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Then said Jesus unto his disciples, Verily I say unto you, That a rich man shall hardly enter into the kingdom of heaven. And again I say unto you, It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God. When his disciples heard it, they were exceedingly amazed, saying, Who then can be saved? But Jesus beheld them, and said unto them, With men this is impossible; but with God all things are possible. Then answered Peter and said unto him, Behold, we have forsaken all, and followed thee; what shall we have therefore? And Jesus said unto them, Verily I say unto you, That ye which have followed me, in the regeneration when the Son of man shall sit in the throne of his glory, ye also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. And every one that hath forsaken houses, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for my name's sake, shall receive an hundredfold, and shall inherit everlasting life. But many that are first shall be last; and the last shall be first.

     Mark 9: 30- 37

     And they departed thence, and passed through Galilee; and he would not that any man should know it. For he taught his disciples, and said unto them, The Son of man is delivered into the hands of men, and they shall kill him; and after that he is killed, he shall rise the third day. But they understood not that saying, and were afraid to ask him. And he came to Capernaum: and being in the house he asked them, What was it that ye disputed among yourselves by the way? But they held their peace: for by the way they had disputed among themselves, who should be the greatest. And he sat down, and called the twelve, and saith unto them, If any man desire to be first, the same shall be last of all, and servant of all. And he took a child, and set him in the midst of them: and when he had taken him in his arms, he said unto them, Whosoever shall receive one of such children in my name, receiveth me: and whosoever shall receive me, receiveth not me, but him that sent me.

     Dismal Hollow, South Carolina is my home town, a place as familiar to me as the face I see in the mirror (on those mornings shaving seems like a pleasant enough activity). Technically, Dismal Hollow is not a town—more a place between towns, and, some might say a place between a lot of things, such as hope and despair. 

     Being a place between things, Dismal Hollow naturally has its share of churches, religion in such places being essential to some sense of settled-ness. None of us enjoy always feeling as though we’re caught between things, between being and nothingness. We need religion and traditions to give us some sense of having arrived, if not once for all, at least every now and then.

     When speaking of religion, I say “churches” because Dismal Hollow only knows Christianity, and that primarily Protestant.  There are no mosques, or temples: things like pluralism and multi-culturalism have yet to penetrate the fog that often hangs over Dismal Hollow, such concepts and realities being as foreign to the folks of Dismal Hollow as a Chinese restaurant, something they’ve heard of but would never allow in their own neck of the woods.  It’s only recently that a Catholic Church was built on the fringes of Dismal Hollow, and the resistance to the Romans (as they are referred to) is what ensured their having to build off the main road on the outskirts of Dismal Hollow proper.

      So religion in Dismal Hollow is pretty much what it has always been, “always” meaning since its first European settlers in the 1830’s, they arriving after the Cherokee and Seneca Indians were forcibly re-located by the Presbyterian Andrew Jackson.  Those first settlers weren’t Presbyterian though: a few Baptists and a few Methodists were the first to begin making Dismal Hollow what it has been ever since.  

       In terms of erecting a church building, the Baptists beat the Methodists by one year, 1833 for the Baptists, and 1834 for the Methodists.  According to the story handed down from generation to generation, a story told with a difference in tone and theology by the Methodists, the Baptists were able to build first due mainly to a providential act of God.  The man who owned the saw mill along the river outside the town of Anderson was a Baptist, and somehow—providence or plotting depending on who told the story—the Methodists’ lumber order was significantly delayed. And so, right there along the main road, Dismal Road, the Baptists erected and dedicated their church one year, and then, right across the road the next year, the Methodists finally drove in their last nail, having added, as an after-thought, a small extension on the back side of the sanctuary, thus making it slightly bigger than the Baptist Church.

     Competitiveness and Christianity are warm bed-fellows in Dismal Hollow, always have been, and always will be.  That original providential act of God that led to the Baptist Church being built first, led to a more recent competition, “more recent” meaning back when I was growing up.  Large, lighted, outdoor signs along the roads in front of churches became popular, signs with detachable metal letters so, in addition to the name of your church, you can add clever sayings or announce your next potluck supper, such signs telling passer-by-ers who you are and what you’re about.  The Methodists and Baptists both bought and installed these huge signs, and this time the Methodists were first.  On that celebratory and redemptive day when their sign was installed, a sign so large that in the evening sun it cast a shadow on the steps of the Baptist Church, the Methodists had a ribbon-cutting ceremony followed by a pie-eating contest, water-melon throwing competition, horseshoe competition, and community picnic.   Though the Baptists thought the Methodists over did the celebration, an unnecessary dance in the end zone if you will, they didn’t much mind that the Methodists had their sign first. No, any sting to that wound was assuaged by the fact the Baptists, once their equally large sign was installed, were able—due to that original providential act of God—to  proclaim in large, black, metallic letters: Dismal Hollow Baptist Church: The Very First Dismal Church.

