with those names hissed like hot iron in rain, tightening their hold. Daniel’s answer was not argument; it was a Name:

“There is salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by which we  

must be saved.”

— Acts 4:12 (NLT)

The sound did what argument never could. Some faces softened. Some hardened. Some wept without knowing why.

A shape stumbled near the lip—a father with a baby carrier bent into the crook of his arm, the infant asleep, unaware. The man’s chain read “Tomorrow.” It tugged gently, almost kindly, with the smile of a predator. Daniel aimed the mouth of the horn at him as if he could aim mercy, and the old verse strode out like a medic:

“Remember what it says: “Today when you hear his voice, don’t harden your hearts…””

— Hebrews 3:15 (NLT)

The father blinked hard. His free hand fumbled at the link. It would not yield to fingers; it would yield to faith. Daniel knew it and said so: “Not your grip—His grace.”

Faces kept forming: a coach with “Reputation” across his wrists; a nurse with “Burnout” chained to her calves; a woman whose chain, “My Truth,” shone like jewelry she was slowly realizing had teeth. The horn called; some links dimmed; some clenched tighter. Mercy moved like a current meeting a tide.

Then the crowd shifted, and Larry appeared—but not bound. He stood not in the press but behind Daniel, on the cool side of the chasm. He held nothing grand—just a tiny lamp, the kind linemen clip to their caps. Its circle of light wasn’t wide, but it was steady. When the horn flagging in Daniel’s lungs dropped a step, Larry lifted his lamp higher, and the circle widened enough to touch the brink.

“Keep blowing,” Larry said, voice like the diner at 7 a.m.—ordinary courage. “I’ll hold the light.”

Daniel almost laughed through the salt. “We’ll do both,” he said, and drew breath until it hurt.

“Rescue others by snatching them from the flames of judgment.”

— Jude 23 (NLT)

The sentence galloped the length of the horn. My Truth flinched. No Hell rattled and shouted back a lie, then choked on its own certainty.

“Say His Name. Explain the cross. Ask for a response.” The commission wrote itself across the smoke again. Daniel obeyed: “Jesus came for you. ‘But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.’” (Romans 5:8, NLT). “He took the judgment your chain promises. He rose so you don’t have to be dragged. Will you call on Him? ‘Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’” (Romans 10:13, NLT).

Somewhere to his left, metal surrendered. A woman with “Be Nice” across her wrists sobbed and whispered, “Jesus,” as if trying a key she’d been told didn’t fit. It turned. The cuffs fell.

A young guy with earbuds half-in, half-out—“Distraction” looping his throat—pulled one bud free at the horn’s highest note. He looked annoyed, then confused, then hungry. “What… what do I do?” he shouted, not to Daniel exactly, but to the sound.

“Turn and trust,” Daniel answered. “‘Repent of your sins and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped away.’” (Acts 3:19, NLT). “‘If you openly declare… and believe… you will be saved.’” (Romans 10:9, NLT).

“Now?” he asked, as if bargaining.

“Now,” Daniel said, and the chain called Tomorrow jerked like something insulted.

The press surged again, and with it the lie-names got louder. Later sang lullabies. Good Enough recited résumés. My Truth offered mirrors that only flattered. The heat rose like a crowd’s roar when the home team scores.

Daniel’s arms shook. He lowered the horn a fraction. The edge looked closer than before.

A hand touched his shoulder—the pressure light, the presence heavy. He didn’t need to turn to know it was Pastor Greene—or some dream of him—standing where watchmen stand. The pastor didn’t grab the horn. He grabbed Daniel’s breath with a prayer:

“And now, O Lord, hear their threats, and give us, your servants, great boldness in 

preaching your word.”

— Acts 4:29 (NLT)

Boldness felt less like volume and more like staying. Daniel lifted the horn again.

This time, he didn’t only blow; he named. “Sarah—Jesus is enough.” The Good Enough chain flickered. “Hannah, Ethan—He loves children.” The vines hesitated, unsure what to strangle. “Evan— today.” Later snarled, then slipped a notch. “Mrs. Carter—new birth.” Be Nice rusted on the spot. “Tony—mercy, not merit.” The split belt lay on the ground like a snake’s shed skin.

Faces of strangers turned, some defiant, some desperate. Daniel did not sort them into categories. He kept offering water to anyone near the flames.

“Let anyone who is thirsty come.”

— John 7:37 (NLT, portion)

“Come,” he echoed, and the word carried farther than logic said it should.

The chasm did not narrow. The flames did not cool. But the dream tilted—just enough that Daniel saw something he had missed: not all motion ran toward the fire. Here and there, like small, stubborn streams running counter to a flood, people were turning. Not many. Enough to say the horn mattered. Enough to keep blowing until lungs burned.

“Watchman,” the furnace wrote again, not to flatter, to assign.

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

“Immediately,” Daniel whispered, and thought of his street, his schedule, his phone full of “later.” He set the idea of tomorrow on the ground between his feet and let the heat take it.

He drew breath for another blast—one more, then another—until the dream’s horizon wavered like pavement in August and the faces blurred back into a single, aching multitude. Somewhere, metal gave way. Somewhere, lies shouted down truth and won their moment. Somewhere, the Name pierced like light through smoke and found a soul already loosening its grip on its chains.

The horn lowered. The air swam. The vision bent toward an ending he could feel coming like thunder.

And still he cupped his hands and shouted one more line, because mercy deserves the last word:

“Jesus saves. Call on Him—today.”

 




Chapter 23 – The Second Vision (Part 3: The Watchman’s 

Burden)

The horn slipped from Daniel’s hands, clattering at his feet. His chest heaved as though he had run miles uphill. The dreamscape swirled—chains rattling, flames steady, the multitude dragged onward. But even in the roar, he saw it: some faces breaking free, some chains splitting, some voices crying the Name he had declared.

Others resisted. Some tightened their bonds with smiles of self-assurance. Some shook their heads and marched forward, lulled by Later , comforted by Good Enough. The sight carved Daniel in two—joy and grief braided so tightly he could not separate them.

“Lord,” he whispered, “how do I bear both?”

The answer came as Scripture written across the smoke:

“Those who plant in tears will harvest with shouts of joy. They weep as they go to plant 

their seed, but they sing as they return with the harvest.”

— Psalm 126:5–6 (NLT)

Tears. Joy. Both were the soil of his calling.

 

The dream shifted. The crowd blurred into shadow, and Daniel stood alone at the chasm’s edge. Beside him the horn glowed faintly, and at his side a figure appeared—clothed in light, face unreadable, presence unmistakable. The messenger spoke not with lips but with words that burned straight into Daniel’s mind:

“You are a watchman. Silence is no longer yours to keep. Blow the horn to the living. Not later. Not tomorrow. Immediately.”

Another verse thundered:

“If I warn the wicked, saying, ‘You are under the penalty of death,’ but you fail to deliver 

the warning, they will die in their sins. And I will hold you responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 3:18 (NLT)

Daniel trembled. The weight pressed on him, heavier than any dream before. “But what if they mock me? What if I falter? What if I fail?”

The figure raised a hand, and light like dawn broke across the horizon. Words of promise unfurled:

“Don’t be afraid of the people, for I will be with you and will protect you. I, the Lord, have 

spoken!”

— Jeremiah 1:8 (NLT)

Strength surged through him. Not his own—never his own—but the kind that comes when obedience is the only path left.

 

The furnace glow dimmed. The chains fell silent. The chasm closed like a book. Daniel awoke with a cry, drenched in sweat, his sheets twisted like cords around him. His Bible lay open on the nightstand, the pages fluttering as though stirred by a wind unseen. His eyes fell immediately to the words:

“Preach the word of God. Be prepared, whether the time is favorable or not. Patiently 

correct, rebuke, and encourage your people with good teaching.”

— 2 Timothy 4:2 (NLT)

Daniel sat on the edge of the bed, hands gripping the Word. He whispered, “Lord, I hear You. No more waiting. No more silence. Today.”

He stood, dressed, and tucked the small Gospel of John into his pocket. On the counter he set two mugs, filling only one but leaving the other as reminder. Then he opened his journal and wrote across a clean page:

“I will warn. I will witness. I will weep. I will rejoice. I am a watchman. Immediately.”

The pen dug deep into the paper, but his hand did not shake.

 

That morning, as the sun climbed, Daniel walked his street with new eyes. Every house, every face, every porch was not just neighbor or friend—they were souls with chains either cracking or clinging. He knew his task. He knew his vow.

And though his chest still ached with the memory of flames, hope pulsed louder:

“And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”

— Romans 10:13 (NLT)

The second vision had branded him. The horn was now his life.




Chapter 24 – Chains That Cannot Break

Sleep came thin and broke quickly. When the dream found Daniel, it did not waste time with shadows. The furnace air rose at once, steady as a bellows. The chasm opened where it always did—clean, final, refusing to pretend.

Across the gulf, a shape gathered out of glow. No flesh, no features—only nearness he knew by heart.

“Dan,” the voice said, ragged and familiar. “My friend.”

“Mike.” Daniel stepped to the brink, hands open, the old ache splitting him. “Tell me what to do. Tell me how to help you.”

The silence before the answer felt like a verdict already given. When Michael spoke again, the sound carried grief without self-pity.

“You can’t.” He let the sentence breathe, then added the words that branded the night: “Nothing can free me now.”

The flames did not leap; they held. Daniel swayed. “There must be—” He swallowed. “Prayer. Bargain. Something.”

Fire wrote Scripture across the dark, as if the dream refused to argue when it could quote:

“And just as each person is destined to die once and after that comes judgment…”

— Hebrews 9:27 (NLT)

Michael’s voice took the line and turned it plain. “The time for turning was then. On porches. In boats. At birthdays. Not here.”

Another verse strode out, the one that had drawn a line the first time Daniel saw this horizon:

“And besides, there is a great chasm separating us. No one can cross over to you from here,  

and no one can cross over to us from there.”

— Luke 16:26 (NLT)

“Do you see?” Michael asked, almost gently. “No crossings. No errands back. No letters delivered late. The chains that felt like choices turned into what they truly were.”

The word chains conjured them—links bright with lies, cinched now beyond prying: Later. Good Enough. My Truth. No Hell. Daniel tasted iron. “If I had pushed—if I had told you—”

“You should have,” Michael said without spite. “But don’t waste the living on what cannot be undone.” His voice lowered. “Dan, hear me: I am not yours to free.”

Daniel bowed his head until heat pressed his forehead. “Then why show me? Why keep me here where I can’t reach you?”

“So you’ll reach them.” The answer was immediate. “So you’ll stop mistaking niceness for mercy. So you’ll say the Name.” A quiet settled, and when Michael spoke again, it sounded like a neighbor leaning on the fence the way they used to. “Tell Sarah. Tell my kids when they ask. Tell the men at the garage. Tell anyone who will listen that this is not a place for second chances.”

The air itself echoed him with Scripture:

“Whatever you do, do well. For when you go to the grave, there will be no work or 

planning or knowledge or wisdom.”

— Ecclesiastes 9:10 (NLT)

Daniel lifted his eyes. “Is there no ransom? No price I can pay? No weight of sorrow I can carry for you?”

A line rose from deep in the glow like a ledger closed:

“Yet they cannot redeem themselves from death by paying a ransom to God.”

— Psalm 49:7 (NLT)

“Not your tears, Dan,” Michael said. “Not your penance. Only His blood—received while breath still warms a man’s chest.” He paused. “I did not take what was offered. Now the offer stands for the living. Make it to them.”

Daniel pressed his fist to his mouth. “Say it to me—say it the way I should have said it to you.”

“Good,” Michael said, almost smiling in the word. “Practice where it hurts.” And then he spoke the message back like a mirror: “God is holy. We are not. ‘For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.’ (Romans 3:23, NLT). The wages of sin is death, but God gives a free gift —eternal life in Christ. (Romans 6:23, NLT). ‘God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.’ (Romans 5:8, NLT). ‘If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.’ (Romans 10:9, NLT).”

He let the verses stand between them like a door Daniel could finally see. “That door was open in a hundred ordinary mornings. It is not here.”

Daniel’s breath came uneven. “Then what do you want from me, Mike?”

“Not apologies you can’t spend,” he answered. “Obedience you can.” The fire lifted a familiar commission:

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

“Immediately,” Michael said, the word warm with urgency, not anger. “Not after pancakes. Not when courage feels tidy. Not when you’ve rehearsed every sentence. Today.”

The word struck like a bell. Scripture answered it, the same line that had chased Daniel through mornings since the siren:

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

Daniel nodded hard. “I will. I am. I spoke with Larry. I’m meeting Evan. I’ll sit with Sarah and the kids and read the promises that hold.” He lifted his voice, not to bargain, to honor. “I will not leave another friend to ask, Why didn’t you tell me about Christ?”

A hush lay over the furnace. Then Michael spoke again, not to haunt but to help. “Then carry two truths at once,” he said. “Carry finality—that my chains will not break. And carry mercy—that theirs still can.”

“How do I bear both?” Daniel asked, the question a groan.

The answer came as seed and song:

“Those who plant in tears will harvest with shouts of joy. They weep as they go to plant 

their seed, but they sing as they return with the harvest.”

— Psalm 126:5–6 (NLT)

“Tears now,” Michael said. “Joy then. Blow the horn with both in it.”

Heat swelled; the chasm steadied. Daniel stared across where his neighbor had been and spoke a last helpless love. “I miss you.”

“I know,” came softly. “Turn that ache outward. Point it at doors while they still open.” A final Scripture rose, not to condemn but to steady Daniel’s feet on the only path left:

“Preach the word of God. Be prepared, whether the time is favorable or not.”

— 2 Timothy 4:2 (NLT)

The glow brightened as if to close, and Michael’s last words moved through it—no thunder now, only a neighbor’s plea that had shed every lesser thing:

“Say His Name. Explain the cross. Ask for a response. Do it now. Not for me. For anyone with breath.”

The light folded. The dream let go.

Daniel woke on his knees, the blanket a tangled rope around his calves, the carpet damp beneath his hands. His Bible lay open where he must have reached for it in his sleep. His eyes fell on a verse he had underlined into the paper:

“O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise.”

— Psalm 51:15 (NLT)

He breathed once—deep, settling. Then he rose, dressed, slid the thin Gospel of John into his pocket, and set two mugs on the counter. He filled one and left the other empty on purpose, a small liturgy of remembrance and resolve.

At the table he wrote across a clean page, pressing each word until the pen nearly tore through:

I cannot free the dead. I will warn the living. I will speak today.

Outside, the street waited—mailboxes like sentries, porches like pulpits, neighbors like souls. Daniel stepped into the morning and felt both weights at once: the chains that could not break, and the mercies that still could.

He chose the second with his mouth.

 




Chapter 25 – The Unbearable Truth

Daniel woke already weeping.

There was no startled gasp, no slow return from sleep—only tears, hot and sure, running before he knew why. His chest hitched; his hands groped for the nightstand and found the Bible he had fallen asleep beside. He pressed it to his sternum as if the thin pages could steady a heart that felt split.

The dream had not been long this time. No blazing letters, no voice across a chasm—only a horizon that would not end and a word that would not shorten: forever .

He sat up, breath ragged. The room was still. The small clock ticked with its ordinary courage. Yet nothing felt ordinary now. The line he had tried not to look at in every vision stood before him like a door sealed from his side: the end of chances. The permanence of it. The eternity of it.

He opened the Bible without choosing and landed where the page had learned to open by grief. His eyes found the sentence he had avoided saying aloud until this moment, a verse that leveled every argument:

“And they will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous will go into eternal life.”

— Matthew 25:46 (NLT)

The tears came harder. Eternal—the same adjective for both destinies. Not long. Not temporary. Not remedial. Eternal.

“Lord,” he whispered, voice fraying, “how can this be? How can anything last so long?”

Another verse rose like a witness he had not summoned but could not dismiss:

“They will be punished with eternal destruction, forever separated from the Lord and from 

his glorious power.”

— 2 Thessalonians 1:9 (NLT)

Forever separated. The phrase bent him forward. For weeks he had grieved the fire; this morning he grieved the distance—the absence of the One who makes joy possible at all. He pictured a life without light and then removed the word life. What remained was loss shaped like a person.

He wiped his face with the heel of his hand and turned the pages, as if a different place might offer a different sentence. Revelation answered him instead with the steel it always carries:

“The smoke of their torment will rise forever and ever, and they will have no relief day or 

night…”

— Revelation 14:11 (NLT)

“Unbearable,” he said into the quiet. He did not argue. He agreed. It was unbearable; that was why it must be warned.

He laid the Bible across his knees and let the hard truth sit with him, not as a cudgel, never as a cudgel, but as a weight he refused to drop because dropping it would mean dropping the people it described. In the vision, chains had carried names. In his kitchen, names carried faces. He whispered them one by one—Sarah, Hannah, Ethan, Evan, Mrs. Carter, Tony, the coach, the nurse, the neighbor who waved but never stopped, the boy who pretended not to hear—and with each name the word eternal pressed deeper, carving urgency into mercy.

“God,” he said, “if hell is forever, make my love louder than my fear.”

Words he had given to others returned to him like a boomerang meant to be caught with both hands:

“Snatch others from the fire and save them.”

— Jude 23 (NLT, first clause)

He almost smiled at the verb—snatch—so un-poised, so un-polished. It sounded like a father grabbing a child’s sleeve at the curb. It sounded like compassion grown legs.

Yet another current pushed against his heart, and he obeyed it too. He read the verse that keeps watch beside warnings lest zeal become harsh:

“The Lord isn’t really being slow about his promise… No, he is being patient for your sake. 

He does not want anyone to be destroyed, but wants everyone to repent.”

— 2 Peter 3:9 (NLT)

Patience. Desire. Everyone. The unbearable truth did not make God smaller to Daniel; it made God’s mercy wider—so wide He had stretched time itself to let more people through the door.

He rose and paced the dark room, Bible in one hand, the other open as if to receive people by name. He could feel two errors stalking him, one on each side. On the left, a triumphless despair that would paralyze him. On the right, a harshness that would preach like a hammer. He asked to be rescued from both.

“Let me warn with tears,” he said. “Let me invite with hope.”

He thought of Jesus’ words about Gehenna, about the unquenchable fire and the place “where the maggots never die and the fire never goes out” (cf. Mark 9:43–48, NLT). He thought of the rich man pleading for a drop of water (Luke 16). He thought of his own silence on summer porches. Then he looked at the mercy that had not silenced him now:

“So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

— Romans 8:1 (NLT)

He breathed the line like oxygen. Forgiven men can speak with clean urgency. Penance makes poor evangelists; pardon makes patient ones.

The floorboard outside the bedroom creaked. His wife stood in the doorway in the thin light, hair pulled into a quiet knot, robe knotted where hands have learned the knot well.

“Another hard night?” she asked, voice gentle as warm bread.

He nodded, unable to disguise the salt on his face. “I can’t get past the word eternal.”

She stepped in and sat beside him, not to fix the weight but to shoulder it for a minute. “Then let it make you kind,” she said. “Not cruel. And fast, not frantic.” Her thumb brushed the edge of his Bible. “You don’t have to carry forever alone.”

He leaned against her shoulder like a boy who had outrun his courage. “I have to talk with Sarah again,” he said. “And Evan. And the guys. I thought I had time to warm up. I don’t.”

“Then start with breakfast,” she smiled, practical as manna. “Start with one call. Jesus multiplied loaves; He can multiply mornings.”

He laughed through the ache—one brief bark that sounded like a door opening. “Breakfast,” he agreed.

When she had gone, he turned to one last place, the verse that had put a horn in his hands and would not let him set it down:

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

Immediately. If hell was eternal, delay was not neutral; it was a decision. He wrote the word at the top of a fresh card and drew a line underneath it until the ink bled.

Then he wrote the three strokes that had become his liturgy, the only sermon outline he trusted in these days when eloquence felt like a liability:

Say His Name.

Explain the cross.

Ask for a response.

He added Scripture beneath each—Acts 4:12; Romans 5:8; Romans 10:9, 13—so his mouth would have friends when fear tried to tie its shoelaces together.

The eastern window learned its pale gray. Daniel brewed coffee and set two mugs on the counter because habit had become vow. He texted Evan: Soda after school? I want to share something hopeful. He typed Sarah: Could I stop by tonight? John 14, short and gentle. He added a third message he hadn’t planned to send—Tony—the man from the dream who had worn “Earn It” across his chest and whose face he had later recognized at the body shop. Coffee on your break? Ten minutes. I’ll come to you.

All three bubbles came back: Yes. Please. Sure, man. Ten’s good.

He bowed his head over the mugs and prayed the shortest, bravest sentence he owned:

“Unseal my lips.” (Psalm 51:15, NLT)

The unbearable truth had not broken him; it had bent him toward the living. He would not soften the word eternal until it meant nothing. He would not shout it like victory either. He would carry it the way a paramedic carries knowledge of what happens when late becomes too late—eyes clear, hands steady, voice kind, feet moving.

