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Showers of Blessings

ANGELA BENSON







Chapter 1



“It’s me again, Lord,” Andrew Gooden said, lowering his forehead to rest against the steering wheel of his leased burgundy 5 Series BMW, which was parked in front of a run-down Bankhead convenience store. He’d chosen this neighborhood and this store because of their distance from his home and stomping ground in the decidedly more upscale suburb of Alpharetta. There was no chance he’d run into anyone he knew here. “I know I said I wouldn’t end up in this situation again, but here I am. I don’t know how it happened, really. I had been so good for so long and then I just fell off the wagon.”

Andrew lifted his head and stared out the window at what appeared to be two homeless men ingesting their beverages from brown paper bags. He felt as destitute as they looked. He leaned forward and picked up the two completed lottery forms resting on the passenger-side dash. “I need your help, Lord. I don’t have to tell you how much. The repo guys are looking for my cars. The house is teetering on foreclosure. My bank account is overdrawn. Things have been bad before, but never this bad. Sandra’s threatening to leave me if I don’t do something fast.” He held the lottery forms up and double-checked the numbers. “All I’m asking, Lord, is that you bless these forms and these numbers. I’m counting on you for a miracle.”


Andrew closed his eyes and bowed his head. “Please, Lord.” With those final words, he picked up the hat and sunglasses he’d brought with him and put them on. Though the possibility was slim that he’d run into someone he knew, he couldn’t take the chance. He was an assistant pastor at Praise City, a well-known megachurch in metro Atlanta. As much as his senior pastor raged on the sins of gambling and playing the lottery, he’d be put on blast if someone caught him purchasing lottery tickets.

Andrew got out of his car and headed for the store entrance, careful to keep his head down. So as not to be obvious, he went to the soda case and picked up a liter bottle of orange soda, his kids’ favorite. To give the current customer at the counter time to complete his transaction, Andrew stopped and browsed the snacks. He picked up a family-sized bag of chips. When the checkout counter was clear, he made a bee-line for it. “Two lottery tickets,” he said, handing the forms to the cashier as he put his two items on the counter.

“Hope these are winners for you,” the cashier said.

From your mouth to God’s ears, Andrew thought. “Thanks,” he said, not wanting to get into a conversation that would extend his time in the store or give the clerk any reason to remember him. He wanted his lottery tickets and he wanted to get home. As the clerk ran the lottery forms and rang up his purchases, Andrew opened his wallet and pulled out the last of his credit cards that wasn’t charged to the limit. At least, he hoped it wasn’t. He and Sandra had been living on credit for months. This card had to be pretty close to the limit by now. When the clerk took the card, Andrew silently prayed that his purchase would be authorized.

He released a breath when the clerk asked for his signature. He quickly signed the receipt, took his purchases without waiting for them to be bagged, and rushed out of the store. He slid into his car, took off his hat and glasses, and breathed deeply again. “Thank you, Lord,” he whispered. He put the key in the ignition and was about to turn it, when someone knocked on the driver-side window.

“Pastor? Is that you, Pastor Gooden?”

Andrew couldn’t believe it. He’d gotten so close to making a clean getaway. He turned toward the window and saw one of his male parishioners grinning at him. Though he couldn’t come up with a name, he knew the face. He pressed the button to lower the window.

“I thought that was you,” the man said, still grinning. “What are you doing in my neck of the woods? It’s Wednesday night. I figured you’d be in Bible class. Don’t you teach on Wednesday nights?”

Andrew forced a smile. “I’m on my way to church now, brother,” he said, wondering if the man had seen him coming out of the store with his hat and glasses. “Are you going to make it?”

The man shook his head. “Not tonight. The wife has already gone. She doesn’t like to be late.”

Andrew looked at his watch. “I’m going to be late myself if I don’t get moving.”

The man stepped back from the car. “Don’t let me hold you up,” he said. “I’ll see you on Sunday.”

“I’ll look for you,” Andrew said, starting the car. He nodded to the man and pressed the button to raise the window. It was then he realized he still had the lottery tickets in his hand. He glanced back up at the man, whose grin had settled into a smile. Had the man seen the lottery tickets? Andrew wondered.

Shaking his head in answer to his question, Andrew guided the car toward the main street. He didn’t breathe again until he was on the interstate, far away from that Bankhead convenience store and his unnamed parishioner.







