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The Pony-Tailed Guy Goes to School
I stepped out of the courthouse into a bleak, drizzly autumn day, tailor-made for a depressing movie scene. 
A few minutes earlier, I was standing before a judge.

“Do you agree to the terms of this decree and to the dissolution of this marriage?”

I turned to my wife, who we’ll call “M.” She stood a few feet away, partially obscured by her attorney. I finally caught her eye, but she just looked away. 

“Yes,” I mumbled. And that was that.

We had two children; Stephanie, my “Sweetie-Pie,” was four, and Andrew, my “Buddy Boy,” not quite two. Wednesday nights and every other weekend they visited my cheap one bedroom apartment behind a supermarket in College Station, Texas, where I was a graduate student at Texas A&M.
I stopped attending our church not long after M and I separated. I tried a couple of other churches, but never got too involved. I graduated from a small Christian college and served twice as a missionary before Stephanie was born, but I felt guilty for succumbing to the Big D, something I promised God I would never do. I was angry at M for divorcing me, and at myself for not fighting harder to save our marriage. I felt inadequate and helpless; I badly needed Christian fellowship, but shame and guilt kept me from the good people God could have used to help me. 
I was on track for a university professorship upon graduation, but I couldn’t afford to stay in school full-time, so I took a community college instructor position. I worked half-heartedly on my dissertation and played songwriter gigs at night. At first I felt uncomfortable in some of the venues, but convinced myself God was using me to minister to the regulars.

One night, performing in a smoky bar, I sang these lyrics that I penned. “I could see my mama in her room down on her knees, praying to sweet Jesus to keep watching over me.” One woman, who was fairly rowdy most of the night, quieted down and listened closely. When I finished, she walked up and gave me a hug.
“God put you here to speak to my heart,” she whispered through her tears. 
I wish all my songs were as effective, but I usually catered to the typical bar crowd. I soon came to prefer the nightclub scene to the churched community. These people seemed less pretentious, and somehow more real.

Five years later, I foolishly married someone six weeks after our first date; unfortunately, almost nothing she told me about herself was true. Within three months, her deceptions started to unravel, and I filed for divorce. We were married just long enough to produce a baby girl, Lauren, but the Big D had struck again; I was now a two-time loser paying child support to two different women. I seriously considered calling Jerry Springer and volunteering to be a guest.
Between my personal struggles I somehow finished my dissertation and found a tenure-track professor position in New Mexico, half-way between San Francisco, where M moved the previous year, and Houston, where Lauren’s mom lived. After a year, though, I reluctantly submitted my resignation.

“I’m so sorry,” I told the dean, tears streaming down my face. “I love my job, but I need to be closer to my daughter.” 
I spent a decade in graduate school to earn that position, but I could think of no other option. Lauren’s mom was unstable—financially and otherwise—and my little girl needed her daddy. I landed a technical writing job in Austin and saw Lauren every other weekend. Over the next four years, I performed regularly and released two CDs. I succeeded enough to quit my job and teach part-time, and grew my hair into a ponytail, which together with a black cowboy hat became my trademark image.  
Unfortunately, I also fell into another disastrously dysfunctional relationship. Stephanie and Andrew did not approve of my lifestyle or my girlfriend, and eventually refused to visit me. 

Then one Sunday I awoke with a strong urge to go to church. There was a tiny country church down the road from my house, so I dragged myself out of bed and slid into the back, hoping to remain unnoticed. I tried to look busy, so I lowered my head to read the bulletin and saw the following verse printed on the cover:
“Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go” (Joshua 1:9, niv). 

I blinked twice; twenty years earlier I wrote a song based on that verse! I thought I was writing it for other people, but now the lyrics spoke to me as I slowly remembered them: 
Has he not commanded you? Be strong and courageous.
Has he not commanded you? Do not be afraid.

For the Lord, your God is with you wherever you go,

helping you to grow and showing you His way.

Yes, the Lord, your God, will never let you go,

no matter how you’ve failed him or how far you’ve run away . . .
Just keep His Word hidden safe within your heart,

Never turning to the left, never turning to the right.

and you will know the joy of living in His love,

a joy to keep you going even through your darkest night.

