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Be in the world, not of it. That's what my daddy used to tell me, and
now I know what he meant. The world is an ignorant thing with no idea of what’s
holy and no hope of understanding. Like that judge over in Swain County, sitting
up there in his robes all high and mighty, looking like Solomon. The world thinks
he’s a wise man, someone to be respected, but look what he did. Cast us out of our
home to live with MeeMaw and Pop. And while I do love them because they’re
my own mama’s flesh and blood, the truth is they are backsliders and I’ve given
them up for lost.
The little ones like it here, but that’s the world’s doings. Things are soft and
easy. A thousand pretty things to tempt them off the path—brand new dresses for
the girls, toy cars for Samuel and Thomas. TV and radio and soft drinks and candy.
Why bother thinking of heaven when the world seems so nice? The little ones forget the world won’t last forever.
That’s something I won’t ever forget.
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I was just nine years old when my mama died. It was during the final service of Homecoming. The snake she was holding—a timber rattler—sank its teeth
into the soft underpart of her arm and held on. It didn’t move at all and neither did
she. She looked around the church for a few seconds, I do remember that. She
looked at me and the others sitting on the front row. She looked at Daddy praying
in front of her. She looked at her friend, Becky. Then a look of rapture overcame
her face and she stared up toward God. Finally the snake let go and Randall Jones
put it back in the box. My Daddy held Mama in his arms and began hollering for
the congregation to pray. And they did.
“Lord JESUS! You have the power. Our sister Margaret is waiting for your
word!”
“Jesus, your will be done right HERE, right NOW!”
“We glorify you, God. We put all things in your hands.”
The Holy Spirit filled up the whole room. You could feel it throbbing with a
life all its own.
That was the first time I let myself be filled with the Spirit, the first time I
was anointed with power and spoke in the unknown tongue of our Lord.
I jumped up and raised my hands. I shouted to God. I yelled to Jesus.
Mary, who was six then, started crying, but Samuel and Sarah jumped up
and down and hollered like the rest of us. Of course they were too young to comprehend the Spirit. They thought it was for fun. Thomas was just a baby, so he
didn’t do anything.
It didn’t last long. In five minutes she stopped breathing. Daddy laid her on
the floor and straightened her long black hair, then he kneeled over her and kept on
praying. Only real quiet now, like he does before bedtime. Sister Becky came
over to us and picked up Samuel and put her arm around Sarah and said “Shh,
shh,” to Mary. She tried to give Thomas a bottle, but he wouldn’t have anything
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to do with it. He never did drink a drop of milk after that day. Just juice out of a
cup.
Now, I won't deny that losing Mama was hard. And even though I had felt
the Spirit move through me and I knew Mama's soul was watching over us, when
we were walking across the grass toward our little white house and Samuel said,
“Where’s Mama?” I began to cry. I kept thinking about how I’d never get to
watch her brush her shining black hair until I got to heaven, and I couldn’t stop the
tears. I never told Daddy about that, but he must have known because he said it
was okay to cry. “That’s just the worldly part of you grieving, but the soul can rejoice because you know your mama’s gone to glory and we’ll all be there with her
in no time at all. In the face of eternity, our lives are but the blink of an eye.”
It was right after the funeral that MeeMaw and Pop first tried to take us
away. Said Daddy was too busy with his preaching to take care of five children.
Of course that was a lie and they knew it. The whole church helps take care of the
family of one who’s called to glory. Grandma and Grandpa kept us during the day,
and the sisters of the church took turns cleaning the house and bringing supper for
us. It was an outpouring of love, just like the Bible talks about.
That’s why Daddy had such righteous anger when MeeMaw took him to the
courts. “They are attempting to corrupt my family,” he shouted from the pulpit.
“The evil one is prowling at the door, trying to tear my children from my grasp, but
I won’t let him do it. I won’t stand for it.”
His face glowed and the Spirit filled him as he walked up and down the platform. We all knew that he would be triumphant.
“Now I am a man of my word, so I will do as I told that judge I would do. I
will not keep poisonous snakes about the house.”
There was a silence among the congregation as they waited for his next
words.
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“I will move the cages next door to the church yard. Yes, I will. I will do as
I promised. But there’s no judge on earth that will keep me from bringing my own
sons and daughters to their rightful house of worship. If we give up our freedom to
praise God and have holy communion with fellow believers, we may as well give
up life itself.”
“Amen, brother!”
“Yes, Jesus. Yes.”
Sister Becky, who sat with us in the front pew now, looked over and smiled.
“You must be so proud of your daddy,” she whispered.
Of course I was. Everyone in our church looked up to him. He could stir up
a crowd and bring down a blessing like nobody else. Everyone knew how he’d
been bitten nineteen times and hadn’t flinched once. His faith was that strong. He
wasn’t even afraid of the world’s ignorance, but tried to bring the light to it. Like
the time he went on television. It was three months after Mama died when he got
the call asking him for an interview. He said he’d pray about it. I didn’t think God
would want Daddy to be on television, which is an agent of the devil, but Daddy
explained that God is so powerful he can use the devil himself to work for good.
Sister Becky’s uncle had a television and we were allowed to watch it that
one time. The woman talking to him had blond hair cut short and wore lots of
make-up, but Daddy took no notice of that. He spoke with the clear voice of one
who talks to God, answering her questions directly, without any trembling.