Chapter 2



Sandra Gooden waved one last time to her children, eight-year-old Matthew and ten-year-old Andrew, Jr., as they headed off in the backseat of her father’s car to get ice cream and then she closed the front door. She lowered her eyelids and leaned back against the door, taking a moment to rest.

“Tired, dear?” her mother asked.

Sandra sighed and pushed away from the door. “I’m fine, Mother,” she said. “I appreciate you and Daddy taking the kids for a few weeks.”

Ida waved off her thanks. “It’s no bother. You know we love having those kids. I’m just glad we could help.”

Sandra was glad, too. Her kids were old enough to know things weren’t right around the house, and her excuses were wearing thin. Besides, it was embarrassing to coach your kids not to answer the phone unless they recognized the name on the caller ID. It would be more than embarrassing if they knew their parents were being hounded by creditors.

“Sandra,” her mother began. “You know I don’t like to dip in your marriage, but Andrew needs to get some help. He’s gambling again, isn’t he?”

Sandra regretted ever sharing her husband’s vice with her mother. But at the time, she’d had to tell somebody and her mother had seemed the safest choice. Andrew’s problem was certainly not something she could share at a prayer meeting with the members of Praise City’s leadership team, not if she wanted to maintain their standing among them. No, this was a secret they had to keep.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Mother,” she said, walking past her mother and toward the kitchen.

Her mother followed her. “I know you don’t want to,” she said, “but you need to. You can’t keep all this bottled up inside. You’re hiding it from the people who care about you and you’re hiding it from your kids. You need to let it out, Sandra.”

She turned on her mother, throwing up her arms. Her mother’s doggedness defied her short stature. “What am I supposed to say, Mother? That my husband is a gambler, and a poor one at that? Should I announce in church that he’s so far gone that we’re on the verge of losing everything—again? Should I tell them that Andrew’s fallen so low that he’s even gambled away his children’s college funds? How can I tell anyone all that?” she cried. “How can I admit that I tied myself to a man who is so fatally flawed?” She turned away from her mother. “Some days I wonder why I married him. This is not the life I signed up for, Mother. Andrew and I should have our own congregation by now, and we would if not for his problem. I thought he’d overcome it last time when he brought us to the end of our rope, but here we are again.”

Her mother walked over to her and rubbed her shoulders. “You married him because you loved him.”

“I don’t even know him,” Sandra said. “How can I love him?”

Her mother pulled away. “Are you thinking about leaving him?” she asked.

“I have to think about it, Mother. I can’t keep on like this. My kids deserve better than this. I deserve better than this.”

“Andrew is a good man, Sandy. He just needs to get some help. You both need to get some help.”


Sandra pulled away. “I’m not the person with the problem, but I certainly have to deal with the fallout. I’m tired, Mother. Tired. I can’t go through this again with Andrew. I don’t have it in me.”

“You know your daddy and I had some rough years, but we made it through.”

Sandra remembered those rough years when her father was a functional alcoholic, and they weren’t good memories, either. She wanted better for herself and her children. “I admire you, Mom, and what you were able to endure and to work through, but I’m not you.” I don’t want to be you, she added silently, not wanting to hurt her mother’s feelings.

“Well, what can I do to help?”

Sandra pressed a kiss against her mother’s forehead. “You’re already doing it. You’re taking care of the kids.”

“I have a little extra money that your father doesn’t know about,” she said, reaching into the pocket of her jeans and pulling out a check.

“I can’t take your money,” Sandra said, though she was sorely tempted. She was sure they were at the limit on their last credit card, and she had less than a hundred dollars in cash. She didn’t know what they were going to do.

Her mother took her hand, put the check in it, and folded the hand closed. “It’s only five hundred dollars. It’s not much, but it’ll help.”

Sandra felt tears well up in her eyes. This wasn’t the way things were supposed to be. Here she was a thirty-five-year-old married woman with children taking cash from her mother. As the daughter, it should be her turn to help her parents. “I can’t, Mom—”

“Shh, yes, you can. It’s done. You take that, and if you need more, you let me know. I’ll see what your father and I can do.”

Sandra began shaking her head. “You can’t tell Dad, Mom. You promised.”


“I know what I promised, and I’m going to keep my promise, even though I don’t think it’s wise. Your father could talk to Andrew, help him out, especially since he doesn’t have a father of his own.”

