                                                                                                               
                                                                          
                              
    CHOSEN


     Times were hard for many at the turn of the century, and the American Deep South was no exception. The family farm was a way of life for most; it meant survival. Jake and Irene Freed were newlyweds who received such an inheritance - the tradition of raising crops and livestock was now being passed on to them.  Jake’s father died of a heart attack six months before and Jake’s mother followed her husband in death just three months later; a fatal stroke had taken her life. The farm had been in the family for generations, and it was now Jake’s to nurture.
     1901 was a simpler time. Like most farmers, Jake and Irene rose at the crack of dawn and usually worked till sunset, and if they were lucky, got to go to town once a week. Life on the farm required a lot of hard work and long hours, but they soon developed an understanding of what was truly important. Irene became pregnant with their first child and a love for family began to grow within her and Jake. They defined that love as their true meaning for existence, and that loving bond between man and wife would grow even stronger over the course of the next few months.
     It was a typical Saturday evening, and Irene was lying in bed reading her first novel while her husband sat in his worn, overstuffed chair beside the bed reading the newspaper by the dim light of the kerosene lamp. Irene read L. Frank Baum’s Wonderful Wizard of Oz. She purchased it with what she called her egg money - it took her weeks to save up enough cash to purchase the book.
      Raising her head slightly to look down the end of her nose through her reading glasses, Irene said, “Jake!”
      Lowering the paper to look over it, Jake said, “Yes, dear?”
     “This book’s a little on the strange side, but I like it. I’m sure it’ll do the job putting the baby to sleep. It should make a great bedtime story.” Irene hesitated a minute, then asked her husband, “Jake, do you believe there’s such a thing as a good witch?”
     Jake replied, “Lord no! They’re all bad.”
     Jake was a man of few words, but Irene could sense something was bothering him.
     “What’s the matter, sweetheart?” Irene asked with a bit of concern in her voice.
     “President McKinley died; some guy shot him! Roosevelt’s the President now. That’s a shame; I liked that guy … voted for him twice.”
     Shortly after Jake uttered those words, Irene cried out from the sharp pain of a contraction.
     Excited by the moment, Jake asked, “Is it time?”
     Irene nodded her head and said, “You better go get Doc Lang!”
     As Jake grabbed his coat and headed for the door, he looked at his wife and with a wink said, “I’ll ride over to Doc Lang’s and bring him right back.”
     Doctor Ulysses Clayton Lang, named by his parents after the great Civil War General and eighteenth President of the United States, had been the Freeds family doctor for only a short time. A devout Christian, Doc Lang, as he was called, was a tall, soft-spoken man who had a real heart of compassion for his patients. He was steadfast in his faith and to the care of his fellow man.
     When Jake and the doctor returned a couple of hours later, they were just in time to witness God’s little miracle - the birth of a son, Henry Thomas.
      Henry quickly grew up to be a normal healthy child. He learned the meaning of work at an early age as did most youngsters of the time. It was a way of life in those days; everyone had to pull together or the farm would fail. Henry’s parents lacked an education, and he would follow in their wanting footsteps - the high student dropout rate was a sad commentary on the school systems of America during those times. Becoming a victim of circumstance, Henry dropped out of school in the sixth grade. Since Henry was the only child, his parents thought it was necessary for him to sacrifice his education in order to save the farm.
     With the help of their teenage son, the Freeds were fortunate enough to make an exceptional living from that farm, but tragedy lurked just over the horizon - ready to rear its ugly head.
     While lying under a tractor to repair it, Jake was tragically crushed to death when the machine jumped out of gear and rolled backward on top of him in the summer of 1922. His wife and son were never quite the same after the loss of their loved one. Henry blamed himself for the accident. He thought if he had been there to help his dad that day his father would still be alive. Irene too fought the battle of guilt that plagued her mind as a result, and for the first time in her life she began to attend church on a regular basis.
     Irene didn’t realize it at the time, but she was pregnant with her second child when her husband died. Soon after Jake’s death, Henry would meet his future bride and in a most unlikely place, a church picnic.
