THE OLD MAN

The leaves had begun their delightful change and the night air took on a new chill
bringing forth the first signs of autumn and the early hints of the winter to soon follow.
Nature was steadily moving through its annual cycle of regeneration, each step of the
way displaying its special beauties in an endless array of uniqueness for all who have the
ears or eyes or heart to marvel at it, or to drink it in. For the wonders expressed on the
mountain and in the valley below were fresh and newly alive for all who lived there. And
many were the hearts that were enriched.

But probably none was touched as deeply as one very old man who lived all alone high
upon that mountain. For many years now he had lived a sequestered life untouched by
those in the village below. Few would dare to venture near his cabin and there was a cold
worse than any winter’s night to greet him if he ever stepped into the village. In fact all
sorts of gossipy stories went around about him causing fearful images in the children,
loathing in the women and angered disgust in the men. Since none of the present
generation ever had any personal contact with him, quite a mountain of unchallenged
rejection and hate had grown up unchecked among the villagers over the years.

In the midst of all of this, a beauty of a different sort, or a quality of a more lasting
nature was unfolding. Developed over an entire lifetime, forged by the very callused
things bent on its destruction, an unusual character was taking shape in the personal
furnace of quiet suffering and intimate affliction. It was a testimony to the courage of a
human heart in the face of a cold and hardhearted world and a testimony to the flame
within a man that would not die. For the seeds of this suffering only served to become
fuel increasing his faith in the One he called “the Most High” - One whose presence
overshadowed all, protecting, comforting and assuring an old man of his worth, of his
place in the heart of One greater than all. The mountain had become a visible sign of this
and more.

His story pictures the deadly plague upon mankind that has rotted and eaten away much
of the goodness at hand and the capacity for a human to honestly care for a fellow human
being. The reaching out in kindness. The gracious giving. The gentle touch of concern.
The impartial, indiscriminate art of loving. Not a love which possesses, but one which
frees. And above all is pictured the yearning to reach out towards this “Most High”
which we all have a need and a capacity to do. There is to be discovered a way to redeem
the suffering at hand and to tie purpose together with reason, to unite worth with want.

Two generations or so ago a personal tragedy orphaned a young child, leaving him
alone without any family or relatives or even friends of the family. If it hadn’t been for
the compassion of a distant, elderly couple who took him into their home, his future or
destiny might have spelled another nameless, forgotten tragedy. But this elderly couple
loved and cared for him as a grandson, as a son. Being childless, this little one brought
unspeakable joys and pleasures to them. They nurtured and poured all their love and
remaining lives into his upbringing; they treated him as a special gift and as a prize or
reward for the many years of faithfully honoring the One above all.

Especially wonderful were the evening hours they would huddle near the open fireplace
and listen to Grandpa read from the “Big Book™ awakening rivers of joyful contentment
within their hearts. And now the old couple had the responsibility of awakening the
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young child to that same joy. This was a task that took on greater and deeper dimensions
when the young boy grew to realize the cost at which the old couple held on to their
belief in the One called the “Most High”. The scoffing and slander heaped upon them by
the local villagers was just a small part of it. There was also the abuse thrown towards
their humble home and efforts to lead quiet and peaceful lives. For some time a few of
the village women connived about how to get the young boy from their custody and their
strange beliefs, and into a proper central orphanage “where he belonged with others of his
kind”. But finally, after failing to persuade authorities, they spread malicious stories. It
started first as just “innocent” gossip, but somehow later mushroomed into outright
hatred. They were descendents of immigrants who fled purging by one of the Russian
czars.

Yet, in spite of all the outside things that were going on, inside the little house love
daily blossomed as an atmosphere of peace and happiness hovered over them. Of a
particular pleasure were the weekend hikes higher up the mountainside to picnic and to
discover the hidden beauty that covered the distant hills like secrets waiting to be found
out. Grandpa seemed always to be filled with stories about all that the mountain was
made of, and of course he went into great lengths to teach the growing boy about the
plant and animal life, the water flows and the way the seasons affected everything.

In the years which sped by the boy grew daily in depth of understanding about every
facet of the mountain as well as in personal strength and character. Grandpa always
described the mountain as a small example of the world and life in it.

His “Grandma” could see nothing but goodness in her son and poured her selfless love
and support upon him endlessly. Although by village standards he was a homely and
unattractive youth, in her eyes he was the most handsome. He could do nothing wrong.