Andrew was an orphan, brought up in foster care. She and the children were his only family. His need for family was one of the traits that had attracted her to him. He valued what he’d never had. She saw in him solid husband and father material. What she hadn’t seen was his fatal gambling addiction.

“Andrew would be devastated if Dad knew how badly he was handling his family duties. I can’t do that to him. His pride is battered as it is.” Besides, it had taken her father years to warm up to Andrew. If he knew about the gambling, he would revert to his earlier opinion of her husband. She was sure of it.

Her mother lifted a brow. “Those aren’t the words of a woman getting ready to leave her husband.”

Sandra frowned. “Oh, but they are. I know what it means to reach the end of your rope. That’s where I am.”







Chapter 3



Andrew knew something was wrong when the boys didn’t rush him at the door as soon as he entered the house. “I’m home,” he yelled out, hoping against hope that his family was just otherwise occupied. Thoughts of Sandra’s threat to take the boys and leave chilled his heart. She hadn’t really done it, had she?

He marched through the kitchen, peeked into the family room, and seeing no one there, headed upstairs to the bedrooms. “Sandra,” he called out from the stairs. When she didn’t answer, he quickened his steps. When he passed the boys’ rooms and saw their beds were empty, his heart raced. She’d done it this time. She’d really left him.

“Please, Lord,” he prayed. “Please, please, please, don’t let them be gone. I won’t ever gamble again. I promise. Just don’t let me lose my family.”

Andrew stopped short when he entered the master bedroom and found his wife curled up on the bed reading a book. “Didn’t you hear me calling you?” he asked.

Without glancing up, she said, “I heard you.”

“Then why didn’t you answer?”

She looked up at him then, and the disappointment he read in her eyes made him wish she hadn’t. “What’s the point?” she asked. “I’m tired of your excuses.”

Okay, he deserved those words. He accepted them with a swallow. “Where are the boys?”

“They’re staying with my parents until we straighten things out.”

He didn’t like that she had shipped the boys off without consulting him, without giving him a chance to say good-bye. “Don’t you think we should have talked about this?”

She closed the book, put it on the nightstand, and then sat up in the bed. “I sent them away because we need to have a serious talk about this marriage and our family. The bottom line is that I can’t keep going through this with you. You promised me the last time that it wouldn’t happen again. Yet here we are.”

He came to the bed and sat facing her. “I know I’ve let you down,” he said. “But I’m going to fix this. I have a plan—”

She began shaking her head. “Not another plan. Andrew, you need help. Professional help. I believed you before when you said you could stop. I don’t any longer. You’re destroying this family. Can’t you see that?”

Andrew shook his head, refusing to believe God would let him lose the only thing that mattered to him—his family. He took his wife’s hands in his. “Trust me one last time,” he pleaded. “And if you can’t trust me, trust God. Expect a miracle with me, Sandra.”

He saw the wariness in her eyes. “What have you done, Andrew?” she asked. “What kind of miracle are you expecting?”

“I want you to look for a miracle that only God can provide.”

She laughed a dry laugh. “I guess you want me to believe that God is going to drop money from heaven for us the way he dropped manna for the Israelites.”

“That’s exactly what I want you to believe,” he said.


She pulled her hands away. “Come on, Andrew. You should know by now that God doesn’t work that way. That’s how we got in this situation in the first place. You’re always looking for the big score, instead of building slowly. You need to change the way you operate.”

Andrew reached for her hands again. “Okay, if this doesn’t turn out the way I believe it will, we’ll try it your way.”

She squinted at him. “What have you done, Andrew? What scheme are you working on now? Please don’t tell me you’ve borrowed money so that you can gamble.”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “This deal only cost me two dollars.”

“Two dollars? What are you talking about? I don’t understand.”

“I had a vision,” he said, taking a bit of leeway with the truth. “In that vision God told me to play the lottery this week and he gave me the numbers to play.”

Sandra snatched her hands away and jumped up from the bed. “That’s the last straw, Andrew. Now you’ve started lying on God. You know as well as I do that God did not give you any lottery numbers. Have you lost your mind?”

Her words hurt, but he brushed them off as best he could. God was not going to let him down. He could feel it.

