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▬  1 ▬

“Daddy, Daddy,” Joey screamed as he ran into the living room 
where his father sat reading the morning paper. His son’s panic-strick-
en face told him the boy was scared to death.

“What is it?” James Anderson asked as he put the newspaper 
down. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“It’s a…..”Joey started to speak but had to pause to catch his 
breath. He had just finished running a mile as fast as his feet would 
allow. “It’s a bear…in the woods,” he finished as he pointed out the 
door.

“A bear?” The large man cocked his head and scrunched his face 
in obvious disbelief. “There’s no bear in this part of North Dakota.”

“We saw it, Daddy, on the other side of the trees by the point. It’s 
just huge and the ugliest thing you ever saw. Hurry up and do some-
thing!”

The kitchen door creaked open and then slapped shut as three more 
kids hurried through. It was Samantha, Joey’s older sister, and their 
friends, Kimberly and Tim. They also were out of breath. They had run 
from the woods along with Joey, but couldn’t keep up with him. They 
bounced into the living room where they found Joey pleading with his 
dad to come and look. Mr. Anderson still sat in his easy chair with his 
feet plopped on a footrest.
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“Samantha,” he turned to his daughter for answers. “Joey claims 
that—”

“It’s true, Daddy,” she interrupted, coming over to her father and 
pulling him by the arm in a gesture to get up. “There’s a gigantic bear 
out there.”

Mr. Anderson stood up at his children’s urging. His doubt had 
changed to confusion. “Okay, I’ll have a look.” He went to his gun 
case on the wall, pulled a key out of his pocket, and unlocked the glass 
cabinet. He grabbed some shells from a drawer in the desk underneath 
the gun case, loaded two shots into the weapon and headed for the 
door. The four kids followed. They were less nervous now that they 
had the protection of an adult. Together they walked across the back 
yard and into the woods. The woods were shallow, and the five-some 
soon arrived on the other side.

Mr. Anderson stopped at the edge of the small forest and looked out 
onto the rolling prairie where no trees were visible for a couple of miles. 
To their right was a pond about the size of a football field. Thousands 
of cattails dominated the entire shoreline along its perimeter.

Joey caught up to his father. “There!” he exclaimed as he pointed 
to the opposite side of the pond. Mr. Anderson lifted up the binoculars 
that hung on a strap around his neck and focused them in the direction 
Joey was pointing. 

Before long he began to laugh. He took the binoculars off his 
neck and passed them to his son. Joey found the big black object that 
had frightened him earlier and looked at the magnified version of it.

“It’s only the roots of an old tree,” Mr. Anderson told the others. 
“That tree must have blown over in last night’s thunderstorm. The tree 
was on soggy soil next to the pond and fell over easily, roots and all. 
Your awful bear is nothing more than tree roots with black dirt still 
clinging to them. 

The kids all looked relieved and slightly embarassed as they took 
turns using the binoculars. Mr. Anderson looked at them more seriously 
and scolded, “Next time check things out better before you jump to any 
outrageous conclusions.” With that, he turned around and returned to 
the house. He had no clue that his words would come back to haunt 
him later that summer when a mysterious woman suddenly came to 

live in the spooky old mansion near the Anderson house.
When he had passed out of sight, Samantha suggested they go to 

their secret fort for a meeting. The other children agreed and they all 
headed south, following the line of trees. A few hundred yards later 
they approached a gigantic row of towering lilac bushes whose purple 
blossoms had just opened the week before.

Samantha led the way into the secret interior of the hideout by 
lifting up several branches and crawling on her hands and knees into 
the bushes. Inside, the shrubbery opened up into a small room-like 
area, big enough to hold a small group of young people comfortably. A 
canopy of branches and leaves hid their view of the sky above.

When all four children had entered and situated themselves in 
their usual places, Samantha called the meeting to order. As a sixth-
grader, she was the oldest of the group. She was tall for her age, with 
long, straight auburn hair and large brown glasses on her nose. She was 
sensible, responsible, and more serious than the others. 

Kimberly and Tim were both in fifth grade. Kimberly was a small 
girl with a large smile. Her blond hair was always in a pony tail, and 
her bangs hung long over her forehead and into her eyes. She was the 
firefly of the group, always positive and usually happy.

Tim was Joey’s best friend. He was medium height and a little 
heavy. He had not yet sprouted upwards like most of his friends but 
looked forward to getting taller for basketball. He was a sports freak, 
spending hours every day with a ball of some kind. He was soft-hearted 
and kind to animals as well as to people.

Joey was in fourth grade. His parents called him a “live wire” and 
his teachers had labeled him “hyper.” He was always moving in some 
direction and talked constantly. He was a smaller-than-average boy 
and strangers often thought he was only in the second grade. In smarts, 
however, he excelled beyond everyone in his class.

