
HEALING CENTER

"For almost twenty years now I've been feeding bums. Bums just like me! Like I used
to be until a strong hand pulled me up from the gutter, the self-pity, the alcohol and dirt.
The haunting fears of being worthless. But now, I'm rich beyond earthly money. I have
friends. I have love in my heart instead of hatred, peace instead of rotting bitterness. I
can still remember the look in her eyes as she hunched over me and asked for my help in
running the kitchen. Something pierced me, and I started to cry. But that was long ago.
It was another world, another person, another..." Just then a timer went off snapping
Ben from his thoughts. The dinner rolls had come out of the oven so he could put on the
light sugar coating everyone liked.

Old Sheila had been good to him. At times she acted like a mother, then an older sister,
then a simple, honest friend. "She told me she just got bone-tired of seeing me waste
away doing nothing when there was so much that had to be done; so many precious souls
going down the toilet," he thought again out loud. She was a tough widow in her sixties
with a firmness that would cause construction workers to tremble. Yet, her eyes were
deep pools reflecting an inner peace and a love that compelled her to reach out in
obedience to the Lord and Savior, Jesus the Messiah! That day she confronted me with
the mountainous needs and the power of the Gospel that alone could satisfy it. I melted
and heard a different voice that matched the look in her eyes. I surrendered to the Spirit
and that very afternoon became her kitchen helper washing, cleaning and doing whatever
else needed to be done.

Afterwards I stumbled around, probably making her work harder as she prepared the
two meals each day for the several hundred street people who found their way to Sheila's
"Bread of Life Kitchen", as she called it. At the end of each feeding, either she or a local
minister would talk and pray for those willing to stay. Eventually I got so I could at least
make a good winter soup and whole grain rolls to dunk in it. Sheila would not submit to
"gummy wonder bread", but baked the real bread as she admonished routinely. Many
afternoons we would laugh ourselves silly over our newest experimental hybrid breads.
She died two years ago. Eating "Heavenly manna" as she often declared.

Somehow I grew up as a man during those first years. Alcohol or any other drug
nauseated me. I grew up as a new Christian. Though in my late forties when I began, I
felt like a new baby. I had a new life, a new chance that would never end. I even got into
the preaching-teaching part of the Bread of Life Kitchen and became friends with
numerous pastors and groups that funded our ministry. Yet, preparing the daily food was
my delight. To see the men and women and more and more children, filling up at one of
the tables did something inside of me that remained always fresh and alive. I guess it was
a growing compassion even as Jesus taught and showed when he fed the crowds.

As soon as Ben finished glazing the many trays of rolls, his nimble fingers and quick
hands went to another step in preparing for the evening meal. He chuckled out loud as he
thought of the countless young people who called him "Gramps". And in the next breath
he muttered prayers for them, their numbers had swelled in the past few years! Even
entire families were showing up. Again he prayed out loud startling the few volunteers
who helped him manage the growing tasks.
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That evening he would walk among the crammed tables pouring pitchers of juice and
ice water. He would joke and visit and do his best to be a servant. It was especially
difficult with the numbers of mentally ill and medicated. Yet, he found his own laughter
would soothe part of the fearfulness rampant in even these. Some of the regulars would
then yell out, "Gramps, the food is this or that", and he would shoot back something silly
and laughter would break out. Often the jokes were the same each day, but no one
seemed to mind the simplicity. It was a healthy reminder of the simple level goodness
dwells at.

Lately Ben had his eye on two people who work or passed by the street near the
kitchen. They were local "high rollers" in their own ways. He had heard many stories
about them, each struggling to protect little empires of darkness. "Mr. Carl" had a string
of prostitutes, mostly juveniles who worked the streets carrying false ill's. Also, he was
becoming established in a "dating service" for businessman traveling through, who
stayed at several of the better local hotels. When he happened to pass in his Lexus, Ben
would pause, lift a hand in "Mr. Carl's" direction and let flow a deeply toned prayer
language that poured in love from within his spirit. Those who happened to be near
would stop in their tracks and stare in puzzlement, even those who had heard Gramps
pray before!

Another person on Ben's "rescue list" was D.C. or "Dark Coil", a local gang leader
who sported a crudely fashioned sophistication as he marshalled much of the local
cocaine distribution. Ben's prayers were more forcefully pointed at D.C. or Mr. Carl, at
every opportunity day or night. The drugs were destroying at an accelerating pace. Yet,
Ben knew it wasn't D.C. or Mr. Carl he was fighting against, but invisible evil spirits
who manipulated them. With the threat of AIDS, the prostitution was bad enough. But
the crack was more potent, more lethal. Each time Ben heard of an overdose or a
shooting, he agonized!