“If playing the lottery is your way of getting us out of the hole you’ve put us in, we’re in more trouble than I wanted to believe. I think it’s best that I go stay with my parents and the kids and give you some time to figure out what you want from us and what you’re willing to give. We can’t build a future for our family on a lottery scheme. We don’t even believe in the lottery.”

Andrew glanced at his watch. “Turn on the television,” he said.

When she just rolled her eyes, he reached on the far-side nightstand, picked up the remote, and turned it on himself. “They should be announcing the lottery results in a few minutes. Believe with me.”

“I believe you’ve lost your mind,” she said. “That’s what I believe.”

He pulled the two lottery tickets out of his pocket and handed them to her. “You hold the tickets,” he said. “I’m too nervous.”

Grudgingly, she took the tickets and sat down next to him on the bed. “I don’t believe I’m doing this,” she said. “Pastor McCorry would fall out of the pulpit if he knew his assistant pastor was at home waiting for the lottery numbers to be announced, rather than at church teaching his Bible study class.”

Pulling her close, Andrew chuckled. “There was no way I could teach tonight. I’m too anxious about the lottery results.”

“How much is the lottery for this week anyway?” Sandra asked.

“Not much,” he said. “About twenty million.”

She laughed out loud. “Sounds like a lot to me.”

He laughed, too. “It’s a lot to us but not for the lottery. It’s not like it’s one of those hundred million dollar weeks when everybody plays. This is an average-sized jackpot.”

She peered up at him. “You know, it bothers me that you know so much about the lottery. Something tells me this isn’t the first time you’ve played.”

“Watch the television,” he said. “They’re about to call the numbers.”

She did as she was told. “Here,” she said to him. “You hold one and I’ll hold one.”

He took his. His heart began to sink as the announcer read the numbers. He hadn’t won. He glanced over at Sandra, and from the look on her face he gathered she hadn’t, either. He couldn’t believe it. He’d been so sure God was going to come through for him.


“We’ll just play the numbers again next week,” he said. “We can’t give up now. I really believe in these numbers.” When his wife didn’t respond, he looked down at her and saw she was crying. Her tears broke his heart. “I’m sorry, Sandra,” he said. “I’ll fix this. I promise I will.”

Sandra began shaking her head, and then she began to laugh. Andrew wondered if her disappointment had made her delirious. He grew uneasy as her laughter grew and she threw herself at him. “We won, Andrew,” she said. “We won the lottery!”







Chapter 4



“We won,” Sandra screamed, wrapping her arms around her husband’s neck. “We won.” She hopped up from the bed, pulling him with her. “We’re rich,” she said, dancing him around the room. “We’re rich.”

Andrew stopped dancing, forcing her to stop, and looked down into her eyes. “I told you I wouldn’t let you down,” he said. “I told you.”

She pressed a hand against his cheek. She loved her six-foot chocolate drop, warts and all. “I know you did, baby, and you came through for me and this family. I never should have doubted you.”

He turned her hand over and kissed her palm. “You never should have doubted God,” he said. “When a door closes, He opens a window. We just have to look for it.”

“It really is a gift from God, isn’t it?” she asked.

“You bet it is,” Andrew confirmed. “Man couldn’t do this. I couldn’t do this. God had to do it.”

Sandra lifted her arms heavenward. “I’m so happy I could shout it to the world.” She reached for the phone on the nightstand. “I have to call Momma and Daddy. They won’t believe it. Then we have to call Pastor McCorry and Vickie.” She glanced back at her husband. “You know we’re going to have to tithe this money, don’t you?”

Andrew grabbed her hand before she could dial and forced the phone back on the cradle. She looked up at him. “What are you doing?”

He sat on the side of the bed and pulled her down with him. “Think about it, Sandra. What are you going to tell your parents? What are you going to tell Pastor and Vickie?”

“I’m going to tell them God blessed us to win the lottery.”

He didn’t say anything, just looked at her.

“What?” she asked.

“You’re going to tell Pastor ‘Lottery means Hell’ McCorry that God blessed us to win the lottery? I don’t think so.”

Sandra slumped back against her husband. “I see your point,” she said, a dark cloud trying to push away her happiness. “They wouldn’t understand.”

“No, they wouldn’t,” Andrew said. “That’s why we have to keep this to ourselves.”

“That’s going to be impossible, Andrew. We’re going to have to claim the lottery winnings.” She covered her face with her hands. “And they’re going to put our pictures in the paper. Everybody’s going to know and we’ll be kicked out of the church. What are we going to do?”

