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“The Quest for Kenneth”


And it came to pass that I inquired of the Lord and asked, “how can it be that You are allowing me to live this life that I never, ever dreamed was possible?  You have done the most incredible things in my life.  You have performed so many astonishing miracles right in front of my eyes.  You have allowed me to see so many astounding things.  What more could there possibly be?”

And almost before I could get that prayer out of my mouth, He said, “NOW . . . if you will let me . . . I want to show you the miracle in small and simple things”.

So He called me away in order to do just that.  I was in desperate need of a sabbatical, because of the intensity of the ministry times I had been involved in up until then.  So I made my plans and with the anticipation of a child on Christmas Eve, I threw my bible, my journal and a Henri Nouwen book in my backpack, and some clothes in a duffel bag, headed down to the beach, and checked into to a motel.  He said, “I only want you to sleep here.  The rest of the time, let’s just walk around the streets, and up and down the boardwalk.  Let’s talk with each other, and with other people”.

I arrived at the motel on Sunday evening, and as soon as I had dropped my bag on the floor of my room, I threw my backpack across one shoulder and headed south on foot from 37th Street toward Rudee Inlet, thirty-seven blocks away.

It was cold and quiet as I walked down the deserted sidewalk.  (Only a few weeks earlier, I would have been lost in a throng of laughing and shouting tourists.)  But in the quiet, I immediately heard Him begin speak to me.  

After only a few blocks’ walk – in an audible voice coming from across the street – I heard someone say “Jesus Christ”.  Then I realized that this was only part of a long, one-sided conversation of which I had only just become aware.  I stopped, turned and there he was.  Dirty clothes.  Black knit cap pulled down over unkempt hair.  Big duffel bag up on one shoulder and some sort of cast on the other hand (I was sure it was fake – no doubt used to play on people’s sympathies as he begged for money). He was determinedly walking along and talking to someone that only he could see.  I had no way of knowing that this person would become the single biggest “small” thing that God wanted to show me during the next five days.

Now understand that he didn’t say “Jesus Christ” in a vain or cursing manner at all.  More as if he were telling some unseen friend about Him.  I watched him for a moment as he put the duffel bag down to try to tie his shoe.  (Why didn’t he just pull off the fake cast and get on with it?)  In a few moments, he had the bag back up on his shoulder, and he was back on his way.  (As if he had somewhere he had to be.)

But where?  And where was he coming from?  And what happens to cause people to wind up like this?  Was this by his own choice?  Or had some insurmountable chain of events occurred that had left him no other?

All the way down to 1st Street and back, I thought of him.  And I thought of the hundreds and hundreds of motel rooms up and down the oceanfront that now sat empty.  But, be assured, there was nowhere for him to sleep tonight.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

I awoke before dawn, got dressed and grabbed my backpack, and went down to the beach to watch the sun rise.  For half an hour, I sat and watched the horizon.  All up and down the boardwalk, the lights atop the lampposts were ending their night watch.  Slowly, faint rays of sunlight began to reach skyward from the place where the sun would make itself known to this day.  Suddenly, the blazing yellow star broke free from the distant edge of the ocean and began to climb into the cold morning sky.  

Once I was sure it was securely in place, I headed south to Rudee Inlet once again.  As I walked along, I watched and listened carefully, for I knew that with every breath, there was more and more to learn of His ways and His character.  

I made it a point not to glance away from “strangers”.  I spoke to them.  I watched the seagulls.  (I even spoke to a couple of them.)  I watched the waves breaking on the shore.  (I didn’t speak to any of them.)  I took deep breaths in through my nose.  The smells were so rich.  And even though most people would say that life here had gone away with the tourists, I say that this place was full of life.  To those who had more than a harried minute, life was all around.  And my heart was quickly filling up with the “small and simple” things God was faithfully showing me.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

A little before noon, as I drifted along, I began to hear another fairly loud, one-sided conversation approaching me from behind.  A bit startled, I turned around, and there was “duffel bag man” from the night before.  His speech was slurred – probably because he was drunk – but I was able to make out, among other things, that “ . . . there was another attempt on my life last night”.  (Yeah, right.  All the guy had was a duffel bag and a fake cast.  Why would anyone want to waste the time it would take to kill him?)

I stopped and let him walk on past me, and I stood there shaking my head, wondering about him.  Again.  That night, I prayed, “Dear Lord, I really want to meet ‘duffel bag man’.  Would You help me find him tomorrow?”