Failed Him. Run away. I realized it was time to stop running. Tears filled my eyes as I felt the Holy Spirit’s loving embrace. I can’t remember his exact words, but Pastor Jim’s gentle and encouraging preaching style helped comfort my wounded heart.
I started attending every Sunday, earning the nickname “The Pony-Tailed Guy” from some of the members. After a few weeks the worship leader invited me to play guitar with the praise team; I reluctantly agreed, humbled that God could have any use for someone like me.
A joy to keep you going even through your darkest night. Little did I know, but my darkest night was yet to come. I became convicted that the relationship I was in needed to end, and finally mustered up the courage to break it off. Not long after, I met a talented songwriter who also played flute. Cindy and I immediately clicked; I invited her to perform with me on a live radio interview, and we began spending most of our free time together. 
A few weeks later, she mentioned that we had been seeing each other exactly one month. 
“That’s all? It seems like I’ve known you much longer.”
“Me too,” she said, “I feel as giddy as a school girl.” Things were definitely going well, and it seemed God was rewarding me for my recent obedience. 
A few days later, I stopped by for lunch, then stayed at Cindy’s apartment working on a new song while she ran some errands and picked up her son from school. 
Four hours later, she still wasn’t home. The phone rang, but the machine picked up before I could reach the receiver. It wasn’t her.

“We’re calling to express our condolences, as we heard that Cindy passed away this afternoon. If there’s anything we can do, call us at ...”

I reached for the phone, but too late. I stood motionless for a few minutes, trying to comprehend what I just heard, then walked outside, the words still ringing in my head.

Just then Cindy’s son walked up the sidewalk; I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Hey Ethan, how are ya?” I asked. 
Silence. 
“Uh, where’s your mom?”
“Oh, Lawrence, come inside; I need to tell you something.”

That precious 12-year-old boy sat me down on the couch and pulled up a chair.

“My mom is dead.” 
“Wha—How?!?” 

“We pulled out of a driveway and a truck hit her side of the car. She died before the ambulance got there.” 
 
I cried for days, asking God why He would let this happen. I felt like I knew Cindy so well after so many hours of sharing our lives and hopes and dreams, even though we only dated for barely over a month. 
Although I just finished a new album, I didn’t have the heart to promote it. I cancelled all my upcoming shows and flew to New England to visit family. I tried to remember the happiness Cindy and I shared so briefly, but it was all just a blur; I didn’t have the slightest idea how to explain to anyone what I had just experienced, so I didn’t. 
Even though I was still grieving terribly, Pastor Jim’s sermons sunk in; the lyrics from the Joshua 1:9 song also provided some comfort and guidance:

Has he not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. This was not a request; it was a command. And even though those words were written thousands of years earlier, they spoke to me now in my “darkest night.”  
“What was I to do now?” I thought. 
Do not be afraid. But I was afraid. I had once again placed my hopes in another person and rather than in God. “You’re just a walking failure waiting to happen,” the voice in my head kept saying. But more lyrics came back to me: 

For the Lord your God is with you wherever you go, helping you to grow and showing you His way. Yes, He was with me. He never left me. I left Him. But like the wise father that He is, He knew I would, and He used these events to prepare me for the next phase of my life, which would be lived not my way, but His.
That phase took shape over the next year, and included a return to writing and teaching as a professor at a Christian university, as well as a more active role in Lauren’s life, since the school was in Houston! 
I now teach subjects I love; to students who (mostly) care; at a university dedicated to providing a Christian liberal arts education. I host a café series that features songwriters, poets, and authors. I read my creative works and perform my songs in schools, libraries, churches, and community centers across the country. 
Stephanie and Andrew are now in college, and my relationship with both of them has greatly improved; Lauren, my little “Brown-Eyed Girl,” is in the sixth grade and brings great joy to my life. And if those blessings weren’t enough, God has also provided me with a wonderful Christian wife, Kristen, whose godly character and encouraging spirit are a wonderful gift to me and my children.

 
The joy of living in His love. After trying for years on my own, I finally understand what true joy really is. I know my circumstances can change at any moment, but I am now equipped with the confidence that I can turn to Him, rather than the ways of this world, to find fulfillment or comfort.
Recently I heard someone say we experience God’s mercy when we don’t get what we deserve, and His grace when we get what we don’t deserve. 
“Yeah,” I said, nodding my head in agreement. “Yeah.”
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