So, while he baked and cooked and organized the daily meals, Ben muttered continuous
Bible verses and prayers to a God invisible to most of those around him. Some of the
workers openly talked about Gramps beginning to lose his mind like so many of those he
cooked for. Yet, he labored day after day, week after week, month after month like a dog
with an old bone refusing to let go for any reason. Until, finally a breakthrough
happened. Ben openly cried before the Lord when somebody told him. Right in front of
a full table oflocals he fell on his face weeping and sobbing and lifting his arms in praise
to God. Someone even went to a phone to call an ambulance. The good news was about
an established Full Gospel church soon to open a storefront fellowship hall, as a
downtown branch of their ministry. And it would be less than three blocks from the
Bread of Life Kitchen! It was to be called New Life Assembly.

From that day on Gramps became like a new person. He sang continually the songs
that he picked up from the local FM gospel station. He also made up his own songs as he
went through the days. It was as if he had caught a glimpse of the near future. From then
on each time he saw D.C. or Mr. Carl, he would shout out like a Black Gospel preacher in
a "tune-like" way saying repeatedly- "Thank you Jesus for D.C., bless him mightily
Lord"; and "Thank you Lord for Mr. Carl, make his day beautiful and truly rich". This
went on for several weeks. Those who now heard Ben knew for certain he had finally
lost his mind!
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Sure enough, eventually, at about the same time, using different circumstances, a
merciful God drew these two lawless young men to the point of broken hearts, repentance
and salvation in the Savior. The police officers who patrolled the area scoffed cynically,
yet were quietly hopeful. Both men ended up at the Full Gospel Fellowship and both
eventually came by the Kitchen to meet Gramps whose foolish prayers had pursued them.
Carl even brought along several of the young women who had worked for him, each
coming to know Jesus as well. Tears were shed at the table as Gramps poured out love
on them and treated them as royalty even calling them "pearls of a great price" and
"treasure hidden in a field". It was a strangely powerful evening as later Carl shared
openly with the crowd his sudden change in life. A Spirit of healing swept among those
who listened including the volunteers trom the New Life Assembly. The scene was
repeated a month later with D.C. and a handful of his fellow gang members. Ben
pampered them as well.

Some weeks later Gramps was called out of the kitchen because of two special
visitors who wanted to talk to him. To his unusual pleasure, he saw Carl and D.C.
standing side by side. Former enemies and rivals now stood as triends, a product of the
spiritual war raging in the streets ofthe city! They both beamed as they excitedly told
Ben of their idea to hold a monthly tree banquet at the local Regency Hotel, the city's
finest. There they would feast and worship and celebrate their new life together along
with local Christian leaders and all those who happened to come. Each gathering would
honor one of the local leaders in the Body of Messiah. This first meeting would honor
Ben!

Gramps stood speechless for a long moment while inwardly praying and listening to the
still small voice. Finally he felt thrilled about the possibilities, but questioned why they
had picked him. Also, he was concerned about the image of wasting money that would
hover over the assembly. But D.C. and Carl confided openly as they had privately with
their pastors, how the illegal monies were mostly given to the inner city poor. The funds
for the monthly banquets would come trom the sale of several legitimate businesses, the
money put into an account handled by others. Local ministries would also draw a
monthly stipend including several gospel musicians. Fully satisfied, Ben embraced them
as brothers giving his encouragement. They immediately joined in prayer at the street
entrance to the kitchen seeking the Lord's continued guidance.

Needless to say, when the news about the banquet came out, many of the city's
Christian leaders became nervous and backed out using a variety of excuses. Reporters
with cameras snooping about were not the kind of fellowship they envisioned. Except for
a handful of Pentecostal and Charismatic leaders, few of the other officials showed up at
the beautiful Regency. In spite of the many double-minded, the first gathering was a
great success! The food was tremendous! The love flowed as a new wine along with
much singing. Several hundred hardened street types and transients were present with
dozens healed within and without by the good Spirit of the true Lord. The Regency
management was satisfied with the self-policing and clean up and agreed to a regular
monthly banquet.

Not too surprisingly funding for the Kitchen withered trom the traditional sources. Yet,
somehow the monthly budget for its operations was met and the people were fed and
ministered to. The "official" area evangelical leadership balked at the Regency banquets
drawing in so many street people as being wasteful. They began to deride the gathering
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