From: "D. Dault" <shoeleg <at> mindspring.com> 
Date: Mon Dec 22, 2003 4:32 pm
Subject: News from the Front 5.0

Dear Santa (and everyone else out there who hasn't heard from me in a
long, long while) -

Greetings from the land of strangeness some like to call "Music City,
USA." I am sorry to have been silent for so long - I had meant to
chronicle my re-entry into the US after a summer abroad properly, but
life (as they say) took me in a different direction. So it goes.

I have just survived what was, by all accounts, a wicked bad
semester. Busy beyond comprehension, with personal and interpersonal
issues leaving various shrapnel to boot. Not that I want to sound
negative (I am), but it was a long road from Thanksgiving to
Christmas. "A Thousand Years," -- to quote Ray Bradbury quoting
someone else -- despite what the shopping malls and main streets are
trying to tell us. A thousand years to Christmas, and still not
quite there yet.

So I figure here's some holiday reflection, mixed in with a bit of
still-lingering re-entry jag, in lieu of the many Christmas cards
that (on a grad student budget) I could afford to buy, or mail, but
not both. You each deserve a lot better. I know this.

5.1 PREACHING

Since last year I've helped co-pastor a small church about an hour
south of Nashville. It is a small, very old congregation that is
full of a handful of proud farm and rural folk. They've been going
to this church all their lives, and as some pass away, they have left
spaces in the pews each Sunday. The folks still living sit where
they have always sat, and the spaces between them now are full - for
me - of palpable memory. The church is old enough that there is more
space these days than people, and yet they continue. Not folding,
not fleeing. Simply facing - the inevitable, the irrational? I do
not know how to name it for them. Yet they continue.

I pray - I pray hard - every time I am about to start a service and
get up and preach. I pray as I write the sermon, I pray before I
give it - sometimes I pray *while* I'm giving it. It terrifies me to
preach and perhaps some of the congregation are terrified, too. I am
not sure of the second part. I pray often times because the Word
before me leads me to some strange places. Sometimes I am led to
talk about sin like I was a latter-day Jonathan Edwards. Sometimes I
am led to talk about the majesty and mystery of God's love in Jesus,
or the truly amazing aspects of Grace. This fall, I was led to speak
out a lot about the war and its aftermath - and I was mindful often
of Isaiah telling Israel to trust in God and not earthly powers and
armaments. So I preach by the seat of my pants, never quite knowing
where the words will go next. Not a "bully pulpit," but perhaps a
forceful one, a heartfelt one - always a prayerful one.

What has amazed me about the congregation I serve is their
willingness to go with me into these strange places. In my time at
seminary, there was often an ethos that that Gospel and the harshness
we find (both) in the Bible needs to be freshened up or toned-down to
be palatable to contemporary ears. After a year and a half of being
in Culeoka, I'm not sure I believe that anymore. I have found the
raw, unvarnished Word to often be welcomed and respected - and trust
me, often times out of my mouth it ain't polished and pretty.
Sometimes angry, sometimes, soothing, but not pretty, no. Not
watered-down or dumbed.

Prayerful, though. Always prayerful. And maybe that's the secret
cup, what that makes the unvarnished Gospel gleam. I don't know -
but that's were I'm putting my poker chip down, me.

5.2 MALLS

I avoid them, especially at this time of year. Had to be in one the
other week, though, and saw a sight that still lingers with me. At a
less-well-traveled shopping mall near where I live, the "Santa Land"
setup was in a rather back and out-of-the-way corner, beyond the food
court, by the escalators. Having to go to some shop on the second
level, I got to pass by on my way. The mall was derelict, it being a
Tuesday night, and no kids were thronging, wanting to get their photo
digitally taken with the Guy in Red. In fact, there was only one elf
in attendance (a right cherubic African-American female elf,
actually, which delighted me no end - as it skewed completely every
Norman-Rockwell-cum-Rankin-Bass-holiday-special demographic there
is). Passing by, I stole a glimpse at Santa, facing the escalators,
back to the food court, sitting on his throne. The old man was
scowling through his beard, marking time on this Tuesday dirge
through the thousand years from Thanksgiving to Christmas. His
grumpiness radiated outward, hitting me yards away. The force of
that stays with me, even now (much closer to the Blessed Day, though
still somehow a thousand years far off). My friend Leigh, who was
with me, dared me to go get my picture taken on his lap. She even
offered to pay. I declined. Had to. Even free, such proximity, I
fear, is costly. Keeping out of malls for the duration, I am, here
on out.

5.3 JUSTIN TIMBERLAKE

Still love him, despite all my anti-materialist posturing of the
above paragraphs. Might gift myself with "Justified" this year - if
I can find it in an indie, non-mall-chain record store. Ah, the
backflips we go through, leftists, to believe (schizoid, isn't it)
that we're above it all. "Don't be so quick to...walk away..."
Keeping my soul hermetically sealed to avoid the taint requires an
irony I find I increasingly cannot muster. I'm implicated in this
system, actually and fully, whether I agree with it or not. The
question lingers, then, what to do *next*, knowing that...?

5.4 HOLD ON TO YOUR EGO

I am mindful that the Beach Boys put out a Christmas song or two in
their time. "Little Saint Nick" rings in my ears right now, or at
least my mind's ears. I have a memory of several of my friends
(musicians and otherwise), many yuletides back, doing an inspiring
rendition of this old chestnut over at Christo's house. I am so happy
and thankful for my many friends and many sometime-somewhat friends,
both near me and far away. Difficult and distant though I may be, in
my many attempts to be a real-honest-to-goodness human being, know
that I am sustained and fed by such memories of you (singly and
multiple) - singing, or painting, or learning, or preaching, or
living...I am thankful for each of you, from the bottom of my heart.

5.5 ONWARD

Thanks for bearing with me through this - December is a bleak month
but its ending holds great promise. Still a thousand years away,
Christmas might yet come. I, for one, remain hopefully attentive. I
am not sure when time or circumstance will lead me to write again,
but until I do, know that you - each of you - are thought of,
remembered, prayed over, loved, and missed. Until the fates bring us
together again, this is what I will be about.

My love goes with you,

David