Outside, the neighborhood yawned awake—porch lights blinking out, engines turning over, a jogger passing with earbuds and purpose. Daniel lifted one mug, slipped the little Gospel of John into his pocket, and reached for the doorknob with a hand that trembled in the best way.

“Jesus,” he said into the morning, “make me quick with mercy because hell is long.”

Then he stepped onto the porch, where time still opened and doors still answered and the word today was a miracle God kept giving away.

 

Part III – The Weight of Silence (Ch. 26–35)

Daniel wrestles with guilt, Scripture, and God’s call.

 




Chapter 26 – Blaming Himself

Daniel could not escape the reel. Every quiet moment played it again—the porch talks, the fishing trips, the birthday laughter. Every scene arrived unbidden, replayed with a cruel director’s note: Here is where you could have spoken. Here is where you stayed silent.

He would sit at the kitchen table, mug in hand, eyes fixed on the chair across the fence, and the dialogue would spool. Michael’s voice, warm and ordinary: “You think there’s more after this life, Dan?” And then his own, fumbling in memory: a shrug, a vague comment about peace, a nervous laugh.

Now the words stabbed. Why didn’t I tell him? Why didn’t I just say His Name?

When he walked past the garage, he remembered Michael wiping grease from his hands, joking, “If I don’t make it to heaven, I’ll at least keep your car running down here.” Daniel had chuckled, grateful for the humor, yet inwardly stirred. How easy it would have been to say, “Mike, let me tell you how you can be sure of heaven.” But he hadn’t.

He replayed their last fishing trip—the sun on the water, Michael dropping his line lazily and saying with a grin, “Wonder if there’s a lake in heaven.” Daniel had laughed nervously. How he wished he had said, “Yes, and I want us both to be there.” Instead, silence had hung heavier than the tackle box.

Each conversation became an exhibit in the courtroom of his conscience. He was judge, jury, and executioner. He condemned himself again and again.

The Scriptures he had read for comfort now pressed against him like evidence:

“When I say to the wicked, ‘You will surely die,’ and you fail to warn them… I will hold you  

responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 3:18 (NLT)

Daniel groaned. “That’s me, Lord. I failed him. I didn’t warn him. I was too afraid of losing a friendship, and I lost his soul instead.”

He would lie awake, hearing the words he never spoke: Jesus died for you, Mike. He rose for you. He loves you. Will you trust Him? They haunted him because they would have been simple. Honest. Life-giving. Instead, he had hidden behind “example,” telling himself that kindness alone would be enough.

Guilt sank into his bones. He carried it like a weight that pressed even in his breathing. If I had spoken, maybe—maybe he would have listened. Maybe the story would have ended differently. Maybe the visions would not torment me now.

At times he caught himself whispering into the empty air, as though Michael still sat across from him: “I should have told you. I should have said it plain. Forgive me.” The words always dissolved into tears.

Yet in his weeping, another voice whispered—a verse like balm pressing through the guilt:

“There is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

— Romans 8:1 (NLT)

The truth warred with his grief. He knew forgiveness was his, but regret still claimed his nights. He belonged to Christ, yes—but Michael had not. That wound had no bandage.

So Daniel lived in the tension: forgiven yet grieving, pardoned yet pierced. Every conversation replayed was another reminder of the cost of silence.

And each memory, painful as it was, carved a vow deeper into him: I will not miss the next chance. I will not replay silence again. I will speak His Name while there is breath to speak it.

 




Chapter 27 – Facing the Scriptures

Daniel sat at the kitchen table, Bible open, coffee cooling untouched. He had decided—this time he would not skim. He would face the passages that had followed him like shadows. If God wanted to condemn him, he would read the verdict plainly.

His eyes fell first on Ezekiel 33. The words stabbed without hesitation:

“If the watchman sees the enemy coming and doesn’t sound the alarm to warn the people, 

he is responsible for their captivity. They will die in their sins, but I will hold the watchman  

responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 33:6 (NLT)

The page blurred as tears swelled. Responsible. The word wrapped chains around his chest. He whispered into the quiet, “That’s me, Lord. I saw. I stayed silent. I let my friend walk unalarmed into forever.”

The verse did not leave him. It hammered again:

“If you fail to deliver the warning, they will die in their sins. And I will hold you 

responsible.”

— Ezekiel 3:18 (NLT)

Daniel groaned aloud, pressing his forehead to the page. He felt like a failed sentinel, a man who had slept through the alarm.

When he turned to Matthew 28, the pain deepened. The Great Commission burned like a summons he had ignored:

“Therefore, go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Teach these new disciples to obey all the 

commands I have given you.”

— Matthew 28:19–20 (NLT)

“Go,” Jesus said. Daniel had stayed.

“Teach,” Jesus said. Daniel had remained silent.

Every line felt like accusation. He whispered, “I didn’t go. I didn’t teach. I didn’t make a disciple out of the one person who trusted me most. How could I fail You so completely?”

The Scriptures that once felt like bread now tasted like judgment. They were not vague convictions anymore; they were sentences carved in stone. He saw himself not as a witness, but as a traitor to the trust given him.

His hand trembled as he turned the pages. The guilt wrapped tighter. Even verses of comfort seemed to rise against him:

“If you love me, obey my commandments.”

— John 14:15 (NLT)

Daniel bowed low over the Bible. “I didn’t, Lord. I didn’t obey. I loved my friend’s approval more than his soul.”

He expected silence, maybe wrath. What came instead was quieter, a whisper from the next verse he had nearly skipped:

“And be sure of this: I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”

— Matthew 28:20 (NLT)

He stared at the words. Could it be that even here—amid guilt, amid failure, amid unbearable regret— Jesus remained? The thought was too much to hold, yet it would not let him go.

For now, Daniel felt condemned. The pages had left him bare, stripped of excuses. But underneath the sharpness, another truth stirred: conviction was not chains meant to imprison, but cords meant to pull him back onto the path.

Still, he sat in the silence, trembling, unable yet to embrace grace. The Scriptures had shown him his failure. The comfort would come later. For now, he wept.




Chapter 28 – The Watchman’s Warning

Dawn found Daniel at the sink, sleeves pushed up, scrubbing his hands as if sleep had left a stain. The water ran clear, but the feeling did not. He kept seeing red in the thin wash of morning—not blood, he told himself, memory. Still, the word from Ezekiel would not loosen its grip.

“If the watchman sees the enemy coming and doesn’t sound the alarm… I will hold the 

watchman responsible.”

— Ezekiel 33:6 (NLT)

He shut off the tap and stood still, palms dripping into the basin. Responsible. He had never imagined a verse could make his hands feel heavier.

He dried them and returned to the table where his Bible lay open, Ezekiel’s chapter still underlined like a warning flare. He read the next line slowly, letting each syllable carve:

“If you fail to deliver the warning, they will die in their sins. And I will hold you 

responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 3:18 (NLT)

“I failed,” he whispered to the empty kitchen. “I saw the storm and muffled the horn.” The admission didn’t need a witness. It needed mercy.

He turned pages blindly and landed on David’s old plea:

“Forgive me for shedding blood, O God who saves; then I will joyfully sing of your 

forgiveness.”

— Psalm 51:14 (NLT)

Blood. Not literal, but a burden just as real. In the mirror above the sink he could not see a stain, but in the mirror of Scripture he could not see anything else.

He reached for a towel, then for his pen. On the margin he wrote three words in a cramped hand that looked almost like a confession on a police report: Blood on me. He stared at the sentence until another verse rose to meet it—not to erase it cheaply, but to aim it rightly.

“For by the power of the eternal Spirit, Christ offered himself to God as a perfect sacrifice 

for our sins. He will cleanse our consciences…”

— Hebrews 9:14 (NLT)

“Cleanse my conscience,” he prayed, “not so I can forget—so I can warn.”

The urge to punish himself was strong. Penance felt active; pardon felt like surrender. He knew better. Penance keeps men quiet; pardon sends them.

Coffee steamed at his elbow. He didn’t drink it. He opened to the Great Commission, the page creased from fingers that had gone there often and obeyed it too seldom.

“Therefore, go and make disciples… Teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I 

have given you.”

— Matthew 28:19–20 (NLT)

Go. Teach. Sound the alarm. A pattern, a job description, a horn.

He turned to Acts, searching for a line that had rung in his ears ever since Pastor Greene quoted it after the funeral. He found it and read it aloud—Paul before the elders, hands clean because his mouth had been faithful:

“I declare today that I have been faithful. If anyone suffers eternal death, it’s not my fault, 

for I didn’t shrink from declaring all that God wants you to know.”

— Acts 20:26–27 (NLT)

“Not my fault.” Daniel could not say it. Not about Michael. But he wanted—more than sleep, more than relief—to speak that sentence someday about everyone else on his street. He set the Bible flat, palms on either side like a man bracing to lift.

“Lord,” he said, “make me the kind of watchman who can say that without pride and without lying.”

He pulled the card from his pocket—the one born at the altar and rewritten in the night—creased from use:

Say His Name.

Explain the cross.

Ask for a response.

Beneath it he had added verses like nails: Acts 4:12; Romans 5:8; Romans 10:9, 13. He traced each reference with his thumb, then added a fourth line, new and necessary: Blow the horn—today.

His phone buzzed. A message from Evan: Still good for after school? Another from Sarah: We’ll be home at 6. The kids are ready to read John 14 again. He read both through a film of gratitude. God had not removed the weight; He had given it a handle.

He thought about walking back to the sink and scrubbing again. Instead he dropped to his knees on the kitchen tile. The words that came were not dramatic, only familiar enough to be faithful:

“O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise.”

— Psalm 51:15 (NLT)

“Open them,” he said. “Keep them open.”

The day stretched before him like a street he had lived on for years but was seeing correctly for the first time: porches as pulpits, mailboxes as mile markers, conversations as crossings between life and death. The image felt melodramatic until he remembered the dreams—the chains labeled Later and Good Enough, the chasm that did not pretend, the fire that refused to flatter. Not melodrama, he corrected himself. Perspective.

On his way to the door he passed the hall mirror and hesitated. He lifted his hands, studied his palms. Skin. Lines. The callus where a hammer had raised a patch of toughness he hadn’t planned. No blood. He looked lower, at the little Gospel of John tucked into his jacket pocket, and felt the Spirit insist on the direction of his gaze. Don’t measure guilt. Measure obedience.

He slipped into his shoes and crossed the yard. At the fence he stopped, not for a ceremony, just a breath. The empty chair glistened with dew. He didn’t apologize to it or talk to the air. He let the ache do its good work—keep him kind, keep him quick.

A verse kept pace with his steps down the walk:

“Snatch others from the fire and save them.”

— Jude 23 (NLT, first clause)

Snatch. Not scold. Not stall. Reach.

At the corner he almost turned toward the diner by reflex, the way a man returns to the scene of a first courage. Instead he headed for the body shop. Tony would be on break in ten minutes. The horn in Daniel’s pocket was only paper and ink, but it weighed enough to pull his stride forward.

Halfway down the block he stopped, conviction appearing in the ordinary form of a neighbor’s figure bent over a flower bed. Mrs. Carter looked up, hand on her back, and smiled the brave smile of people who refuse to let years bully them.

“Morning, Daniel.”

He stepped off the sidewalk. “Morning, Mrs. Carter. Do you have a minute?” She blinked at the urgency in his voice, then nodded.

“I’ve been… quiet when I should have been clear,” he said. “May I be clear now? About Jesus?” His heart pounded like he’d run, but his words came steady. “He said we must be born again. ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life.’ (John 3:3; 14:6, NLT). He died for us—me and you—and rose. ‘God showed his great love…’ (Romans 5:8, NLT). And He promises: ‘If you openly declare… and believe… you will be saved.’ (Romans 10:9, NLT). Would you—today—trust Him?”

She didn’t answer at once. Her eyes softened, the way metal softens before it yields. “I’ve been decent,” she said, almost to herself. “But not… new.” She touched his sleeve. “Help me with the prayer, dear.”

They prayed in the garden—no trumpet, only birds and an old woman’s tears watering the soil at her knees. When she finished, she laughed through her hand and said, “That was not so hard as I feared.”

“It never is,” he said. “Hell is hard. This is mercy.”

He left her with a psalm and a promise to return. As he stepped back onto the sidewalk, the heavy line from Ezekiel returned, and for the first time it did not crush him. It calibrated him.

“When the watchman sees the enemy coming…”

— Ezekiel 33:6 (NLT)

I see him. I will sound the alarm.

He could not change the porch conversations he had botched, the jokes he had laughed at to dodge discomfort, the birthday where the candle smoke had curled up into a night that would not end. He could change this—the next word, the next name, the next open door.

On the way to Tony’s, he texted a friend who loved precision and permission slips: I need prayer to stay a watchman, not a wallower. Ezek. 33; Acts 20. A bubble appeared, then a reply: Praying. Blow the horn with tears in it.

Daniel smiled. He could do tears. He could do warning. He could do today.

He tucked the Gospel deeper into his pocket like a man setting flint where his hand will find it by feel, and he walked faster. The blood he had imagined on his hands had not been a stain to be hidden. It had been a summons.

 




Chapter 29 – Wrestling with God

Daniel shut the door to his study, turned the lock, and fell hard to his knees. His body felt like a taut wire—anger in his fists, shame in his chest, despair crouched behind his eyes. The words came without polish, a storm ripping through prayer.

“Why didn’t You make me speak?!” His voice cracked against the walls. “You gave me the truth. You gave me the words. You gave me a friend who was open, who joked, who asked—and I froze. Why didn’t You shove it out of me?” He struck the carpet with his fist. “You let me fail him! You let me stay silent!”

The anger spent itself in a sob, collapsing into shame. He bowed low, pressing his forehead to the floor. “I don’t deserve to speak for You now. Not after this. I should carry this silence to the grave. I’m no watchman—I’m a coward. Michael’s blood is on my hands. How do You even look at me?”

The shame turned quickly to despair. His voice dropped to a whisper. “Maybe You can’t use me. Maybe I’ve disqualified myself. Maybe… maybe it’s too late for me too.” He clenched the rug until his fingers ached.

Scripture rose in his memory like a hand reaching into the pit, unwanted but undeniable:

“The faithful love of the Lord never ends! His mercies never cease. Great is his 

faithfulness; his mercies begin afresh each morning.”

— Lamentations 3:22–23 (NLT)

Fresh mercies? He scoffed, almost bitter. “What mercy covers silence that damned my friend?” His voice grew harsh again. “Don’t tell me I’m forgiven if he isn’t here to share it!”

The room went still, but the Spirit would not leave him in rage. Another verse pressed in, sharper than his anger:

“My grace is all you need. My power works best in weakness.”

— 2 Corinthians 12:9 (NLT)

Daniel shook his head violently. “Weakness? This isn’t weakness. It’s failure!” His shout echoed, then faded into a whisper. “It’s failure.”

Silence lingered. Then, slowly, a thought he could not claim as his own surfaced: Yes. And still, I chose you.

He wept again—less furious now, more broken. He spread his arms across the floor like a beggar. “If You’ll still use me, then use me as I am. Not strong. Not clean. Just willing. Please—turn this shame into something more than torment.”

The verse that had become both burden and lifeline returned, not condemning this time but commissioning:

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

“Immediately,” Daniel whispered, his voice raw but steadier. “Even if I wrestle, even if I limp. I will warn. I will weep. I will not stay silent.”

As he rose, knees stiff, he realized the wrestling had not ended in victory or defeat—it had ended in surrender. He would carry anger, shame, and despair into prayer again, but he would carry them through obedience. God had not lifted the weight, but He had promised His presence under it.

Daniel wiped his face, unlocked the door, and stepped back into the house. He felt bruised, not healed —but also, strangely, commissioned.

 




Chapter 30 – A Pastor’s Rebuke

Daniel sat across from Pastor Greene in the quiet of the church office, his hands twisting the brim of his cap until the fabric threatened to tear. The room smelled faintly of old books and coffee—steady scents, unlike the storm inside his chest.

He had put this meeting off for days, afraid to speak the words aloud. But the guilt was too loud to silence anymore. His throat felt raw as he began.

“Pastor,” he said, voice low, “I failed him. I failed Michael. I had years—years—to tell him the truth, and I didn’t. I let him joke about heaven and hell. I let him leave this world without Christ, and I never said His Name. The blood is on my hands.”

The admission dropped like a stone into the room. Daniel bowed his head, waiting for the condemnation he felt he deserved.

But Pastor Greene didn’t flinch. He leaned forward, hands folded on the desk, his voice firm but not harsh. “Daniel, listen to me. You are not the first man who has stayed silent when God gave him words. Peter denied Christ three times in one night. Jonah ran the opposite direction. Yet God restored them. And He can restore you.”

Daniel shook his head. “But Michael’s gone. I can’t fix that. I can’t change it.”

“No,” Greene said, his eyes steady. “You can’t. And you need to stop trying to. That part belongs to God. But here’s what you can do—you can obey now. You can open your mouth where you once kept it closed. You can honor Christ with your words and warn the living while they still have time.”

Daniel swallowed hard. “But the guilt—it’s like a weight pressing me into the floor.”

Greene nodded slowly. “Conviction is meant to drive you to obedience, not despair. If you sit in the ashes forever, Satan wins twice—once in Michael’s silence, and again in yours. But if you rise, if you speak, then God redeems even your failure.”

He reached for his Bible and opened it to John’s Gospel. He read slowly:

“Peter was hurt that Jesus asked the question a third time. He said, ‘Lord, you know 

everything. You know that I love you.’ Jesus said, ‘Then feed my sheep.’”

— John 21:17 (NLT)

“Do you see?” Greene asked. “Peter denied Christ, but Jesus didn’t let him wallow. He gave him work to do. Feed my sheep. Tend my lambs. Be faithful now.”

Daniel’s tears blurred the page. “So what do I do?”

The pastor’s voice rose with gentle urgency. “You speak, Daniel. You stop hiding behind the excuse that your life is example enough. You call people to repentance. You tell them Jesus saves. You don’t wait for perfect timing—you obey today.”

Another verse came as Greene flipped the pages, his finger landing in Ezekiel:

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

“God has given you this burden for a reason,” Greene said. “You can let it crush you, or you can let it drive you. But you cannot ignore it. You are a watchman. Don’t bury the trumpet. Blow it.”

Daniel pressed the cap to his chest. His voice cracked as he whispered, “Then help me start.”

“I will,” the pastor said. “But obedience begins with you. Leave this office ready to speak—not tomorrow, not when it’s convenient, but today. If Michael’s death teaches you anything, let it teach you that silence is not an option.”

For the first time in weeks, Daniel felt the weight shift—not lifted, but redirected. His guilt was not his grave; it was his summons.

He rose slowly, the brim of his cap damp with tears, and nodded. “Today,” he said. “I’ll start today.”

And the pastor, with eyes sharp and kind, added, “Good. That’s where grace always begins.”

 




Chapter 31 – The Enemy’s Accusation

The night after meeting with Pastor Greene, Daniel lay awake again. For the first time in weeks, his heart carried a glimmer of resolve instead of only regret. He had left the pastor’s office with his shoulders straighter, his lips whispering the word today. But the darkness in his room was thick, and the old whispers returned—this time sharper, more venomous.

“You think you’ll speak now?” The voice slid through the stillness, not audible to the ear but loud in the mind. “It’s too late. You had your chance, and you wasted it. Michael is gone. Eternity is sealed. What good is your mouth now?”

Daniel clenched the sheets, heart pounding. He knew that voice. It was the same one that had hissed to Eve in the garden, the same that accused Job before God, the same that tried to sift Peter like wheat. Now it came for him.

“Every time you open your mouth,” it whispered, “they’ll see failure on your face. Who are you to warn anyone when your own friend slipped into hell? You’re disqualified. Useless.”

The shame returned like a tide, and for a moment Daniel almost believed it. He pressed his palms to his eyes, groaning. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I’m too late. Maybe the enemy has already won.

But another Voice rose inside him, quieter but stronger—the Spirit bringing Scripture to the battlefield:

“For the accuser of our brothers and sisters has been thrown down to earth—the one who 

accuses them before our God day and night.”

— Revelation 12:10 (NLT)

Accuser. That was the name of the enemy. His weapon was always accusation. But Daniel also remembered what followed in the same passage:

“And they have defeated him by the blood of the Lamb and by their testimony.”

— Revelation 12:11 (NLT)

“The blood,” Daniel whispered into the dark. “Not mine—Christ’s. And my testimony. That’s what he’s trying to silence.”

The voice returned, snarling: “But your hands are stained with silence. The blood is on you.”

Daniel sat up, heart racing, and opened his Bible with trembling hands. His eyes fell to a verse underlined from weeks ago:

“So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.”

— Romans 8:1 (NLT)

“No condemnation,” he said firmly, this time aloud. “The blood on my hands is forgiven. My silence is forgiven. And that makes me dangerous to you, liar.”

The whispers faltered, retreating like smoke in a breeze. Daniel could almost sense the fury of the one who hated grace.