These four kids had formed a club which they had not yet named, 
even though summer vacation was already a month old. They lived in a 
tiny North Dakota town called McAlister where there were only a few 
kids in each class. The school in town had been closed for some time 
now and the children were bussed fifteen miles away to Lisbon. Kids 
here had to play with others from different grades, unless they wanted 
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to play alone. They did not mind, however, because they did not know 
anything different.

“I call this meeting to order,” Samantha began. First of all, any 
comments about the false beast alarm?” She smiled and the others 
chuckled out loud.

“Yeah,” chimed in Kimberly, “the humiliation of our getting that 
worked up over a dead tree is hard to bear.”

Samantha, Tim, and Joey all groaned at their friend’s pun, and 
Tim swatted Kimberly on her crossed legs, saying simply, “Ohhhhh, 
that’s a bad one.”

“Who’s the one who first thought it was a bear, anyway?” asked 
Joey, knowing full well it was Tim.

All eyes turned to Tim. “I knew it was a tree all along. I just 
wanted to see if I could fake you guys out,” he said defensively.

“Yeah, right,” Samantha moaned, “and I’m really a Hungarian 
ostrich.”

When the laugher subsided, Samantha went on to the main 
business of the day. “You all know about the meeting at the church 
tonight. Pastor Jim is starting a group called Cool Christian Kid’s 
Club, and we’ll do stuff like visit the nursing home, clean up garbage 
around town, and make stuff for people in our church who are home-
bound because they’re old. Pastor Jim also said he wants to help us get  
started reading the Bible…What does everyone think?”

Kimberly was the first to talk. “I like the stuff about helping people 
out, but the Bible thing doesn’t excite me too much.”

“I agree,” volunteered Tim. “Can we do only the things we want 
to do?”

“No,” answered Samantha. “If you join, you have to participate 
in everything.”

“I think it sounds kind of neat. What else is there to do in a small 
town like this in the summer?” Joey said, putting in his two cents’ 
worth.

“You’re right there,” replied Tim. “Plus, I think Pastor Jim is 
pretty cool. I know he’ll make sure we do some fun things, too.”

Everyone agreed. When Samantha asked for a show of hands 
from those who wanted to join the club, everyone’s arm shot up 
immediately. “Okay then,” she continued, “we’ll meet at the church 

tonight at 7 p.m.” The kids said goodbye to each other and left for their 
homes before they were late for dinner.

▬  2 ▬

Tim and Kimberly returned to the Anderson house to pick up 
Samantha and Joey after dinner. The kids all lived on the west side of 
the small town of McAlister and the church was only six blocks away 
on the east end of town. In between their homes and the church was 
the main street with all of the community’s businesses. The business 
district stretched a mere three blocks.

The four friends began to walk down the deserted street. Most of 
the handful of stores had already closed for the day, with the exception 
of Big Bob’s Café and Bud’s Gas Station and Convenience Store. 
As they passed Bud’s, Samantha had an idea: “Hey…Let’s get some 
pop.”

“I don’t have any money,” replied Kimberly.
“Me neither,” Tim chimed in.
“Don’t worry. It’s on me. Joey and I got our allowance today.” 

Samantha approached the outside pop machine as she dug into her 
pants pocket for quarters. “What do you all want?” she asked after she 
had obtained her favorite drink. As the kids told her their choices, she 
pressed the appropriate buttons and waited for the “kurplunk” as each 
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aluminum can fell into the opening.
When they all had opened their cans, they sat together on one of 

several benches that were scattered around the downtown area. They 
barely fit on the narrow wooden planks.

“I wish we lived in the big city,” Tim said, breaking the momentary 
silence that had engulfed the children as they were enjoying their 
drinks. “Wouldn’t it be nice to have movie theaters, bowling alleys, 
and professional sporting events available all summer long?”

“Yeah,” agreed Kimberly, “and malls packed full of clothes.”
“McAlister is so boring,” concluded Joey before taking another 

swig of his cola. “Nothing exciting ever happens here.”
 Tim nodded in agreement. “Almost makes you want school to 

begin.”
“Almost,” added Kimberly.
 The two boys looked at each other. “Nawwwww…”they said in 

unison and began to giggle.
Samantha had been listening quietly to the conversation. Finally, 

she interjected her own conclusion. “We don’t realize how good we 
have it. A big city would be an awful place to be for kids our age. 
There are a lot of places to go, but we would never be able to go alone. 
You can’t even go outside the door without worrying about getting 
mugged or something. In McAlister, we can play outside all summer 
by ourselves, and our parents don’t worry about us.” 

Samantha finished her speech with a doubtful tone, as if she were 
trying to convince herself of the truth of her statement.

Kimberly said, “We’d better get going,” reminding the others that 
the meeting at the church was about to begin. They began to walk in 
the direction of the church, but stopped to look back at Joey—he had 
mounted the back of the bench and was trying walk on the narrow top 
without falling.

