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Out of the Park

     I believe God intends for most of his gifts to be shared.  For instance, those blessed with wealth should share with the poor who are not so fortunate.  Similarly, those blessed with talents should enrich the world.  Imagine if Beethoven, Mozart, or even the Beatles had hoarded their gifts, only to write and play music for themselves.   However, I also believe that at certain times in life God gives us gifts that we are not to share with anyone.  In fact, in these rare moments, to do so would be to show contempt for him as a gracious giver.  I experienced such a gift, when, in the waning days of my career in little league baseball, God allowed me to trot the bases in victory, basking in the glory of my one and only homerun.

     It was a time of endings when I slugged one over the fence.  In just a few short years the fields on which I scooped grounders, smacked line drives, and popped fly balls would be paved over to make room for a new housing development. In addition, it was spring, and although for most that would symbolize new life, for me, it meant closure.  Spring is when the school year winds to a halt and when little league baseball finally runs its course.  This year, especially, was a significant end, for it was my ninth grade year and I would never play organized baseball again.  At fifteen, college and life, "real life," loomed before me, and youthful games like little league were soon to become a memory.

     I wasn't really sad that baseball was ending, however.  I had never been a super-star, and frankly, I found practice a pain.  Games were even worse; nervousness gnawed at me like a rat gnaws cheese.  I often imagined I would screw up, and unfortunately, that dream came true on more than one occasion.  Whether it was an arm that turned to Jell-O, a fly ball that just dropped over my head, or key strike-out in a crucial inning, my baseball career wasn't filled with many stellar performances.

   Thus, with tepid enthusiasm, I entered this game, ready to play my hardest but fearing the worst.  Yet not only did I wrestle the normal nerves and apprehension, but a new potential for embarrassment stood like bully ready to extort my milk money and give me a wedgie.  Kim Johnson, a crush of mine, lounged unassumingly at the game.  It was a Friday and we were both going to a youth group retreat in the late car after my game.  She thought little of being at the game, but I couldn't keep her out my mind.  All I could picture was myself striking out or dropping a ball and her holding back her laughter at what a loser I appeared to be.

     Such fear swam in my mind as I strode to the plate for my first at bat.  Adding to my aching apprehension, the left-fielder saw the need to scoot in just a tad. So, it was with surprise and jubilation when I actually smacked the ball into deep left center field and spied the ball bouncing over the fence for a ground-rule double.  It mattered little that I got picked off between second and third the next play; I had made a respectable hit and Kim should be impressed.  Yet I can't say that my fear died and confidence surged in its place, for after pondering my success a bit, I realized I would have to face the pitcher again, and in my mind, I still had an opportunity to screw up.  However, little did I know that I was about to receive a gift I would never forget.

     I ambled to the plate tense and a bit apprehensive for my second turn at bat.  I felt a little more confident after my previous performance.  The left fielder echoed my newfound respect for myself as he now hustled to the warning track rather than to the infield.  Yet I did not lose myself in a sea of fantasy.  I suspected my double was a matter of luck and not skill. I also knew Payton, the pitcher, outclassed me as an athlete and that he threw lightening and some impressive breaking balls.  Yet, tense but with a tinge of hope, I faced him.  I don't remember all the pitches he threw or even what the count was; I only remember one pitch.  Pitching to me low and inside, Payton tried to finesse the ball past me.  He actually had more respect for me than I had for myself.  He feared I would send it to the parking lot again.  His junk wouldn't stop me, however, nor would it stop the ball. 

    I went for that low and inside pitch and although I probably looked liked Arnold Palmer, I felt like Hank Aaron.  No "ding," "thunk," or "crack" echoed in my ears.  I didn't hit the ball; I launched it.  Never before or since have I felt such power concentrated in one small area.  It was as if the planets aligned and all the laws of the physics united to send my ball into orbit over the left field fence.  One with the ball, I slugged it much like David must have slung his rock at Goliath.  And, just as his giant fell, so did mine.  That bully of embarrassment was knocked unconscious for a while.  I trotted the bases in triumph, completely free of the fear and nervousness that too often jaded my career as a young athlete.  For once, I was free to linger in one of the purest glories of youth: a homerun on a warm spring evening.

    This triumph was not without potential for regret.  We lost the game twelve to one, and Kim seemed unimpressed with the hit. When I saw her after the game, she simply remarked as an afterthought,"Oh yeah, that was a nice hit."  Perhaps the saddest fact was that my father, after having faithfully attended almost all of my games, was sick with the flu and actually missed this one game.  Yet amazingly, none of these factors takes away from my experience.  For, the home run was my gift, not theirs.

     As I reflect on this incident, I realize that God gives us some gifts that we should keep to ourselves.  Indeed, this homerun was certainly a gift; I never had or ever would hit another.  Yet more important is the fact that it was just for me.  Obviously, it wasn’t for the team, Kim, or my father.  None of them benefited from it in any significant way.  I am the only one who truly benefited from it. I was soon to become an adult and was sure to face many more potential failures and embarrassments.  But, with that homerun, God reminded me not to forget the lesson of youth: life should be enjoyed. While we must face responsibilities and take risks in life, we shouldn’t get so bogged down with fear and apprehension that we forget to appreciate the joy of simply living, of playing the game.  Consequently, to think that I could use this one last memento of youth as means to any other end than the lesson I was supposed to learn is to scorn the giver and miss out on one of the most precious gifts he could give.    