    A few weeks ago, both churches had their annual “Capture some Converts” week. From Monday through Saturday during the fourth week of July every year for more than a century, church members and pastors canvas Dismal Hollow and surrounding areas, knocking on doors sharing the good news, news most folks in Dismal Hollow have heard thousands of times before.  In a sparsely populated and densely religious place like Dismal Hollow, finding new converts is difficult.  In fact the Baptist and Methodist proselytizers are, these days, more likely to irritate their Lutheran, Pentecostal and Presbyterian neighbors as they are to win new converts, many such neighbors having decided in recent years that the fourth week in July is a great time to go away and visit more well-to-do relatives in the big town of Anderson. 

    On the Sunday that culminated “Capture some Converts” week, the Methodists walked into church, their large outdoor sign proclaiming, “Three Souls for the kingdom,” while also proudly noticing the Baptist sign across the road could only proclaim, “Two Souls for Christ.”   Things got heated though when the Methodists, leaving the church an hour and a half later, noticed that the Baptist sign had been changed, and it now proclaimed, “Four Souls for Christ.” Some pretty irate Methodists milled about the parking lot until the Baptists began spilling out of their slightly smaller church, whereupon there were some intense looks across Dismal Road, and even a small amount of un-Beatitude-like yelling before the two respective pastors decided to come together and calm things down.
      The Methodist pastor, Rev. Dickey, claims to be a fourth cousin of the former poet laureate of South Carolina, James Dickey.  Even if true, such a claim carries no weight in a place like Dismal Hollow, a hard and direct place that has no time or patience for soft and subtle words, a reality Rev. Dickey, according to some anonymous notes left for him, has not yet fully embraced in his sermons.
      The Baptist pastor is a man named Bill Elliot, a man of salt and pepper hair, long sideburns and cowboy boots, a man who never fails to enter a room personality first.  . Everyone calls him Preacher Bill, his loud, direct, pleading and preaching voice never leaving him, not even in the most intimate of conversations (something some dear friends of his wife have apparently confirmed).

     Preacher Bill met Rev. Dickey right there in the middle of Dismal road, there not being much traffic on a Sunday or any other time in Dismal Hollow. Preacher Bill, as always, was first to speak.

      “Now see here Dickey, your folk have no right getting all stirred up. God did a miraculous thing on our side of the road today.  We were quite content with our two converts, for as the good Lord himself says, he’d leave 99 fat and juicy sheep to capture one lost leg of lamb.  Nonetheless, there I was giving the altar call at the end of the service, every one soulfully singing “Just as I Am” as sweet old Inez played our pie-an-oh. And though we’d already sung through all eight verses ten different times, the Holy Spirit spoke to my heart and said, Preacher Bill, there’s two souls here in need of sav-n’.’ Never one wanting to resist the Spirit, I sez to Inez and to all the folk, ‘we’re going to keep playing and singing cause the Lord done told me there’s two souls need-n’ savi-n’, so we’re gonna stay here as long it takes.’ And Dickey, wouldn’t you know at that moment I saw Blanche Porter whisper something to her husband Sammy, and soon they was walking down the aisle toward me, two fine people who all this time I’ve known as Christian people; but, as the congregation kept singing ‘Just as I am without one plea,’ Blanche came up to me and said, ‘Preacher Bill, maybe the Lord had the two of us in mind: sometimes I wonder if I’m truly saved, cause some days I just don’t feel like I am.  Well, glory hallelujah, Dickey, right then and there I prayed the sinner’s prayer with them and they asked Jesus to come into their hearts and two more converts were captured for Christ. Why you should have felt what we all felt in that glorious moment: I can’t honestly say there was energetic shouting, but there was definitely a sweet, sweet spirit of relief that came over the whole congregation, the burden of sin, as it were, lifted. God’s ways are not our ways brother Dickey, and that there was simply God’s way today on our side of this here road. 

     Rev. Dickey stood there in his Rockport shoes with cushioned in-soles, not so much convinced as he was tired and ready to go home. He shook Preacher Bill’s hand and resignedly, quietly, said, “God be praised,” and then he turned, and as he walked backed towards his bleating sheep, he mumbled something to himself about the first being last and the last being first.  

      And there you have it, that’s the gospel in Dismal Hollow, where all the Christians are committed, and there are no mental health institutions.

