
I dreamed of a young man who grew up in land very different from our own called Sarx.  The young man’s name was Paul.  Paul was raised just as every other child of Sarx.  He was allowed many freedoms and had few rules.  The only hindrance upon Paul was his coat.

When Paul was born he had been given a special coat.  The coat was given by his father, as was every child of Sarx.  They were made of the fur of a great gray animal that lived only in Sarx.  Each child was given only one coat, as it was all they ever needed.  It grew with the child, though rarely in proportion to the child.  It grew in places that the child did not, and refused to grow in places that the child had grown.  This made the coats very uncomfortable, but everyone kept on wearing them because they didn’t know any better.

I dreamed that as Paul grew, he often questioned people about their coats.  

“Why do we wear them?” Paul once asked his Father after his Father had tripped over an unnecessary excess of fabric at his feet.

“Well, we’ve got nothing else to wear, have we Paul?” his Father answered gruffly as he stormed away.

“Where do they come from?” Paul asked his Mother as soon as she began to fret about a getting a coat for Paul’s sister that had begun to grow in her womb.

“I don’t rightly know, Paul.  It’s always the men who find them.  Your Father said he just happened to notice a new coat in one of his many pockets right before you were born.  It must’ve been there all along, though I don’t know how he missed it.”

“It has so many pockets, dear, I can’t possibly search them all.” His Father added from the other room.

And so on the questioning went as opportunities presented themselves.  Paul was rarely satisfied with the answers.  After many disappointments and many contradicting answers Paul’s interest in the matter waned and his inquisitiveness searched for new subjects to ponder. 

* * *

I dreamed that one day Paul was on his way to play his favorite game with the girl who lived at a neighboring farm.  They called the game Pornea, and made the rules up as they played.  It seemed only while playing this one game that his coat proved not a hindrance, but fit him perfectly.  Yet, whenever Paul finished playing his coat was even more uncomfortable than before.

On the way there Paul was thinking of how he could fix his coat, and if the game was really worth it (though it was his favorite game), and how he might avoid his coat becoming even more cumbersome.  He was in the middle of these thoughts when he saw a stranger upon the road.  

Many people wandered the roads of Sarx, so this was no great concern to Paul.  But as he drew nearer the stranger drew his gaze.  There was something odd about this man who walked the road.  Then Paul realized.  The man was wearing a coat, but his was not drab and gray as was Paul’s coat.  The stranger’s coat was a shade of purple that Paul had not seen before.  And what more, the coat fit!  It seemed tailored to the man exactly.

Paul was too stunned for words and watched as the man passed him by.  It was only after the man’s back was to Paul that he realized that this stranger might have answers to some of his questions.  He called out to the man, stumbling to catch up.

“Sir!  Please wait up, I cannot travel as well as you can, sir.”

The stranger stopped and waited, wearing a polite grin.

“Sir, please, sir.” Paul stuttered as he caught his breath.  “Where are you from that you have such a fine coat?”

“Aha!  You must be the traveler that my Master told me about.  And what’s your name lad?”

“Paul, sir.  But-”

“Paul, is it?  What good fortune to have found you so early in the day.  I am Mr. Alfred Grace.  Come, Paul, your travels will not end in vain today.”  Here he grabbed Paul by the sleeve that hung several inches below his hands and turned around, almost pulling him in the direction Paul had been going originally.

“But, I’m no traveler, sir.  Uh, Mr. Grace.  I merely desired to know where you are from.”

“Why from ‘round here, of course.  I grew up in Sarx, just as you did.  I lived here until I met the Master and He took me in.  Right good of Him to do so, too.” Mr. Grace slowed his pace and gazed at Paul, who was struggling to keep his footing among the many folds of his coat as he was being drug along. “What’s this about not being a traveler?”

“I only intended to visit my friend.  I should think she’d be expecting me by now.  I must hurry, for if I am not there to play she will find someone else to play with her.”

“Hmm…” Mr. Grace stopped altogether as he pondered. “And where was your mind when you first saw me?  Was it upon this girl and your game?”

Paul, glad for the break, took a moment to collect his thoughts.

“No, sir.  Actually I was thinking about this coat of mine.  I’m dreadfully tired of constantly fighting it.  Then you came along with your coat and I knew I must talk to you.”

