
Finding Forgiveness

By Kristy Basolo

We slipped out of the pew during “The Great Thanksgiving.”  I didn’t want to walk in front of the whole congregation, but rather to slither out the back and take the long way around.  But my mother, the queen of time management and efficiency, picked the quickest, and, for me, the most painful, route. Either way, it was the beginning of a spectacle.  They were watching me, and no matter which path I took, their eyes would fall on me like acorns from the trees on this blustery fall day.


I was dragged across the front of the church, as if by some unseen force.  If I refused now, it would make more of a scene.  The chaos of a 24-year-old woman throwing a temper tantrum, however amusing to envision, would have attracted more of the attention I wanted to avoid.  I now know how my dog felt when I used to drag him down to the lake by his leash.  He was terrified of the waves, a skittish little guy.  He eventually got used to it.  I have a feeling I never will.


We walked across the hallway toward the bathroom.  I paused and glanced into the nursery that my mom and I had decorated.  The Noah’s Ark theme borders were still intact on the walls of the room, although slightly duller than I had remembered.  Some of my old toys still lingered on the shelves.  I always loved being in that room, regardless of whether I was teaching or learning.  “Jesus loves the little children” was still on the wall where I painted it.


We washed our hands so we could give out the holy sacrament without contaminating the congregation.  As I squeezed any remaining life out of the hand towel, I glanced at my mom, perfect in her lavender suit with matching earrings.  I hadn’t even bothered to put on jewelry.  Hell, it was hard enough for me to drag myself out of bed to be there by 8:30 a.m.


“Why did I agree to do this again?”


She straightened her already perfectly straight jacket and adjusted her necklace so the pendant was centered.  She forced a smile.


“Because you’re a good daughter and you realized how much I needed your help.”


Yeah, I thought.  That or you guilt tripped me into it.


I can’t remember exactly when or why I stopped going to church.  I think being forced to go every single Sunday for the first 18 years of my life, rain or shine, in sickness or in health, initially may have had something to do with it.  Once I was old enough to refuse, the rebellion kicked in — it was just a temporary power trip.  But for some reason I just couldn’t fit it back into my life.  I often blamed it on my work schedule, the fact that I moved fifteen miles down the road to be closer to work and school, or just the fact that I was not a morning person.  My mom always reminded me that there were night services once a week; I just never seemed to get there.


Cleansed and ready to serve the Lord, we came back into the church as everyone was singing.  We knelt next to Pastor Dave at the rail, as the congregation mumbled the last words of “Lamb of God.”  “Grant us peace,” they sang.  Grant me immunity, I thought.  Pastor Christine, or as we called her, P.C., served us communion.

Body of Christ, given for you.
P.C. handed me the wafer.  I had heard these words over and over again since I was a child.  I knew them, like the rest of the liturgy, by heart.  Back in third grade, my two best friends and I used to compete over who could recite the Apostle’s Creed faster.  We could also recite all the pastor’s parts of the service, even the ones that weren’t in our green Lutheran hymnals.   My mom and I sat in the same spot every week, just behind my best friend’s family, who all sat in the front pew.  Her little brother, Ben, would draw me pictures and notes that said “I love you,” with hearts and rainbows on them.  It was all ritual.

Blood of Christ, shed for you.

She handed me the wine.  I stifled a grin as the container reminded me of an old shot glass I had inherited from my grandfather when he passed away.  I’m sure it was not the correlation I was supposed to make.  Quickly, I scrambled to try to remember all my most recent transgressions so I could be renewed.


“Depart in peace,” P.C. said, releasing us. 

I awkwardly followed the pastors up to the altar and grabbed the dull silver tray of wafers for my side of the congregation.  I wondered how they knew how many to put in the tray, and if they ever ran out.  I wondered who ordered these things, and if they came in other flavors.

I stood in front of the altar, and the organist started playing the first hymn.  Rarely did anyone actually sing the hymns during communion.  I never figured out why, whether it was that they were too busy anticipating their turn to file to the front to be cleansed, or if they were too busy gawking at the people in line in front of them who usually sat in the back of the church.  I was going to see them all today, and from a very new perspective.

P.C. nudged my arm, and I turned around.  There they were.  I felt like the first time I had to give a speech in front of class.  My pulse quickened, and I could feel my throat tighten.  You don’t have to give a speech, I assured myself.  You know these people.  You grew up here.

The first row of people filed up to the rail and knelt down.  I followed P.C. to the end of the rail and waited for everyone to kneel.  I glanced over at my mom, who did the same behind Pastor Dave.  One of her fellow church board members smiled at her as he knelt.  I saw my mother smile back at her before I turned.  I wondered if any of these people would even acknowledge me.