“We’re not getting kicked out of the church,” he said. “The first thing we need to do is talk to an attorney about our options. I’m sure there’s a way we can collect our winnings and keep our identities hidden.”

“I hope so,” Sandra said, some of her glee fading. “God really wants us to have this money, doesn’t he, Andrew?”

Andrew pulled her close. “Of course he does. We needed it and he opened a window to give it to us. All we have to do is use it the right way.”

“We’re going to tithe it,” Sandra said. “The church could use the money and there are some other ministries I’d like to bless.”

Andrew kissed her forehead. “You have a good heart, babe. That’s why God knew He could trust us with the winnings. We’ll use it to build His kingdom. I think it’s time for us to start thinking about starting our own church.”

She looked up at him, her joy returning. “Are you serious, Andrew?”

He nodded. “Dead serious. It’s always been our prayer to have our own church. Well, there’s nothing stopping us now. We can use this money to serve our congregation. That’s what God wants.”

Sandra hugged her husband’s side. “Oh, Andrew, I can’t believe this is happening. A few hours ago, we were on the verge of bankruptcy or worse, and now we’re millionaires getting ready to start a church. I can’t believe it.”

“Believe it,” he said. “God works in mysterious ways.”

Sandra pushed away the uneasiness she felt at her husband’s words. While she was on board with using the money for good, something about God providing it did not set well with her. “What are we going to tell folks when we start doing all these things? They’re going to wonder about the money.”

Andrew hugged her close. “I’ve been thinking about that,” he said. “We’ll tell them that a long lost relative of mine left it to me.”

She peered up at him. “Everybody knows you’re an orphan, Andrew, and that you don’t have any family.”

He shrugged. “That’s all the better. We’ll be as surprised as anybody. Folks will be happy for us and will praise God for providing a way out of no way. They’ll believe us. Why shouldn’t they?”

Sandra knew there was something hypocritical in lying about a blessing, but she didn’t see any other way for them. “I guess we’ve got everything covered then,” she said. “All we need now is a lawyer who’ll help us claim the winnings without anyone knowing who we are.”

Andrew pressed her down on the bed. “We’ll talk to the lawyers tomorrow. Tonight I want to celebrate. Since the kids are at the grandparents’, Mommy and Daddy have play time.”

Sandra giggled. “You’re so crazy.”

His face sober, he said, “Crazy about you.” He wiped a finger down her cheek. “I love you, Sandra, and I love our family. I’m sorry for the pain I put you through. I promise you and I promise God that I won’t ever do that to us again. I know He’s giving me yet another chance, and I’m not going to blow it. This is a new start for us. We’ve been blessed and we’re going to be a blessing to others. We’re going to walk in faith and believe the promise of God for our ministry. Today is the beginning of a new journey for us. We’re not looking back.”

Sandra felt the tears roll down her cheeks. This was the man she married. Not only had God blessed them with money, He’d given her back her husband. She pulled Andrew down to her. Kissing him, she said, “Let the celebration begin.”







Chapter 5



Sandra’s head was still spinning when she and Andrew pulled into her parents’ driveway after leaving the attorney’s office on Peachtree Street in downtown Atlanta. When Andrew turned off the engine, she said, “Is this real, Andrew?”

He chuckled. “Very real,” he said. “We’re rich, Sandra. We’ll never have money problems again. Our kids are provided for and so are your parents. And we have the money to start our own church. God is good.”

“The lottery is good,” she said.

Andrew picked up her hand and kissed it. “Same thing.”

She met his eyes. “I don’t like lying to my parents.”

“Neither do I, but what choice do we have?”

She sighed deeply. “I know,” she said, “but I still don’t like it.”

“Well, I bet your parents will like hearing what we’ve done for them and their grandchildren. I can’t wait to see the look on your dad’s face when we tell him about the horse farm.”

Sandra smiled. “They’re going to be so excited. Let’s go in and tell them.”

Wanting to surprise her parents and the children, they rang the bell instead of using their key. Her mother opened the door. She looked between the two of them. “What are you two doing here?” she asked. “We weren’t expecting you.”


Sandra laughed. She kissed her mother’s cheek and said, “Nothing’s wrong, Momma. In fact, everything is right. Where are Daddy and the kids?”