He turned to another passage that Pastor Greene had reminded him of:

“My grace is all you need. My power works best in weakness.”

— 2 Corinthians 12:9 (NLT)

“Then use me weak, Lord,” Daniel prayed. “Use me broken. Because if You wait until I’m strong, I’ll never speak. But if You use me as I am, then even the enemy will know it’s Your power, not mine.”

Peace did not flood him all at once. The night was still long, the shadows still heavy. But the accusations had been unmasked. He knew whose voice spoke despair, and he knew whose blood silenced it.

Daniel lay back down, whispering the words that would become his shield in the nights ahead:

“Not too late. Not useless. Forgiven, and sent.”

And for the first time, the enemy’s voice did not own the final word.

 




Chapter 32 – A Prayer of Confession

The house was still, the night deep. Daniel knelt by the old armchair where he used to read bedtime stories to his children, his Bible open across the cushion. His knees pressed into the carpet until they burned, but he didn’t shift. He had carried his guilt for weeks, wrestled with visions, endured Satan’s accusations, received his pastor’s rebuke. Now he could do nothing but pray.

His voice broke as he began. “O Lord, I confess my silence. I confess my fear. I confess that I loved comfort more than obedience. I confess that I laughed when I should have warned, and I shrugged when I should have pleaded. I confess that my friend entered eternity without Christ while I stood beside him with closed lips.”

The words poured out, raw and unpolished, each one heavier than the last. “I confess my selfishness, my pride, my cowardice. I confess my sin of silence, O God.”

He turned to the Psalms, letting David’s words become his own:

“Against you, and you alone, have I sinned; I have done what is evil in your sight.”

— Psalm 51:4 (NLT)

Daniel bowed lower. “Yes, Lord—against You. Against Your command to go and tell. Against Your love that compelled me. Against Your Spirit, who nudged me and I resisted.”

Tears soaked the carpet. For a long moment he said nothing, only groaned under the weight of regret. But then, with shaking hands, he turned to the promises he clung to.

“But if we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 

cleanse us from all wickedness.”

— 1 John 1:9 (NLT)

“Faithful and just,” he whispered. “Not maybe. Not sometimes. Always faithful. Always just. So cleanse me, Lord. Cleanse me from this wickedness. Wash me in the blood of Christ that I should have spoken of sooner. Cover my failure in Your mercy.”

His prayer shifted, trembling into hope. “Renew me, God. Don’t let my silence be the last chapter of my life. Put a fire in my bones I cannot quench. Give me courage greater than fear. Give me words sharper than regret. Give me a love stronger than shame.”

He opened to Psalm 51 again, reading slowly, deliberately:

“Create in me a clean heart, O God. Renew a loyal spirit within me. Do not banish me from  

your presence, and don’t take your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your 

salvation, and make me willing to obey you.”

— Psalm 51:10–12 (NLT)

Daniel lifted his hands, palms open. “Yes, Lord. Create. Renew. Restore. Make me willing. Make me bold. Make me faithful.”

A calm settled over him—not the absence of sorrow, but the presence of grace. He could still feel the ache of failure, but it was no longer a chain. It was a scar, and scars testify not only to wounds but also to healing.

Finally, he prayed the words of Isaiah with trembling confidence:

“Here I am. Send me.”

— Isaiah 6:8 (NLT)

His voice broke on the last word, but he meant it. “Send me, Lord. To my neighbor. To my family. To the stranger across the street. Send me to speak the Name I once withheld. Send me today.”

When Daniel rose from his knees, his eyes were red, but his spirit was lighter. The prayer of confession had not erased the past—but it had opened the door to a different future.

 




Chapter 33 – A Renewed Spirit

The morning light filtered through the curtains, soft and golden. Daniel stirred awake, not because of restlessness, but because of peace. For the first time in weeks, the heaviness that had strangled his sleep had lifted. He lay still for a moment, hands resting on his chest, whispering thanks for the strange quiet that filled him.

The prayer of confession had broken something loose. His sin had been admitted, his silence named. And in naming it, he had discovered what Scripture had promised all along:

“Oh, what joy for those whose disobedience is forgiven, whose sin is put out of sight! Yes, 

what joy for those whose record the Lord has cleared of guilt…”

— Psalm 32:1–2 (NLT)

Daniel whispered, “Cleared of guilt. That’s me. Even me.”

He rose, stretched stiff knees, and moved to the kitchen. The chair across the fence still sat where it always had, but it no longer accused him. It reminded him. Not of failure alone, but of calling. A watchman doesn’t abandon the wall because he once slept through an alarm—he stays, awake now, committed to sound the trumpet when the danger comes.

As he poured his coffee, his heart lifted in praise instead of regret. He opened his Bible again, this time not to scourge himself, but to be fed. The words felt alive, not like accusations but like invitations:

“Anyone who belongs to Christ has become a new person. The old life is gone; a new life 

has begun!”

— 2 Corinthians 5:17 (NLT)

A new life. A new spirit. Daniel smiled through tears. “Then let this day be new.”

He thought of the people God had already placed in his path: Sarah and her children, Evan, Tony at the body shop, Mrs. Carter with her well-tended garden. He thought of the countless others he had yet to meet. For the first time, instead of fear, he felt anticipation. The harvest was still waiting. His failure had not canceled God’s faithfulness.

As he sat down at the table, he scribbled in his journal:

I am forgiven. I am sent. I am not finished.

The enemy’s accusations still lurked at the edges of his mind, but they no longer owned the center. In their place was a steady assurance: Christ had not only forgiven him—Christ intended to use him.

Daniel bowed his head and prayed, not with despair this time, but with expectation: “Here I am, Lord. Send me. Today. Tomorrow. Until my last breath.”

Peace settled over him like a cloak. He rose from the table not crushed, but carried. God had restored to him the joy of salvation, and with it, a renewed spirit to obey.

 




Chapter 34 – A Call to Speak

Sunday morning came with a clarity Daniel had not felt in months. He walked into church with his Bible under his arm, his heart strangely expectant. He had confessed. He had been forgiven. He had tasted renewal. But now, deep inside, he longed for one thing more—confirmation. Was God truly sending him still? Could he trust that the mission was not lost?

The sanctuary filled with the low hum of greetings, pews creaking, pages rustling. Daniel sat toward the front, hands folded tight, whispering one prayer: “Lord, speak to me today. Tell me what to do.”

When Pastor Greene stepped into the pulpit, his Bible open, Daniel felt the air in the room thicken. The text was from Acts 18. The words landed like arrows:

“One night the Lord spoke to Paul in a vision and told him, “Don’t be afraid! Speak out! 

Don’t be silent! For I am with you…””

— Acts 18:9–10 (NLT)

The pastor’s voice rang steady. “Church, the call is the same for us. Do not be afraid. Do not be silent. Speak the name of Jesus, because He is with you.”

Daniel’s chest tightened. He heard it not as a general exhortation but as a direct commission. Don’t be silent. Go. Speak.

The sermon moved through Scripture after Scripture, each one like a trumpet note:

•   “Go into all the world and preach the Good News to everyone.” (Mark 16:15, NLT)

•   “How can they believe in him if they have never heard about him? And how can they hear 

about him unless someone tells them?” (Romans 10:14, NLT)

•   “We cannot stop telling about everything we have seen and heard.” (Acts 4:20, NLT)

Daniel bowed his head, tears blurring the pages of his Bible. “You are speaking to me, Lord. You have confirmed it. My silence ends here.”

When the invitation came, he didn’t hesitate. He went forward, not to “rededicate” in the shallow sense, but to declare in front of witnesses: “God has called me to speak, and I will not be silent again.” The pastor laid a hand on his shoulder, prayed strength over him, and whispered in his ear, “Yes, Daniel. That’s the Spirit’s work in you. Go. Speak.”

As the final hymn swelled, Daniel sang louder than he had in years—not because his voice was strong, but because his heart was free. He carried out of the sanctuary not just forgiveness, not just peace, but commission. The Word had confirmed it: he was still called, still chosen, still sent.

The message could not have been clearer. The mission could not have been firmer. God had spoken through His Word, through His pastor, through His Spirit:

“Go, and do not be silent.”

And for the first time since Michael’s funeral, Daniel walked out of church not weighed down by guilt, but propelled by calling.

 




Chapter 35 – The Courage to Begin

Daniel lingered on the church steps after the service, sunlight spilling across the parking lot. Families filed past, their voices cheerful, but his heart was locked on one thought: Go, and do not be silent.

He gripped the worn Gospel of John in his pocket, the same one he had carried for weeks without using. Today it no longer felt like a burden. It felt like a tool. He breathed deep and whispered, “Lord, give me courage. Not tomorrow. Today.”

 

A Stirring Resolve

That afternoon, Daniel sat at the kitchen table, Bible open, journal before him. He wrote across the top of the page in bold letters:

The Courage to Begin

Underneath, he listed names—Sarah, Hannah, Ethan, Evan, Tony, Mrs. Carter, and a few others who lived along his street. Each one bore chains in his dreams, and each one carried breath in real life. He underlined the list, whispering, “These are not projects—they are people. Souls You love. Give me courage to speak to them plainly.”

He turned to Romans, eyes falling on the verse that had haunted him since his pastor’s sermon:

“For “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” But how can they call 

on him to save them unless they believe in him? And how can they believe in him if they 

have never heard about him? And how can they hear about him unless someone tells 

them?”

— Romans 10:13–14 (NLT)

Daniel tapped the page. “That’s it. Someone must tell them. And that someone is me.”

The shame of silence was still there, but now it was braided with something stronger—resolve.

 

Facing Fear Head-On

Late that evening, he took a walk around the block. Every porch light seemed to shine like an invitation. His throat tightened as he imagined the words: Can I talk to you about Jesus? Can I tell you what He’s done for me?

The enemy’s whispers tried again: They’ll think you’re strange. They’ll close the door. You’ll ruin friendships.

But another Voice rose louder:

“The Spirit God gave us does not make us timid, but gives us power, love, and self-

discipline.”

— 2 Timothy 1:7 (NLT)

“Power. Love. Not fear,” Daniel muttered as he walked. He rehearsed Scripture aloud, as though sharpening a sword:

•   “I am not ashamed of this Good News about Christ. It is the power of God at work, saving 

everyone who believes.” (Romans 1:16, NLT)

• “So we tell others about Christ, warning everyone and teaching everyone with all the wisdom 

God has given us.” (Colossians 1:28, NLT)

•   “The harvest is great, but the workers are few.” (Luke 10:2, NLT)

The verses did not erase the tremor in his voice, but they gave his feet courage to keep moving.

 

The First Step

Back home, Daniel paused at the window, looking across at Sarah’s house. He remembered her tired smile at the funeral, the way her children had clung to her. His chest tightened. Tomorrow, he promised, he would knock on her door again. Not with vague comfort. Not with polite distraction. With Jesus’ name on his lips.

He bowed at the table, praying simply: “Lord, tomorrow I will speak. Open the door, and I will not be silent.”

A quiet peace filled the room, the kind that comes when resolve finally outweighs fear. Daniel closed his journal, slipped the Gospel of John back into his pocket, and whispered the words that would guide him into the next day:

“Not later. Not tomorrow. Today begins.”

And with that, the watchman slept—not haunted this time, but harnessed by purpose.

 

Part IV – Witnessing Begins (Ch. 36–45)

Daniel steps into evangelism, clumsy but courageous.

 




Chapter 36 – The First Conversation

Daniel had promised the Lord he would not wait another day. Still, as he drove to the shop that morning, his stomach knotted tighter with every mile. The vow weighed heavier than the tool belt on his seat. Today I will speak. Not later. Not tomorrow. Today.

At the body shop, the familiar sounds greeted him—air compressors hissing, the metallic clink of wrenches, the smell of oil and rubber. Tony was already there, wiping grease from his hands, humming a country tune off-key. Ordinary. Comfortable. The kind of moment Daniel used to let slip away.

He swallowed hard. His palms were slick. The Gospel of John pressed like a stone against his pocket. “Lord,” he whispered as he stepped inside, “open the door. And give me courage to walk through it.”

 

A Stumbling Start

The chance came sooner than he expected. Tony leaned against the counter during break, sipping from a dented thermos. “Mornin’, Dan,” he said with an easy grin. “You look like you didn’t sleep a wink.”

Daniel chuckled nervously. “Guess I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

Tony raised an eyebrow. “Like what? Trouble at home?”

There it was—the open door. His heart pounded so loud he wondered if Tony could hear it. He hesitated, then plunged. “Not home exactly. More like… eternal things. I’ve been thinking about life after death a lot lately.”

Tony blinked, clearly surprised. “Heavy stuff for a Monday morning.”

“Yeah,” Daniel admitted, voice trembling. “But it’s important. Tony, can I ask you something? Do you ever think about what happens when we die?”

The question hung between them. Daniel’s throat tightened—part of him wanted to grab the words back, but another part felt strangely free.

Tony shrugged after a pause. “Sometimes. My dad used to talk about heaven, but I figured if you live decent, you’ll be fine.” He took another sip from the thermos, casual.

Daniel felt the old fear rising—Don’t press, don’t push, you’ll ruin it. But another verse rose louder in his heart:

“How can they hear about him unless someone tells them?”

— Romans 10:14 (NLT)

He cleared his throat. “I used to think that too. But the Bible says none of us are ‘good enough.’ That’s why Jesus came—to take our place.” His voice wavered, but the words came anyway. “Tony, I should have told you this before. Jesus died for you. He loves you. And if you believe in Him, He promises eternal life.”

 

Honest Fear, Honest Words

Tony stared at him for a long moment. Daniel’s hands trembled; he gripped the edge of the counter to steady them. Finally, Tony set his thermos down. “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?”

Daniel nodded. “I am. More than anything. I’ve been silent when I should have spoken. And I don’t want to stay silent anymore.” His voice cracked, but he pressed on. “I’d rather stumble over my words than let a friend walk into eternity without hearing about Christ.”

Something softened in Tony’s eyes. “Well… you’ve got guts saying this out loud.” He looked down at his boots. “I don’t know where I stand with God. But… thanks for telling me.”

Daniel’s heart swelled—not because Tony had prayed a sinner’s prayer, but because the silence was broken. The horn had been blown. The watchman had spoken.

He pulled the small Gospel of John from his pocket and held it out. “Would you take this? Maybe read a chapter or two?”

Tony hesitated, then nodded. “Sure. I’ll give it a look.”

 

The Weight Lifted

When the break ended, they returned to work. Nothing dramatic happened. No heavens parted, no lightning flashed. But Daniel felt lighter than he had in months. The weight of silence had cracked.

As he sanded the edge of a fender, his lips moved in prayer. “Thank You, Lord. I spoke. Clumsy, nervous, trembling—but I spoke. Now do what only You can do.”

And in that ordinary shop, with the smell of oil and the hum of compressors, Daniel knew a miracle had begun—not just in Tony’s heart, but in his own.




Chapter 37 – Fear and Rejection

The glow of courage from Daniel’s first step did not last long. The next day at the shop, he braced himself to follow up with Tony, praying all the way to work. “Lord, give me boldness again. Give me the words.” The little Gospel of John was still gone from his pocket—left in Tony’s hands. That gave him hope.

But as he approached, he heard Tony before he saw him. The man was at the workbench, laughing with another coworker. Daniel caught his name in the mix, and then a joke: “Preacher Dan here tried to save me yesterday. Guess I need to start carrying a Bible in my toolbox!”

The laughter stung like a slap.

Daniel froze, heat rushing to his ears. The old fear slithered back in, whispering: This is what happens when you speak. You look foolish. You ruin friendships. Better to keep quiet next time.

Tony noticed him then, grin still wide. “Hey, Dan. Don’t worry, man, I read a little of that book. Got as far as, ‘In the beginning.’ That’s about as far as I’ll get, ha!” He nudged the other mechanic, who chuckled.

Daniel forced a weak smile, but his throat locked. A dozen verses swirled in his mind, each begging to be spoken, but the mockery had pierced his courage. He muttered something about needing to get back to work and turned away, heart sinking.

 

The Weight of Discouragement

All afternoon, discouragement pressed heavy. Every clang of metal, every hiss of the air compressor seemed to echo with failure. He replayed the moment again and again—Tony’s laugh, the coworker’s smirk, his own silence.

“Lord,” he groaned inwardly, “I blew it. Again. I tried, and it just made me look like a fool. Maybe I’m not cut out for this.”

The words of Jesus came to mind, sharp and clear:

“And all nations will hate you because you are my followers. But everyone who endures to 

the end will be saved.”

— Matthew 10:22 (NLT)

Endure. The word was not glamorous. It did not promise applause. It promised opposition. Daniel leaned against the fender he was sanding, eyes wet. “Endure. That’s what You’re asking me, isn’t it? Not easy fruit. Just faithfulness.”

Another verse surfaced, as though the Spirit would not let him surrender to despair:

“If the world hates you, remember that it hated me first.”

— John 15:18 (NLT)

Daniel exhaled slowly. “They hated You. They’ll laugh at me. But You kept speaking. Help me keep speaking.”

 

Choosing Obedience Anyway

That night, at the kitchen table, Daniel scribbled in his journal.

Today I tasted rejection. It hurt. It felt like failure. But the Word says it isn’t failure—it’s part of following Christ. Lord, help me not let mockery close my mouth again.

He underlined a verse three times:

“So you must remain faithful to what you have been taught from the beginning.”

— 2 Timothy 3:14 (NLT)

The sting of rejection lingered, but underneath it, resolve began to grow. Obedience wasn’t about results. It wasn’t about whether Tony laughed or listened. It was about faithfulness to the One who had called him.

And with weary determination, Daniel whispered before bed, “I will not stop. Even if they laugh. Even if they reject me. I will endure.”

 




Chapter 38 – Awkward at the Workplace

The sting of Tony’s laughter still lingered, but Daniel had made a decision: silence was no longer an option. He would speak of Christ—clumsy or not, awkward or not. Better a stumbling witness than none at all.

The next morning, he prayed over his toolbox before opening it. “Lord, use me here. Make my words count, even if they trip coming out.” He tucked a verse card in his shirt pocket, a steady reminder:

“Let your conversation be gracious and attractive so that you will have the right response 

for everyone.”

— Colossians 4:6 (NLT)

 

Small Starts

It began with little comments. While tightening a belt on a truck, Daniel muttered just loud enough for his coworker to hear, “God sure gives us strength for days like this.” When another man grumbled about bills, Daniel said softly, “I’ve found prayer helps me keep perspective.”

The words felt clumsy, like tools he hadn’t quite learned to hold. Sometimes the comments landed in silence. Sometimes they drew puzzled looks. A few times, a coworker would nod politely and change the subject.

But the silence wasn’t as heavy as it had been. Daniel felt the air shifting—awkward, yes, but honest.

The Pushback

 

At lunch, he sat with three others in the break room. They swapped jokes, sports scores, and stories about their kids. Daniel sat quiet for a moment, then cleared his throat. “You know,” he said, voice trembling, “the Bible says children are a gift from the Lord. I’ve been realizing I don’t thank Him enough for mine.”

The table stilled. One man gave a small chuckle and said, “Well, my kids don’t feel like a gift when they’re breaking windows.” Another smirked, “Careful, Dan—you’re sounding like a preacher again.”

Daniel’s ears burned, but he smiled weakly. “Maybe. But it’s true.” The conversation drifted back to sports, but Daniel had spoken.

Walking back to the shop floor, he whispered, “Lord, even when it’s awkward, let me keep planting.”

 

Seeds in Awkward Soil

Over the next week, Daniel made it a habit. A verse slipped into casual talk. A mention of church when someone asked about his weekend. A simple, “I’ll pray for you,” when a coworker mentioned a sick parent.

He never knew how they landed. Sometimes the comments felt like rocks dropped into water—plop, then silence. Other times, he caught a coworker looking thoughtful for just a moment before turning away.

It was not smooth. It was not eloquent. But it was obedience. And Daniel sensed the Lord was pleased.

Each night, he wrote in his journal:

Awkward, yes. But silence is worse. Keep speaking, even in small ways. God can use seeds no matter how clumsily they are sown.

And though his coworkers might laugh, though the conversations often ended uncomfortably, Daniel felt something new building inside him—a strange mix of humility and courage.

The watchman’s horn had found its rhythm, even if the notes cracked.

 




Chapter 39 – Mockery and Ridicule

Daniel had expected awkward silence. He had braced for rejection. But he hadn’t prepared for the mocking nickname that began to follow him around the shop.

It started small. One of the younger mechanics smirked after Daniel mentioned church on Monday and muttered, “Here comes the religious guy.” The words stung, but Daniel forced a smile and kept working. He told himself it was nothing.

But the phrase spread. By Wednesday, he heard it whispered when he walked into the break room. By Friday, it had become a running joke. When Daniel dropped a wrench, someone called, “Careful, preacher man, you don’t want to lose your holy temper!” Laughter rippled through the crew.

Daniel’s face burned. He bowed his head over the workbench, muttering prayers between clenched teeth. “Lord, help me endure this.”