     Fall had arrived, but it was a warm, pleasant Sunday afternoon in Jerusalem, Georgia. The leaves on the trees were now turning a vast rainbow of spectacular color. The beauty of the landscape was being painted with a stroke of God’s creative hand.
     The community was a small one, and it was a safe bet to say everyone knew each other. There were only two local churches that existed in the area at the time. There was a Baptist church located north of town and a Catholic church located to the south. The churches took turns hosting the annual community picnic every year, and that particular year the Baptists were hosting the event. It was a much talked about event, and many of the town’s residents were in attendance that day.
     Several tables, adorned with red and white checkered tablecloths, were set up in the churchyard, and the children were at play while the adults talked among themselves. The men huddled together to carry on conversations about farming and hunting, but it was mostly to brag about the new farm equipment they had purchased. The women chatted among themselves too. They talked of fashion and their kids, but the main topic of discussion was just good old gossip.
     Pastor McCracklin soon got the attention of the crowd by a wave of his hand. A short, heavyset, elderly man, who loved to roll up his sleeves and preach down the fire of God; he stood on the steps of the century old church and said, “Folks, now let’s bow our heads in prayer.”
     Everyone stood in silence then bowed their heads in anticipation of the pastor’s forthcoming words of encouragement.
     Pastor McCracklin cleared his throat to speak, “Lord, bless the gathering of your children today. I pray that lasting friendships will be made here today, and as ‘22 comes to an end, it’s my divine hope and prayer that ‘23 will be even more prosperous for your people. Bless the food we are about to dig into…and everyone said…”
     The crowd responded with a robust “Amen!”
     The members of Baptist Victory Chapel were asked to volunteer their help for the day. Henry and his mother were positioned at the front of the serving line. Their job was to hand out plates and silverware to all those in attendance.
     Several of the Freeds friends came through the line, but one particular girl caught Henry’s eye. At a loss for words, Henry watched as his mother handed the captivating blonde beauty a plate. Watching her as she went down the line to fill her plate, Henry gently elbowed his mother.
    “Mom. Who is that? She’s beautiful!”
     Not knowing who he was talking about, Irene said, “Who, Henry?” 
     In excitement, Henry raised his finger and pointed at the girl. At precisely the same moment, she happened to glance up at Henry to see him point at her. Making eye contact, the girl smiled then Henry dropped his finger in embarrassment.
     Henry’s face turned red. It was quite obvious he was embarrassed, and his mother was quick to reach over to pat the back of her son’s hand.
     Irene whispered in her Henry’s ear, “Her name is Betty. They just moved into the old Jones’ place. Why don’t you go over there and say hello. I can take it from here.”
     Henry looked at his mother in silence and quickly removed his apron. Rubbing the back of Henry’s neck, Irene said, “Go on, Son!”
     Betty sat down under the cool shade of a big oak while Henry walked towards her. Gaining courage with each step, the muscular six-foot-tall Henry grew closer. As he walked up to Betty, her parents took notice. Her parents stood to introduce themselves, and then they introduced their daughter. “This is our daughter, Betty Lynn Thomas.”
     Betty’s mother noticed that the two were staring at each other with more than just a friendly glance. Grabbing her husband by the arm, she said, “James, let’s go for a walk.”
     Her husband responded, “I’m hungry!”
     Squeezing his arm quite hard, James finally took the hint from his wife.
     As Betty’s parents walked away, Henry nervously asked if he could sit down.
     With a smile, Betty said, “I’d like that.”
      Henry sat down and nervously began to pull grass from the yard while he tried to make conversation, but that nervousness soon faded and the two ended up talking for hours. They were one of the last ones to leave the picnic that day, and Henry had been so intrigued with Betty’s beauty that he had forgotten to eat. The day soon came to an end, but it jump-started what would be a beautiful relationship between the two. 
     Henry didn’t waste much time getting permission from Betty’s father to court his daughter. Betty’s father liked Henry, and he gave him his blessing for the courtship. Henry worked hard, and the farm took most of his time; it was a lot to handle now that his father was gone. Although he didn’t have a lot of money, he tried his best to take Betty places and spend as much time with her as possible.