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The next morning, I set out on my quest.  By this time, my feet and legs were getting sore, because I had never walked this much before in my life.  But I didn’t let that deter me.  I had a purpose for this day.  I was going to meet him.  But what on earth was I thinking?  What was I going to do or say?  Was I going to just spout a few Christian clichés and make everything better?  Was I going to “interrogate” this guy and determine the cause and subsequently the cure for homelessness?  He was really none of my business, you know.  (I learned later on, that “street people” are very private.  If they’re not asking you for money, you shouldn’t ask them anything.  And you certainly shouldn’t ask them their name, because they’re usually hiding from something or someone, plus it’s usually one of the few things left that they can call their own.)

So I walked on.  Stopping occasionally.  Looking across abandoned parking lots; down alleys; between buildings; all the while praying, “Lord, please help me find him”.  After many blocks and several “arbitrary” turns, I looked up, and there he was, walking straight toward me.

Before I could stop it, I heard myself saying, “How are
you doing?” (How stupid.  I could almost hear him say, “Well . . . let’s see . . . I’m homeless . . . how are you?”)  

Apparently startled by the fact that someone else would actually care to initiate a conversation with him, he stopped, and in response to my lame “How are you doing?” he said, “Well, I’m not doing so good today.  My duffel bag was stolen last night”.  I glanced down to see that his “fake” cast was gone, too.  And the hand it had been on was swollen and knotted up.  (This would be Lesson #1 in “JUMPING TO UNDESERVED AND EXCESSIVE CONCLUSIONS – 101”.)  I told him that I had seen him several times over the past few days, and had prayed that God would allow me to meet him.  Then he proceeded to describe in detail, all the places where I had seen him.  (How did HE know where I had seen him?)

I asked him where he was from and where he stayed.  At first he didn’t want to tell me.  Instead, he said, “What are you?  
A cop or something?”  I said no, and then he said, “Well . . . 
what ARE you?”  I fumbled around and finally stammered out, 
“ . . . uh, I’m a pastor”.  (I hope that, as a songwriter, I can start coming up with better lines than these!)

This did seem to open the door a bit, though.  He said his name was Kenneth and that his middle name was David.  He told me many things about himself.  The places he’d been.  The famous people he had known (before they became famous).  His time in Viet Nam.  The various martial arts that he was trained in and the subtle differences between each.  (I could see the end of the Karate “red belt” hanging out from underneath his jean jacket – to which incidentally, he never referred.)  He had come here from New England.  Had been here since October 4th.  He said that he slept wherever he could find a safe, legal spot.  He said that he wanted to work, but that no one would hire him because the way he looked scared people.  [This was no exaggeration.  He was missing all of his upper teeth, and the bottom ones looked like chewed up licorice.  His cheeks were sunken in which caused his eyes to droop down.  Maybe this explained why his speech was so slurred, and NOT because he was drunk.  (And this would be Lesson #2 in “JUMPING TO UNDESERVED AND EXCESSIVE CONLUSIONS – 101”.)  He had his black knit cap pulled down over jaw-line length mousy-brown and gray hair.  He was frail and gaunt.  He did indeed look a bit scary.]

I told him that I had come to the beach to spend a few days just to clear my mind and to hear from the Lord.  Then He told me of a time that he had prayed for two weeks for the Lord to end a five-year drought where he lived, and that the Lord answered his prayers and sent rain upon the land.

The Holy Spirit gave me a nudge, and before I had a chance to argue the point, I said, “I have a duffel bag that I want to give you, but I’ll have to walk back to my room to get it”.  Then he said two things that I will never forget.  First he said, “The Lord has done so many things for me . . . things you just wouldn’t believe”.  (I was so humbled at this point.  First of all, because that’s usually MY line.  And secondly, because even though what little he DID have had been stolen the night before, he was still willing to give glory to the Lord, instead of complaining of his situation.)

He went on to say, “And even this morning, God has brought me a desperately needed miracle”.  I said, “And what was that?”  To which he replied . . . “I met you”.  

I was utterly speechless.

When I was finally able to speak again, I asked him if I could pray for him and he said “okay”.  As I began to pray, he bowed his head, reached up and pulled off his cap and held it in his hands.  When I finished, he thanked the Lord in French.  (He said he preferred French to Latin.)

I told him I was going to go get the duffel bag, and would bring it back to him this afternoon.  He said he’d probably be in the park at 17th Street.  So I took his injured hand in mine, and blessed him as we parted.  He continued on in the direction he had been going, and I continued in mine.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

I stopped for some breakfast, and with a renewed sense of purpose, and a kick in my step, I began the long walk back to my motel.  On the way back to my room, I thought, “what good is an empty duffel bag going to be to a guy who has nothing to put in it?”  So the Lord said, “why don’t you go home, go through your closet and your chest of drawers, and gather all those jeans and tee-shirts and sweatshirts and socks and shoes that you never wear anymore, and give them to Kenneth?  And while we’re at it . . . he’s gonna need a raincoat, some matches, a flashlight, some batteries, shaving cream, some razors, a bar of soap, a washcloth, a towel, some vitamins, a Bible, a note pad and a pen.”  (He always thinks of everything.)