“Aha! It is as I thought.” Mr. Grace gabbed Paul’s sleeve again and they were off. “You are the one I was sent to get.  Come along.  Oh, I passed your friend’s house on my way.  She invited me to play her game, but I kindly refused.  Another boy has joined her, however.  You needn’t worry, she has already forgotten you.”

A stab of bitterness flew through Paul, and he tripped on the folds of his coat.  Mr. Grace waited for him to pick himself up and they were off again.  Paul quickly forgot his pain, as excitement filled him from his feet on up.

* * *

Again I dreamed, and I found Paul standing before the brightest coach he had ever seen.  The cart was painted with every color Paul had ever seen, and several that were new to him.  The wood was a rich brown and in the windows hung purple curtains of the same material as Mr. Grace’s coat.  At the front of the cart was the largest horse Paul had ever seen.  The coach caught the sunlight and magnified it so that it practically blinded Paul.

Mr. Grace pulled Paul right up to the coach and was about to knock when a voice called out from inside.

“Paul!  So glad you could make it.  Well done, Alfred.  Send him in.”

Mr. Grace looked sheepish at the compliment.  He leaned toward Paul and whispered, “Not too many get called into the coach, Paul.”  Mr. Grace then pulled open the door and motioned for Paul to climb in.

Worried for only a moment, Paul grabbed the railing and pulled himself up.  Inside, the coach was filled with a wonderful aroma.  It was spiced apples at harvest time, and lilacs in spring, and… he couldn’t name them all.  Each scent washed over him and was settled in just long enough for him to enjoy before being replaced by another.  None was there long enough for him to grow weary of it.

He glanced around and noticed that what he originally had thought were curtains were really more coats.  The coach was filled with them.  Every shape and size, more then enough for every person he’d ever met.  Each was that same shade of purple, with gold trim along the sleeves.

Paul noticed the Master, patiently waiting for Paul to take it all in.  In my dream I could not make out the Master or His words, but Paul talked to Him for many hours.  Paul was joyous at first, but his joy faded to fear, and fear faded to sorrow.  Presently Paul cried.  The Master waited for Paul to finish, offering comforting words but not yet touching him.  

When Paul had finished crying their dialogue began anew.  Paul’s sorrow turned hopeful, then hope turned solemn, as Paul seemed to be considering some deep thing.  After a moment of consideration he began nodding in earnest, a great smile appearing on his face.  Tears began again, but these were tears of joy, and Paul was laughing.  He leaped at the Master and embraced Him.  After hearing some word from the Master Paul looked beneath the seat he had been upon and found a purple coat.

Paul shed his old coat.  He was naked before the Master, but was not ashamed.  He donned his new coat and marveled at how it fit.  The material was so much softer than anything he had ever felt before.  He thought that he could have nothing greater than this coat; it had been made just for him.  He embraced the Master again and then seemed to know he was dismissed.  He grabbed his old coat off the floor and stepped out of the coach.

Mr. Grace waited just outside the coach for Paul.

“Got what you wanted, did you Paul?”  Mr. Grace asked with a hearty laugh.  “Welcome to the Master’s service, my fine lad.  Got your invitation?”

“Invitation?  What do you mean?”  Paul asked, wondering if the Master had another gift for him.

“Check your inside pocket.  Directly over your heart.”  Advised Mr. Grace.

Paul reached inside his pocket and felt an envelope.  He pulled it out and examined it.  It was addressed to him in a large script.  He carefully opened it and pulled an invitation out.  There was to be a great banquet at the Master’s house three days forth.

“Where is the Master’s house?”  Paul asked.

“Keep on the road you’ve begun upon.  You’ll reach it at just the right time.  I’m looking forward to meeting you there.”

Paul slid the invitation back into his pocket.  He threw his old coat over his shoulder and began to walk away.  He offered a big wave to Mr. Grace and noticed a look of concern upon his face.

“You’ve got a new coat now, lad.  You can leave the old one with us.  We’ll dispose of it for you.” Mr. Grace offered.

“If it’s just the same, I’d like to keep it awhile.  It has all my things in it and it is so very familiar.  I don’t think I could stand to part with it just yet.”  Paul responded.  Before Mr. Grace could say another word, Paul said, “I shall see you three days forth at the banquet, Mr. Grace.  Good day!”

Paul was off, with a bounce in his step that had been impossible in his old coat.

* * *

A noise startled me and I awoke briefly.  It was raining outside and the thunder had waked me.  Having locating the source of the noise, I was able to return to sleep and a vision of Paul filled my dream.  