     As Irene prepared for the baby’s arrival, her heart filled with excitement and expectation. Irene wasn’t the only one beaming with joy. Henry was not only excited about having a new brother or sister; he could smell romance in the air. He began to see more and more of Betty over the course of the winter.
     Henry and Betty liked to dance and they frequented the monthly barn dances held in nearby Waverly. The couple also experienced the movies for the first time while they were dating. The closest theater was in Brunswick, and they traveled to that port town on the Atlantic a couple of times. The first time was to see Douglas Fairbanks in the adventure story of Robin Hood, and the second was to see Lon Chaney in the horror thriller, The Hunchback of Notre Dame. The talking black and white images that flashed across the screen were the topic of conversation between the two for weeks.
     Spring soon came, and Irene lay in bed that April morning. Sensing something was wrong, Irene told Henry to get Dr. Lang. Henry was gone a couple of hours then he returned with the doctor.
     Dr. Lang told Henry to wait outside as he entered Irene’s bedroom, and Henry nervously waited in the kitchen for what seemed like hours. Except for Dr. Lang’s occasional request for hot water and clean towels, Henry didn’t hear a sound. When he wasn’t pacing the floor, Henry sat at the kitchen table. Between prayers, Henry sat in silence with raised elbows and interlocked fingers placed to his forehead.
     Looking down the hall, Henry watched in anticipation as the handle of his mother’s bedroom door slowly turned. Dr. Lang stepped out of the room and gently closed the door behind himself. He had been laboring in Irene’s room for over three hours. Henry knew something was wrong; he could sense it as Dr. Lang walked down the hall with his head hung low. The kind doctor walked to the table and pulled a chair out then sat down across from Henry.
     As the two stared at each other for a moment of silence, tears began to well up in Dr. Lang’s eyes.
     Nervously, Henry said, “Is everything all right, Doc?”
     Clearing his throat, Doc Lang said, “Henry, your mother was a brave woman.”
     Henry lowered his head and put his face in his hands. He knew the news the doctor was about to convey wasn’t good.
     Dr. Lang hesitated, then said, “She suffered a great deal of pain, Henry, but she never once cried out. I’m sorry to say she delivered a stillborn; it was a baby girl.”
     Henry interrupted to ask, “Is Mom all right?”
     With a tear rolling down his cheek, Dr. Lang said, “Henry, I couldn’t stop the bleeding.” Pausing for a moment, he then said, “She’s gone, son.” Henry cupped his hands, placed them to his forehead and lowered his face to the table. As Henry began to cry, Dr. Lang stood and walked over to place his hand on Henry’s back to comfort him. As Dr. Lang stood behind Henry, he too wept. The doctor asked Henry if he would like him to say a prayer. Henry nodded his head in silence to say yes as his back pulsed from the emotional thought of overwhelming grief. 
      He had lost his mom, his best friend, his world!
     Dr. Lang lowered his head and began to pray. “Father, we stand before you today with saddened hearts. Our dear sister has gone to be with you, Lord. We rejoice in that, but we will miss her so. I pray for the comfort of your loving arms, wrap them around Henry in his time of sorrow. Strengthen us in this time of loss, in Jesus’ name … Amen.”
     Dr. Lang walked over to a chair in the living room to pick up his hat. Henry stood, wiped away the tears, and walked the doctor to the door. Dr. Lang stepped out the door and stood on the porch, and as he placed his hat on his head, Dr. Lang looked up at Henry and said, “I’m sorry, Henry!”
    With a tremble in his voice, Henry replied, “I know you did your best to save them!”
     In a solemn tone, Dr. Lang said, “I’ll contact the mortuary and make the necessary arrangements for you.”
     As Dr. Lang turned to walk away, Henry slowly closed the door. Overcome by the tremendous weight of grief, Henry walked only a few feet before he fell to his knees, then he lay down on the living room floor. Curling himself in the fetal position, Henry then proceeded to empty out the emotions of his heart.