Her mother accepted a kiss from Andrew and then closed the door after they were both inside. “Your father took the kids out to Harper Farms so they could go riding. They left early this morning.”

“And won’t be back until late,” Sandra finished. Her kids had inherited her dad’s love of horses and riding. She’d had that love, too, until her drunken father had put her on a horse too spirited for her and she’d taken a fall, breaking her arm. She pushed the thought aside, not wanting to dampen the joy of the day. Those days were long gone, anyway.

“Have you two eaten?” her mother asked as they settled themselves in the family room. Her mother took the plush club chair while she and Andrew took the couch.

“We had a fancy lunch down on Peachtree Street.”

“What were you doing down there?” her mother asked.

“We had lunch with an attorney,” Sandra said.

“An attorney?” her mother asked, her eyes wide. “You two aren’t getting a divorce, are you?”

Andrew touched his mother-in-law’s knee. “No way,” he told her. “I love your daughter and she loves me. We’ve been through a rough patch lately, but God has opened a door and cleared up all our financial problems.”

Her mother met her eyes. “What’s happened?” she asked.

“Well, Mom,” Sandra began. “We met with an attorney this morning who informed us that Andrew has inherited a substantial sum of money, very substantial.”

Her mother turned to Andrew. “Who left you some money? I thought you didn’t have any family.”

“I didn’t think I did, either, but apparently there was a distant cousin. Believe me, I’m as surprised as you are. Surprised and blessed. And we’re going to use our blessing to bless others.” He went on to tell her about their plans for a church.


“That’s wonderful, Andrew,” she said. “You have a good heart. I know you and Sandra will make good use of your money.”

“It’s our money, Mom,” Andrew corrected. “Mine, Sandra’s, the kids, and yours and Dad’s. It’s ours. We want you to share in it, too. The first thing we want to do is buy you and Dad that horse farm he’s always talking about. We want you two to start looking for it immediately.”

Ida dabbed at her eyes with her fingers. “You can’t be serious.”

Sandra sat on the arm of her mother’s chair and pulled her close. “Dead serious,” she said. “We want you and Dad to have everything you’ve always wanted. As soon as the paperwork is finalized, we’ll put a share of the money in an account for you so you can spend it as you see fit. For now, though, we want you and Dad to find that horse farm you want. And I want you to have the house you want. If you find property, we can even build from scratch. Whatever you want.”

Her mother began to cry. “Oh, Sandra, you don’t have to.”

Sandra glanced at her husband, tears in her own eyes. Then she said to her mother, “We want to, Mom. You’ve always been there for us. Let us be there for you and Dad. It’s time for you to have what you want.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s nothing to say,” Andrew said. “Just thank God for the blessing. That’s what we’re doing.”

“Grady is going to be beside himself when he hears this. He’s dreamed of owning a horse farm forever, but it was never anything but a dream. I don’t think he ever imagined it would actually happen.”

“I know, Mom, but it is happening. Today is a new day for all of us.”

“I wish Dad were here now so we could tell him,” Andrew said. “I can’t wait to see the expression on his face.”

“Well, why don’t we drive up and spend the rest of the day with him and kids at Harper’s. We can reserve a room at one of those bed-and-breakfast places and hang out a couple of days.”

“That’s a great idea, babe,” Andrew said. He turned to Ida. “What do you think, Mom? Are you ready to tell Dad that Christmas came early this year?”







Chapter 6



Still on an emotional high from the weekend spent with her family celebrating their newly found riches and looking at horse farms, Sandra had high expectations for her and Andrew’s meeting with Pastor McCorry and Vickie. The older couple were their role models in the faith, so their opinion meant a lot. She listened with a smile on her face as Andrew told them their good news and their plans. When he finished, she turned to the pastoral couple and awaited their congratulations.

“Have you checked out this relative, Andrew?” Pastor McCorry asked, rubbing his chin. “There are so many scams going around these days. You can never be too careful.”

Sandra’s smile faded a bit. That wasn’t the response she’d expected.

“You should consider hiring a private detective to verify everything, including the attorney who contacted you,” the pastor added.

Andrew cleared his throat. “We’ve done enough checking,” he told them. “The attorney is from a very reputable firm here in Atlanta.”