It was early the next morning and Paul had just woken.  It was the first time he had awoken without cramps and pains caused from being forced to sleep in awkward positions.  It seemed Paul had many things to learn about just how limited he had been by his old coat.  He had but a small crick in his neck, from where he had used his old coat as a pillow.

He carried his old coat, switching it from arm to arm as one would tire of the weight.  Around mid-morning he became terribly hungry.  He reached for the food in his right pocket but, alas!  This new coat didn’t have a pocket where he was used to reaching.  The new pocket was lower and easier to reach, but Paul knew it would be many days before he stopped reaching for his old pocket.

“I can fix that.” Paul muttered to himself.  He paused by the side of the road and rested under a tree.  After a brief meal of jerky and an apple, Paul pulled his knife from his old coat and made a few small cuts in his new coat.  He made several new pockets where his old ones had been.  It was a sloppy job and Paul was briefly sad that the coat no longer looked as nice as it had.

“A small sacrifice.  But I simply must have a pocket here and there.” He said as he pulled his new coat on.

At that moment an old man walked by.  Paul was still standing in the shadows of the tree and so the man didn’t immediately notice him.  Paul noticed he also was wearing a purple robe, but it seemed as if it were a bit tight upon him.  He noticed one button in particular seemed ready to pop off at any moment.  Paul stepped out from under the tree and called to the man.

“Sir!  I see you are a servant of my Master.  Are you going to the banquet?”

“I am.” The man said, turning to squint at Paul who had the sun behind his back.

“Might I walk with you awhile?”

“You may, boy.  Have you a name, or is it the custom of young people not to introduce themselves?”

“Forgive me, sir.  My name is Paul.”  Paul moved closer to the man to join him.

“I am Mr. Armen Ian.  I have been working for the Master for many long years.  Ack!  What has happened to your coat, boy?”  For at this moment Paul was beside Mr. Ian and the sun was no longer in his eyes.

“I have made it more like my old coat, so that I would not have to work to get used to a new one.  Wasn’t that brilliant of me?  I now have the comfort of the new coat without the discomfort of putting away the old.”

Paul began walking as he talked.  Mr. Ian walked beside him and pulled a cookie from his pocket.  Mr. Ian ate his cookie as he pondered Paul’s words.

“I don’t think the Master will be too pleased with that,” Mr. Ian said between bites.  “In fact, I’m sure of it.  You’ve messed up, boy, and right at the beginning, too.  I’d be surprised if the Master doesn’t come along and strip your coat right off of you.”

Paul was horrified.  He hadn’t put a second thought into whether or not the Master would be pleased or displeased.  He had been so happy at his own cleverness he had forgotten to think of his Master.  Then another thought struck him.

“Wait!  Will the Master really come and take my coat from me?  Would I then be forced to wear my old coat to the banquet?”

“The banquet!” Mr. Ian burst into laughter, spraying a mouthful of cookie. “I think you can forget about the banquet, boy.  As I said, I’ve been in the Master’s service a long while and I’ve never seen someone with a coat molested as yours.  I can only assume the Master must come along and strip young boys of their coats, those that choose to molest them.”

“Then you’ve never actually seen the Master take back someone’s coat?”  Paul asked desperately.

“Well, no.  But He must do it.  He told us all not to harm our coats long ago.  They are what link us to Him.  People will know us by the coat that we wear.  If you destroy yours you are disobeying His orders.”  Mr. Ian said matter-of-factly.

“But He told me no such thing!  I didn’t know of that rule.  I had never even heard of the Master until yesterday morn.”  Paul pleaded.

Mr. Ian was silent for a moment as he finished munching another cookie.  Paul noticed that his Mr. Ian’s own coat was now missing a button.  It had popped off as the coat stretched around Mr. Ian’s ever increasing bulk.

“No, boy, I’m sure of it.  It doesn’t matter if you knew the order or not.  I know the order so it was always out there.  You should have figured it out.  I can tell you that you’ll never make it into the banquet with a coat you’ve molested.” Mr. Ian concluded.

“I should think that the Master would have mentioned that to me.”  Paul was beginning to feel that Mr. Ian would be little help to him.

“Bah!  You’ve talked to the Master but once.  He has talked to my family and me many times.  We’ve always followed the Master, well mostly anyway.  I say that with what you’ve done the Master will surely take back his coat.”

“But Mr. Grace seemed certain that he would meet me at the banquet.”  Paul stated.

