
Chapter 1

Making the Choice
When good things go wrong, you have a choice to make.

My journey to peacemaking began eleven years before I was born, 
it was given to me by my father. My dad was a corporal in WWII 
and fought his way through southern France against the German 

Army. After months of advancing over 700 miles in a northeastern direction, 
his L-Company, 232nd Infantry of the Rainbow Division, became hopelessly 
outnumbered. They got pinned down near the Rhein River, within eyesight of 
the German border.

After being surrounded for two weeks, his commanding officer surren-
dered on January 5, 1945. The Nazi SS initially captured him. What happened 
next was harrowing. After several days of marching into Germany, his captors 
crammed his unit onto a train and sent them to a prison camp. During his 
three and a half months as a prisoner of war, he nearly starved from malnu-
trition and forced labor under the Third Reich’s tyranny. My father’s POW 
experience became the unseen backdrop for nearly every stage of my life.

Like most from The Greatest Generation, my dad rarely spoke about the 
war. There were only a few details I heard about his war experiences. He once 
opened up a little to my older brother about when he was first captured and a 
German guard asked our father his name. When he said his last name, McCoy, 
the soldier replied, “Ah! So, you are Irish.” The Irish were neutral in WWII. 
My father took the guard’s remark to infer his allegiance to the United States 
might be in question. While powerless, my father responded with a tone of 
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2 The Reluctant Peacemaker

defiance, “No, we are Scottish.” The Scots were a part of the British Army, and 
therefore, my father felt he clarified to his captor; they were enemies.

As a young boy, my brother and I watched the TV show Hogan’s Heroes. 
During a commercial break, I asked, “Dad, did you ever kill any Germans in 
the war?” Instinctively, he got up and walked out of the room as he said my 
name under his breath. 

About two years before he died, my father shared with me some of his 
war experiences. The more he talked, the more it seemed he might have been 
recalling incorrectly in his old age, or maybe the truth was different from the 
sketchy details I grew up hearing. 

My dad was a charming guy, a magnificent preacher/pulpiteer, a skilled 
musician, artist, and athlete. He was General Omar Bradley’s 160-pound pick 
in boxing for the Army in a series of contests. All I know about his boxing ac-
complishment was he fought the Navy guy to a draw. I was nine when one of 
my uncles mentioned it. I ran to my father to ask him about it. “Dad, don’t you 
think you won?” He smiled, took a deep breath, and said, “Well, son, he broke 
my nose. And when they called it a draw, neither one of us asked to go one 
more round to settle it. So, calling it a draw was just fine with me.” The nine-
year-old version of myself did not understand that having a boxing match 

called a draw was not a real problem for one 
who had been a POW. Over the years, when 
I would bring a perplexing question to my 
dad, he would, on occasion, respond, “Hit-
ler’s dead. Your problem isn’t all that serious.” 

My dad was a gifted athlete. Before the war, two Major League Baseball 
teams scouted him for recruitment: the St. Louis Browns (now the Baltimore 
Orioles) and the Chicago White Sox. He liked the White Sox representatives 
and wound up a lifelong Chicago White Sox fan. For years, he was the only 
White Sox fan I ever knew. He “lost a step or two” to play at that level because 
of his POW experience. But hey! He crushed it in church league softball! And 
he never opined about the physical price he paid for being a POW. He was 
proud to have served in the Army, and he loved our nation.

Like most boys from my generation, I looked up to my dad. He was sim-
ply remarkable. Yet, he had these flashpoints of harsh punishment when my 
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brother and I needed correction. What none of us children understood was, 
for him, the war was not entirely over. For my first 50 years, he rarely men-
tioned anything about his war experiences. We did not know the war was still 
raging quietly beneath the surface of his otherwise charming and graceful 
personality.

Similarly, the modern-day church remains filled with people who have 
been set free from their sins by the Lord Jesus; yet, the war is not over. Many 
exist in prison camps of their own making built by guilt, fear, anger, resent-
ment, anxiety, rejections, unmet expec-
tations, personal lusts, and regrets. And 
with that edgy spirit, the thought of rec-
onciling with a fellow believer seems be-
neath them.

