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 I have no idea why I haven’t been in a major auto accident. I’m a pretty good driver, but my mind tends 

to wander when I’m driving – especially when I am driving all alone. And if I have hours of driving to do, all 

kinds of fanciful things come and go through my little brain. Often, when I’m in the car all alone, I do a lot of 

talking out loud. But I’m usually not talking to myself nor even to all the aggressive drivers who do such bizarre 

things on the highway – (Have you ever thought about how strange people are? Most people would never 

confront another person unless something was seriously amiss, but get that same person behind the wheel of a 

2000 pound car and they become a different person – sometimes a maniac – aggressive to the max over minor 

offenses)…  

 

 I do sometimes talk out loud to some of those other drivers – saying things I would never say to their 

faces… But usually, in the car, driving all alone, I talk to God. I get tired of listening to the music and the talk 

radio programs and even my own CDs of suspense novels. And I find that, being alone in the car is the ideal 

time to get a little face time with the creator. And it’s interesting. I find that, since I’m not rushed to get on to 

the next thing, I have time to really talk. I talk to God about my life and my fears and my hopes and my dreams. 

I talk to Him about the church and how it's going. I talk to Him about some of you… I ask questions (usually 

don’t hear an audible answer). I make requests. I complain. I just talk. And sometimes we are just silent, like 

old friends. It is good. 

 

 For the most part, longest trips I take alone are to my home town down in Ohio. Other than the price of 

gas, I never mind the drive. It’s a couple of hours and I almost always have some mission in mind so I tend to 

go alone. I take the freeway as far as Toledo, then I leave that and head out on a series of country roads that get 

me where I’m heading but wouldn't be foolish enough to suggest that anyone else take my route – there are 

easier ways to go if you don’t want to get lost. But I know the countryside and have a pretty good sense of 

direction, so I eventually find my way. 

 

 On my journey I pass through the little town of “Liberty Center,” Ohio. I can’t really say it’s a cute little 

town. It's not. It’s just a tiny village like a thousand others across the country. It has a couple of stop signs – no 

traffic lights at all. It has a small grocery store, a post office, a gas station on each end of town, a Protestant 

church and a Catholic church and maybe another one or two outside the village limits, I don't know. Like all 

towns big or small everywhere in America, it has a bar and a liquor store.  

 

 It may be one of the gas stations that makes Liberty Center stick out in my mind. It's on the south end of 

town and is one of those old fashioned stations you seldom see any more with an old red pump out front that 

doesn't have a credit card slot. It has to be pumped by the gas station guy, who comes out, fills your tank, 

washes your window while it's filling, takes your payment, and wishes you a good day as you drive off. It 

makes you feel like you've entered a time-warp and are suddenly back in the '60's.   

 

 Back behind the station are two or three large Oak trees and underneath the shade of the trees sits one of 

those huge round wooden cable spools that people will sometimes use as a table. On two sides of the spool table 

are old church pews, obviously scavenged from a church that was closing somewhere and dragged out there. In 

the summer months you can see the old men of Liberty Center (and sometimes the middle aged men, probably 

unemployed) sitting on the pews around this beat-up old cable spool, playing cards or just sitting around telling 

lies to one another. It's one of those Norman Rockwell scenes that just looks so friendly and inviting and All-

American you want to sit in on a hand or two. I never have, of course. I always have a mission another forty 

miles down the road.   

 

 But Jesus, although he has a most definite mission, doesn't have so much of an agenda as we do, so one 

day he is coming out of the IGA, having gotten a few groceries and, as he walks down the sidewalk, he passes 



the gas station and sees that pleasant scene out back. He can't resist. It's a beautiful spring day so he carries his 

small bag of supplies back to the table of men enjoying one another's company. "Hi. Mind if I join you?" he 

says. 

  

 "Not at all. The more the merrier. You play Poker?" one man asks without making any attempt at an 

introduction. "We play for nickels. The ante is a quarter." 

 

 "I've played a little in my day," says Jesus. "Deal me in when you finish your hand." He goes over and 

sits down at the end of one of the pews and just listens for a while. I think that is almost always the first thing 

Jesus did wherever he was. He listened. Jesus was a story teller and he found a story or a lesson to teach in just 

about every situation in which he found himeself. 