Mr. Ian became almost enraged at the mention of Mr. Grace.  “Mr. Grace has no idea of what it takes to serve the Master!  He seems to think that all the commands the Master has given my family are of little consequence.  Oh, he says he knows the importance of the commands, but I don’t see it in how he serves.  I cannot believe the Master still tolerates him.  And if you came to know the Master by Mr. Grace then I am quite sure you will be stripped of your coat.”  Mr. Ian huffed as another button flew from his coat.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” Paul barely restrained his own anger, “but I’ll hear no ill talk of Mr. Grace.  He is under the direct employ of the Master, bringing to the Master whomever the Master chooses.  And it seems to me that you’ve got it all wrong.  Why, look at yourself.  You condemn me for molesting my coat, yet you have satisfied your own desires to the neglect of your own coat.  Just now a third button has come off of your own coat.  While I molested my coat in ignorance, you have destroyed yours with gluttony.  The judgment you bring upon me shall fall equally upon you.  More so, I wouldn’t doubt, since you seem to have known better.

“I am thankful for the company, sir, but I think I had best be off.  Good day to you, and I shall see you at the banquet if either of us is let in!”  Paul increased his pace and left Mr. Ian who was looking at the ground in search of his lost buttons.

* * *

I tossed in my sleep as I pictured Paul’s long travels that day.  He walked long after the sun had set, still worried that Mr. Ian might indeed be right.  Finally he could go no further and lay down to sleep and dream dreams that are a mystery to me.

“Good morning, fellow servant of my Master!” cried a voice that woke Paul from his sleep.

He rolled over onto his back and looked up at man not much older than himself.  The man was tall and lanky.  He also wore the purple robe of the Master.  His coat seemed worn in places, as if it had been removed many times.  Paul looked at his own coat and saw that it was covered in dust from tossing and turning during his sleep.

“Good morning.  I am Paul, a servant of our Master.  And who are you?”  Paul asked as he groggily pulled himself to his feet.  He slowly began to knock the dust off of him.

“I am Mr. Todd Calvin.  It would be a pleasure if you would join me on my travels today.  I assume you are going to the banquet?”  Mr. Calvin asked cordially.

“Where else?” Paul asked as he finished knocking the dust from his coat.  “Shall we go, then?”

Mr. Calvin seemed very hesitantly all of a sudden.  “Hmm… Oh, well.  Can I see your invitation?”

“My invitation is mine alone.”  Paul answered.

“I knew it!  You don’t have one!  How have you come by such a coat, thief?”  Mr. Calvin yelled, coming very close to Paul.

“Thief?  I don’t know what you mean.  My Master gave me my coat.  He knew of my coming before I even knew He existed.  He sent his servant, Mr. Grace, to find me.  And I’ll hear no ill word of Mr. Grace, mind you.”  Paul stated defensively.

“Oh, I’ve no problem with Mr. Grace.  He’s all fine and well in the beginning.  One simply must move beyond where Mr. Grace can take you.  I have a problem with the destruction you’ve wrought upon the coat when you took it from its rightful owner.”

“I don’t understand, Mr. Calvin.  Why do you insist that I am a thief?”  Paul asked.

“As you have admitted, though how you came to know I’m not sure, my Master knows all that will happen before it happens.  He would not have given a coat to one who would destroy it so.  The very symbol of allegiance to my Master is what betrays you, thief.  He would not have given a coat to the likes of you.  Therefore you must not truly be a servant, but you merely claim to be a servant.”  Mr. Calvin stated smugly.

“And what of you?” Paul asked.  “Your own coat shows wear.  Is it your own?”

“Oh, yes, of course.  But there have been times when I have not done what I know my Master would want.  During those times I remove my coat.  I put it on again only once I’m sure that I have again done what is right.  There’s no telling when these fits of disobedience will come upon me, thus I often take off my coat to inspect it just in case I’ve done something to harm it without my notice.”

“But,” interjected Paul, “How can one identify you as a servant of the Master if you don’t wear your coat?”

“Oh, I wear it whenever I’m sure that I’m serving the Master.  The other times, because I know that if my coat is damaged it means that I should never have been given one in the first place, I’m not so sure I am His servant so it matters not how others identify me.”

“What do you mean that you don’t know if you are His servant?  He called you, did He not?  He gave you the coat.  I myself am dreadfully sorry about what I have done to my own coat, yet I do not think that makes me any less a servant.”  Paul argued.