In Matthew 18, Jesus instructed His disciples on the matter of forgiving 
one another. After Jesus taught them on the subject of forgiveness, Peter had a 
question; he wanted to know how many times he had to forgive. “Up to seven 
times?” (Matthew 18:21, NKJV). Jesus told him we are to keep forgiving way 
past the point of losing count of the number of times we are to forgive: “…up 
to seventy times seven” (Matthew 18:22, NKJV). 

Jack Hayford offers wisdom regarding this passage in his book The Key to 
Everything. He claimed religious leaders in Peter’s day taught that God did not 
forgive more than three times.1 Dr. Hayford writes that rabbis had this notion 
because of what the Book of Amos says, “For three transgressions of Damas-
cus, and for four, I will not turn away its punishment” (Amos 1:3, NKJV). 
They considered it a three strikes, and you’re out mentality. Isaiah does not 
indicate how long God’s grace will endure. But it is wise counsel to “Seek the 
Lord while He may be found, call upon Him while He is near. Let the wicked 
forsake his way,…for [God] will abundantly pardon” (Isaiah 55:6-7, NKJV). 
Perhaps Peter thought he had shown himself to be generous when he asked 
Jesus if he should forgive up to seven times. After Jesus answers Peter’s ques-
tion about the number of times he is to forgive, our Lord responds with—the 
parable of the unforgiving servant.

Many exist in prison 
camps of their 
own making.



4 The Reluctant Peacemaker

The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant
You likely know the parable well. Here’s a quick summary of Matthew 

18:21-35: There was a servant whose indebtedness rivaled the Roman Em-
pire’s gross national product. Yet, after he begged his master for more time to 
repay an absurd amount, he was fully forgiven from his debt. Yet, no soon-
er had he experienced such full forgiveness from a debt he could not repay, 
he encountered a fellow servant who owed him a drastically lower amount. 
However, he had his fellow servant thrown into prison until he could pay the 
debt. 

My father’s preaching joins with those like Jack Hayford, who pointed 
out there is no mention of the indebted servant ever getting out of prison. 
So, while extraordinary forgiveness came down from the master, the forgiven 
servant refused to forgive his fellow servant who owed him a much smaller 
debt. It is a painful summary of so many believers today. 

While God has forgiven us from a debt we could not possibly repay, we 
continue to bear the responsibility to forgive those who have become indebt-
ed to us by their sins against us. Jesus taught us to pray “and forgive us our 
debts, as we forgive our debtors” (Matthew 6:12, NKJV). 

The unforgiving servant would then be delivered to “the torturers” (Mat-
thew 18:34, NKJV). The unforgiving servant, who still cannot repay his for-
given debt, is left imprisoned to suffer physical harm. The servant’s physical 
suffering reminds us our bodies are not designed to handle unforgiveness and 
our other damaged emotions that stem from our sin. For us, “the torturers” 
can be the physical effects of guilt, anger, rage, resentments, jealousy, and the 
breakdown of our relationships. 

Of course, not every sick person is ill because they have sinned;2 but, har-
boring sin can affect our health. In part, this is why the Apostle Paul counsels 
we should confess our sins before we partake of the Lord’s Supper (Commu-
nion). When we hold onto our resentments and other sins, we put ourselves at 
risk to “the torturers.” Paul warns we must not partake of the Lord’s Supper in 
an “unworthy manner”—harboring unconfessed sin. “For this reason, many 
are weak and sick among you, and many sleep [pass away prematurely]” (1 
Corinthians 11:30, NKJV). Not all sick people have sinned, of course. But, 
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our blood pressure, for example, is not designed 
to be housed in a body filled with rage. My father 
once preached a sermon and said, “If someone lives 
with a chronically unforgiving spirit, they sentence 
themselves to a prison camp of their own making.”