 

The Shame of Mockery

The ridicule sank deeper than he wanted to admit. Every time they laughed, he heard the enemy’s whisper: You look like a fool. Nobody respects you. You’ve lost them before you even started.

At lunch, he sat alone some days, pretending to scroll his phone, though his eyes blurred with tears. He remembered Jesus’ words and clung to them like a lifeline:

“God blesses you when people mock you and persecute you and lie about you and say all 

sorts of evil things against you because you are my followers. Be happy about it! Be very 

glad! For a great reward awaits you in heaven.”

— Matthew 5:11–12 (NLT)

“Be glad?” Daniel whispered bitterly. “It doesn’t feel like gladness, Lord. It feels like humiliation.”

And yet, beneath the shame, a strange strength began to stir. If they mocked him for Christ’s name, then perhaps—just perhaps—he was finally being faithful.

 

Choosing Faithfulness Over Fear

That evening, Daniel sat with his journal, writing through tears:

They call me the religious guy now. It hurts. But maybe it’s better than what I used to be—the silent guy. The one who never spoke Your Name. If I must wear a label, let it be the one that honors You, even  if they mean it as a joke.

He flipped open his Bible again and found the verse that seemed written for this very moment:

“If you are insulted because you bear the name of Christ, you will be blessed; for the 

glorious Spirit of God rests upon you.”

— 1 Peter 4:14 (NLT)

The Spirit of God resting on him—that was better than the approval of coworkers. He exhaled slowly, writing beneath the verse: Better mocked with Christ than silent without Him.

 

A Quiet Resolve

The next day, the jokes continued. “Watch out, preacher’s here,” someone said. Another added, “Maybe he’ll baptize us with the power washer.” The room roared with laughter.

Daniel’s heart still twinged, but this time, he lifted his chin. He thought of Paul’s words:

“I am not ashamed of this Good News about Christ. It is the power of God at work, saving 

everyone who believes.”

— Romans 1:16 (NLT)

“I am not ashamed,” Daniel whispered under his breath. And though his voice shook, he meant it.

The mockery did not stop, but Daniel’s spirit began to shift. He no longer saw their ridicule as a sign of his weakness, but as evidence that his silence had truly ended.

And deep inside, he knew this was only the beginning.

 




Chapter 40 – A Seed in the Soil

The mockery at the shop had grown so common it was almost background noise. “Here comes the preacher.” “Hide your beer, the religious guy’s here.” Daniel bore it with clenched teeth and whispered prayers, asking God not to let his heart harden. He wondered often if anything he said or did made a difference.

But God was at work in ways Daniel could not see.

 

A Quiet Curiosity

One afternoon, as the others ribbed him in the break room, Daniel noticed a man at the corner table keeping unusually quiet. Mark, a younger mechanic who rarely joined the jokes, sat with earbuds dangling and eyes lowered. When the laughter subsided, Daniel caught him staring at the little Gospel of John Tony had returned weeks earlier, now sitting on the edge of the counter.

Their eyes met briefly before Mark looked away, flushing.

Later, as Daniel gathered his tools, Mark approached in a low voice. “Hey, uh… that book you gave Tony. Can I borrow it?”

Daniel blinked, heart skipping. “Of course.” He pulled a fresh copy from his pocket—he had started carrying extras—and placed it in Mark’s hand. “It’s the Gospel of John. Start at the beginning. Ask God to open your eyes as you read.”

Mark nodded quickly, stuffing it into his jacket as if afraid someone might see. “Thanks. Don’t… don’t tell the others, okay?”

Daniel smiled, his throat tight. “I won’t. But I’ll be praying for you.”

 

The Hidden Work

Over the next week, Daniel said nothing more. He resisted the urge to press. But he noticed small changes. Mark lingered in the break room after lunch, Bible tucked just under his arm. Once, Daniel overheard him humming quietly while polishing a wrench—a tune Daniel recognized from Sunday services.

One evening as they locked up, Mark muttered, “That verse where Jesus says, ‘I am the light of the world’—I’ve been thinking about it. Makes sense, you know? Feels like I’ve been in the dark for a while.”

Daniel swallowed emotion. He wanted to leap in, to preach a full sermon. Instead, he nodded gently. “He is the Light. And He’ll meet you where you are.”

Mark looked relieved at the simple reply.

 

Hope in the Ordinary

The others still mocked Daniel, but the sting felt duller now. Every laugh was answered in Daniel’s heart with a prayer: Lord, let Mark’s seed grow. Let Your Word take root.

At home, he scribbled in his journal:

They mock me, but one is listening. One is reading. One is hungry. A seed is in the soil. Lord, let it bear  fruit.

And for the first time in many days, Daniel’s tears were not only bitter with regret—they were salted with hope.

“The seed that fell on good soil represents those who truly hear and understand God’s word  

and produce a harvest of thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times as much as had been 

planted!”

— Matthew 13:23 (NLT)

Daniel closed his Bible with trembling hands. The harvest had begun, not with applause, not with comfort, but with one quiet soul slipping God’s Word into his jacket pocket.

And that was enough to keep Daniel speaking, even when mocked, because he had learned the truth: silence had killed, but obedience planted seeds.

 




Chapter 41 – An Unexpected Question

Daniel had not planned to evangelize at the grocery store. His list was short—bread, milk, and coffee— and his mind was heavy with the week’s ridicule at the shop. Still, as he pushed the cart down the aisle, he found himself humming the hymn from Sunday: “Great is Thy faithfulness…”

By the time he reached the checkout, he was humming out loud without realizing it. The cashier, a young woman with a tired expression and a nametag that read Lila, scanned his groceries quickly. She glanced at him, then paused, her brow furrowed.

“Can I ask you something?” she said.

Daniel smiled politely. “Of course.”

She tilted her head, curiosity softening her voice. “Why do you always smile? I’ve seen you here a bunch of times, and you… you just seem different. Happier. Even when people are rude in line, you never snap. Why?”

 

The Open Door

Daniel’s heart thudded. The question was so simple, but it was the very door he had been praying for— unexpected, unplanned, but unmistakably God’s. He swallowed, suddenly aware of the other customers nearby, the noise of bags rustling, the beep of scanners. Old fear whispered: Don’t make it awkward. Just give a polite answer.

But then Scripture rose in his memory:

“Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the 

hope that you have.”

— 1 Peter 3:15 (NLT, paraphrased)

Daniel’s smile widened, though his voice trembled. “Honestly? The reason I smile is because of Jesus. He’s given me hope, even when life is hard.”

Lila blinked, then leaned on the counter. “Really? Like… faith stuff?”

“Yes,” Daniel said, gripping the edge of the counter for courage. “I used to carry a lot of regret and fear. But Christ forgave me, and now I know I belong to Him. That’s why I have joy. Not because my life’s easy—but because He’s with me.”

 

A Seed Planted

Lila looked down at the receipt she was holding, folding it nervously. “I don’t know much about church. My mom took me when I was little, but… life’s been rough. I don’t see a lot of joy around.”

Daniel’s voice softened. “I understand. But Jesus said, ‘I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.’ (John 10:10, NLT). That joy isn’t fake—it’s real, even in pain. And it’s for anyone who believes in Him.”

For a moment, the busy store seemed to fade. Lila tucked the receipt into the bag and handed it over slowly. “Thanks for telling me that,” she said. Her tone wasn’t dismissive—it was thoughtful, almost tender.

Daniel slipped a small Gospel of John from his pocket and laid it gently on the counter. “Here. If you ever want to read more about Jesus, this tells His story.”

She hesitated, then took it, sliding it under the register as if to hide it from other eyes. “Maybe I’ll read it on break,” she murmured.

Daniel left the store with his groceries and a heart full of gratitude. Another seed had been planted, this time in a place he hadn’t expected—at a checkout lane, through something as simple as a smile.

“Let your good deeds shine out for all to see, so that everyone will praise your heavenly 

Father.”

— Matthew 5:16 (NLT)

 




Chapter 42 – The Power of Testimony

Daniel had told himself he would never mention Michael’s name in public. The wound was too raw, the shame too sharp. But as weeks passed, he began to realize something: his silence about Michael only repeated the mistake that haunted him. If he truly wanted to warn others, he had to tell the truth—even the part that made his voice shake.

 

Breaking the Silence

It happened one Wednesday evening at church. The small fellowship hall was crowded with folding chairs and the faint aroma of coffee. Pastor Greene had invited members to share “what God is doing in your life.” Daniel sat stiff, heart pounding.

The Spirit nudged him hard. Say it. Tell them.

He rose slowly, gripping the back of the chair in front of him for balance. His throat tightened as all eyes turned his way. “I… I need to share something,” he began, voice unsteady.

He took a deep breath. “Most of you knew my neighbor, Michael. We fished together, worked on projects, laughed like brothers. But I never told him about Jesus. Not once. And when he died suddenly…” His voice cracked. “He died without Christ. And I can’t shake it.”

The room went still. Daniel pressed on, tears blurring the faces before him. “God has shown me through my regret what silence costs. Ezekiel says the watchman is responsible if he doesn’t sound the alarm. I stayed silent. Michael’s blood is on my hands. And I don’t want that to ever happen again.”

 

The Weight and the Witness

The congregation sat in stunned silence. Then Daniel opened his Bible, voice steadier now.

“So you, son of man, I have made you a watchman… whenever you receive a message from 

me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

He let the words sink in. “That’s me now. A watchman. And I want you to know—God has forgiven me. Christ’s blood covers my silence. But my story is a warning: don’t assume tomorrow will come. Don’t assume your example alone is enough. Speak the Name of Jesus.”

He lifted his eyes, scanning the room. “I’m sharing Michael’s fate not to dishonor him, but to save others. I never want another friend, another neighbor, another coworker to stand before God without having heard the gospel plainly.”

A Stirring Among the People

 

When he sat down, the hall was heavy with conviction. Several members wiped their eyes. Pastor Greene stood, his voice thick with emotion. “This is what testimony does. Revelation tells us, ‘They have defeated him by the blood of the Lamb and by their testimony.’ (Revelation 12:11, NLT). Brother Daniel, your honesty may save more souls than you will ever know.”

After the service, people came to him one by one—an older woman whispering that she’d never witnessed to her son, a young man admitting he’d been afraid to talk to classmates. Daniel listened, prayed with them, and urged them gently: “Don’t repeat my silence. Say His Name now.”

For the first time, Daniel realized his deepest regret had become his most powerful testimony. The enemy wanted it to chain him in despair. But God had turned it into a trumpet blast.

As he left the fellowship hall, Daniel whispered into the night air, “Michael, your story will not be wasted. God is using it. And I will not be silent again.”

 




Chapter 43 – A Family Meal Turns Serious

Daniel had spoken to coworkers. He had planted seeds with strangers. He had even shared Michael’s story in church. But there was one table he had not yet faced—the table in his own home. For weeks, he had rehearsed the words, prayed over them, written and rewritten them in his journal. Tonight, he resolved, the silence would end here too.

 

The Table Gathering

It was an ordinary supper: roast chicken, potatoes, and green beans. His wife hummed as she set the plates, the children laughed about a story from school, and the house was filled with the simple warmth of family life. Daniel listened, smiling, but inside his chest his heart thudded like a drum.

As the laughter quieted and plates emptied, he folded his hands on the table. “There’s something I need to say,” he began softly. The room stilled. His wife glanced at him, sensing the weight in his tone.

The children grew quiet. Forks paused.

 

The Father’s Plea

“I’ve been carrying a burden,” Daniel said, voice low. “Many of you know about Michael, our neighbor who passed away. I never told him about Jesus, and I live with that regret every day. But God has been teaching me something through that pain—that silence is not love. And I can’t stay silent with the people I love most.”

He turned to his children, then to his wife. “I need to know that each of you has trusted Christ—not just gone to church, not just prayed before meals, but personally believed in Him for salvation.”

His wife’s eyes glistened, her hand finding his. “Daniel…” she whispered, “I know Jesus. You’ve seen my faith. But I’ve longed for you to lead us this way.”

The children shifted in their seats. One whispered, “Dad, I’m not sure what it means to ‘believe in Him.’”

Daniel’s heart broke with both sorrow and joy. This was the moment.

He opened his Bible on the table, the pages familiar, his voice trembling but firm:

“For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.”

— Romans 3:23 (NLT)

“But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still 

sinners.”

— Romans 5:8 (NLT)

“If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him 

from the dead, you will be saved.”

— Romans 10:9 (NLT)

He looked at them earnestly. “This is the gospel. This is what Michael never heard from me. I will not let another loved one leave my table without knowing the truth. Jesus died for you. He rose again. And He offers forgiveness and eternal life if you will believe.”

 

The Response

Silence hung heavy for a moment. Then his youngest spoke, “Dad, I want to believe.” His wife nodded, tears streaming. “Let’s pray together,” she said.

So around the dinner table, plates still half-full, they bowed their heads. Daniel led them in prayer— confessing sin, declaring Jesus as Lord, asking Him for salvation. Each voice echoed his words, sincere, halting, but real.

When they lifted their heads, the room felt changed. It wasn’t the meal that had nourished them most that night—it was the gospel spoken plainly, finally, in their home.

Daniel wiped his eyes and smiled through tears. “This is the greatest meal we’ve ever shared.”

And deep in his heart, he knew the watchman’s horn had finally sounded where it mattered most: in his own family.

“Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved, along with everyone in your household.”

— Acts 16:31 (NLT)




Chapter 44 – A Tearful Prayer

The dinner plates were pushed aside now, the food forgotten. Daniel’s Bible lay open between the cups of milk and cooling potatoes, its pages shining under the kitchen light. His heart pounded as he looked across the table at his youngest, eyes wide and wet.

“Dad,” the child whispered, voice trembling, “I… I want Jesus.”

Daniel’s throat caught. Tears stung his eyes, blurring the page before him. He reached across the table, taking the small hand in his. His wife covered both their hands with hers, and the other children leaned in, silent, their own eyes damp.

 

The Gospel Made Simple

Daniel cleared his throat, his voice shaking. “Sweetheart, this is the most important choice you’ll ever make. It’s not about being perfect. It’s not about trying harder. It’s about trusting Jesus—believing He died for you, and that He rose again.”

He turned the Bible toward them all and read softly:

“But to all who believed him and accepted him, he gave the right to become children of 

God.”

— John 1:12 (NLT)

He squeezed the little hand in his. “Do you believe He died for your sins? Do you believe He rose again?”

The child nodded, tears spilling down their cheeks. “Yes, Daddy. I believe.”

 

The Tearful Prayer

Daniel bowed his head, guiding gently: “Then pray with me.” His voice broke as he spoke the words slowly.

“Jesus… I know I’m a sinner. I know I’ve done wrong. But I believe You died for me. I believe You rose again. Please forgive me. Please save me. I want You to be my Lord and my Savior.”

The small voice repeated each phrase, halting at times, but sincere. By the end, tears streaked down both their faces.

When the prayer ended, silence filled the room—a holy, trembling silence. Daniel lifted his head and saw his child’s face shining with joy. “You belong to Him now,” he whispered. “Forever. Nothing can take you away from Jesus.”

His wife was openly weeping, clutching Daniel’s arm. The other children wiped at their eyes, and one murmured, “That was beautiful.”

A Household Rejoices

Daniel closed his Bible with reverence, placing his hand over it. “The angels in heaven are rejoicing tonight.” He looked around the table, his own tears spilling freely. “And so is your dad.”

They prayed again as a family, voices mingling—some trembling, some strong—but all full of gratitude.

When the amen was spoken, laughter mingled with tears. The food was cold, but the room was warm with the presence of God.

Daniel leaned back, overwhelmed. His silence had once cost him his neighbor, but tonight his voice had helped bring his own child into the kingdom. The horn had sounded, and this time, someone had answered.

“I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are following the truth.”

— 3 John 1:4 (NLT)

And as Daniel tucked his youngest into bed later that night, he kissed their forehead and whispered through tears, “You’re safe in His hands now. Forever safe.”

 




Chapter 45 – The First Conversion

Daniel could hardly sleep that night. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw his youngest child’s tear-streaked face, lips whispering the words that welcomed Jesus into their heart. For weeks, he had dreamed only of chains and flames, but tonight his dreams were filled with light, laughter, and the echo of a prayer that changed eternity.

 

A Father’s Joy

At breakfast, the atmosphere felt different. There was laughter, yes, but underneath it ran a quiet reverence. His youngest clutched the small Bible Daniel had given them after supper, reading verses haltingly but eagerly. Every so often, the child looked up with a smile that melted Daniel’s heart.

It hit him afresh: this was the first soul he had watched cross from death to life because he had spoken instead of staying silent. The joy that filled him was unlike anything he had known.

“In the same way, there is joy in the presence of God’s angels when even one sinner 

repents.”

— Luke 15:10 (NLT)

Daniel whispered, “If the angels rejoice, then I will rejoice too.” His voice trembled with gratitude.

The Weight Reversed

All the weeks of shame, all the sleepless nights replaying Michael’s fate—none of that disappeared, but it was transformed. The regret became fuel, the sorrow a platform, the failure a teacher. He had once felt blood on his hands, but now he had witnessed life in his home.

He remembered his pastor’s words: Conviction is meant to drive you to obedience, not despair. Now he understood. The despair that had crushed him had been redirected into boldness, and that boldness had led to salvation.

He journaled late that morning:

The enemy said it was too late. But tonight proved he is a liar. I cannot save Michael. But I can speak to the living. And when I do, God saves. My child is proof. My silence was deadly, but my words—His Word—brought life.

“For I am not ashamed of this Good News about Christ. It is the power of God at work, 

saving everyone who believes.”

— Romans 1:16 (NLT)

 

A Watchman’s Reward

That Sunday, Daniel couldn’t contain his joy. When testimony time came, he stood and shared, tears running freely: “This week, my youngest prayed to receive Christ. I watched my child pass from darkness into light, from death to life. And it happened because I finally broke my silence at the table.”

The congregation erupted in applause and amens. Pastor Greene lifted his hand in praise. “This is the power of God’s Word. This is why we speak.”

Daniel sat, face in his hands, overwhelmed. This was what it meant to be a watchman—not to live crushed by failure, but to live driven by obedience and rewarded with joy.

That night, as he tucked his youngest into bed, the child whispered, “Dad, I feel different inside. I feel… happy.”

Daniel kissed their forehead. “That’s the joy of salvation. Hold onto it. Tell others about it. Never be ashamed of Jesus.”

As he turned out the light, he prayed silently: Lord, let this be the first of many. If You can use me to help save even one, You can use me to help save many. My lips are Yours.

And in the quiet house, Daniel felt the smile of God—joy that mirrored heaven’s, joy that assured him his story was not ending in regret, but in redemption.

 

Part V – The Mission Grows (Ch. 46–55)

Daniel becomes a soul-winner, driven by urgency.




Chapter 46 – On the Streets of the City

Daniel had spoken in his home. He had stumbled through conversations at work. He had seen the miracle of salvation around his own table. But as weeks passed, another conviction burned in his chest: the message was not just for family and coworkers—it was for the streets, the strangers, the city itself.

 

The Step of Faith

On a Saturday morning, Daniel rose before dawn, knees on the floor, Bible open to Acts. His eyes landed on the words that refused to let him go:

“And every day, in the Temple and from house to house, they continued to teach and preach  

this message: “Jesus is the Messiah.””

— Acts 5:42 (NLT)

“House to house. Streets to streets,” Daniel whispered. “Lord, I am afraid, but I will not be silent.”

He scribbled a verse on a card—Romans 10:9—and slipped it into his pocket. Then he drove into the city square, parking a block away so he could walk and pray. His hands trembled as he carried his worn Bible under his arm, heart pounding like a hammer.

At the fountain in the center, he paused. People streamed past—shoppers, parents with strollers, teenagers with earbuds. He swallowed hard. His knees felt weak.

What if they laugh? What if they mock me again? What if I fail?

But then another verse rose like a command:

“Preach the word of God. Be prepared, whether the time is favorable or not.”

— 2 Timothy 4:2 (NLT)

Daniel stepped onto the edge of the fountain. His voice cracked at first, but he lifted it anyway: “Friends, can I have a moment? I want to share some good news with you!”

 

Trembling but Bold

Heads turned. A few frowned. Some ignored him. But a handful stopped. Daniel’s knees shook, but his voice steadied as he opened the Bible.

“The Bible says, ‘For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.’ (Romans 3:23, NLT). But it also says, ‘God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.’ (Romans 5:8, NLT). And here is the promise: ‘If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.’ (Romans 10:9, NLT).” The words poured out—not polished, not eloquent, but urgent. His hands shook as he pointed to the Bible. “I stand here because I once stayed silent—and I regret it more than I can bear. But today, I tell you plainly: Jesus is alive. He saves. He forgives. And He wants you.”

A few smirked and walked away. But others lingered—an older man leaning on a cane, a mother holding her daughter’s hand, a teenager with a skateboard under his arm. They didn’t say much, but they listened.