“Of course, I know I could die,” he told her, speaking very patiently like he
did when he was explaining something to the little ones. “That is the whole point,
but what you forget is that any of us could die at any time. We are just passing
through this world, and yet people forget that all the time. But I tell you, when you
hold a rattlesnake in your arms, you won’t forget. The power of God is clearly evident. Every time I take up serpents I am reminded of the power and the glory.
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The worldly part of me panics and gives in to the fear, but God raises me above it
and gives me victory over death.”
He was a good father. When he talked to us, his voice was always gentle
and loving. He took me with him to the woods and showed me how to find the
hiding places of snakes, which rocks and fallen trees to look under, how to use a
stick and coax them into a box. Before each service he let me help him get ready,
finding the right scripture, brushing off his suit, praying, moving the cages into the
church.
“One day, Mark, you will be the one to lead,” he told me. His eyes had that
burning look that let me know he was speaking with the Spirit in him. “There are
so few of us left, we need young men like you. Men who are worthy of the signs.
Don’t forget those things that I have taught you. There are temptations all around,
but they will fade and crumble. Don’t let them lead you astray. Be in the world
but not of it.”
When Daddy died, I didn’t cry. I was fourteen then and I knew it was up to
me to show the others. As soon as I saw that he was stricken, I ran to the front and
recited his favorite scripture.

“For whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for
my sake, he will save it. For what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world
and forfeits himself? For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him will the Son of man be ashamed when he
comes in his glory and the glory of the Father and of the holy angels.”
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The church filled with the sounds of holiness and I felt the Spirit sweeping
through. I looked down at Daddy, lying on the floor with the men of the church
praying around him, and suddenly I sensed that I was rising upward toward the
ceiling. I could see the whole congregation united in prayer. I could even see myself, eyes clinched tight, hands uplifted, swaying back and forth. Then I felt the
warmth of the ceiling light and I looked up. I saw my father smiling at me. He
held out his hand, but when I reached to grab it, I fell into a swoon of darkness.
The believers said they had never been so moved as they were when I took
on the yoke of leadership above the earthly body of my father.
And I could have led them, I know I could. With the help of the Holy Spirit,
of course, and with the blessing of my dead father upon my head. But the world
got in the way. MeeMaw and Pop went to court again, and this time the judge said
we had to go and live with them in South Carolina. Grandma and Grandpa said
there was nothing they could do to stop it, but I wonder how hard they tried.
Now we live in a double-wide trailer with wall-to-wall carpet and two TVs
that are on all the time. There’s paved roads all around and streetlights so bright
you can hardly see the stars.
MeeMaw and Pop’s church is Baptist, and they hardly know how to say
“Amen.” I’ve gone there for seven months now, and I’ve never felt the Spirit in
the place. Oh, sure, they read the same Bible and sing some of the same songs, but
I figure if God can use the devil to do good, then maybe the devil can use the
church to do evil.
The world presses in so close here, sometimes I almost forget what it was
like before. Then God sends me a dream and there I am again, standing before my
daddy. He’s holding the snake out to me. Its tongue flicks out of the darkness of
its mouth and its eyes are glassy yellow. It turns upon itself again and again, spiraling toward forever. My heart pounds and a feeling I can’t explain punches
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through me and yet I cannot move. Fear has almost knocked the breath out of me,
as if I had fallen on a river rock.
“Mark,” my father whispers. “Mark, I know you’re afraid. I know the terror
has a hold of you. Let it hold you, Mark. Give yourself to it. If you do, you’ll see
how it’s beautiful, how God has made it beautiful, with coils leading the way to
eternity. When you take up the serpent, you will find the way.”
I want to hold the snake, I truly do, and yet I always wake up before I can
force my arms to stretch out. Lately, MeeMaw has been there when I open my
eyes, sitting on the edge of the bed, patting my head as if I were a baby.
I always roll over and pretend to go back to sleep.
Sometimes I am amazed at just how ignorant the world truly is. I’ve had
kids come right up to me and ask me what my mama and daddy had done to make
God not answer their prayers. As if they had been challenging God! We don’t
pray for God to keep the serpent from biting. We don’t pray to live. We pray for
faith to put our lives in God’s hands. We pray for patience in accepting God’s will.
Just last week a girl came up to me and said snake handling was animal cruelty, said if we did it around here she’d call the SPCA over in Columbia. That’s
when I decided I’d had enough of the world. It was up to me to set an example for
the little ones to follow, to show them what faith really means.
I’m not far from sixteen now. I’m old enough. I have faith enough. And
I’ve been thinking about it for a long time.
Yesterday I found a snake in the blackberry bramble down behind the
school. It’s not very long, but it has four rattles and long fangs and it can coil up
and strike in a split second. I was surprised how calm I was when I caught it.
Maybe that’s a sign.
One day next week, when MeeMaw and Pop are still at work, I’ll bring it
home. About a half mile from here there’s some piney woods—not as pretty as the
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woods back home, but they’re tall and let the afternoon light come shining
through.
I’ll take the others out there with me. I’ll let Samuel carry the box.
That will make him feel important. Mary has a pretty singing voice and can
lead us in song. She looks pretty when she sings, too. A lot like Mama, even
though she cut her hair last month. The two little ones probably don’t remember much, so we’ll have to do everything slow and I’ll explain it to
them. I know the Holy Spirit will come, and this time I will stretch out my
arms.
I am not of this world. And I don’t want to be in it.
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