I’ll never forget the feelings of anticipation and hope that I felt as I placed each of the items in the new duffel bag that I bought for him.  When I was done, the bag was nearly full, and as I hoisted it up, and pulled the strap across my shoulder, I noticed it was a bit heavy too.  But for joy, I set out on the twenty-block walk to 17th Street where Kenneth said he would be.

As I walked, I wondered.  “What if this was it?  What if this was all I owned.  Right here in this bag.”  (The thought crossed my mind that, by now, many passers-by had mistaken me for a homeless person.  I didn’t care.)

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

My feet and legs were so sore by now, from several days of wandering up and down the boardwalk and the streets, and the strap from the duffel bag was digging into my shoulder, but the thought of seeing a smile on his sad face kept pulling me along.  In a couple of hours, I finally reached the park at 17th Street.  I guess I expected him to just be sitting there waiting for me, but . . .      he wasn’t.  (And by the way, I didn’t look conspicuous at all.  Big black duffel bag.  Constantly looking around; looking over my shoulder; ready to make the drop.  I’m surprised that no one called the police on me.)

And so for three hours, I trudged around in a three or four block radius, searching for him, sometimes even calling out his name.  But, he was not to be found this night.

I knew there was no way that I could lug that bag all the way back to my motel room, so I found a dark shadowy place to hide it, and I stashed it there.  Then I walked back to 37th Street, got in my car, and drove back down to pick it up.  Once I had retrieved it, I drove around, searching, calling out Kenneth’s name.  I kept saying to myself, “just one more trip”, until about 10:30 p.m., when I gave up.  “I’ll get some sleep and get an early start in the morning”, I reasoned.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

All the next day, from dawn until late into the night, praying that God would lead me to him, I walked around and I drove around, searching everywhere for Kenneth.  But there was no sign of him.  “What are You trying to show me in this, Lord?  I was so excited.  So blessed to have this opportunity to show some despairing soul that someone cared about them.  That You cared about him.  Now where is he?  Did he get job?  Did he think twice about giving away his ‘hang-out’ spot?  Did he think I was a cop after all?  Did he not think I would come back?  Did he just take off to the next place?  Willingly?  Was there yet another attempt on his life?  Was this one successful?  Was he an angel?  Were You trying to show me something about my own heart?  Was this some sort of test?  Did I pass?  I feel like I’ve failed.”

I thought of Jesus, and how He had carefully put together a whole bag full of blessings and gifts just for me.  And then I thought of how He had to wait since before the beginning of time plus the twenty-six years it took me to be in the right place, so that He might give it to me.  If I felt so much joy as I carefully pondered each item as I placed it in Kenneth’s bag, how much greater was the joy Jesus felt as He prepared my gifts for me?  If my feet, legs and shoulder hurt so badly as I carried that bag for Kenneth, how much more horribly did Jesus’ head, face and back hurt as He carried that cross for me?  And I know that more than once, He was mistaken for a homeless vagrant, as He humbled Himself to stoop down to lift me up.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

It’s raining and gloomy.  I stand in the doorway of a storefront and search up and down the street and wonder.  I wonder where Kenneth is.  I hail a police officer and ask him if they keep any kind of tabs on the street people.  He said “somewhat”.  I explained what had happened and described Kenneth to him in great detail, but he said, “He doesn’t sound familiar to me”.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

So, it’s Friday morning, and I need to get back to my life.  I take one last drive down the stretch of streets that have been my home for the past five days.  He’s not here.  He’s not anywhere.  There are other street people.  I see this one old guy, sitting on a bench, slouched over, staring at some memory off in the distance.  I think of the bag of stuff.  So I pull the car over and get out.  I drag the bag out of the back seat, figuring I might as well just give it to this guy.  But God said, “No Duane . . . this stuff is for Kenneth.  Keep it for him.”  “But will I ever get the chance to give it to him?  Or will it remain as a constant reminder of the great lessons You have taught me?”

So disappointedly, and feeling as though I had failed, I put the bag back in my comfortable car, and headed back to my comfortable life, to my comfortable job, in my comfortable office, where tonight, I would sleep in my comfortable bed.

But where will Kenneth be?

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

In the days that followed this incredible milestone in my life, I have wondered, “How many times have I missed out on a blessing, because I was wandering off in my own selfish direction?  As a pastor, how many others have missed out, because I wasn’t where I could hear from the Lord, not just for my own life, but for theirs?”

One of the many, many lessons that I learned in this     was the utmost importance of being where I’m supposed to be –  every moment.  With no compromise and no regrets.