 

The Beginning of Boldness

When Daniel finally stepped down, sweat ran down his back, his throat raw. He half expected jeers, but instead the man with the cane approached. “Thank you,” he said simply. “It’s been a long time since I’ve heard someone speak like that.”

Daniel nodded, overwhelmed. He handed the man one of the Gospel tracts he had tucked into his Bible. “Please read this. Jesus loves you.”

As the man walked away, Daniel sank onto the fountain’s edge, trembling—but not with fear this time. With awe. God had used his weak voice to sound the watchman’s horn in the city.

That night, he wrote in his journal:

Today, I preached on the street. My voice shook, but the Word was strong. Some laughed, some ignored,  but some listened. And that is enough. Lord, make me bold again tomorrow.

He fell asleep with one verse echoing in his heart, the verse that had carried him there in the first place:

“We cannot stop telling about everything we have seen and heard.”

— Acts 4:20 (NLT)

And in that moment, Daniel knew: trembling or not, bold or broken, he was finally living the calling of a watchman.

 




Chapter 47 – The Letter Never Leaves Him

Daniel had found his voice at last—at home, at work, on the city streets. But even as new courage filled him, one thing never faded: the letter from his dreams. The burning words Michael had penned in the vision still followed him like a shadow.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Christ?”

“Do not err, my friend, again.”

Those lines pressed against every conversation, every choice. It was as though Michael’s plea had been branded onto Daniel’s soul, impossible to erase.

A Constant Reminder

At the shop, when coworkers joked, Daniel no longer stayed silent. He remembered the letter and asked softly, “But what about eternity? Do you ever think about where you’ll go?”

At family meals, he made sure the Bible was open before dessert. He remembered the letter and refused to let his own children leave the table without hearing truth.

Even in ordinary errands—paying for gas, talking with a neighbor over the fence, exchanging words with a stranger in line—the words from the dream burned inside him, urging him forward. Say His Name. Tell them now. Do not wait.

The letter never left him. It was a wound, yes, but also a compass.

 

The Scripture That Confirmed It

Every time the memory of Michael’s letter stabbed him, Daniel turned to Scripture for strength. One verse in particular became his anchor:

“When I say to the wicked, ‘You will surely die,’ and you fail to warn them… I will hold you  

responsible for their deaths. But if you warn them and they refuse to repent, they will die in 

their sins, but you will have saved yourself.”

— Ezekiel 3:18–19 (NLT)

Daniel whispered it under his breath almost daily. “Warn them. Even if they laugh. Even if they walk away. Warn them.”

The letter had taught him that silence kills. The Word had taught him that obedience saves—if not always the hearer, at least the watchman.

 

Every Conversation Redeemed

Weeks turned into months, and Daniel discovered something profound: Michael’s words had become his fuel. What the enemy meant to chain him in despair, God had transformed into fire.

• When Tony rolled his eyes, Daniel remembered the letter and pressed gently, “I just don’t want 

to miss the chance to tell you Jesus loves you.”

• When Lila at the grocery store asked why he smiled, Daniel remembered the letter and gladly 

handed her a Gospel booklet.

• When his youngest read Scripture aloud at the dinner table, Daniel remembered the letter and 

gave thanks that silence no longer reigned in his home.

The letter never left him. It was always there, behind his ribs, pushing him forward. Not haunting him anymore—but harnessing him to the mission God had given.

One night, as he journaled by lamplight, Daniel wrote:

Michael’s letter was written in fire, but God has written it in grace upon my heart. I cannot forget it, and I do not want to. His words are my reminder: speak now. Speak always. Eternity is too long to stay silent.

He closed his Bible, whispering the words that had become his life’s refrain:

“Never again will I hold back the Name of Jesus.”

And with that vow, Daniel realized—the letter would never leave him, and he would never let it.

 




Chapter 48 – Strangers at the Café

Daniel had learned to keep a small Gospel of John tucked into his jacket pocket wherever he went. Sometimes it stayed hidden all day. Sometimes he gave it away within an hour of leaving the house. But he had promised the Lord: If You open a door, I will walk through it.

That morning, he stopped at a café downtown after errands. He ordered a black coffee and sat near the window, Bible open, scribbling in his journal. His prayer was simple: Lord, use me today.

 

The Encounter

He had just finished underlining Romans 10:9 when he noticed her. A college student—maybe nineteen or twenty—sat alone two tables over, her hands wrapped around a paper cup that had long since gone cold. Tears streaked her cheeks, and she tried to hide them behind her sleeve.

Daniel’s chest tightened. He felt the Spirit’s nudge. Go to her.

Fear whispered: You’ll look strange. She’ll tell you to leave her alone. But Michael’s letter burned in his memory: “Do all you can for souls of men.”

Daniel stood, carrying his coffee, and walked slowly to her table. “Excuse me,” he said gently. “I couldn’t help but notice you seem upset. Are you all right?”

The young woman looked up, startled, then quickly wiped her eyes. “I’m fine,” she muttered, though her voice cracked.

Daniel pulled out the chair across from her but didn’t sit just yet. “I don’t mean to intrude. I just… I’ve learned not to ignore when someone’s hurting. Sometimes it helps to talk.”

She hesitated, then nodded faintly. “You can sit.”




The Conversation

Her story tumbled out in fragments: a breakup, failing grades, pressure from her parents, loneliness that gnawed like a wound. “I don’t even know why I’m crying in a café,” she whispered. “I just feel… empty.”

Daniel listened, nodding, praying silently. Then, when she paused, he leaned forward. “I know something about emptiness. I carried it myself for years. But I also know the One who filled it.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

Daniel opened his Bible, pointing to John 14:27.

“I am leaving you with a gift—peace of mind and heart. And the peace I give is a gift the 

world cannot give. So don’t be troubled or afraid.”

— John 14:27 (NLT)

Her eyes lingered on the words. “Peace,” she whispered. “That’s what I don’t have.”

Daniel nodded, voice trembling with both nervousness and urgency. “That peace is found in Jesus. He loves you. He died for you. And He offers you life—eternal life, and peace with God—if you’ll trust Him.”

Tears welled again, but softer this time. “I don’t know if I can believe,” she admitted.

“That’s all right,” Daniel said gently. “Start with a prayer. Tell Him honestly where you are. Ask Him to show Himself to you. He will.”

He slid the small Gospel of John across the table. “This is His story. Read it. Let Him speak to you through it.”

She held it like a fragile gift, staring at the cover. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I needed this today.”

 

Leaving with Hope

When Daniel left the café, his heart raced—not from fear, but from awe. The conversation had been simple, awkward at moments, but real. A seed had been planted, watered with tears.

He whispered as he walked to his truck, “Lord, bring her peace. Let her find You.”

That night, in his journal, he wrote:

Today I met a stranger in a café, but not a stranger to You, Lord. You knew her name. You knew her sorrow. And You gave me the courage to speak. The watchman’s horn sounded again.

“For the Son of Man came to seek and save those who are lost.”

— Luke 19:10 (NLT)

Daniel closed the journal and bowed his head. For the first time, he realized his story had grown bigger than regret. It was now a chain of moments—each one a chance to point another soul to Christ.

And he prayed, “Lord, let me never miss the next one.”

 




Chapter 49 – A Door-to-Door Knock

Daniel had prayed for courage in the café, and God had given it. Now a heavier burden stirred in him: not just to speak when opportunities came, but to seek them. His pastor’s words echoed from the pulpit the previous Sunday: “Go out into the highways and hedges, and compel them to come in, that my house may be filled” (Luke 14:23).

So on a cool Saturday morning, Daniel tucked tracts and little Gospels of John into his bag, prayed with trembling lips, and walked the streets of his own neighborhood. His heart pounded with every step. He had rehearsed the words over and over: “Hello, my name is Daniel. I’m from [church name]. I just wanted to share some good news about Jesus Christ…”

The horn of the watchman was moving from pulpit to pavement.

 

The First Door

He stopped at the first house, a tidy white ranch with wind chimes on the porch. His knuckles hovered over the wood, frozen. Fear hissed: They’ll slam the door. They’ll laugh in your face.

But Michael’s letter burned in his mind: “Do all you can for souls of men. Plead with them now quite earnestly…”

Daniel knocked.

A woman opened the door halfway, frowning. “Yes?”

Daniel cleared his throat. “Good morning, ma’am. I just wanted to share with you that Jesus loves you, and He offers forgiveness and eternal life to all who believe in Him.” He handed her a small tract.

Her eyes narrowed. “Not interested,” she said curtly, pushing the tract back at him before closing the door.

The rejection stung, but Daniel whispered as he stepped off the porch, “Lord, she’s in Your hands. Help me keep going.”

 

The Resistance

At the next few houses, the responses varied—polite nods, awkward smiles, one man who muttered, “Fanatic,” before shutting the door. Each “no” weighed on Daniel’s spirit. His throat ached, his hands trembled.

Am I wasting my time? he wondered. Am I just irritating people?

But then Scripture returned like a sword in his hand:

“So you must remain faithful to what you have been taught from the beginning.”

— 2 Timothy 3:14 (NLT)

“Preach the word of God. Be prepared, whether the time is favorable or not.”

— 2 Timothy 4:2 (NLT)

The Word steadied him. This wasn’t about results. It was about obedience.

 

The Door that Stayed Open

Near the end of the block, he knocked on another door. A weary man in his forties answered, wiping his hands on a dish towel. “What do you want?” he asked, clearly impatient.

Daniel swallowed. “Sir, I just wanted to tell you that Jesus loves you. He died for you. And He rose again so you could have eternal life.” He offered him a Gospel booklet.

The man didn’t take it at first. But he didn’t close the door either. He sighed, leaning against the frame. “My mom used to tell me that all the time. She passed last year. Haven’t thought about God much since.”

Daniel’s heart raced. “Then maybe He’s reminding you today through me,” he said softly. “Sir, He hasn’t forgotten you. And He wants you to come home.”

The man stared at the booklet for a long moment before finally taking it. “I’ll read it,” he muttered. “Thanks.” Then the door shut gently.

Daniel stepped onto the sidewalk, breath catching. “Thank You, Lord,” he whispered. “Even one open door is worth a hundred closed.”

That evening, he wrote in his journal:

Today I knocked. Some resisted, some mocked, some slammed the door. But one listened. One took the Word. Lord, give me strength to keep knocking. For silence kills, but obedience plants seeds.

“So let’s not get tired of doing what is good. At just the right time we will reap a harvest of 

blessing if we don’t give up.”

— Galatians 6:9 (NLT)

And Daniel knew—no matter how many doors closed in his face, he would keep knocking.

 




Chapter 50 – Battling Discouragement

Daniel had knocked on dozens of doors. He had spoken in the café, at the shop, on the sidewalks of the city. He had given away Gospel tracts and small Bibles until his jacket pockets were empty. But there were weeks when nothing seemed to happen. No visible change. No one prayed. No one asked for more. No one came to church.

And in those quiet weeks, discouragement crept in like fog, slow but suffocating.

The Weariness of Waiting

 

Daniel sat at his kitchen table one evening, journal open but pen idle. His heart was heavy. “Lord, I’ve spoken, I’ve sown, I’ve prayed—but there’s no fruit. Am I failing You all over again?”

His mind drifted back to the faces: the slammed doors, the polite nods, the mocking laughter at the shop. He thought of the man who had promised to read the Gospel of John weeks ago—yet Daniel had seen him drinking outside the corner store, still lost in bitterness.

Maybe I’m wasting my breath, he thought. Maybe I’m not cut out for this.

But then Scripture nudged him, quiet but firm:

“The farmer plants seed by taking God’s word to others.”

— Mark 4:14 (NLT)

“The seed that fell on good soil represents those who truly hear and understand God’s word  

and produce a harvest…”

— Matthew 13:23 (NLT)

Daniel exhaled, whispering, “My job is to sow, not to grow. The harvest belongs to You.”

 

Remembering the Mission

At church that Sunday, the pastor preached from Galatians:

“So let’s not get tired of doing what is good. At just the right time we will reap a harvest of 

blessing if we don’t give up.”

— Galatians 6:9 (NLT)

The words pierced Daniel like fresh fire. Don’t give up. Don’t measure faithfulness by fruit you can see.

After the service, a woman approached him quietly. “Brother Daniel, I’ve been watching your courage. It’s convicting me. I spoke to my sister about Christ this week for the first time. Thank you for being faithful.”

Tears filled his eyes. Even when he thought nothing was happening, God had been working through his example.

 

Pressing On

That night, Daniel wrote in his journal:

Discouragement is real. The silence of weeks feels heavy. But silence in my mouth is far worse. Lord, I will keep speaking. I will keep sowing. You alone know which seeds will sprout. My mission is obedience, not applause. My calling is faithfulness, not numbers.

He bowed his head and prayed: “Father, when discouragement comes, remind me that heaven sees what earth does not. Help me endure the waiting. Help me trust the harvest to You.”

And though the weeks might pass without visible fruit, Daniel knew the truth: every word spoken, every tract handed out, every awkward conversation—God was using it. Seeds were in the soil. Rain would come in His time.

“The rain and snow come down from the heavens and stay on the ground to water the 

earth. They cause the grain to grow, producing seed for the farmer and bread for the 

hungry. It is the same with my word. I send it out, and it always produces fruit.”

— Isaiah 55:10–11 (NLT)

Daniel closed his Bible and whispered with weary but steady resolve: “I will not stop sowing.”

 




Chapter 51 – A Young Man’s Surrender

Daniel never forgot Michael’s face in his dreams, but the image of his neighbor was slowly being joined by new faces—living ones, faces of those who still had a chance to hear. Each conversation felt like a battle, but with every step of obedience, he sensed God’s hand leading him. And one night, that obedience put him in the path of a young man whose life was hanging by a thread.

 

A Desperate Encounter

It was late when Daniel left a midweek Bible study, his Bible tucked under his arm. The streets were quiet except for the hum of a streetlight. As he walked past the park, he noticed someone sitting alone on a bench—a teenager in a hoodie, shoulders slumped, hands trembling.

Daniel hesitated. Fear whispered: It’s none of your business. Keep walking. But the Spirit pressed: Stop. Speak.

He approached slowly. “Evening,” he said gently. “You doing okay?”

The boy didn’t look up. “Not really,” he muttered. His voice cracked like glass under weight.

Daniel sat a few feet away. “Want to talk about it?”

The story spilled out in fragments: parents divorced, fights at school, a girlfriend who had left, nights filled with loneliness. “I don’t want to live anymore,” he admitted, eyes brimming. “I was going to end it tonight. No one cares anyway.”

Daniel’s chest tightened. “I care,” he said firmly. “And more than me—Jesus cares. He sees you right here. He knows your pain.”

 

The Gospel of Hope

The teen shook his head bitterly. “God wouldn’t want someone like me. I’ve messed up too much.” Daniel opened his Bible, turning to Romans 5. His voice was steady but tender:

“But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still 

sinners.”

— Romans 5:8 (NLT)

He looked straight at the boy. “Did you hear that? While we were still sinners. That means right now. God loves you as you are, not as you wish you were.”

Tears spilled down the teen’s face. “But I don’t even know how to start.”

Daniel flipped to Romans 10.

“If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him 

from the dead, you will be saved.”

— Romans 10:9 (NLT)

“You start by believing,” Daniel said softly. “By asking Him to forgive you, to save you, to give you new life. Not fancy words—just an honest heart.”

 

The Surrender

The boy’s lip trembled. “Will you… help me?”

Daniel’s eyes blurred with tears. “Yes. Let’s pray.”

On that park bench, under the glow of a flickering streetlight, the teen bowed his head. Daniel led slowly: “Jesus, I know I’m a sinner. I know I’ve run out of hope. But I believe You died for me. I believe You rose again. Please forgive me. Please save me. Be my Lord and Savior.”

The boy repeated each line, his voice shaking but clear. When he whispered amen, his shoulders slumped as though a weight had rolled off. He looked up, eyes still wet but lighter. “I… I feel different. Like I can breathe again.”

Daniel pressed a Gospel of John into his hand. “This is His story. Start reading tonight. And remember —you are not alone anymore. Jesus has you now.”

They sat a while longer, talking quietly. Before leaving, Daniel promised to meet him again tomorrow, to help him grow in his new faith.

As Daniel walked home, his heart soared with gratitude. “Thank You, Lord,” he whispered. “From death to life—right before my eyes.”

And he remembered Jesus’ words with fresh awe:

“The thief’s purpose is to steal and kill and destroy. My purpose is to give them a rich and 

satisfying life.”

— John 10:10 (NLT)

That night, Daniel’s tears were not for Michael’s lost soul, but for the miracle of a young man’s surrender.

 




Chapter 52 – The Prayer Meeting

Daniel had seen God work in coffee shops, on street corners, and even on a cold park bench with a broken young man. But now he realized he could not carry this burden alone. The call to speak was his, yes—but God had also given the church a shared mission. And sometimes, the greatest work began not with speaking to men but with crying out to God together.

 

A Gathering of the Burdened

On a Thursday night, Daniel entered the fellowship hall at his church. The lights were dim, the chairs in a circle, a simple cross standing at the front. Only a handful of people had come—ten or twelve at most. Some clutched worn Bibles, others small notebooks filled with names.

Pastor Greene welcomed them softly. “Tonight we pray for souls. Not for programs, not for money, not even for health—though those things matter. Tonight, we weep for the lost. Tonight, we ask God to move in our city.”

Daniel took a seat, his journal open on his lap. He had already scribbled the names of his coworkers, his neighbors, even Lila the cashier and the young man from the park. Each name burned like a coal on the page.

The pastor opened with Scripture:

“Brothers and sisters, my heart’s desire and my prayer to God for the Israelites is for them 

to be saved.”

— Romans 10:1 (NLT)

“This must be our heart too,” Greene said. “Let us pray.”

 

Crying Out to God

One by one, the group began to pray aloud. A mother wept for her son, who had turned from church and sunk into addiction. An older man pleaded for his neighbors who politely rejected every invitation. A teenager asked for courage to speak to her classmates.

When Daniel’s turn came, his voice shook. “Lord, forgive me for the years I stayed silent. Thank You for giving me another chance. I lift up Tony from the shop, Sarah across the street, Mark who’s reading the Bible in secret, Lila at the café, and the young man You saved last week. And Lord…” his voice broke, “I can’t stop thinking about Michael. His fate drives me, God. Don’t let me waste another opportunity. Give me boldness to speak, and open hearts to hear.”

The room was filled with sobs, whispers, and cries to heaven. It wasn’t polished. It wasn’t scripted. But it was real. They were a small army on their knees.

As they prayed, Daniel felt the heaviness shift. The burden was still there—but now it was shared. He wasn’t a lone watchman anymore. He was part of a wall of watchmen, sounding the trumpet together.

 

Strength for the Mission

The meeting ended simply—with silence, then a hymn sung softly, voices trembling but true: “I need Thee every hour…”

As Daniel walked out into the night air, his heart felt steadier than it had in months. He wasn’t alone. Others wept for souls too. Others longed for boldness. Others were carrying the same fire.

He wrote in his journal before bed:

The enemy mocks, the world resists, weeks pass without fruit—but tonight reminded me: the battle is not mine alone. God has given me brothers and sisters who cry for the lost. Together, our prayers shake  heaven. Together, we will see fruit.

And he clung to the promise of Jesus:

“For where two or three gather together as my followers, I am there among them.”

— Matthew 18:20 (NLT)

That night, Daniel slept soundly—not because the burden was gone, but because he knew he was not carrying it alone.

 




Chapter 53 – Opposition in the Community

The more Daniel spoke, the more the city noticed. At first, he was only a curiosity—the mechanic who quoted Scripture, the neighbor who knocked on doors, the man who preached with a trembling voice at the fountain. But as weeks turned into months, his persistence drew sharper eyes. Some began to call it boldness. Others called it something else—fanaticism.

 

Whispers Turn Public

It started with murmurs. A shop owner complained that Daniel made customers uncomfortable by handing out tracts. A café manager quietly asked him not to leave Gospel booklets on the tables. A few parents muttered that he was trying to “scare the kids” with talk of sin and eternity.

But soon the whispers became meetings. At a town council session, a leader cleared his throat and said, “We need to talk about this man who’s been causing a stir. He’s scaring folks with his street preaching and going door to door uninvited. Religion has its place, but this kind of fanaticism is crossing the line.”

The words spread like fire. By the weekend, Daniel was hearing it secondhand: fanatic, extremist, overzealous.

The names cut deep. Fear pressed in: Maybe I’ve gone too far. Maybe I’m driving people away instead of drawing them in.

But the Spirit reminded him of Jesus’ words:

“If the world hates you, remember that it hated me first.”

— John 15:18 (NLT)

Daniel exhaled slowly. “If they called You names, Lord, I’ll endure mine.”

 

The Meeting with Leaders

A week later, Daniel was summoned by the town council. He stood in the chamber, Bible in hand, as the officials sat in their rows. One spoke sharply: “Mr. Crawford, we respect your beliefs. But your methods are disruptive. People feel harassed. Frankly, you’re becoming a problem.”