Sandra lowered her eyes at her husband’s half truth. She wished they could tell Pastor and Vickie the truth and be accepted, but she knew the older couple were too judgmental and set in their ways to accept their lottery win as a blessing from God. In fact, as she thought about it, she realized Pastor and Vickie were judgmental about everything related to being a Christian. They were always preaching about what you should do and where you shouldn’t go. And some of the stuff they talked about wasn’t even in the Bible. No, they had their own rules and tried to make everybody abide by them. Sandra raised her eyes, met Vickie’s, and smiled. She was glad she and Andrew were starting their own church. They’d be better shepherds than the judgmental McCorry’s.

“This is a blessing from God, an unexpected blessing, and we’re going to accept it, not question it. Isn’t that what you’ve taught us over the years?” she challenged the pastor.

Pastor McCorry peered at her from over his glasses. “I’ve also taught you to use wisdom. All I’m asking is that you move with caution.”

“We’re moving in faith,” Andrew said. “You know it’s always been on our hearts to start a church. We’re going to use this money to build God’s kingdom by doing exactly that.”

“Whoa,” Pastor McCorry said, lifting his right palm toward Andrew. “Money is not a calling to start a church. How do you know this is what God wants you to do at this point in time? I’m your shepherd and He hasn’t let me know any such thing. I don’t think you’re ready,” he said bluntly. “Either of you.”

Pastor McCorry was being judgmental again, Sandra thought. Who was he to tell them they weren’t ready? “Maybe you’re just jealous,” she muttered before she could stop herself.

“What did you say?” Vickie demanded.

Sandra met Vickie’s eyes again. “I said maybe you and Pastor are jealous of the good fortune that has come our way. Maybe you want to be the big Pastor and First Lady with all the little peons bowing at your feet.”


“Sandra!” Vickie shot up out of her seat. “I can’t believe you’re saying that. You know us better than that.”

Andrew patted her knee to calm her but she pushed his hand off. “What I know is that nobody in our congregation has as big a house as yours and nobody drives cars as expensive. Why is that?”

“You’re out of line, Sister Gooden,” Pastor warned.

Sandra turned her attention to him. “I’m not out of line,” she said. “I’m just telling the truth. Maybe you two don’t want us to have a church. Maybe you’re afraid it’ll be bigger and better than Praise City.”

“That’s enough, Sandra,” Andrew said. “Pastor and First Lady have a right to their opinions.” Then he said to Pastor McCorry, “I believe God is telling us it’s time to move on and do a new thing. We wish we could have your blessing as we go, but we’ll go without it. We have to follow the path God has for us.”

Pastor began shaking his head. “I can’t support you in this move or encourage you,” he said, “because I don’t think it’s the right time. It’s not right in the spiritual realm and it’s not right in the practical realm. Look, you don’t have a church building and you don’t have any members.”

“And your hearts are not right,” Vickie tossed in. “I had no idea you two held us in such low esteem. You need to work out the issues you have with us before you try to start your own church. You want to build it on a sound foundation. Right now, your foundation is pure sand.”

Sandra opened her mouth to tell First Lady Vickie about sand, but Andrew stopped her with a tight squeeze on her thigh.

“We have the money to buy a building,” he said, ignoring Vickie’s words. “And we’re trusting God to bring the members.”

Pastor McCorry shook his head. “I don’t know what else we can say.”


Andrew stood and Sandra stood with him. “I don’t think there’s anything left to say. We appreciate all you’ve done for us.” Andrew extended his hand. “I hope we can part friends and brothers. I could benefit from your counsel as we move forward with the new church.”

Pastor McCorry shook Andrew’s hand. “If you can’t take my counsel now, Andrew, I don’t see any point in seeking it later. We’ll always be here if you need us, but we can’t help you with this church of yours.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Pastor,” Sandra said. Though she wasn’t really feeling it, she leaned in and gave him a hug. “Thanks for everything. You’ve been a good pastor to us.” She glanced at Vickie, but couldn’t bring herself to hug her.

“Even though I know you won’t come,” Andrew said, “we’ll invite you to our opening service. You’re a doubter like Thomas in the Bible. You’re going to have to see to believe. Well, we’re going to make believers of both of you.”

Feeling proud of her husband, Sandra took his hand and followed him out of the McCorry home.