“Get down, Joey,” Samantha warned. “That’s dangerous!”
“Don’t be such a scaredy cat,” Joey shot back. “Besides,” he 

said as he raised his arms and flexed his muscles, “Nothing can hurt 
Superman.” With that, he lost his balance, and his body disappeared 
behind the bench with a thud.

The other children ran around the bench to get a better look at 
“Superman.” Samantha ran right up to the prostrate boy and laid her 

hand on his shoulder. Joey was laying face down in the grass, but began 
to stir when she touched him. Soon he was sitting up, holding his head. 
Other than feeling somewhat queasy, Joey said he was fine.

Samantha wagged her finger and scolded him for pulling such 
a foolish stunt. This time, Joey seemed to agree with her judgment. 
When they started out again, they ran in order to get to the church on 
time. They made it with just four minutes to spare.

When they arrived at the white wooden building with the large 
cross sticking out of its bell tower, they slowed down and pushed 
through the double glass doors. Once inside, they headed down the 
hallway to the youth room at the end. Pastor Jim was seated on a 
tattered couch chatting with two young people.

Samantha recognized two of her classmates. “Hi, Jennifer. Hi, 
Beth,” Samantha said as she sat between them. They were soon gabbing 
about the latest gossip concerning their classmates.

“Good to see you guys,” Pastor Jim grinned. He gave Joey and 
Tim a high five, which was his habit in the greeting line after church 
services. “We’ll wait a little longer to see if anyone else shows up.” 
The two boys hurried over to the Foosball table in hopes of getting 
in a couple of games before the meeting. The girls sat and giggled as 
they talked, while Pastor Jim excused himself to get something from 
his office.

By ten past seven no other kids had arrived, so Pastor Jim started 
the meeting. The youth room had Ping Pong and Foosball tables on 
one end and a lounge area on the other. Four ugly couches that church 
members had donated rather than throw away faced each other in a 
circle. The six young people spread out over three of the couches and 
Pastor Jim stood in the middle. 

“I am so happy to see you all here tonight,” Pastor Jim said, holding 
both thumbs up. “This is the first meeting of the Cool Christian Kid’s 
Club. As you saw advertised, this club is a voluntary organization. Its 
purposes are to deepen your faith in Jesus Christ and help you serve 
people around you. We’ll also be having lots of fun.”

“Regarding the first purpose, this will not be just another Sunday 
School class. Instead, think of yourselves as fellow Christians who 
want to help each other grow in faith. You will decide how that will 
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happen. You may decide to vow to read the New Testament in the next 
year and keep track of your reading on a chart here. You may want to 
pray regularly together for your friends or for others in the community 
who are in need. Whatever creative ways you come up with to help 
each other grow spiritually is fine.”

“Regarding the second goal―serving others—I want you to think 
of ways you can make a difference in the world by helping others. 
There are a million things you could do, and I won’t suggest even one. 
You’re smart enough to do that.”

Beth interrupted by raising her hand. When Pastor Jim called on 
her, she said, “Maybe we could have a fundraiser of some kind to raise 
money for the United Way.”

That sounded good to everyone. Heads nodded and the room 
exploded with excited talk of all the things they could do. As the young 
people made suggestions, Pastor Jim wrote them on the blackboard.

After the board was full, he stopped and told the group that these 
were all great ideas, and that next week they would decide which ones 
to attempt first. Pastor Jim then told the group he had a game for them 
to play. When he opened the cabinet under the television and pulled 
out eight wrapped gifts of various sizes and shapes, the kids became 
excited.

He put the presents on the floor in the open area between the 
couches. Everyone was curious about what his game would be, and 
all were hoping they would get one of the wrapped objects. Pastor Jim 
removed the baseball cap he was wearing and reached into his pocket, 
pulling out eight scraps of paper, each folded in half. The papers were 
numbered from one to eight. Pastor Jim sifted quickly through them 
and took away numbers seven and eight, throwing the rest into his 
cap.

He shook the hat back and forth rapidly a few times until the 
numbered scraps were well mixed, then placed it in front of Tim. “Pick 
one,” Pastor Jim said. After Tim grabbed one, the pastor did the same 
for each of the other kids. “You can see the eight presents on the floor. 
You will get one of these to keep. But you have to pick yours without 
unwrapping it.” All the kids looked at each other and smiled.

Pastor Jim asked, “Who has the paper with number one on it?” 

Beth raised her hand. “Okay…Beth gets to pick a gift first, any one she 
wants. Then the person with number two gets to go next, and so on. 
When it’s your turn to pick, you can choose any present from the pile 
on the floor, or take the one another person has already chosen. If your 
gift is taken by someone else, then you get to pick another one from the 
pile―but you can’t take another person’s gift.”