Daniel’s heart pounded. He remembered Peter and John before the Sanhedrin, threatened for preaching Christ. Their words came alive:

“We cannot stop telling about everything we have seen and heard.”

— Acts 4:20 (NLT)

With trembling voice, Daniel replied, “I understand your concerns. But I must obey God above men. I will not force anyone to listen, but I cannot stay silent about Jesus Christ. Too many souls are at stake.”

The room grew tense. One leader muttered, “Fanatic.” Another sighed. But a silence lingered—an uneasy recognition that his conviction was immovable.

 

The Aftermath

Outside, Daniel sat on the steps of city hall, shoulders heavy. Part of him wanted to shrink back, to fade into quiet. But as he bowed his head, a verse rose like a lifeline:

“God blesses you when people mock you and persecute you and lie about you… Be happy 

about it! Be very glad! For a great reward awaits you in heaven.”

— Matthew 5:11–12 (NLT)

Tears blurred his vision. “Then, Lord, I will count it joy. If they call me a fanatic for loving You, let it be so.”

That night, he wrote in his journal:

Today, I was called fanatic. But tomorrow, I will be called faithful if I endure. Michael’s letter still burns in me. I will not let community pressure silence the trumpet. Better mocked now than mourned later.

The enemy had raised opposition, but Daniel knew what it really meant: the gospel was stirring hearts. And he vowed, with renewed determination, that no title—mocking or official—would turn him back.

 




Chapter 54 – A Debate at the Library

Daniel had expected ridicule. He had braced for rejection. But he hadn’t expected a formal challenge.

It came one Wednesday afternoon when the town library announced a community forum: “Faith and Reason: A Public Discussion.” A well-known skeptic in town, Professor Raymond Ellis, had requested the platform. And to Daniel’s surprise, his name was listed as the “faith representative.”

When Pastor Greene showed him the flyer, Daniel’s stomach dropped. “Me? A debate? In front of everyone?”

The pastor nodded gently. “You’ve been bold on the streets, Daniel. Maybe God wants your testimony heard in a new place.”

 

Preparing for the Test

The week leading up to the forum was restless. Daniel filled his journal with verses, questions, and shaky outlines. He was no trained apologist. He feared sounding foolish. Yet he kept coming back to one passage:

“Don’t worry in advance about what to say, for the Holy Spirit will teach you at that time 

what needs to be said.”

— Luke 12:11–12 (NLT)

“Lord,” Daniel prayed each night, “I don’t need clever words. I need Your Word. Give me courage to speak it.”

On the evening of the debate, the library’s community room was packed—students, townsfolk, council members who had recently accused him of fanaticism. Daniel clutched his Bible like a lifeline, palms sweating.

 

Faith Against Skepticism

The moderator introduced them. Professor Ellis, a sharp-dressed man with glasses, began with confidence. “Religion is a crutch,” he declared. “It offers comfort but not truth. Science explains our world. Death is the end. Talk of hell is fearmongering.”

Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Ellis smirked, clearly used to being the most confident voice in the room.

Daniel swallowed hard, then rose, Bible trembling in his hands. “I’m not here with clever arguments,” he began. “I’m here with truth I cannot deny. The Bible says, ‘For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.’ (Romans 3:23, NLT). That includes me. That includes you. But it also says, ‘God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.’ (Romans 5:8, NLT).”

Ellis scoffed. “Quoting an old book doesn’t make it true.”

Daniel’s voice strengthened. “But that ‘old book’ has changed lives—including mine. I once stayed silent while my best friend died without Christ. His absence haunts me. But his memory drives me to tell you this: eternity is real, and Jesus is the only Savior.”

A hush fell. Daniel pressed on. “You call it fearmongering. I call it love. If I see a house on fire and do nothing, that’s cruelty. Warning you of the fire—that’s love.”

 

The Power of Testimony

Ellis argued with polished words about evolution, morality, and science. Daniel answered with Scripture, stories, and tears. “I cannot prove God in a lab,” he admitted. “But I can point to lives transformed—including my own, my child who came to Christ, and a young man who chose life instead of suicide because of Jesus. That is evidence no skeptic can erase.”

The moderator ended the session, thanking both men. Some applauded Ellis’s intellect. But others wiped tears, moved by Daniel’s raw sincerity.

As people left, one student approached Daniel quietly. “I came tonight to mock. But… something you said about the fire and love—it stuck with me. Can we talk later?”

Daniel nodded, heart swelling. “Yes. Anytime.”

 

That night, Daniel wrote in his journal:

The debate was uneven—he had knowledge, I had weakness. But weakness is where Christ’s power shines. I spoke His Name. I sounded the horn. And maybe, just maybe, one heard the call.

He closed with a verse that summed up the night:

“We preach Christ crucified… Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”

— 1 Corinthians 1:23–24 (NLT)

And for the first time in weeks, Daniel realized: obedience in weakness is still victory.




Chapter 55 – The Gospel in the Park

The annual summer festival had always been a highlight for the town—food vendors, music on the stage, children laughing on carnival rides. Daniel had attended many times with his family, never imagining one day he would stand in front of the crowd with an open Bible, trembling but determined to preach.

 

The Festival Crowd

He prayed all week: Lord, give me courage. Open ears. Prepare hearts. Pastor Greene had encouraged him: “This is your Jerusalem, Daniel. Start here, in your own city.”

So on Saturday afternoon, while the band was switching sets and the crowd milled about the park, Daniel climbed onto a small wooden platform near the fountain—the same spot where he had first preached months before. He cleared his throat, heart pounding. “Friends, may I have a moment of your time?”

A few turned their heads. Most kept walking. But some stopped, curious. Daniel lifted his voice.

 

The Gospel Proclaimed

“I stand here because God has put a burden on my heart. The Bible says, ‘For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard.’ (Romans 3:23, NLT). That includes me. That includes all of us. But here is the good news: ‘God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.’ (Romans 5:8, NLT).”

A group of teenagers snickered loudly. One mimicked his words with exaggerated gestures. Daniel’s cheeks burned, but he pressed on.

“And here is the promise: ‘If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.’ (Romans 10:9, NLT). Saved—from sin, from death, from hell itself. Saved for life eternal with God.”

The teens shouted, “Fanatic!” A vendor shook his head. Yet others grew still. An older woman wiped her eyes. A young father pulled his children closer, listening.

Daniel’s voice grew stronger. “I once stayed silent when I should have spoken. My friend died without Christ, and I carry that grief daily. But his loss has taught me one thing: silence kills. And I cannot stay silent anymore. That’s why I tell you—turn to Jesus. He loves you. He will forgive you. He will give you life.”

Division in the Crowd

The reactions were sharp and mixed. Some mocked, shouting jokes as they walked away. Others shook their heads, muttering that religion had no place at a festival. But a few lingered.

One young man, no older than twenty, stepped forward with tears in his eyes. “Is it true?” he asked shakily. “Even after everything I’ve done?”

Daniel stepped down from the platform and gripped his shoulder. “Yes. Especially after everything you’ve done. Christ died for sinners like us.” He opened his Bible to 1 John 1:9:

“But if we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 

cleanse us from all wickedness.”

The young man bowed his head right there in the park, praying quietly as festival music blared in the background. When he lifted his face, his eyes shone with new hope.

 

A Watchman’s Joy

Not everyone believed. Some left mocking, others indifferent. But Daniel went home with tears of joy streaming down his cheeks. He had seen with his own eyes what Jesus promised:

“The harvest is great, but the workers are few.”

— Luke 10:2 (NLT)

That night, he wrote in his journal:

Today I preached at the festival. Some mocked. Some walked away. But one repented. One crossed from  death to life. That is enough. That is everything. Lord, let me never measure success by applause, but only by obedience—and by souls saved.

He closed his journal and whispered into the quiet: “The trumpet has sounded. And this time, one more heard.”

 

Part VI – Michael’s Family (Ch. 56–65)

The most painful mission—reaching the family left behind.

 




Chapter 56 – The Widow’s Smile and Sorrow

Daniel had faced skeptics in the library, mockers at the festival, even city leaders who called him a fanatic. But nothing unsettled his heart like the moment he saw Michael’s widow standing at her garden gate, hands folded nervously, waiting for him.

The Invitation

It was a warm evening, the air heavy with the scent of lilacs. Daniel had been walking home when she called softly, “Daniel? Could you come by sometime this week?”

Her voice was gentle but strained, her smile polite yet thin. For a moment, Daniel froze, shame pressing hard against his ribs. He hadn’t spoken much with her since Michael’s funeral. Every time he saw her, guilt gnawed.

“Yes, of course,” he replied quickly. “Any evening that’s good for you.”

She nodded. “Tomorrow, then. Supper time.”

Daniel walked away with trembling hands, whispering, “Lord, help me. Don’t let me fail her too.”

 

The Widow’s Table

The next evening, Daniel sat across from her in the quiet of her dining room. The table was set simply —soup, bread, and two glasses of water. The walls carried the weight of absence: Michael’s tools still on the shelf, his jacket still hanging on the hook.

She smiled faintly as she ladled soup, but her eyes betrayed deep sorrow. “Thank you for coming, Daniel. I don’t invite many people over these days.”

Daniel nodded. “I’m honored you asked.”

For a few minutes they spoke of ordinary things—the children visiting, the weather, the garden. But soon her voice faltered. She looked down at her bowl, tears threatening. “Daniel… I miss him so much. Some days I can hardly breathe.”

Daniel’s throat tightened. He wanted to comfort her, but the old shame rose like a tide. You never told him. You never warned him.

 

The Sorrow and the Burden

At last, he whispered, “I miss him too. He was… he was like a brother to me.” He paused, gathering courage. “And there’s something I need to say—something I should have said long ago.”

She looked up, eyes searching.

Daniel’s voice broke. “I never told Michael about Christ. Not clearly. I assumed there’d be time. I thought my life was enough of an example. And when he died…” He covered his face with his hand. “I carry that sorrow every day. I failed him. And I failed you.”

Tears slid down her cheeks, but her expression was not angry. She reached across the table and touched his hand gently. “Daniel, I know you loved him. We all saw that. And… I’ve thought a lot about what you said at church, about being a watchman. I don’t blame you alone. I blame myself too. I never pressed him either. We both thought there was more time.”

Her words pierced him, but not with condemnation—with shared grief.

Then she whispered, “So what do we do with this pain?”

Daniel turned his Bible toward her, reading softly:

“Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly 

sorrow brings death.”

— 2 Corinthians 7:10 (NLT)

“We let the sorrow drive us to speak,” Daniel said through tears. “We cannot change Michael’s eternity. But we can honor his memory by telling others the truth he never heard.”

She nodded slowly, a mixture of grief and resolve on her face. “Then let’s make sure no one else in our families is left in the dark.”

 

The Widow’s Smile

By the end of the evening, their soup had gone cold, but their hearts had been strangely warmed. Daniel prayed with her, asking God to comfort her grief and use both of them to reach others.

When he rose to leave, she stood at the door, tears still on her cheeks—but this time, she smiled. Not a smile of happiness, but of resolve.

“Thank you, Daniel,” she said softly. “For speaking now. It means more than silence ever could.”

As he walked home under the starlit sky, Daniel whispered, “Lord, let her smile remind me—pain can be redeemed when it becomes fuel for the gospel.”

The widow still carried sorrow. So did he. But that night, both discovered that sorrow, when laid at the feet of Christ, could also give birth to courage.

 




Chapter 57 – Dinner Invitation

The following week, Daniel found himself once again at Michael’s widow’s home. This time, the invitation had been extended not for soup and a quiet conversation, but for dinner with her extended family. The moment he stepped onto the porch, Bible tucked under his arm, he felt the weight pressing down.

 

An Uneasy Welcome

She greeted him kindly, but her eyes carried the same sadness as before. “Daniel, thank you for coming. My sister and her husband are here tonight, and the kids too.”

Daniel nodded, offering a nervous smile. He stepped inside to the sound of clinking silverware and muted voices. The dining room was warm, the table set with roast chicken, potatoes, and salad. Yet the air was thick—not with the scent of food, but with unspoken questions.

As Daniel took his seat, he caught the glance of her brother-in-law, a tall man with crossed arms. The look was not hostile, but skeptical. A child whispered, “That’s Michael’s friend,” before being hushed.

The widow tried to lighten the mood, chatting about the garden, the weather, and her grandchildren. But every time Daniel opened his mouth, the table grew quieter, as though everyone was waiting for the moment they knew might come—when he would mention faith, or worse, Michael.

 

The Tension of Silence

The meal went on, forks clinking against plates, polite questions exchanged. Daniel answered as simply as he could, yet his heart burned. He thought of Michael’s laughter that once filled this room, and the dreams that had branded his conscience. He longed to speak—but the tension was suffocating.

At one point, the sister asked carefully, “So, Daniel… you’ve been speaking in town lately, haven’t you?”

He hesitated. “Yes. The Lord has given me opportunities to share His Word.”

A silence followed, broken only by the scrape of a chair. The brother-in-law cleared his throat. “Well, I suppose that’s fine for some. But it’s not for everyone.” His tone carried a warning edge.

Daniel lowered his eyes. The fear of man clawed at him again. The memory of Michael’s letter screamed within: “You never talked of second birth. You never spoke of my lost soul.”

But still, his lips froze.

 

A Lingering Burden

The dinner ended politely. Plates were cleared, coffee served, and small talk resumed, but the weight never lifted. When Daniel rose to leave, the widow walked him to the door. Her smile was thin, her voice soft. “Thank you for coming, Daniel. It means a lot.”

He nodded, but inside his spirit churned. As he walked home under the quiet night sky, he whispered, “Lord, I failed again. I let fear silence me at that table. I cannot keep repeating this.”

Opening his Bible later, he landed on Paul’s words:

“Pray for me, too. Ask God to give me the right words so I can boldly explain God’s 

mysterious plan… Pray that I will keep on speaking boldly for him, as I should.”

— Ephesians 6:19–20 (NLT)

Daniel fell to his knees. “Lord, make me bold—not only on the streets, not only with strangers, but at the tables where the tension is thickest. Do not let me waste another dinner. Help me speak Your Name even when the room grows cold.”

The evening had ended without an outburst, without a fight, without a breakthrough. Just awkward silence. Yet for Daniel, the lesson was loud: boldness must live at the table too.

And he resolved that the next time, by God’s grace, it would.

 




Chapter 58 – Breaking the Silence

Daniel could not forget the tension of the last dinner. He had sat among Michael’s family with the gospel burning in his chest, yet fear had sealed his lips again. That night, kneeling by his bed, he had begged God: “Do not let me waste another meal. Give me courage to speak when the room grows cold.”

Now the next invitation had come. Another supper at the widow’s house—this time quieter, only her, her sister, and Daniel. As he walked up the porch steps, Bible tucked under his arm, his knees trembled. But his prayer was steady: “Lord, tonight, I will speak.”

 

The Dinner Table

The food was simple—chicken soup, bread, and fruit. Conversation began softly, circling safe topics: the garden, the weather, memories of the past. The widow smiled faintly, her sister filling in the gaps. But beneath every word, Daniel felt the same unspoken weight.

Halfway through the meal, the silence stretched too long. Daniel set down his spoon, folded his hands, and cleared his throat. “There’s something important I need to share.”

The widow looked up quickly, her sister pausing mid-bite.

Daniel’s voice trembled, but he pressed on. “I’ve carried this burden for months. I should have spoken sooner, but fear has held me back. Tonight, I cannot stay silent any longer.”

 

Confession and Courage

He took a deep breath. “You both know how close Michael and I were. We worked, laughed, fished side by side. But I failed him in the most important way. I never told him clearly about Christ. I assumed there would be time, and I was wrong.”

The widow’s eyes filled with tears, her sister lowering her gaze. Daniel’s voice cracked. “I live with that regret. But God has shown me silence is not love. Silence is betrayal. That’s why I’ve been speaking in town, why I’ve been telling others—even strangers—that Jesus saves. And I must tell you tonight, plainly, what I should have told Michael.”

He opened his Bible and read with shaking hands:

“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus 

our Lord.”

— Romans 6:23 (NLT)

“This is the truth. We are sinners. Death is real. But so is life in Christ. He died for us. He rose again. And He offers forgiveness to anyone who believes.”

 

The Response

The room was heavy, the air thick with emotion. The widow pressed a hand to her lips, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Daniel,” she whispered, “I’ve wondered every night about Michael’s eternity. Your words hurt, but they also bring hope—hope that maybe God can still redeem our silence by using it to save others.”

Her sister wiped her eyes. “I never realized how much we avoid this. We talk about everything else but eternity. Thank you for saying it out loud.”

Daniel bowed his head. “I don’t claim to have all the answers. I only know this: Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life. And I will not let silence sit at this table again.”

The three of them joined hands across the table, tears mingling with prayers. And for the first time in that home since Michael’s death, the name of Jesus was spoken not in regret, but in hope.

That night, Daniel wrote in his journal:

Breaking the silence was hard. My voice shook, my heart ached. But the trumpet sounded at last in Michael’s home. May God use it to save.

“So you must warn each other every day, while it is still “today,” so that none of you will 

be deceived by sin and hardened against God.”

— Hebrews 3:13 (NLT)

 




Chapter 59 – Confessing His Failure

Daniel had broken the silence at the widow’s table, but one truth still pressed against his chest, unspoken. It was the deepest wound of all, the confession he dreaded most: he had never warned Michael. Not once.

That burden had haunted his nights, burned through his dreams, and driven him to speak to strangers and family alike. But until he spoke it plainly to Michael’s loved ones, he felt as though the confession would choke him.

The Weight of the Moment

The widow invited him once more, this time with her sister and eldest son present. They sat around the table after the dishes were cleared, sipping coffee in uneasy quiet. The young man glanced at Daniel with curiosity; he had heard of Daniel’s public preaching, and his mother’s quiet comments had stirred questions.

Daniel knew the time had come. His palms were damp, his throat dry. He whispered a prayer beneath his breath: “Lord, help me say it—not to wound, but to free.”

He set down his cup and folded his hands. “There’s something I need to confess to you about Michael. Something I’ve carried every day since he died.”

The widow leaned forward, her son furrowing his brow.

 

The Confession

Daniel’s voice broke. “I never warned him. Not once. We talked about everything else—work, family, sports, even heaven and hell in passing—but I never told him clearly that without Christ, there is no salvation. I laughed it off. I changed the subject. I stayed silent when his soul was at stake.”

Tears filled his eyes. “I failed him. And I failed you. I cannot undo it. Not with all the prayers or preaching in the world. My friend died without me ever speaking the truth, and I will carry that grief as long as I live.”

The widow covered her mouth, weeping. Her son lowered his gaze, fists clenched on the table. The room was heavy with sorrow, the air thick with unspoken questions.

Daniel pressed on through sobs. “But I will not let my silence claim another. That’s why I speak now— to you, to neighbors, to strangers. It is too late for Michael, but not for you, not for anyone who still breathes. Please—don’t wait as I did. Believe in Christ now.”

He opened his Bible with trembling hands and read:

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

 

Grief Shared, Hope Offered

For a long time, no one spoke. Then the widow whispered through tears, “Daniel, I wondered if you had ever tried. I prayed he had heard it from someone, anyone. Your words break my heart—but they also explain why you speak with such fire now. I forgive you.”

Her son lifted his head, eyes glistening. “Maybe it’s too late for Dad. But it’s not too late for me.”

Daniel’s breath caught. “No, son—it’s not too late. Christ’s arms are open wide.”

They prayed together at the table, sorrow and hope mingling in their voices.

That night, Daniel wrote in his journal:

I confessed my failure. It tore me apart. But from the ashes of regret, God opened another door. Michael’s widow forgave me. His son listened. Perhaps Michael’s death will yet bear fruit—not because I was faithful, but because God is merciful.

He underlined the verse that had become his lifeline:

“But if we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 

cleanse us from all wickedness.”

— 1 John 1:9 (NLT)

Daniel laid down the pen, whispering, “Lord, even in failure, use me still.”

 




Chapter 60 – The Family’s Anger

Daniel had expected tears when he confessed his silence. He had hoped for understanding, maybe even forgiveness. What he had not prepared for was the surge of anger that poured across the widow’s table like a breaking dam.

 

A Wound Reopened

When Daniel admitted through tears that he had never warned Michael, the words seemed to hang in the air like a storm cloud. The widow’s son pushed back his chair sharply, fists clenched on the table.

“You mean to tell me,” he said, his voice rising, “that you were his best friend, his fishing buddy, the man he trusted most—and you never said a word? Not once?!”

Daniel’s chest tightened. “I…I was afraid. I thought my example was enough—”

“Enough?” the son snapped, his eyes blazing. “He’s dead, Mr. Crawford! Gone! And you think your ‘example’ was enough? You call yourself a Christian, but you kept your mouth shut while my dad slipped into eternity?”