After Jesus said the Master was angry and “de-
livered [the unforgiving servant] to the torturers,” 
our Lord concludes His discourse with a warning to 
those who are forgiven but remain unforgiving. “So 
My heavenly Father also will do to you if each of 
you, from his heart, does not forgive his brother his 
trespasses” (Matthew 18:35, NKJV). 

Some bring upon themselves the prospect of a life sentence in a prison 
camp of their own making because they will not forgive others. That unfor-
giveness includes:

• Petty jealousy.
• Whispers of suspicious speculation that germinate into an assumed 

fact, which results in broken relationships, envy, suspicions, oppo-
nents, enemies, quarrels, and harm to the innocent bystanders.

• Their lust for power and prestige cause them to speak without love, 
indifferent to others’ needs.

• A lust to gain prominence above others.
• Various church fights.
• Denominational strife. We cannot measure the damage caused by 

denominational turmoil. The lust for personal prominence often 
obscures the otherwise collective good.

These are just a few transgressions some believers have committed, which 
has incarcerated them into a sort of prison camp of their own making.

Many young people observing chronic pettiness in their church have 
grown weary or bitter from unforgiving church leaders’ hypocrisy. Remem-
ber, it only takes a small number of malcontents to infect an otherwise healthy 
church family. But there is a biblical remedy to stop this scourge. This dread-
ful example of chronic inconsistency has given rise to an exodus from our 
churches in epic proportions. Throngs of young people have observed church 
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leaders who may have been right in their theology but devoid of godliness. 
They have been offended by strategic leaders of an older generation who justi-

fied their self-righteous behavior because 
of their righteous beliefs. Jesus said, “Be-
ware of the leaven of the Pharisees, which 
is hypocrisy” (Luke 12:1, NKJV). There 
has existed a prevailing blind spot in many 
who possess a right theology but have let 
rise in their life carnality and selfish am-
bition.

I know what it is to be a young per-
son observing blatant hypocrisy by a few 

church leaders. I know what it is to have my heart hardened to anything my 
father may have preached with passion and eloquence. I fixed my attention 
on another person’s inconsistencies and used it as an excuse to justify my an-
ger and resentment. I know the angst of godly sorrow for my sin and the joy 
that follows a repentant heart. I know what it is to be forgiven from a debt I 
could never repay. And, sadly, I’ve lived long enough to have been that old-
er, self-righteous one who forgot for a time about the enormity and majesty 
of the forgiveness God so freely gave to me. I know what it is to be the one 
who needed to apologize for failing to show love, forgiveness, and humility. I 
know the personal pain of incarcerating myself into a prison camp of my own 
making.

We would do well to consider the prophet’s call to repentance: “‘Come 
now, and let us reason together,’ Says the Lord, ‘though your sins are like 
scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they 
shall be as wool” (Isaiah 1:18, NKJV). God has given us a way out; He has 
given us the opportunity for a spiritual jailbreak from the guilt of our broken 
relationships and offenses. 

Jack Hayford points out the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant “isn’t 
a message of renounced salvation but of refused peace. Peace of the heart, 
mind, soul, and body can only be enjoyed when God’s forgiveness is transmit-
ted through us as fully as it has been given to us.”3
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The Lord has not only forgiven all believers from their sins. He has called 
us to be reconcilers. That is, God has given to all believers “the ministry of 
reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18). 
There is freedom for the church from 
these upheavals, divisions, and pasto-
ral disqualifications that have become 
widespread. There is freedom from 
the latest church scandal and ongoing 
denominational acrimony.

Jesus said, “…I will build My 
Church, and the gates of Hades shall 
not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18, 
NKJV). That is, as the church goes forward with the gospel, the forces of dark-
ness cannot withstand the power of our Lord’s church as we proclaim the 
good news that Jesus saves and forgives us of everything we have ever done!

I grew up in the church. Anytime someone talks to me about their life in 
the church rather than their life in Christ, it is usually followed by a story of 
unresolved conflict, division, or a painful separation. When the focus is on 
how they live out their Christianity, disappointment is sure to follow. After all, 
we are all the children of Adam’s fallen race.