 

 The men were not making much eye contact with one another. At that particular time they were talking 

about some pretty personal things even with this stranger in their midst and that’s the way men are. They 

seldom share openly and if ever they do, looking into the eyes of other men just doesn’t do it. They were talking 

about hard times – and times were hard… Jesus heard the words: “layoff,” and “crop failure,” and “welfare” 

and “downsizing.” He realized that these men were hurting and some of them probably in real trouble. 

 

 One of the men on the other end of the pew and across the table called down to Jesus, “What about you? 

You got work?” 

  

 Jesus said, “Well, I did. I was a carpenter. But you know how that has all fallen through. No jobs 

anywhere. My step-father taught me the trade when I was young. It's hard work but enjoyable. I like building 

things." 

 

 "Yeah. Times are tough. Unemployment around here has hit just about every home," one of the younger 

of the men said. "Jake here is a farmer. It seems like even the weather is working against us." 

 

 "I like farming," said Jesus.  

 "Grain or livestock," asked Jake. 

 "You know, I've always dreamed of being a shepherd. I saw some sheep this morning out in a field and I 

knew I was meant to do that."  

 Jake said, “A shepherd!? You’ve got to be kidding! I used to have some sheep – couldn’t stand them - 

got rid of them all. They smell. They're demanding. They're pretty stupid. You even know anything about 

sheep?” 

 

 Jesus said, “Well, yeah, I know the basic sheep stuff. You know, you find them some quiet water and 

you make them lay down beside it as best you can. I've heard they ARE a bit dumb at times. They wander off. 

But I'm pretty good at finding them. I'd search for the lost ones until they were all accounted for. I think I’ll 

make a pretty good shepherd, actually.  In fact, I think I’m going to devote my entire life to my sheep.” 

 

 "Young man, that's pretty admirable of you. You have passion. You have determination. I think you will 

make a good shepherd," said one older man, whose face was sun baked and wrinkled. The man sitting next to 

him got up and brought Jesus a glass and poured some wine into it from a bottle in a brown paper bag. "Let's 

drink to the shepherd!" he said, having clearly already drunk numerous toasts before Jesus arrived. They all 

raised their glasses and, as one, said, "To the shepherd!" 

 

 "Thank you," said Jesus. "I appreciate that. Hey, this is pretty good wine. What kind is it?"  

 "I made it myself," said the man who had offered the toast.  

  

 "I used to make wine almost this good," said Jesus. "It was at a friend's wedding. Everyone said it was 

better than store bought. But I’ll tell you what. I’ve found that it goes great with this." And he took a loaf of 



bread from his grocery bag and he broke it and he passed it down the old pews. The men all agreed and thanked 

him for sharing. It was almost lunch time and they had been getting hungry. Jesus' bread and Theo's wine really 

helped. 

 

 Jesus was dealt into the card game and as they talked, the conversation drifted into local gossip. They 

were talking about a man named Philip Zacharias. Jesus had never heard of him but apparently he was 

somewhat of a millionaire in town. He had made his money at one of those little stores where you can go and 

get an advance on your next paycheck, with him taking a pretty hefty commission in the process. His income 

right now was down because of so much unemployment, but he had made a fortune off just about everyone in 

town over the course of the past thirty years.  

 

 Jake said, "He's a little pipsqueak of a guy. He stands about four eight and loves the fact that he can be 

in a crowd and no one even knows he's there. He's kind of creepy, really." 

  

 "And he's always watching you," said the weathered man. "You'd think he had nothing better to do than 

spy on all of us." 

  

 "What do you mean?" said Jesus. "Is he watching now?" 

  

 "He is," said Jake. "See that white Caddie across the street with the tinted windows. It's running so the 

A/C will keep it cool inside. He's in there watching us right now. He pulled up about the time you arrived. He's 

probably stalking you. You're new in town. He loves it when new people come to Liberty Center. More 

potential money for him, I suppose." 

 

 Jesus said, “Really? That's very interesting.” 

  

 Jesus can't let this pass, so he gets up and walks across the street. Because of the tinted windows he isn't 

actually sure anyone is in the car but Jake was right, the motor was running so probably someone was inside.  

Jesus walks to the driver's side window and taps. Nothing happens for a few seconds, then the window slides 

down a few inches. Jesus can feel the cool air escaping onto his face and he can see the eyes and the top of a 

man's head inside. A voice says, "What do you want?" 

 

 Jesus says, "Mr. Zacharias. I know you've been following me. I'm not sure why but I'd like to tell you 

that if you want to know something about me, all you have to do is ask. How would this be: let me come to your 

house this afternoon and we can talk. We'll have dinner together - your treat." 