The widow sobbed, her hands covering her face. Her sister muttered bitterly, “Cruelty. That’s what it was. You call it fear, but it was cruel.”

 

Accusations and Fire

The room filled with trembling voices. The widow’s son stood, pacing. “All these sermons you preach now, all these words—where were they when Dad needed them? You had years! Years! And now you cry and preach as if it makes up for what you didn’t do.”

Daniel bowed his head, tears spilling. “You’re right. Nothing makes up for it. Nothing I do can change Michael’s eternity. I failed him. And I will grieve it until the day I die.”

The son slammed his palm on the table. “Then stop parading your guilt like it makes you noble. Admit it—you let him down. And you let all of us down too.”

Daniel whispered, broken, “I admit it. I confess it fully. My silence was sin. My fear was selfish. And I will carry the weight of that failure forever.”

 

The Cross in the Midst of Anger

The widow finally lifted her tear-streaked face. Her voice cracked as she spoke, caught between grief and fury. “Do you know how many nights I have lain awake, wondering if Michael had a chance to believe? And now you tell me the truth—that he didn’t hear it from you. Do you understand what that does to me, Daniel?”

Daniel swallowed hard, his voice barely audible. “I do. And I hate myself for it. But I can only point you to the cross—the same cross that forgives my silence can forgive your anger, your doubt, your pain. Christ’s blood covers even this.”

The widow’s son shook his head. “Don’t preach to me,” he spat. “Not tonight. Not after this.” He stormed from the table, leaving the room in heavy silence.

Daniel sat trembling, hands gripping his Bible like a lifeline. The widow wept quietly, her sister glaring at him with wounded eyes.

 

A Bitter Night

When Daniel finally rose to leave, the air was thick with sorrow and accusation. At the door, the widow whispered through tears, “I don’t know if I can forgive you yet. It hurts too much. Maybe one day. But not tonight.”

Daniel nodded, his heart shattered. “I understand. And I will pray for you—even if you never want to see me again.”

Walking home under the dark sky, he whispered Psalm 51 through sobs:

“Against you, and you alone, have I sinned; I have done what is evil in your sight…”

— Psalm 51:4 (NLT)

That night, he wrote in his journal with trembling hands:

They are right. My silence was cruelty. My fear was sin. Their anger is just. But I cannot undo the past —I can only plead for mercy and keep speaking so that no other family knows this pain. Lord, let even their anger remind me never to fall silent again.

And he closed his entry with a single line: Better hated for truth spoken than pitied for silence kept.




Chapter 61 – A Storm of Tears

The widow’s house was heavy with grief and anger. Daniel had confessed his silence, and the family’s accusations had cut him deeply. He could have walked away, licking his wounds in private, but the Spirit pressed hard against his chest: Don’t retreat. Don’t defend yourself. Plead with them. Beg them to  listen—not for your sake, but for theirs.

 

The Breaking Point

Daniel’s voice cracked as he tried to speak again. “I know you’re angry with me. You have every right to be. I failed Michael, and I can never change that. But please—don’t shut your ears now.”

He gripped the edge of the table, his tears spilling freely. His body shook as sobs overcame him. “I can’t bear the thought of any of you going where Michael went. Please—please listen.”

The widow’s son glared, but the fire in his eyes softened slightly at the rawness of Daniel’s grief. The widow wept openly, her sister staring at the floor. The room was filled with the sound of brokenness— his sobs mingling with theirs.

 

Pleading with the Word

Daniel reached for his Bible, hands trembling so badly the pages rattled. “This isn’t about me,” he said through tears. “It’s about Christ. About what He’s done. Please, hear these words.”

He read aloud, voice breaking:

“For “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” But how can they call 

on him to save them unless they believe in him? And how can they believe in him if they 

have never heard about him? And how can they hear about him unless someone tells 

them?”

— Romans 10:13–14 (NLT)

He looked at them desperately. “That’s why I’m speaking now. I should have told Michael. I didn’t. But I’m telling you. Call on Him while there is still time. Believe in Him. Please—don’t harden your hearts because of my failure.”

His tears fell onto the open pages of his Bible, staining the paper.

 

The Cracking of Hearts

The widow pressed a hand to her mouth, shaking. “Daniel, I can’t take away what’s already done. But seeing your tears… I know this isn’t a show. You’re not defending yourself—you’re pleading for us.”

Her son’s shoulders slumped. He rubbed his face roughly, muttering, “I don’t know what to think. I’m furious. But… I can’t deny you care.”

Daniel reached across the table, voice hoarse. “I care because Christ cares. He loves you. He gave His life for you. Please, don’t let anger at me blind you to His mercy.”

The widow’s sister whispered, “What must we do then?”

Daniel’s chest heaved as he pointed again to Scripture:

“If you openly declare that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him 

from the dead, you will be saved.”

— Romans 10:9 (NLT)

“That’s it,” he said, tears still streaming. “Not religion. Not pretending to be good enough. Just Christ —trusting Him, confessing Him. That’s all.”

 

A Tearful Pause

No one prayed that night. No dramatic conversions happened at the table. But something had shifted. The storm of tears had softened hard edges, broken down walls, and forced open ears.

As Daniel left, the widow stopped him at the door. Her eyes were swollen, but her voice was steadier. “Daniel, I don’t know if I’m ready yet. But I promise—I will think about what you said. I will read those verses again.”

Daniel gripped her hand tightly, still trembling. “That’s all I ask. Just don’t ignore them.”

That night in his journal, Daniel wrote:

Tonight, anger gave way to tears. Mine, theirs, all of ours. Nothing was resolved, but walls began to crack. Lord, water the seeds sown in grief. Let my tears be like rain upon the soil of their hearts.

And he clung to the psalmist’s words:

“Those who plant in tears will harvest with shouts of joy.”

— Psalm 126:5 (NLT)

 




Chapter 62 – Another Dream, Another Letter

The night after the storm of tears, Daniel collapsed into bed, utterly spent. His body trembled with exhaustion, but it was his soul that felt most worn. The images of the widow’s face, her son’s anger, their tears—all of it swirled in his mind until sleep finally overtook him. And once more, the Lord met him in a dream.

 

The Return of the Dream

It began with fire—always fire. Flames curled at the edges of a page, letters glowing as though written in burning ink. And then the words formed, jagged and urgent:

“Daniel, my friend… I am not free. I am bound. But I plead with you—do not stop speaking.”

Michael’s handwriting, unmistakable, spread across the parchment in the dream. The letters bled and smoked, as though alive.

The page shook in Daniel’s hands as new words appeared:

“Tell them, Daniel. Tell them all. Tell my wife. Tell my son. Tell every soul you see. Do not wait as you did with me. Their blood will be required at your hands if you stay silent.”

Daniel cried out in the dream, “Michael, I am trying! I told them last night—they wept, but they have not believed yet. What more can I do?”

And the words burned brighter:

“Keep telling them. Weep if you must. Shout if you must. But do not stop. Eternity is too long, Daniel. Tell them while there is still time.”

 

The Plea Echoes

Suddenly, the parchment dissolved into smoke, and Daniel stood face-to-face with Michael. His figure was gaunt, his eyes filled with despair. His voice cracked like thunder over flame:

“Tell them, Daniel! Tell them!”

The sound pierced Daniel’s soul. The scene dissolved, leaving him gasping awake, drenched in sweat, tears streaming down his cheeks.

 

Waking Resolve

He fell from his bed to his knees, clutching his Bible. “Lord, I hear it. I hear it! I will not stop. I will not hold back Your Word from anyone. Not family, not strangers, not the mocking crowds. I will tell them all.”

He turned to Ezekiel again, reading through tears:

“When I say to the wicked, ‘You will surely die,’ and you fail to warn them… I will hold you  

responsible for their deaths. But if you warn them and they refuse to repent, they will die in 

their sins, but you will have saved yourself.”

— Ezekiel 3:18–19 (NLT)

The passage had once crushed him with guilt. Now it burned with clarity and renewed purpose.

Daniel opened his journal, hands still shaking, and wrote:

Another dream. Another letter. Another plea. “Tell them, Daniel.” Lord, I will. I cannot undo the past, but I can redeem the present. My lips are Yours. My tears are Yours. My life is Yours. Use me until my last breath to warn, to plead, to tell.

And with the pen still wet, Daniel whispered Michael’s echo one more time:

“Tell them, Daniel. Tell them.”

 




Chapter 63 – Hope Amid the Pain

The dreams left Daniel shaken, Michael’s burning words echoing long after the fire faded from his sleep. But in the midst of grief, guilt, and sorrow, God had not left him without hope. One evening, as the widow and her son invited him back once more—hesitant, still grieving, but willing to listen— Daniel knew he could not leave them only with warnings of judgment. They needed to hear the heartbeat of the gospel.

 

Opening the Word

The three of them sat in the living room, the widow clutching a tissue, her son restless in the armchair. Daniel set his Bible on the coffee table, the leather worn and stained with his own tears. His hands trembled as he opened to the most familiar passage of all, one that had carried him since childhood.

His voice was soft but clear:

“For this is how God loved the world: He gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.”

— John 3:16 (NLT)

The room grew still. The widow’s son leaned forward slightly, his anger not gone, but dulled into something closer to curiosity.

Daniel let the verse hang in the silence before he spoke again. “That’s the center of it all. Not my failure. Not Michael’s loss. Not even your grief. It’s this: God loves you. He loved Michael. He loves this broken world enough to send His Son. Eternal life is not something we earn—it’s a gift we receive by believing.”

 

Hope Breaking Through

Tears slid down the widow’s cheeks. “I’ve heard that verse since I was a girl,” she whispered. “But tonight it feels… heavier. Like I never really grasped what it meant until now.”

Her son clenched his jaw. “But what if Dad didn’t believe? What good is it now?”

Daniel’s own eyes filled. “I can’t answer for Michael’s eternity. But I can answer for yours. And that verse promises something unshakable: everyone who believes—no matter their past, no matter their sins—will not perish. That offer still stands for you tonight.”

He leaned forward, voice trembling. “Don’t let anger or despair rob you of the hope Michael may have missed. Take it now. Believe. It’s the only hope amid all this pain.”

A Seed of Hope

 

They did not pray that night. The son still wrestled, torn between rage and longing. The widow clutched the tissue, whispering John 3:16 over and over to herself as though tasting it for the first time.

When Daniel left, the night air felt cooler, lighter. He knew nothing had fully changed yet, but something had cracked—the Word had been spoken, and hope had seeped in.

Back home, he wrote in his journal:

Tonight, I read John 3:16 aloud. It felt like the first time I’d ever spoken it—not as a memory verse, but  as a lifeline. I saw grief in their faces, yes, but also the faintest spark of hope. Lord, let that hope grow until it becomes faith.

And he closed with another promise, whispering it through tears:

“The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness can never extinguish it.”

— John 1:5 (NLT)

 




Chapter 64 – A Daughter’s Question

The air in Michael’s home was still heavy with grief, but after Daniel had read John 3:16, something new seemed to stir—a flicker of hope amid sorrow. Days later, Michael’s teenage daughter, Emily, lingered after a family gathering. She had been quiet through most of the conversation, sitting off to the side, listening with wide, uncertain eyes. Now, when everyone else had drifted away, she finally found her voice.

 

The Question

Daniel was stacking dishes in the kitchen when Emily stepped in, clutching her phone nervously. Her eyes brimmed with unshed tears. “Mr. Crawford?” she whispered.

Daniel turned, surprised by her trembling tone. “Yes, Emily?”

She bit her lip, then asked the question that seemed to pour straight from the ache in her young heart: “Can Jesus save me?”

The words froze Daniel in place. His throat tightened, his eyes filling instantly. He set the dishes down and moved closer, lowering his voice. “Yes, Emily. Yes, He can. That’s the very reason He came—to save us. To save you.”




The Gospel for a Daughter’s Heart

They sat at the table together. Daniel opened his worn Bible, the same one he had carried through countless conversations, and turned again to John 3. His hand shook as he pointed to the verse she had overheard before:

“For this is how God loved the world: He gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.”

— John 3:16 (NLT)

“That word everyone includes you, Emily,” Daniel said gently. “No matter your age, no matter your doubts, no matter what’s happened—you are not outside His love. Jesus can save you because He already paid the price on the cross.”

Tears spilled down her cheeks. “But… what if I’m not good enough? What if I mess up again?”

Daniel smiled sadly. “That’s why it’s called grace. None of us are good enough. I wasn’t. Your dad wasn’t. But Jesus is. And He offers His forgiveness as a gift. You don’t have to earn it—you just have to believe and receive it.”

 

A Tender Moment

Emily bowed her head, silent for a long moment. Finally, she whispered, “I want Him to save me.”

Daniel’s hands shook as he reached across the table, taking her hand in his. “Then let’s pray. I’ll help you with the words, but they have to come from your heart.”

Together, they prayed. Emily’s young voice trembled as she confessed her need for Christ, declared her belief in His death and resurrection, and asked Him to be her Savior. When she lifted her head, tears streaked her face—but her eyes glowed with something new.

“Do you know what just happened?” Daniel asked, his own tears flowing. “The Bible says, ‘But to all who believed him and accepted him, he gave the right to become children of God.’ (John 1:12, NLT). Tonight, Emily, you became God’s child.”

She smiled through tears, a fragile but radiant smile. “So… He really did save me?”

Daniel squeezed her hand. “Yes. Forever.”

 

A Watchman’s Joy

That night, as Daniel walked home under the stars, his heart felt lighter than it had in years. Michael’s death still ached like a wound, but now, life had sprung in the very place where death had left its mark. His journal entry flowed with trembling hands:

Tonight, Michael’s daughter asked me the greatest question of all: “Can Jesus save me?” And I saw salvation unfold before my eyes. Lord, let this be the beginning of a harvest in that family. Let what was  sown in grief be raised in glory.

And he closed his Bible to rest on this promise:

“The Lord isn’t really being slow about his promise, as some people think. No, he is being 

patient for your sake. He does not want anyone to be destroyed, but wants everyone to 

repent.”

— 2 Peter 3:9 (NLT)

 




Chapter 65 – A Son’s Decision

Emily’s timid prayer had softened the entire household. For the first time since Michael’s death, hope began to breathe in the cracks of grief. But not everyone had followed her lead. Her brother, Matthew, still carried the heaviest anger—toward God, toward Daniel, and even toward himself.

 

The Breaking Point

Days later, they gathered again in the widow’s home. Emily’s face glowed with a joy that could not be hidden. She spoke with quiet boldness, even humming hymns under her breath. But Matthew sat apart, arms crossed, his face hard.

Finally, his frustration spilled out. “I don’t get it,” he snapped. “Emily prays one prayer and suddenly everything’s fixed? How is that fair? Dad is gone, and we’re just supposed to move on because of religion?”

Daniel’s heart ached. “Matthew, no one is asking you to forget your dad. Faith doesn’t erase pain—it redeems it. Christ doesn’t promise we won’t grieve. He promises we won’t grieve without hope.”

Matthew shot to his feet, pacing the room. His fists clenched, his eyes glistening with tears he refused to release. “I’m so angry! At God. At you, Mr. Crawford. At myself. If Jesus is real, why didn’t He save Dad?”

 

The Word Pierces

Daniel stood slowly, his Bible open. His voice trembled but held steady. “I can’t answer all your whys, Matthew. But I can tell you what God says about now—about you.”

He read aloud:

“Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.”

— Matthew 11:28 (NLT)

Then he turned to Romans:

“But everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”

— Romans 10:13 (NLT)

Daniel stepped closer. “Matthew, I can’t change your father’s choice. But you still have one. You can carry your anger until it destroys you… or you can call on Christ, right now, and let Him take the weight you were never meant to bear.”

The room fell silent except for Matthew’s ragged breathing. His mother and sister watched, tears streaming down their faces.

 

The Surrender

Suddenly, the hardness cracked. With a choked sob, Matthew dropped to his knees in the middle of the living room. His shoulders shook violently as he buried his face in his hands.

“Jesus!” he cried. “If You’re real, save me! I can’t carry this anymore. I’m angry, I’m broken, I don’t understand—but I believe You died for me. I believe You rose again. Forgive me. Please—save me!”

The words poured out raw, unpolished, but real. Emily knelt beside him, her hand on his shoulder, whispering through tears, “Yes, Jesus, save us.” Their mother fell to her knees too, sobbing softly, “Lord, help my children.”

Daniel knelt with them, tears streaming, his heart overwhelmed. “Yes, Lord,” he whispered, “this is Your work. This is salvation unfolding before my eyes.”

 

A Household Changed

When Matthew finally lifted his head, his face was streaked with tears, but something had shifted. The anger that once hardened his eyes was gone, replaced with a fragile peace.

“Do you know what just happened?” Daniel asked softly. “The Bible says, ‘If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old life is gone; a new life has begun!’ (2 Corinthians 5:17, NLT). Tonight, Matthew, your old life ended. A new one has begun.”

Matthew’s lips trembled, but he nodded. “I feel… lighter. Like the chains snapped off.”

His mother wept, holding both children close. Emily whispered through tears, “Dad would be so glad if he could see this.”

Daniel bowed his head. “Maybe he would. But tonight, heaven rejoices—not because of what we lost, but because of what has been found.”

And as he walked home under the stars, Daniel whispered Psalm 30:11 with fresh awe:

“You have turned my mourning into joyful dancing. You have taken away my clothes of 

mourning and clothed me with joy.”

Part VII – The Final Letter (Ch. 66–70)

The legacy, the redemption, and the eternal contrast.

 




Chapter 66 – The Legacy of Silence

Even as joy spread through Michael’s family—Emily’s tender prayer, Matthew’s tearful surrender, the widow’s slow softening—Daniel could not shake the shadow that still lingered. The past could not be undone. Michael was still gone. His eternal destiny remained the bitter fruit of Daniel’s silence. And that silence itself had become a teacher, a legacy that Daniel carried like a scar.

 

The Cost Remembered

One quiet morning, Daniel sat on his porch with his journal open. The sun rose over the rooftops, painting the sky in gold. Yet his heart felt heavy as he wrote:

My silence cost my best friend eternity. At least, that is how it feels. God alone knows his final moments. But I know this—I never warned him. And that silence echoes louder than any words I speak now.

He remembered Michael’s laughter on their fishing trips, the easy conversations they had shared. How many times had the door been open for truth? How many times had he chosen comfort over courage?

The regret twisted inside him, but it also sharpened his resolve.

 

Scripture Speaks

He turned to Ezekiel once again—the passage that had first seared his soul:

“But if you refuse to warn the wicked… I will hold you responsible for their deaths.”

— Ezekiel 3:18 (NLT)

Daniel bowed his head. “Lord, I hear You. I failed once. I will not fail again.”

Then he turned to the promise that now carried him:

“Therefore, go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Teach these new disciples to obey all the 

commands I have given you. And be sure of this: I am with you always, even to the end of 

the age.”

— Matthew 28:19–20 (NLT)

Silence had been his failure. But testimony had become his calling.

A New Legacy

That evening, as he walked past Michael’s old house, Daniel whispered aloud, “Your silence marked me, my friend. But your family has heard. Your daughter believes. Your son believes. And I will keep speaking so no one else suffers from my silence again.”

Back home, he penned one final thought in his journal that night:

The legacy of silence is death. But the legacy of testimony is life. I will carry both truths until my last breath—one as a scar, the other as a banner. Let my silence remind me never to waste another moment.  Let my words point every soul I meet to Christ.

And with that, he prayed through tears: “Lord, redeem my silence by making my voice a trumpet until You call me home.”

The scar would always remain. But now, it was no longer only a mark of failure—it was the fuel of a mission.

 




Chapter 67 – A Life Redeemed

Daniel’s life would never be free of scars. He knew that. Every time he walked past Michael’s old house, the ache returned. Every time he cast a line into the water, he remembered laughter that would never return. Silence had left its mark. But so had grace.

And as days turned to months, something remarkable became clear: obedience, though costly and often painful, was bearing fruit. Souls were hearing. Hearts were softening. His voice—once chained by fear —had become a trumpet of life.

 

The Fruit of Obedience

One Sunday morning, Pastor Greene invited testimonies. To Daniel’s surprise, Emily stood nervously and shared how Jesus had saved her. “I asked Mr. Crawford if Jesus could save me,” she said softly. “And He did.” Tears filled the congregation’s eyes.

Then Matthew stood, his voice steadier than before. “I was angry. Bitter. But one night I fell to my knees and cried out to Christ—and He met me there.” Applause and praise filled the sanctuary.

Daniel wept in the pew. His silence had cost Michael. But his obedience was redeeming the family he left behind.

At work, Tony—once a mocker—pulled him aside. “I’ve been reading that Bible you gave me. It’s messing with me, Daniel. I think… I think I want what you have.”

Even Lila, the cashier from the café, showed him a small journal one day. Inside, she had copied verses he’d shared, scribbled with her own questions. “I’m starting to believe,” she whispered.

Scarred but Useful

One evening, Daniel walked the familiar trail by the river. He paused, staring at the water shimmering in the sunset. Memories of Michael washed over him—yet now mingled with gratitude.