Most of the adults I grew up around were kind and uplifting. But I have 
seen people who claim to believe all the right things about the Bible but be-
have cruelly toward others in the same church. I’ve seen church people hold 
onto resentments, dish out criticism, and live with their anger seething just 
behind their smiles. I have observed church members who abruptly stopped 
speaking to each other because…well, they may not remember why. But that 
did not prevent them from holding on to their resentments. 

As a junior high boy, I watched one of our respected deacons kick out a 
first-time guest before a Sunday night service at our church. A young man in 
his early 20s came in a few minutes before the Sunday evening service and sat 
down. The deacon stood over him from the aisle, “Young man, when you get 
a haircut and dress more respectably, maybe we will welcome you here. But 
for now, your kind does not belong here. Go home.” Worse yet, several others 
seated nearby congratulated the deacon for taking “a stand for Jesus.” Good 
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church people can be so cruel to those who are not like them. And, too many 
church people can be quick to believe the worst about their fellow believers 
in Christ. 

I know people who can recount their hurts and offenses with vivid de-
tail. Why? Because they keep going over it in their minds, they are holding 
onto their hurts. Many churches have lost nearly an entire generation—not 
because they have rejected the beliefs of Christianity but because they have 
rejected the behavior of so many who say they are Christians. We can blame it 

on worship-wars or stylistic-wars. But all 
those wars have one thing in common: 
people who are ready for battle so they 
can get their way at the expense of the 
greater good for the gospel.

As a guest speaker at a church where 
they had just experienced a church-wide 
conflict, the host staff member said to 
me, “I don’t start fights, but I will never 
back down from one!” This man had al-
ready made his choice. He was a delight-
ful guy, but he was ready for a fight. He 
made it clear he wasn’t looking for one. 
But without realizing it, he admitted to 

living at a state of readiness to violate the teachings of Scripture on how we 
should behave and respond. This man’s bravery was misplaced. There was no 
need for him to be all revved up.

Too often, it does not occur to those of us who rightly believe the Word of 
God is inerrant to discipline our reflexes and submit ourselves to the behav-
ior-related Scriptures like:

“But I [Jesus] tell you,…if anyone slaps you on your right cheek, turn the 
other to him also” (Matthew 5:39, HCSB). “Repay no one evil for evil. Have 
regard for good things in the sight of all men. If it is possible, as much as de-
pends on you, live peaceably with all men. Beloved, do not avenge yourselves, 
but rather give place to wrath; for it is written ‘Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,’ 
says the Lord… Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” 

Many churches have 
lost nearly an entire 
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(Romans 12:17-19, 21, NKJV). Here’s a word of wisdom for when someone’s 
sin is exposed: “Don’t gloat when your enemy falls and don’t let your heart 
rejoice when he stumbles, or the Lord will see, be displeased, and turn His 
wrath away from him” (Proverbs 24:17-18, HCSB). Taking vengeance on 
someone is to steal from God that which belongs to the Lord. And gloating 
or rejoicing when they fall will displease the Lord and cause Him to extract 
the corrective measures He would otherwise take. Such powerful admoni-
tions should put the fear of God in the soul of the righteous. These portions 
of Scripture should motivate you and I to live our Christian life with restraint 
and humility toward those who have done wrong. 

It’s been my experience to observe a danger for those of us who believe 
the Word of God. The peril is not in believing and trusting in the Word of 
God. 

“All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for 
doctrine (what is right), for reproof (what is not right), for correc-
tion (how to get it right), for instruction in righteousness (how to stay 
right), that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped 
for every good work (so we will do right).”  2 Timothy 3:16-17 NKJV, 
the way Dr. Sumner Wemp taught me to quote this passage.

I hold dear an old song about the Bible my dad had us sing at every Vaca-
tion Bible School through my boyhood years: 

The Bible stands like a rock undaunted mid the raging storms of time.
Its pages burn with the truth eternal, and they glow with a light sub-
lime.

