1 John 4:10

At a grocery store, you know what is the worst possible thing that can happen? Bagging other people’s food never is all that exciting, and it’s not uncommon for my mind to drift from time to time, and when that happens, I kind of lose touch with reality. It just so happened that on this day I was pretty much dead to everything I.G.A., and I glanced at the new customer, and said, “Paper or plastic, ma’am?” only to realize it was a guy! So I corrected myself: “Sorry about that, sir.” That’s not the bad part. The bad part was that I was right the first time.

So needless to say my day had already been a little interesting. I was just happy to get off at three o’clock, happy the air was warm and the sun was high, and I had a whole Saturday ahead of me. I quickly jumped in the Jeep, drove to Centerville, grabbed my friend Pat, and we hit up Borders bookstores. I’m the kind of guy who drifts from the religious section – C.S. Lewis, Dallas Willard, John Eldredge, all the big honchos, some who are still alive – to the bargain table, and finally making it to browse the latest paperbacks on ancient military history. This day I contemplated buying The Complete Roman Army, but chose against it – sure, the cover looked cool, but would I read it? So I kept my money. Pat was browsing some CDs, and since I am the kind of guy who mooches burnt CDs, I took a hike over to the Borders coffee shop.

I think Borders coffee is better than Starbucks. I really do. I think what makes Starbucks great is its ‘atmosphere.’ The vanilla walls, the gentle aroma of sunburned coffee beans, plush satin couches and soft Columbian music. Borders may not have the looks – a worn-out couch is the most comfy seat there – but they make the best frozen caramel mochas, with a nice topping of whipped crème complimented with just a sprinkle or two of cinnamon. Pat wasn’t buying coffee today, so I went over to see if that couch was taken – and it was. So I sat by the window and looked out over the plaza, watched cars driving, sipped my coffee, and – I admit – listened to the two women sitting on the couch.

The one woman wasn’t saying anything, just listening, and the other wringed her hands and spoke in muffled whispers laced with intermittent cries. And she said, “He thought he knew what she was doing. I told him not to. I told him so many times. But you know they never listen. He loved her.” The sarcasm in her voice ran thick was honey. “He told me he loved her. I told him she was confused, that she wasn’t all she was cracked up to be, but he didn’t listen. So I had to do it. It was the hardest…” Her voice drowned out, but after hearing that, how many of us would just get up, throw our coffee in the trash, and return to anthologies of ancient Rome? So I sat and waited, patiently, mentally biting my nails. “I had to let him go. I had to. I can’t just keep him pinned up like some animal. How humane is that? I didn’t want to. I just knew I had to. There was nothing romantic about it – I knew where he was going to go. And he went straight to her. He didn’t even pack his bags, no good-byes were said.”

The woman beside her said, “You should’ve just kept him and-“

She responded, “And do what? Demand him to stay? I can’t do that. It’s impossible for me to do that. I love that guy to death. You know I love him, don’t you?” The woman nodded: “Of course.” The mournful woman continued, “I had to let him know… Let him know what her real intentions were. Let him know that she wasn’t the charming princess he’s been looking for. Let him know she can never replace me. I had to let him know. And every night, I lie in bed. He hasn’t returned, and I know that as I lie there alone, his place empty and cold, he is lying in her bed, believing her lies. He sleeps with her every night and she just lies to him. She hurts him. He doesn’t know it. I know it. She’s stabbing him in his sleep.”

The other woman spoke up. “Why did you call me here?”

Her voice went lower, and I struggled to hear. “Look out that window. Do you see that parking lot? Tell me: have you ever sat hopelessly in the parking lot, watching between tears and bloodshot eyes, watching the one you love being ravaged? Watching as her friends seduce him… and then tie him down and rape him? I watched this. I saw it all.” She broke apart, sobbed quietly in her arms. She managed to choke down the tears and say, “They came in here. I saw them go up to that counter, and I saw them get some coffee. They were laughing. I was out here, I don’t know what they were saying, but it looked like mockery. It had to be mockery. So I crept out of my car and walked over him. He was tied up, bloodied and beaten, winded, thirsty and hungry. I tried to untie the bonds. I couldn’t stand it. And then he told me… He told me to leave him be. No sense could be spoken into him. He denied anything was wrong. He denied he was hurt. He said he was fine – he said this as blood seeped from his wounds.”

The other woman’s face was pale – I stole a look – and her voice quivered: “When was this?” 

“A couple weeks ago.” She was trying to breathe regularly. “I called him the day after. I told him that I loved him, that I loved him just as much as I loved him when we first met. I told him this, but he told me to be quiet. He didn’t want to talk to me. I heard them in the background. The girls, they were laughing at him. He just told me that it was over. Told me it was over. And then he hung up the phone. He left me in my living room, the dial tone on the other end, and I just cried… I saw him just yesterday. He doesn’t even look like himself any more. His sandy blond hair has gone gray; his scarlet face is a burnt ash; his deep and full eyes are empty, vacant, absolutely hollow. All his beauty has faded, vanished, liquidated in a haze of alcohol, drugs, the occult, immorality… and now he’s barely recognizable, body and soul…”

“He’s involved with the occult?” the other woman asked.

“Yes,” she said. “And he doesn’t even realize it. Don’t tell me to call the cops. I did. They did nothing. So I sent my son… I ringed him up, talked to him. I told him that he wouldn’t speak to me, so I asked him if he would speak to him for me. He asked me what was wrong with him, and I told him. He asked if he’d come back. I told him I didn’t know. He agreed to come. He agreed to talk to him. I told him to be careful. I told him that he might be hurt, but yet he said, ‘I’ll go.’ So I sent him.”

I stuck the coffee straw in my mouth, just held it there. My coffee was almost gone.

The other woman asked, “What happened?”

She took a deep breath. “He killed him. He killed my own son. They all tortured him, and then killed him.”

There was an everlasting silence. Pat was walking over, waving to me. I barely noticed.

The woman asked the confessor, “Why didn’t you just give up? Why did you… refuse to stop loving him?”

The woman rubbed bloodshot eyes. “You can’t understand. You never will understand. No one will understand. I’ll be labeled crazy. I’ll be called a liar. I’ll be made fun of, mocked, and spit on, all because I refuse to stop loving him. Do you know what I gained? I hope that he will come back. I hope that one day he will remember the words of my son, and he will turn away from those lying whores, and return to me. I hope that one day I he will fall down beside me and plead for mercy; and I will grab him by the arms, pick him up, hold him tight, kiss his forehead, and tell him, ‘I never stopped loving you. Even when you turned your back to me, even when you spread your legs in the beds of false lovers, even when you told me how much you hated me… I never stopped loving you.”

The woman said, “Do you think he’ll come back?”

She smiled. “If he ever even so much as catches a glimpse of how much I love him… how could he not?”

Pat broke my concentration. He sat down across from me. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah,” I said, my voice a little low. “Yeah, yeah. Let’s get out of here.” We got in the Jeep and drove away. And I can hear the woman’s cry now – and I can see her hopeful smile.

1John 4:10 - the Message      This is the kind of love we are talking about--not that we once upon a time loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to clear away our sins and the damage they've done to our relationship with God.   