     Pastor McCracklin officiated over both funerals some four days later. He gave a stirring eulogy for both services, but that tragic loss of mother and daughter really impacted the community. Many of the town’s citizens, along with Henry’s friends and neighbors, attended the ceremonies. Irene and baby Lynn were buried on a hill in Jerusalem’s Crown Hill Cemetery. They were laid to rest beside Jake, Henry’s father.
     Henry was quite close to his mother, and her passing weighed heavily upon his thoughts. Slowly sinking into depression, Henry didn’t leave the farm for weeks.
     Not hearing from Henry for a while, Betty decided to pay him a visit one Saturday morning. After she knocked on the door, Betty waited on the porch with anticipation. Slowly opening the door, Henry stared at his girlfriend in silence.
     Shocked by his appearance, Betty shouted, “My God, Henry, you look awful!”
     “Haven’t been getting much sleep lately,” was Henry’s mild-mannered reply.
     “Are you all right?” Betty asked.
     A tear began to roll down Henry’s cheek, and he shook his head no. Betty grabbed him and as they embraced each other, both began to cry.
     After a few moments, Henry asked Betty if she would like to come inside. Both sat down at the kitchen table and Henry pulled his chair close to Betty’s. With a serious look on his face, and tone in his voice, Henry said, “Betty, I’ve been thinking a lot lately.” 
     “What about Henry?” Betty asked with a sense of concern.   
     “Well, us.”  Betty waited patiently while Henry struggled to say those words.
     Appearing to be now quite nervous, Henry began to spill forth his feelings. “Well, I’ve been thinking that this farm’s a lot to handle by myself, and I don’t wanna lose it. After all, it’s been in the family for generations. I guess I’m asking for your help in saving the farm.”
     Clearing his throat and dropping to a knee, Henry asked, “Betty, will you marry me?”
     With a smile on her face, Betty replied, “That’s a heck of a way to ask a girl to marry you, don’t you think?”
     With a nervous look on his face, Henry asked, “Does that mean yes?”
     Betty paused for a moment as if to think about it, then she said, “Of course it means yes!”
     With a nervous chuckle Henry held her hand. Raising it to his lips, Henry kissed the back of Betty’s hand and said, “I love you!”
     Henry and Betty didn’t waste any time making the arrangements. Pastor McCracklin presided over the ceremony, and the two were married on July 4th of 1923. Henry Thomas Freed, age twenty-two, vowed to love, honor, and cherish Betty Lynn Thomas, age eighteen, as did she, till death do they part.
     They honeymooned in Savannah the following week, and Betty soon came to realize in the upcoming weeks that she got pregnant on their wedding night.
     Anticipation grew in the Freed household over the coming months. The arrival of a newborn was a humbling experience for the two of them. Henry built an addition to the farmhouse, and he called it the baby’s room; Betty was fond of the term “Little Nursery.”
     Riding over to the Freeds farm on horseback, as he was accustomed to doing, Dr. Lang decided to pay his pregnant patient a visit. Knowing Betty was close to full term, Dr. Lang swung by for a visit while making his rounds that day. House calls were common practice for the time, and He who orchestrates the circumstance of life was about to play out His divine hand.
     Shortly after his arrival, Dr. Lang witnessed a miracle, the birth of Jonathan William Freed. Dr. Lang maintained that although he delivered hundreds of babies, he was always truly amazed by that miracle called birth.
     Jonathan, or John as his friends would come to know him, was born on April 5th, 1924. That little farmhouse, located just east of Jerusalem, Georgia, would experience the joy of two more little miracles in latter days. The Freeds would be blessed with God’s gift of Mary Ellen in ’25 and little Jimmy in ’27.
     When Jonathan was only two or three days old his parents stood under the stars to show their gratitude to the Creator.      
     Extending his arms upward to the night sky with their newborn in hand, Henry shouted, “Lord, we choose you! We dedicate little Jonathan here to you! Guide and shape his life! Make him into the man you want him to be!”
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