FINDING CHRIST

By Tom Hayes* -

This is not a remarkable story, but hopefully it’s a story of discovery that many of you can relate to. A year ago I had no idea of all the powers that were at work leading me to my very patient Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

A few years ago I became partners with a very talented photographer named Ken Webb, who subsequently met a man and his wife by the name of Richard and Gloria Cobb. Ken mentioned a Saturday morning Bible study group, led by Richard. I thought that was very nice but I really had no intention of attending. After all, I knew what the Bible was.

I don’t remember which Saturday morning it was, or what curiosity caused me to wonder over to Hilltop Church in order to attend my first North Shore Men’s Bible Study and I surely don’t remember why. In retrospect I have come to understand, and now I certainly know why.

At that first session I had a very nice time, but in our small group discussion I confessed that, “I really don’t know why I’m here. Please bear with me and maybe, with your help, I will figure it out.” Everyone was very nice and understanding. They nodded a lot and genuinely seemed to empathize with me.

When I missed a few Saturdays I received an e-mail from Richard calling for a “missing persons report” and I came back for a few more sessions. When I missed a couple more meetings I got a voice mail from Bill Blatz stating, “Come when you can and leave when you have to!”

These gentle ‘nudges” were timely and made me feel missed at the Saturday morning ritual that I was still trying to figure out. The Lord, through my new friends, kept bringing me back. Then I wondered, “Why am I trying to figure this out anyway, I already know Jesus?”

You’ve heard this before. I was brought up Catholic, had twelve years of Catholic education, and attended mass daily for most of those twelve years. I knew the bible, every mass I went to there were readings from the bible, and the homily was always a discussion of those readings. I was baptized, had my first confession, my first communion, and I was confirmed. I was married in the Catholic Church; my four children were all baptized, confessed, communed, and confirmed. I taught religious education at St. James for fourteen years and served on the parish council for four. I was the Cub Scout troop leader. I facilitated parenting classes for Ozaukee Family Services and served on their board of directors for ten years. I was very active in the community and I thought I knew Jesus! I thought I was saved! Yet I had never really, truly, physically opened the Word and I hadn’t invited Christ into my life.  All of the good
works that I had performed didn’t bring me to Jesus.


After about six months of on-again-off-again Saturday morning Bible study I thought maybe I should at least buy a Bible as I still didn’t own one. I found a New King James Version at the local Schwartz book store and promptly set it aside. I not only set it aside, but I would actually hide it when certain “friends” came to visit.

One day my insurance agents, Scott Woodin and Gabrielle Vanderveen-Procknow, gave me a book. The book was “God’s Way Day By Day” by Charles F. Stanley. It is a daily devotional that starts with a quote from the bible and adds a short analysis/prayer that addresses the quote. I promptly set it aside.

While 2004 was the best year we had ever had in business and my family life had never been better, we had many trials and personal struggles during that year. My vascular system was getting all clogged up. I had blood clots in my leg that were cleared up after a week in the hospital. My father-in-law passed away. My daughter who is also my partner in business had a near fatal traffic accident and lost a two and a half month old fetus. Courtney should have delivered Lily yesterday, but she recovered remarkably well. Over that period I had four employees leave our business and start a business in direct competition with us, causing many sleepless nights. On October 2’~ I suffered a heart attack which required five stents and a defibrillator to get back in sync.

At the same time I was watching Jesus at work in the lives of my brother-in-law and sister-in- law, John and Trish Gillespie. The Lord was busy in my daughter’s life through the strong faith of my son-in-law, Terry Lutz. My sales manager, Bruce Brunner, is a strong Christian and was quietly influencing me. When I was in the hospital there were prayers lifting me up from my Saturday morning group as well as from Arizona where my former partner’s bible study group had heard of my ailments. Jesus was all around me and I still had not picked up my Bible!

At Thanksgiving dinner we took turns relating what we were thankful for over the past year. When it was my turn, with my brother, my daughter and her family, and my wife in attendance, I broke down in tears as I related all the things I was grateful for. Through my tears, and I am not generally a tearful kind of guy, came a sort of prayer that made me feel that I might be beginning to understand how Jesus was trying to enter my consciousness.

Throughout my life I had many opportunities to find Christ, yet I still didn’t know Jesus. On the Saturday after Thanksgiving I awoke at 5:00 a.m. and not being able to return to sleep I was drawn to Charles F. Stanley’s book, which caused me to open God’s word for the very first time. The chapter and verse that I was led to that morning leapt out the Bible and shouted at me. “Hear my prayer, 0 Lord and give ear to my cry; do not be silent at my tears; for I am a stranger with You, a sojourner, as all my fathers were, remove Your gaze from me, that I may regain strength, before I go away and am no more.” Psalm
40: 12-13

It was so pointed at my immediate situation that I looked around to see who had plotted this moment. I had cried at Thanksgiving dinner, I knew that I didn’t know Jesus as I should, and a heart attack had almost taken my life. How did this book know all this the first time I opened it? It took me only an instant to realize that Christ had been planting seeds in me for all of my fifty-five years and they had finally taken root. His word unfolded in front of me, drew me in, and I couldn’t wait to get to Bible study that morning. Thank You Jesus!

The Bible has become alive for me every day. Jesus has taken a sinner by the hand and has comforted him and strengthened him. I am no longer afraid to mention His name and I no longer hide my Bible. The joy and elation I feel after time spent with His word is unparalleled. I am such a child in my journey with the Lord and I have so much to learn.

Thank You Jesus! Thank You for Your patience, Your understanding, Your kindness, Your gentle nurturing, and mostly for Your incredible unconditional love. With Your help, the help of the Holy Spirit, and the help of Your faithful servants, I promise to know You better each day that I am given. That early morning in late November, through His holy word, I truly found Jesus Christ, my Lord and personal Savior! Thank You Jesus!

REBIRTH

My JOURNAL  entry -    11/27/2004:

This morning I have found Jesus-perhaps for the very first time. Thank you Scott and Gabrielle for - . “God’s Way Day By Day” by Charles F. Stanley has led me to the Truth. Psalms 39 & 40 are so pointed towards my immediate plight that it is obvious that Christ is raising His voice to me. ‘I was mute with silence” Psalm 39:2
I cried on Thanksgiving-tears of gratitude-tears of joy-tears of confusion. The Lord is becoming loud in my ears. “Hear my prayer, 0 Lord and give ear to my cry; do not be silent at my tears; for I am a stranger with You, a sojourner, as all my fathers were, remove Your gaze from me, that I may regain strength, before I go away and am no more.” Psalm 40:12-13
“I waited patiently for the Lord; and He inclined to me, and heard my cry. He also brought me up out of a horrible pit, out of the miry clay, and set my feet upon a rock, and established my steps. He has put a new song in my mouth-praise to our God; many will see ii and fear, and will trust in the Lord.” Psalm 40:1-3
I cannot remain silent, I cannot remain afraid to speak Your name-Jesus my light, my breath, my salvation. I need to leave old ways behind and make You my focus! Thank You Jesus!

Gentlemen, thank you for your patience today and over the past year. You all have played an important role in my discovery of the Word as well as in my establishing a relationship with Jesus. Thank you.


*Tom Hayes is President and Owner of Visual Image Photography and H&B Imaging, Inc. 