“Lord,” he whispered, “I am scarred by guilt. But You’ve shown me scars can still serve. My past reminds me never to waste a moment. And my present proves You can use even the broken to bear fruit.”

He opened his Bible to John 15, reading softly:

“When you produce much fruit, you are my true disciples. This brings great glory to my 

Father.”

— John 15:8 (NLT)

Daniel smiled through tears. “Then let my life, however scarred, bring You glory.”

 

A Life Redeemed

That night, he wrote in his journal:

I will never forget my silence. It will always humble me, remind me of the cost of fear. But I will also never forget what God has done since. He has turned regret into boldness, failure into fuel, pain into purpose. This is redemption—not the erasing of scars, but the repurposing of them.

And he closed with this prayer: “Lord, my life is Yours. Let my voice never go silent again. Let every conversation, every breath, every tear point someone to You. A wasted life is silence. A redeemed life is obedience.”

The guilt had scarred him, but grace had redeemed him. And in that redemption, fruit abounded—souls saved, lives changed, heaven rejoicing.

Daniel’s story was no longer one of silence. It was one of testimony. It was one of redemption.

 




Chapter 68 – Writing His Own Letter

The house was quiet. The only sound was the faint tick of the mantle clock, steady and unyielding, like the passage of time itself. Daniel sat alone at his desk, Bible open to Ezekiel 33, the passage that had marked his soul like a brand. Beside it lay a blank sheet of paper.

He stared at the emptiness of the page for a long time, hands trembling, mind restless. For so many nights, his sleep had been haunted by Michael’s fiery letters—visions etched in smoke and flame, accusing him, reminding him, pleading with him. Those letters had seared him, fueled him, driven him to speak. But tonight, something new stirred in his chest.

It cannot end with Michael’s letter, he thought. It must continue with mine.

He whispered a prayer: “Lord, let me leave behind more than silence. Let me leave hope.”

Part 1 – A Confession and a Warning

 

The pen felt heavy in his hand as he began. The first lines came like a wound reopening:

"To my children, my grandchildren, and to anyone who may find these words after I am gone—this is not an easy letter to write. But I must write it. I failed my friend Michael. I stood beside him for years. We fished together, worked together, laughed together, and I never once told him the truth that mattered  most: that without Christ, eternity is lost. My silence cost me peace, and it may have cost him his soul."

The ink blurred as his tears fell, splattering the page. He wiped them away, pressing on.

"I confess this to you not to wallow in guilt, but to warn you. Never believe the lie that your example is enough. Never think that friendship without truth is love. I believed that lie, and it betrayed both me and Michael. Speak while you have breath. Speak when it is awkward. Speak when you are afraid. Eternity is too long for silence."

He stopped, staring at the words. His mind replayed every missed opportunity:

• the afternoon on the fishing boat when Michael asked jokingly about heaven, and Daniel had 

laughed it off;

•   the late nights at the workbench, when conversations could have turned eternal but didn’t;

•   the birthday table, when a prayer of thanks could have opened the door, but Daniel had 

swallowed the words.

Each memory stabbed him afresh, but he let them drive his pen.

"My silence was not love. It was cowardice dressed in politeness. And it cost more than I will ever fully know. I beg you—do not repeat my mistake. Speak while the door is open, for one day it will close."

He set the pen down for a moment, head in his hands. His body shook with sobs, yet he felt compelled to continue. The warning had been given. But the letter could not end there. It had to carry more.

 

Part 2 – Anchored in Hope

Daniel wiped his face and turned to his Bible. His fingers lingered on the verse that had comforted countless souls, the verse he had spoken at bedsides, in sermons, in whispered prayers.

He wrote it across the page in large, bold letters:

“For this is how God loved the world: He gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.”

— John 3:16 (NLT)

He underlined everyone three times. Then he wrote:

"This is the hope that silence tried to bury but could not. This is the message I should have spoken to Michael, and the message I now shout to you. God loves you. Christ died for you. Eternal life is not earned—it is given. And it is given to everyone who believes. That means you."

Daniel paused, imagining future generations opening this Bible one day. He saw children not yet born, grandchildren with names he did not know, strangers who might stumble across his worn pages long after he was gone. He pictured them reading not only his confession, but this verse. He prayed silently, Lord, let them see more than my regret—let them see Your grace.

"Do not let despair blind you," he wrote. "Though my story began with silence, it does not end there. The blood of Christ speaks louder than my failure. The cross stands taller than my regret. And His grace covers even the cowardice of a watchman who once failed to sound the trumpet."

 

Part 3 – The Watchman’s Legacy

Daniel’s hand steadied now as he wrote the final lines, turning the letter into a prayer and a charge:

"Lord, I pray for my family, for my children, and for the generations to come. Let them never carry the burden of silence. Let them be bold where I was weak. Let them sound the trumpet with clarity and love. Let them leave behind letters not of regret, but of hope."

"To whoever reads this: be the watchman I failed to be. Sound the horn. Let no blood be on your hands.  Speak the truth in love, even when it costs you friends, comfort, or reputation. Words spoken in love may sting, but silence kills. Lift your voice. Tell them about Jesus. Leave behind not silence, but testimony. Not despair, but hope."

Daniel laid down the pen, his heart pounding. He read the letter aloud, his voice breaking but strong: “This time, the letter is not from hell. It is from hope.”

He folded the paper carefully and slid it into his Bible at Ezekiel 33, the very passage that had once condemned him and now commissioned him. Kneeling by his desk, he whispered, “Lord, let this letter outlive me. Let it be a trumpet long after my voice is gone.”

That night, Daniel slept with peace. His scars remained, yes, but they had been redeemed. His silence had left a wound, but his testimony had left a legacy.

 

Closing Scripture

“But to all who believed him and accepted him, he gave the right to become children of 

God.”

— John 1:12 (NLT)




Chapter 69 – The Last Sermon

The church was fuller than Daniel had ever seen. Word had spread through town that the man who once kept silent was now preaching with fire in his bones. Families filled the pews, curious strangers stood along the back wall, and even a handful of town leaders—those who once accused him of fanaticism— sat stiffly near the exit.

Daniel stood behind the pulpit, his Bible trembling in his hands. He knew this was not just another message. It might be his last. He prayed silently: Lord, let me not hold anything back. Let my lips be Yours. Let eternity echo in this room tonight.

 

Part 1 – A Warning of Hell

He began slowly, his voice steady but weighted with sorrow. “Brothers and sisters, neighbors and friends, I speak to you tonight with no agenda but this: to warn you. Eternity is real. Heaven is real. Hell is real. And the cross of Christ is the only line between them.”

He opened his Bible to Matthew 25 and read:

“And they will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous will go into eternal life.”

— Matthew 25:46 (NLT)

He paused, scanning the faces. Some were restless, some were grim, but all were listening. “Hell is not a metaphor. It is not a parable to scare children. It is a place of torment, separation from God, eternal fire. I know this not only from Scripture, but from dreams that have scarred me. My friend Michael died without Christ. In visions, I have seen him pleading, ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ That is what silence costs. That is what cowardice steals.”

His voice rose. “I cannot undo the past. I cannot change Michael’s eternity. But I can warn you tonight —if you die without Christ, there is no second chance. Hell is forever. And your silence, your pride, your delay will be the chains that bind you there.”

Gasps rippled across the room. One mother clutched her child’s hand. A group of teenagers who had been smirking earlier now shifted uneasily in their seats.

Daniel slammed his palm against the pulpit. “Do not take this lightly! Jesus Himself spoke more about hell than anyone else in Scripture. He said in Mark 9:48, ‘Where the maggots never die and the fire never goes out.’ I beg you—don’t gamble with your soul.”

His eyes filled with tears, his voice trembling now. “My silence cost me my friend. Don’t let your silence, your delay, your excuses cost you your eternity.”

Part 2 – The Hope of Heaven and the Cross

Daniel’s tone shifted, softer now, almost pleading. “But hell is not the only reality. There is another. Heaven. Eternal life. Joy unending in the presence of God.”

He turned to Revelation 21, reading with reverence:

“He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or sorrow or 

crying or pain. All these things are gone forever.”

— Revelation 21:4 (NLT)

“Can you imagine it?” Daniel asked, his voice breaking into a sob. “No more funerals. No more hospital beds. No more regrets. No more tears like the ones I have wept over Michael. Heaven is real, and it is offered to all who believe in Christ.”

Then his eyes grew fierce again. He opened to John 19, describing the crucifixion in vivid detail. “Jesus Christ hung between heaven and hell for you. Nails in His hands. Thorns piercing His brow. His blood dripping into the dust. He bore your sin, your shame, your punishment. The wrath of God fell on Him so it would not fall on you.”

He lifted his Bible high and shouted through tears: “The cross is the bridge! The cross is the choice! The cross is your only hope!”

And then he read the verse he had written into his own “letter of hope”:

“For this is how God loved the world: He gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.”

— John 3:16 (NLT)

He slammed the pulpit with his fist. “Everyone! That includes you, teenager in the back row. That includes you, mother raising your children alone. That includes you, skeptic who came tonight to mock. Everyone who believes will not perish. Everyone who believes will live forever.”

His tears streamed freely now. “Do not walk away from the greatest love the world has ever known. Do not trample the blood that was spilled for you. Tonight, you can have eternal life.”

 

Part 3 – The Invitation

The sanctuary was silent. The only sound was Daniel’s ragged breathing. He closed his Bible slowly and stepped down from the pulpit.

“This is my last sermon in this series,” he said softly. “And it may be my last sermon ever. I don’t know how many more days God will give me. But I will not stand here tonight without giving you this choice: Heaven or hell. Life or death. Christ or rejection. What will it be?”

He spread his arms wide, tears dripping onto the carpet. “The altar is open. Come. Don’t wait. Don’t leave without Jesus.”

For a long moment, no one moved. The weight of eternity hung in the air like thunder before the storm. Then, slowly, a young man rose from the second row. His face was streaked with tears as he stumbled forward, collapsing at the altar.

That broke the dam. A mother with her daughter followed. Then a stream of people came—men and women, teenagers and grandparents—kneeling, sobbing, crying out to God. The sound of prayers filled the sanctuary: “Jesus, save me!” “Lord, forgive me!” “I believe!”

Daniel fell to his knees among them, lifting his hands to heaven. “Lord, You see them! You hear them! Save them, God. Save them!”

The sanctuary was alive with the sound of heaven’s joy.

 

A Watchman’s Cry

Later that night, Daniel wrote in his journal:

This sermon may be my last, but it was my truest. Heaven and hell are real. The cross stands between them. Tonight, many chose life. My silence once cost a soul, but my obedience has now borne fruit. Lord, let this be my legacy—not silence, but a trumpet blast that echoes until my final breath.

He closed the entry with Acts 4:20, the verse that had become his anthem:

“We cannot stop telling about everything we have seen and heard.”

— Acts 4:20 (NLT)

And as he laid his pen aside, Daniel whispered through weary tears, “The trumpet has sounded. May it never fall silent again.”

 




Chapter 70 – The Eternal Divide

The sanctuary was silent now, emptied of the crowd that had wept, prayed, and surrendered at the altar. The echoes of Daniel’s fiery sermon still lingered in the rafters like smoke after a blaze. Alone in the front pew, Bible resting on his knees, he sat in stillness. His heart pounded with exhaustion, but also with something deeper—clarity. He had said all that he could say. Now he had to reckon with the eternal truths he had proclaimed.

Eternity. Heaven. Hell. The cross. The divide that no man could cross after death. He had lived too long ignoring it, then too long haunted by it. Now, as he stared at the wooden cross behind the pulpit, Daniel knew this chapter of his life had been written not only for him, but for all who would hear.

 

Part 1 – A Soul in Glory

He closed his eyes, and in the silence, images of Emily and Matthew filled his mind.

Emily—the timid teenager who once whispered, “Can Jesus save me?” Her eyes had shone with tears when she realized the answer was yes. He remembered the moment she bowed her head, trembling, asking Jesus into her heart. The joy on her face afterward was the kind of joy Daniel once thought he’d never see in Michael’s house again.

Matthew—the angry son, fists clenched with bitterness, shouting at God and at him. And then the night that anger broke, when he collapsed to his knees, sobbing out a raw, desperate prayer: “Jesus, save me!” Daniel had knelt beside him, tears falling onto the carpet, watching chains shatter in real time.

Their mother—slow to open her heart, still scarred with grief, but softening more each time she heard the Word. He remembered her trembling hand on his arm when she whispered, “I’m not ready yet—but I’m listening.”

For the first time since Michael’s funeral, Daniel allowed himself to imagine heaven with their faces in it.

He pictured Emily, radiant in white, walking streets of gold, her youthful doubts gone forever. He saw Matthew laughing freely, no longer angry, no longer bitter, but whole and healed in Christ’s presence. He saw their mother, tears wiped away by God’s own hand, reunited with the husband she had lost— not in this world, but perhaps in the eternal kingdom if God had reached him in a final, unseen moment of mercy.

Daniel turned to Revelation 21, reading aloud to the empty sanctuary, his voice quivering with awe:

“Look, God’s home is now among his people! He will live with them, and they will be his 

people. God himself will be with them. He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there 

will be no more death or sorrow or crying or pain. All these things are gone forever.”

— Revelation 21:3–4 (NLT)

He shut his eyes and whispered, “This is the hope. This is what I must never stop declaring.”

The thought of Emily and Matthew in glory filled his chest with a joy so fierce it nearly undid him. But the joy was bittersweet, because another face pressed into his mind just as quickly.

 

Part 2 – A Soul in Torment

Michael.

Daniel could never erase him. The laughter they had shared at the fishing boat. The evenings tinkering at the workbench. The birthday party where Michael had joked about heaven and hell, and Daniel had laughed nervously instead of speaking the truth. Every memory was painted with silence. Every moment replayed as a missed opportunity.

And then the dreams. Michael’s handwriting in flames, crying out: “Why didn’t you tell me?” His gaunt figure in the smoke, eyes hollow, voice echoing through fire: “Tell them, Daniel! Tell them!”

Daniel shuddered. He opened his Bible to Luke 16, his hands trembling as he read the story of the rich man and Lazarus:

“The rich man shouted, ‘Father Abraham, have some pity! Send Lazarus over here to dip 

the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue. I am in anguish in these flames.’ But 

Abraham said to him, ‘Son, remember that during your lifetime you had everything you 

wanted, and Lazarus had nothing. So now he is here being comforted, and you are in 

anguish.’”

— Luke 16:24–25 (NLT)

Daniel’s voice broke. “That is Michael. That is my friend. And nothing I do can change it.”

He dropped his head into his hands, sobbing. The divide was eternal. A soul in torment could not cross to glory. The time for warning was gone. His silence had left a wound that could never be healed.

But even as grief crushed him, another truth rose like a spark in the darkness: Michael’s loss did not have to be in vain. His memory, his absence, his dream-letters of torment—they could fuel the mission. If Daniel could not rescue him, he could honor him.

He lifted his head, eyes burning. “Michael, I cannot bring you back. I cannot change your eternity. But I can let your memory drive me until my last breath. I will tell them. I will tell them all.”

 

Part 3 – The Call to Speak While There Is Still Time

Daniel rose slowly from the pew and walked to the pulpit one last time. He laid his hand on the wood, whispering, “The trumpet has sounded here. May it sound in every heart that heard tonight.”

Then he turned back to his Bible and read the passage that had condemned and commissioned him from the start:

“Son of man, I have appointed you as a watchman for Israel. Whenever you receive a 

message from me, warn people immediately.”

— Ezekiel 33:7 (NLT)

His voice steadied. “I was once a silent watchman. I bore blood on my hands. But no longer. My voice will sound the warning until my final breath. And when I am gone, this book, this journal, this letter from hope will remain. It will speak when I no longer can.”

He thought of the letter he had written days before, tucked into his Bible at Ezekiel 33. “This time, the letter is not from hell. It is from hope.” He prayed it would one day be found, read, and lived by his children, grandchildren, and generations to come.

Sitting at his desk later that night, Daniel wrote his final journal entry:

This story closes with two realities. A soul in glory. A soul in torment. One forever safe, one forever lost. Between them stands the cross. Between them stands the choice. And until my dying day, I will plead with all who hear me: Choose Christ. Choose life. Speak while there is still time.

He closed his pen and whispered into the night, “The eternal divide is real. But so is the cross. And as long as I breathe, silence will not be my legacy.”

Closing Scripture

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

 

Epilogue – A Letter from Hope

To the one holding these pages,

This story has been about Daniel, about Michael, about silence and testimony, about sorrow and redemption. But the truth is—it has also been about you.

Eternity is not only their story. It is yours.

There are only two destinies beyond the grave. One is eternal life in the presence of God, where every tear is wiped away. The other is eternal separation, a place of torment where regret never ends. Between these two stands the cross of Jesus Christ—the bridge, the hope, the only way.

The Bible says:

“For this is how God loved the world: He gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.”

— John 3:16 (NLT)

Everyone. That includes you.

Maybe you see yourself in Daniel—hesitant, silent, weighed down by failure. Or maybe you see yourself in Michael—living without Christ, ignoring the warnings. Either way, there is hope. The cross is for you. Christ died for your sins, rose again in victory, and offers forgiveness and eternal life if you will believe.

The right time is not tomorrow. The right time is not “someday.” The right time is now.

“Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation.”

— 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NLT)

So let this be more than a story you close and forget. Let it be a trumpet sounding in your heart. If you have never called on Jesus Christ, call on Him now. Pray. Believe. Surrender. He will save you.

And if you already know Him, let Daniel’s scars teach you this: silence costs. Speak while there is still time. Share Christ with boldness, with love, with urgency.

This is not a letter from hell. This is a letter from hope.

Signed,

A Watchman Who Will Not Be Silent A Letter from the Author – Dr. Paul Crawford

Dear Reader,

When I first began writing A Letter from Hell, it was not simply a story I wanted to tell—it was a burden I could not ignore. The idea of a soul lost forever, crying out in regret, has haunted me for years. I have seen too many opportunities slip away, too many moments where silence won over courage, too many times when the gospel could have been spoken but wasn’t.

Daniel’s journey is not only fiction. It is a mirror. In his story, I poured my own fears, regrets, and prayers. Like him, I have wrestled with the weight of silence. Like him, I have felt the sharp sting of missed chances. And like him, I have discovered the redeeming power of God’s grace—that even our failures can be used to drive us toward bold obedience.

This book is not meant to scare you into belief, but to stir you to urgency. Eternity is real. Heaven is real. Hell is real. And the cross of Jesus Christ stands as the only hope for every soul.

The Bible says:

“For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard. Yet God, in his 

grace, freely makes us right in his sight. He did this through Christ Jesus when he freed us 

from the penalty for our sins.”

— Romans 3:23–24 (NLT)

That is the good news. That is the hope I pray rings in your heart as you finish this book.

If you are reading this and have never trusted Christ as your Savior, my plea is simple: don’t wait. Call on Him now. Believe in Him. Receive the eternal life He freely offers. And if you are already His, then do not keep silent. Speak while there is still time. Share His love with boldness, with compassion, and with urgency.

This book was born out of tears, but it is offered in hope. My prayer is that it will awaken something in you—a determination never to waste another opportunity, never to let another soul pass without hearing the name of Jesus.

Thank you for walking this journey with me. May the Lord bless you, strengthen you, and embolden you to be His watchman in your generation.

For His glory,

Dr. Paul Crawford

 

A Closing Prayer

“Father, I thank You for every reader who has walked through these pages. For the one who does not yet know You, I pray they would hear Your voice and receive Your Son, Jesus, as Lord and Savior. For the one who already believes, I pray You would set their heart ablaze with urgency—to speak, to share, to love, and to never be silent. May we all live as faithful watchmen, sounding the trumpet until the day You call us home. In Jesus’ mighty name, Amen.”


THE BIBLE WAY TO HEAVEN

1. Admit you are a sinner.

 

"For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God."

 

(Romans 3:23)

 

No one is good enough to go to Heaven on his own merit.

 

No matter how much good we do, we still come short.

 

2. Realize the penalty for sin.

 

"For the wages of sin is death..." (Romans 6:23a) Just as there are wages for good, there is punishment for wrong. The penalty for our sin is eternal death in a place called Hell.

 

3. Believe that Jesus Christ died, was buried, and rose again for you.

 

"That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved." (Romans 10:9)

 

4. Trust Christ alone as your Saviour.

 

"...But the gift of God is eternal life though Jesus Christ our Lord." (Romans 6:23b)

"For whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved." (Romans 10:13) 

Eternal life is a gift purchased by the blood of Jesus and offered freely to those who call upon Him by faith. 

Anyone who believes on the Lord Jesus Christ will be saved forever. 

Being saved is a one-time event.

 

Dr. Paul Crawford is more than just a Christian Author; His books are a source of inspiration and guidance on your spiritual journey. His books are created with a deep sense of faith and a desire to uplift and inspire all who read. 
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