Haldor Lillenas

We can proclaim the truth so long and so arduously we develop a cal-
loused temperament, and fail to express love for others. We can become sus-
ceptible to a smugness that creeps into the way we speak the truth. 

We can come off as though we are bereft of love. We still have plenty of 
love in our hearts, but the temptation is to reserve our love for ourselves. The 
Apostle warned of turning our love inward. 
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But know this, that in the last days perilous times will come. For men 
will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boasters, proud, blas-
phemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, unloving, un-
forgiving, slanderers, without self-control, brutal, despisers of good, 
traitors, headstrong, haughty, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of 
God, having a form of godliness but denying its power. And from 
such people turn away! (2 Timothy 3:1-5, NKJV).

Some choose to abuse the Scriptures by using the Bible as an instrument 
to pound and punish their perceived enemies. The Enduring Word Bible Com-
mentary online points out: 

Some don’t live by God’s Word because they fight with God’s Word: 
“The worst implement with which you can knock a man down, is 
the Bible; it is intended for us to live upon—not to be the weapon of 
our controversies, but our daily food, upon which we rejoice to live” 
(Spurgeon).4

The Spirt-Controlled Temperament
We need what Tim LaHaye called, “the Spirit-controlled temperament.” 

When the Holy Spirit fills us, He strengthens our weaknesses and tempers 
our strengths from becoming obnoxious. Paul instructed us to “…be filled 
with the Spirit” (Ephesians 5:18, HCSB, emphasis added). That word “filled” 
is plerao (πληρόω)5 which means to be under the control of the Holy Spirit. 

Even when we try to remain under the Holy Spirit’s control, it would 
seem that offending another person is 
still inevitable. But bitterness and mu-
tual separation are a choice. Believers in 
Christ should be known for their capac-
ity to express forgiveness, forbearance, 
and love. Because the Holy Spirit controls 
believers, we have the spiritual power to 
become peacemakers. We possess the 
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ability to remain reconciled with one another. The Scripture says, “as much 
as depends on you, live peaceably with all” (Romans 12:18, NKJV, emphasis 
added). We have become masterful at twisting these types of biblical man-
dates with the half-hearted claim, “We tried. If it only depended on me, all 
would be well. But the other person was unreasonable.” It’s so easy to run to 
the familiar spirit of conflict and communication break downs.

We often fail to take ownership of the offenses we commit. We pass off 
these circumstances by blaming the other person for their part in the prob-
lem. While we may be factually correct about their role in the situation, we 
can fail to take personal responsibility for our shortcomings. I’m guilty. Are 
you? We have found creative ways to disobey the biblical mandate: “as much 
as depends on you, live peaceably with all” (Romans 12:18, NKJV, emphasis 
added).  

As a result of our disobedience to God’s Word, conflicts have become 
rampant in our churches and culture. It would seem only a few have consid-
ered what we look like to a culture that does not claim the name of Christ. 
Rather than being a people of joy and peace, we can come across as angry, 
intolerant, and preoccupied with our feelings and our cultural preferences. 
This crass behavior lurks in our church’s hallways and is regularly on display 
through social media platforms. 

Why would anyone in our culture consider attending a local church 
where individual members cannot resolve their conflicts? Christian friend, 
we may believe rightly about the Bible; but, we should behave rightly, too. For 
example, believers in Christ are not to judge one another. 

Do not judge, so that you won’t be judged. For with the judgment 
you use, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be 
measured to you. Why do you look at the speck in your brother’s eye 
but don’t notice the log in your own eye?... Hypocrite! First take the 
log out of your eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out 
of your brother’s eye (Matthew 7:1-3, 5, HCSB).

To judge others is to presume we have the authority to pronounce our 
opinion and ascribe the type of punishment they deserve. But if we do that, 
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Jesus says we are at risk of experiencing the same treatment. “For whatever a 
man sows he will also reap” (Galatians 6:7c, HCSB).