“But you cannot be sure, as I cannot.  We shall only see when we arrive at the banquet.  If the Master lets us in, then we have truly been called by Him.  If we are not,” Here Mr. Calvin turned a nasty eye toward Paul, “We shall know the truth: we were merely thieves, claiming to be servants of Him who had not called us.”

“But He promised me this new coat.  Though I’ve done nothing good to it since He gave it too me, I know that He will not go back on His promise.  I am sure that there will be no condemnation for those He has given a new coat.  Look at me!  I am not the same Paul that He called, but something new altogether!”  With that Paul took his old coat and threw it far away from the road and it was lost in the weeds.  “I am not hindered by my old coat any longer, that I must trip and fall at each step.  No, I have this new coat that I may make it to the banquet on time.

“You, Mr. Calvin, should stop worrying about harming your new coat and begin enjoying it.  I wonder if you even appreciate it?”

“How can I appreciate what I am not sure is even mine.  If I show up at the Master’s banquet with a coat that has been damaged as if by a thief,” Mr. Calvin sneered at Paul, “then my Master would expose the truth: I had never really been given a coat by Him.  He is a wise Master, knowing who would and would not take care of His gift.”

“And what would you do, Mr. Calvin, if you were having a spell of disobedience at the time of the banquet.  I should think that if you showed up without your coat on you also should not be shown in the door.”

“You speak truly just this once.  I cannot be sure that my Master will allow me into his banquet until I arrive, having kept my coat in perfect order.”  Mr. Calvin insisted.

“You have turned your gift into a curse, sir.  The Master has promised me this new coat.  ‘It is all yours if you want it.  It was made just for you and no one can take it from you,’ He said to me.  Though I struggle with how best to server our Master, and how best to treat this gift He has given, I know I am His servant because He called me to be.  I must trust that He knew I would not be perfect and yet He called me anyway.  That is the nature of the Master, as He has shown it to me.”

“Well, I do not think it a good idea for us to travel together after all,” Mr. Calvin responded haughtily. “I would hate to be there when the Master turns you away for the thief that you are.  An eloquent thief is a thief, nonetheless.  I cannot risk the damage you would do to my coat to spite me.  I only hope that I shall be allowed into the banquet…” He trailed off, as he pulled off his coat to examine it.

Paul shook his head and began his second day’s travel.

* * *

I dreamed that on the third morning Paul again encountered Mr. Grace, just outside the gates of a huge mansion.  Paul had never seen the like and paused to admire the home of His Master.  He approached the gate cautiously.

“Hello, Mr. Grace.  Am I to be allowed in?” Paul asked hesitantly.

“What would keep you out, lad?”

“Well, Mr. Ian told me that when the Master saw how I had molested my coat He would take my coat away from me.”  Paul responded.

“Aha.  Well, Mr. Ian, and his tattered coat, is already inside.  The Master knew what you would do when He gave you the gift.  You made Mr. Ian very jealous, which is what drove him to attend the banquet even though he thought he might be rejected.  The Master had it planned all along.”  Mr. Grace responded with a smile.

“But Mr. Calvin told me that I couldn’t be sure that I even was a servant of the Master until I arrived.”

“Mr. Calvin has also arrived.  You were given, as was he, an invitation when the Master gave you your new coat.  That invitation could not be given away nor taken away.  You were a servant because the Master called you to be, not because of any actual service you did.  But here, let me mend your coat, there will be plenty of opportunity to serve inside.”

Mr. Grace pulled forth a needle and purple thread.  With a practiced hand that seemed to have mended many coats before Paul’s, he stitched up the holes so that Paul couldn’t even tell they were there.

“There you go.  It’s good as new, just as the Master ordered.  Now get inside and enjoy the banquet, lad.”  With that Mr. Grace opened the gates.  Mr. Grace gave Paul a big smile and said, “And it’s good to see you got rid of that old coat.  It seemed like quite a burden.” 

“It was a burden, but now watch!”  And Paul leaped into the air and began to dance to the music that poured forth from the gates.

I watched as Paul went further into the courtyard of his Master.  I saw his amazement as he met many people he had not expected to see there.  Everyone wore his or her new coat.  I noticed that every one of them had secret mends, where Mr. Grace had applied his needle.  Everyone danced and sung and enjoyed the Master’s banquet.

I woke and it was morning.  The dream faded from my mind as I began my day.