The gift of life, begun with a tragedy but turned in gladness, had a sorrowful ending.
During one of the very coldest of winters, during an extended cold snap with blizzard
conditions, both Grandpa and Grandma became deathly ill requiring some kind of special
medical help. After doing all that he could possibly do, the teen went out into the cold to
get help from the distant villagers. Plodding through the snow drifts and fighting the
fierce winds, he came at last to the nearest house. After pounding on the door and crying
out to them he was rebuffed by a “don’t bother us, stranger”.

Throughout the village he went from house to house in the freezing night begging for
someone to care enough to help. But all he received from the few who bothered to open
their door was a “leave us alone” or “don’t bother us now, wait till after the storm”. So,
he wept as he ran back to the distant foothills where the house stood alone, smoke still
rising from the fireplace.

Comforting his dying parents during the two days and nights which followed brought
the teen’s endurance to the limit and beyond. And finally, when the two passed from this
world, the sorrow gripped and tore his heart bowing him to the dust from which he too
knew he came. All that he had known of love and concern in the world was gone forever.
Now he was alone once more, terribly alone. As he carved a single grave from the frozen
ground, he resolved to hold on to the pattern of goodness shown to him by these two
parents and vowed to look only to their “Most High” as his own source for every need he
could possible experience, especially the hurt in his heart. He determined also to not hold
any bitterness towards the villagers, if nothing else for the sake of his parents’ honor.
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Of the weeks, months and years that followed, not much is known. He continued to
work the little property keeping it perfectly in order as it had always been with the old
couple. He often made efforts to reach back towards the villagers with acts of kindness.
He even offered to guide children’s field trips up the mountain. He hiked every foot of
the grand mountain during all seasons, studying the animals and vegetation. Even a plan
was devised as a way for the villagers to harness the beauty and strength of the mountain
for its good and prosperity. But stubbornly they would have none of it. They resisted his
every effort to give of himself to them.

To add to the cruelty, a song was even sung about him in a mocking way by the
children. He was likewise scorned by the town drunkards. The young women were
forbidden to talk to him. But most had no desire to, as he was outwardly repulsive to
them. His homeliness was striking. And the night of struggle during the harsh freezing
blizzard had left its marks permanently on his face and hands. There was though, the
story of one young girl who did care for him; but, she had been quickly married to
another who just as quickly moved them from that region.

Then the village people launched a severe assault upon him. It was a plan to exclude
him from the village region for good. Putting together their means they persuaded the
regional magistrate to confiscate his property as now belonging to the outlying village for
expansion. And he was required to pay either a large sum to reclaim it or to leave. Thus,
without money or friends, he was forced to go away with only the few things he could
carry on his back. The very mountain that he loved became his refuge, his only home.
So, looking one last time at the old home, saddened by the hardness of the people, he
looked to the mountain as a sanctuary and to the “most High” to keep him as He had
always faithfully done during the times of deep hurt and rejection.

Having grown much older by the trials, he set upon his newest challenge with a zeal
which would have gladdened the hearts of the old couple causing their eyes to twinkle
brightly. He chose a favorite spot high up the slope near a cascading stream where he
stood surveying the land, the wide expanse of clear, blue sky and the large open meadow
far below him. Yes! Surely this would be the spot. From here he could watch the
meadow fill with spring flowers and the trees paint the scenery with autumn flavors of
colors. And the tall stand of pines nearby would protect him from the winter winds. The
stream spilling from the upper springs joined with the annual melt and would keep him
cool in the summer heat.

With the abundance of edible plants and berries, with a sufficient garden along with an
occasional deer, food would never be a problem. The joy and pure gladness welled up
within him and bubbled over even as the nearby stream. He would build a fine log cabin
with a large hearth and special partitions. He would use the moving water for power to
do all sorts of things from bringing the fresh water up into the cabin to water his gardens
to driving devices he had already considered in his mind. He would circulate water
through the fireplace as a way to both heat the cabin and to have hot water for his bath.
He would make many friends among the animals and birds; they would be his
companions. And on and on his mind churned with happy innovative ideas.

In the months that followed, a remarkable little home was established high upon the
mountain. It was complete with all the dreams realized or contrived, all designed to
blend in with the mountain environment. Many animals gathered without fear until
numerous connections were made. Special plants were transplanted around the cabin
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