Body of Christ, given for you.
I handed out the first wafer.  Of course, the first person was my best friend Helen’s dad, Dr. Dan.  Dressed in his usual rustic sweater and khakis, Dr. Dan was a big, burley teddy bear of a guy.  His furry beard was being cultivated for hunting season.  I realized that I hadn’t been in for my dental check up with him in quite awhile, and stifled a smile.  Note to self, I thought, schedule a dentist appointment.  Next came Mrs. Dr. Dan, and then Ben, who had suddenly become a six-foot-plus giant.  Before he knelt down, he towered over me and I got a good look at the Nike symbol in the middle of his chest.  I wondered where I had put those notes he used to write to me.  I’m sure they would come in handy for some good fun, now that he was in high school.

P.C. dismissed the first row.  Now it was starting to get interesting.  I was trying to say each “Body of Christ” with a little emotion, to take the mundane, detached feeling out of those words.  After all, these people were being forgiven, and forgiveness should be unique — somehow individualized.  But most of them just trudged up to the rail with indifference, more concerned with who I was, and why I was worthy of handing them forgiveness.

Body of Christ, given for you.
I went down the line, as each of them looked up at me.  My fourth grade Sunday school teacher was among them.  She was wearing her favorite maroon suit, with the frilly-collared white blouse underneath it.  It fit a little more snugly than I remembered; I noticed that she had on the lapel pin our class bought her for Christmas one year.  She looked up at me with the “Where have you been, young lady?” look that she gave us if we were late for class.

Why was it so imperative that I be here every Sunday?  Doesn’t God love us equally, at home in our beds?  And how do they know I’m not just worshipping at some other church?  Well, I wasn’t, but that’s beside the point.  I thought of my non-Christian friends who would come to me with their literary allusion questions, as if I were some authority on the Bible.  I knew these congregation people would shudder if they knew I was representing their church.  I was a heathen.  They were not there to forgive me.

Body of Christ, given for you.
The second batch was renewed.  As they filed out, I caught a glimpse of some little people bounding up to the rail.  I remembered how excited I was the first time I got to actually partake in communion.  But then I remembered what would happen before that, before we were informed enough to accept the sacrament.

We would get a blessing.  I basked in the attention, having the pastor’s hand on our heads as he recited a little prayer or personalized saying.  My best friends and I would always loved the way Pastor Jon would go down the line and give each of us a different blessing.  We would scurry back to the pews and try to remember it and write it down, asking our moms how to spell most of the words.

Body of Christ, given for you.

I skipped past the child, as it wasn’t my job to bless him.

Blood of Christ, shed for you.

P.C. handed the child’s mom the wine, and then rested her hand on the child’s little blond head.  He gazed up at her in wonder, and listened to the words she said softly, as if for only his ears.  She smiled at him as she moved on, and I wondered if I would ever feel that blessed again.  The little boy smiled and bowed his head, his chubby little hands posed in a praying position.  It simply wasn’t fair.


Why did I have to drag suitcases of sins to the rail, packed so meticulously to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything?  Why did I have to feel guilty every time I came here, collapsing at the rail from the weight of neglecting my congregation?

Body of Christ, given for you.

The child followed his mother back to the pew.  I watched him, and for the first time, felt the eyes piercing my skin.  There were a lot of people looking up at me from those pews.  “Isn’t it terrible that Terry’s daughter just stopped coming to church?” I could almost hear them mutter.  “It must be embarrassing for her.”  I remembered when my mom had first told me she was in charge of scheduling the communion workers and servers.  I knew then that this day was coming.  I had avoided it for so long, but not forever.


The organist hit a wrong note and it jolted me back to the job at hand.  I looked up to the choir loft, and remembered the first time I played the organ during a service.  I was in high school, and I was so proud.  I don’t remember being this nervous then.  I thought of all the times I had accompanied my friends when they sang in front of the congregation, all the music classes we taught, all the Christmas concerts we orchestrated.  We were the church prodigies, and every mother wanted her kids to be more like us.  But it didn’t seem to count for anything now.

Body of Christ, given for you.

The last row filed out.  I forced myself to walk, not run, to the altar and put the tray of wafers down.  I didn’t wait for my mom to lead the way, but quickly found my own way back to our pew.  My grandma leaned over and told me I looked lovely today.  I didn’t feel lovely, but thanked her the same.


The sun peeked through the stained glass window again.  P.C. and her daughter knelt at the rail as the last hymn was ending.  Pastor Dave took his turn in giving her the sacrament, and then looked down at his daughter, Anna, ready to give her the blessing as he rested his hand on her golden hair.

The window cast a spectrum of colors onto my light-colored shoes.  I remembered coloring rainbows with Anna when I babysat her.  I remembered explaining God’s promise to His people, and the reminder that a rainbow held for us.  I put my head down in relief; I had survived this trial.

The clouds shifted, and the sunlight trickled onto my shiny skirt, and warmed the top of my head as if a golden hand had rested there.  Pastor Dave voice was filled with the unconditional love of a Father for His child when he spoke the blessing.  A tear ran down my cheek.

“May the Lord bless and keep you. May the Lord shine on you and be gracious unto you. May the Lord look upon you with favor, and grant you peace.”
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