Beth was asked to begin. She, as well as the others, had her eye 
on one package that was obviously a two-liter bottle of pop. The other 
gifts were of various sizes. One looked like it might be a pencil, but 
the contents of the others were impossible to guess. Beth picked up the 
pop-bottl-shaped package and sat back down, laying it in her lap. “Can 
I open it now?” she asked Pastor Jim. 

“No, you have to wait until the end…Now, who’s number two?” 
Joey raised his hand and looked the gifts over carefully before standing 
up and walking over to Beth. He took her gift and returned to his seat.

“That’s not fair,” Beth said, pretending to pout. After she was 
reminded by the pastor that she now needed to pick another gift, she 
quickly went over to Joey and grabbed the one he had just taken from 
her. Joey held on tight to the other end. 

“No, Beth,” Pastor Jim mediated, “you have to pick another 
one from the gifts on the floor.” Beth put her hands on her hips and 
frowned. 

Joey pointed his finger at her and said, “Ha, ha.” Beth stuck her 
nose up at him, pretending to be mad. Pastor Jim smiled. He could tell 
the kids were getting into the game.

Every time it was somebody’s turn to pick a gift, they picked 
the package they assumed was a large bottle of pop from the person 
who had just stolen it from somebody else. Tim was number six and 
ended up with the pop-shaped package, to everyone’s disgust. He 
raised his hands over his head like a runner winning an Olympic race 
as he headed back to his seat. The rest jestingly booed and hissed him. 
Remaining on the floor were the two gifts no one had chosen. One was 
the pencil, and the other was very thin—about the size of a fifty-cent 
piece, only square.

Pastor Jim re-entered the center of the group. He told everyone 
they could now open their gifts. Wrapping paper was ripped with great 
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speed and the hidden objects were revealed in a matter of seconds. 
Several faces betrayed frustration, while several others carried looks 
of pleasant surprise.

Tim’s gloating turned quickly to a sigh when he discovered a two-
liter pop bottle filled with water. Joey held up a rock and Samantha 
had a pocket-sized New Testament. Jennifer had a brand new Goose-
Bumps book and Kimberly waved a large bag of M&Ms with delight. 
Beth was the happiest of all, though, as she proudly put on a new Nike 
t-shirt.

“Well, did you get what you wanted?” Pastor Jim asked. Responses 
varied. “What gift did you think was the best one before they were 
unwrapped?” all of the kids immediately pointed to the container full 
of water. “Which one did you guess was the worst?” Answers differed, 
but three votes were cast for the smallest package still lying on the 
floor.

Pastor Jim picked up the smallest gift and opened it. Inside was a 
ten-dollar bill. “I’m so glad you didn’t pick this one,” he said, smiling. 
A chorus of exaggerated sighs filled the room.

“It was hard to know the value of each gift without unwrapping 
it. Actually, it was impossible. Just by looking at the outside, you all 
picked the most worthless item…except maybe for the rock. No one 
even considered taking the smallest gift, which turned out to be the 
best gift of all.”

“We do a similar thing when we look at people. We make a whole 
bunch of judgments, good or bad, based on first sight or on minimal 
knowledge of that person. Sometimes we allow the negative comments 
of a friend to influence how we think of others. Gossip, hearsay, and 
appearances all make us come to conclusions about others that can be 
very wrong.”

“God loves all people. He asks us to do the same. Instead of 
making bad judgments based on first impressions, we should try to 
carefully “unwrap” each person we meet. That means taking time to 
get to know them. In other words, don’t judge a book by its cover.”

When the little sermon was over, Pastor Jim led the small group in 
a prayer. “Dear Lord, thank you for so many different kinds of people 
in the world. Forgive us for so often judging them by first appearances 

or from other people’s comments about them. Help us to be better at 
“unwrapping” each person one at a time and getting to really know 
who they are. Amen.”

▬  3 ▬

“Quit chasing the cat!” shouted Mr. and Mrs. Anderson at the 
same time as they sat at the kitchen table trying to enjoy their breakfast. 
In the living room, Joey gave the Siamese cat one more rush and then 
heeded his parents’ order. Samantha, shocked out of a deep slumber 
by the yelling, slowly made her way down the stairs. Her hair was 
disheveled, and she put her palm in front of her mouth and breathed in 
order to check the status of her breath. She winced as she fanned the 
odor away with a few waves of her other hand.

Joey saw all this from the living room floor where he was tossing 
a baseball up in the air from flat on his back. “Groooooossssss!” he 
said as he made a funny face and stuck his tongue out.

“Like I’m sure your breath smells like mountain fresh air this 
morning,” returned Samantha. She was not a morning person and did 
not handle harassment from her brother very well at that time of day.

The two kids joined their mom and dad at the table when Mrs. 
Anderson announced that the pancakes were ready. Mr. Anderson, 
dressed in a suit and tie, put down his coffee cup to greet them. He was 
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