 

 The fact of the matter was that Philip Zacharias hadn't had a house guest for a very long time and was a 

bit overwhelmed that this total stranger, as interesting as he might be, was inviting himself to his home for 

dinner. But ever since Jesus had crossed the 'village limit' sign he had had his eye on him. He had watched him 

go into the nursing home and wheel out one of the patients onto the porch and chat for a bit. Then he saw him 

stop briefly at the Church. He didn't know what for. He had followed him as he sat in the park and had 

conversations with several people. He tailed him to the grocery store and, finally, to the 'old man' table (as the 

town folk called the table and pews behind the gas station). He didn't know what this stranger was up to but 

there was something innately likeable about just watching him. Have him in for dinner? Why not? 

  

 "Let me call my wife and tell her I'm bringing a guest home," he said. "Come around and hop in. It's 

cool in here." 

  

 The men on the pews, of course, were watching all this. They couldn't believe it. They couldn't believe 

the brazenness of the young man to go knocking on Zacharias' window and they really couldn't believe that 

such a nice young man would get in the car with him. When the car pulled away from the curb and drove off 

with Jesus inside, they were astounded. 



 

 Jesus had quite the afternoon and evening. He actually ended up spending the night and having breakfast 

the next morning with the family. Phillip and Andrea and Jesus had talked into the wee hours of the morning. 

Sometimes they laughed, sometimes they were serious and, at one point there were actually tears and tender 

touches and hugs. They wanted Jesus to stay on but Jesus insisted that he and Phillip take care of business. Mr. 

Zacharias was ready and agreed. There would be no delay. 

 

 They drove the white Cadillac out to the edge of town - to the gas station. The same group of men were 

sitting on the pews just as they were the day before. Jake was the first to see the car pull up. "There he is again - 

Zacharias. I wonder if that young guy is with him?" 

 He didn't have to wait for an answer. The car engine stopped and the driver's door opened at the same 

time as the passenger door and out emerged Zacharias on one side and Jesus on the other. Together they walked 

around the gas station and over to where the men and they stood there. The men looked uncomfortable. They 

hadn't been very charitable in talking about this man to Jesus and weren't sure what he told him they were 

saying. Jesus looked at the little man and nudged him a bit and said, “Go on…it’s OK. Just tell them. Tell them 

what you told me last night.” 

 

 Philip started, “I've come here today to tell you that I am little more than a common thief. I've done my 

thievery legally but that changes nothing. I've taken everyone's hard earned money and given, really, nothing in 

exchange. I've gauged and I've lied and I've taken freely from all of you and just about everyone you know." 

Zacharias' voice began to crack  “…But no more…. Beginning today I will spend my life finding a way to give 

it back to you and to everyone else.” 

 

 Now, you can imagine that no one believed a word this man was saying. They had despised and 

gossiped and told outlandish stories about him for so long that he seemed worse in just about every way than 

anyone could possibly be. Yet here he was. What was he trying to pull? 

 

 Zacharias, at that point, pulled a roll of bills from his pocket, he took a gold watch from his wrist and a 

couple of gold chains from around his neck and laid them on the beaten up old spool table. Then he reached into 

his pocket and pulled out his car keys. "Here's the beginning," he said. "my intention is to repay everyone I've 

cheated and give them back what is theirs with interest. I've lived like a king for years. My wife and I will not 

starve, but we have determined to change our ways and to give back to this community all we conceivably can.  

 

 The men on the pew couldn’t believe it. They stared wide-eyed first at Zacharias and then at Jesus. 

Could it be that this would-be shepherd had worked some kind of miracle in the life of this little man standing 

before them? Jake was the first to recover from the shock. He pushed the others over on the pew and invited 

Zacharias to sit. Jesus went to the other pew and the men there slid over for him to sit. He smiled and reached 

for the paper bag with the wine in it  and again he passed around that loaf of bread from yesterday and, like 

yesterday, when they had eaten, they were filled. And each one of them knew that somehow this wasn't just 

some left over bread nor that what they drank was simply the dregs of an attempt at homemade wine making. 

They knew that if this shepherd could change old man Zacharias, their own lives might well never be the same. 

 

 After that day Jesus never joined them at that table again. They no longer saw him around town. He was 

gone - perhaps to find sheep to shepherd. But they knew that, from then on, every time they gathered at that old 

table, Jesus would be with them – listening, healing, helping, encouraging, giving hope and love - transforming 

lives. 