Chapter 7



Andrew stood in the back of the ballroom he and Sandra had reserved for the dinner that was now in progress. This meal was about much more than food, though. Andrew had considered the things Pastor McCorry had said and knew he was right. He couldn’t take Kevin Costner’s “If you build it, they will come” approach if he wanted the new church to be a success. He had the money for a building and he believed that God would send members, but he needed a leadership team to help him and Sandra build the ministry. The two of them had discussed their options and decided to ask five couples in leadership at Praise City to join with them in their new ministry, which they were calling Showers of Blessings.

They knew Pastor wouldn’t like their stealing members from Praise City, but what else could they do? They needed folks they knew and trusted and who knew and trusted them. They also needed folks who believed in their vision. So their first step had been to invite twelve couples and their children to a backyard barbecue. The five couples having dinner with them tonight were the couples from the barbecue that had shown the most enthusiasm and support after hearing their plans. Tonight he and Sandra were taking it to the next level. These were the five couples they wanted with them in Showers of Blessings. Now he had to sell them on the idea.

Sandra looked up from her conversation with Monica Ray and saw him. She waved him back to the table. When he joined them, she leaned over and said, “Everybody has dessert. When are you going to speak?”

“I guess now’s the time,” he said. He stood and tapped his fork against his glass to get everybody’s attention. “The evening is not over, but I wanted you to know how much Sandra and I have enjoyed your fellowship tonight.”

A bunch of “thank you”s came from the gathered couples.

“While you’re finishing your desserts, I’d like to talk to you some more about Showers of Blessings. We’re excited about the path God is leading us on, but, like Moses when he was leading the Israelites, we’re going to need help.” He paused, taking the time to make eye contact with each couple. “We’ve invited you here tonight to ask you to take part in this vision and join the Showers of Blessings leadership team.”

Sandra came and stood next to him. “Because we always want to be honest with you,” she said, “we want to confess that last week’s cookout was your interview. As Andrew said, we want folks with us who believe in the vision God has given us. Your response to our news last week showed us that you were believers. We want you with us, if you want to be with us.”

“We’ll understand if you turn us down,” Andrew added, “and there’ll be no hard feelings. This has to be right for all of us. If you don’t feel it’s right for you, then I have to believe that it’s not what God wants for you. It’s that simple.”

Then Andrew went around the table telling everybody what their positions would be. The Moores would serve as associate pastors of Christian Education; the Thomases, associate pastors of Music and Praise; the Salleys, Youth Pastors; and the Rays, associate pastors of Outreach. The Wilsons would serve as Assistant Pastors and be their closest advisors.


“That’s it,” Andrew said, after he informed the couples of their proposed duties. “Do you have any questions?”

Jacob Wilson posed the first question. “Starting a new church takes a lot of time and effort, Andrew, and we all have full-time jobs. How much of a commitment are you expecting from us?”

Andrew turned to Sandra and chuckled. “How could you let me forget the most important point?” She just shook her head. He turned back to the group. “These will be full-time positions. We’re asking you to take a leap of faith with us and we’re prepared to compensate you. Because the Lord has blessed us financially beyond what we could have asked, we want to share that with you. Therefore, we’re offering each of you five-year guaranteed contracts at three times your current salary and twice the benefits.”

Murmurs went around the room.

“That’s generous,” Gloria Moore said.

“Very generous,” her husband echoed.

“Any other questions?” Andrew asked.

“I’ve never been involved in the formation of a new congregation,” George Salley said. “I want to join you but I’m not sure I have the skills.”

“You have the heart,” Sandra said. “You can be trained in the rest.”

“In fact,” Andrew said, “we’ve planned a four-week retreat in Hawaii for next month. It’ll be a time of teaching and learning, prayer and fasting, and fun and fellowship. We have to be a closely knit team if we’re going to achieve this vision.”

“Hawaii!” Jackie Thomas called out. “Sign us up now!”

Everybody laughed at Jackie’s enthusiasm.

“What about a building?” Michael Ray asked. “Where will we be meeting?”

“We’ll have to find a building,” Andrew said. “We’ve found five properties that could work but we wanted to get you all on board before we made a final decision.” He glanced around the table. “I’m not asking for a commitment tonight. I know you need some time to consider what’s best for your families. Your contracts will be delivered to your homes tomorrow so you can review them as you make your decision. We don’t want to put pressure on you, but we need your answer within the next two weeks. The sooner the better.”
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