As Jesus continues His Sermon on the Mount, He warns us about peo-
ple who talk about religion while being entirely false. Jesus says, “Beware 
of false prophets…You’ll recognize them by their fruit” (Matthew 7:15-16, 

HCSB). That word “fruit” means their 
manifestation. The fruit of a person is 
the result they produce. While we can 
observe what they produce, we are not 
to pronounce judgment upon another 
person. So, our Christian life should be 
one of manifesting “the fruit of the Spir-

it [which] is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23, NKJV). We are to manifest these 
character qualities as living proof we have given control over to the Holy Spir-
it, who is an active part of our daily living. One preacher said, “God does not 
call us to be fruit inspectors; He calls us to be fruit producers.” That is—we are 
to manifest these qualities daily. And, we are to win souls to Christ.

The Apostle Paul said, “Let no corrupt word proceed out of your mouth, 
but what is good for necessary edification, that it may impart grace to the 
hearers. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed 
for the day of redemption. Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil 
speaking be put away from you, with all malice. And be kind to one anoth-
er, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God in Christ forgave you” 
(Ephesians 4:29-32, NKJV). Some hold onto an offense on behalf of someone 
else. My family calls that borrowing trouble. To borrow trouble is a sure way 
to increase the spread of hard feelings and corrupt communication.

Corrupt Communication
The Greek word for corrupt there means “rotten or putrefied.” Rotten 

communication comes in many forms. It can be in unwholesome humor or 
mean-spirited sarcasm. While it may even be accurate, corrupt communica-
tion intends to putrefy, to demean another person. We are to put away from us 
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all dark-spirited emotions and evil speaking. The Apostle Paul requires us to 
do more than just put off the negative; he calls us to be kind, tenderhearted, 
and forgive one another. 

The Lord does not give us wisdom so we can put down or insult another 
believer. No! God calls us to a particular ministry to restore people when they 
feel broken and comfort others when they are distressed. These are among 
the primary trademarks in the life of true believers in Christ. God gives us the 
power, indeed the calling, to live out our Christianity in peace with others. 

We can learn a few things about the breakdown in relationships through 
the historic peace talks from WWI. That failure in diplomacy proves handling 
“peace talks” without a spirit of peacefulness only makes things worse. The 
peace treaty of WWI set the stage for the more massive war that followed. 
The Treaty of Versailles set the terms to end World War I. The terms for rep-
arations were so punitive economically, militarily, and politically, there was 
no time for the German people to recover. Henry Kissinger observed, “…the 
framers of the Versailles settlement achieved the precise opposite of what they 
had set out to do. They had tried to weaken Germany physically but instead 
strengthened it geopolitically.”6

Perhaps you have heard the phrase sometimes used in global conflicts 
where they won the war, but they lost the peace. This has been true of most 
wars. If we learned anything from the post-WWII era and what was called 
The Cold War, the absence of war does not automatically bring the presence 
of peace.

That axiom is true in foreign relations and personal relationships and our 
relationships within a church family. The absence of open conflict does not 
automatically indicate the presence of peaceful and loving relationships. Most 
of our churches seem embroiled in some level of conflict. So what are we to 
do? Do we shrug it off and accept the reality that people just chronically live 
in conflict? No. We have a choice to make for continued pain or for peace.

Conflict, Loss, and Betrayal
I have had my share of pain, conflict, loss, and betrayal. A life-changing 

betrayal came my way from a person in the public trust during my college 
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years. In college, I accepted an invitation into a Christian singing group that 
represented an expansive ministry. The position qualified me for a full-ride 
scholarship at the small college. At the time, my life’s ambition was to become 
the musician for an evangelist. My fellow students were among the finest peo-
ple I have ever known. They were hot-hearted for the Lord, talented, positive, 
and dedicated to serving the Lord Jesus for the rest of their lives. I was prepar-
ing to become the best I could be in the Lord’s service. What could go wrong?

Two men in the mega-ministry had a lot to hide, and no one had a clue 
what was going on. I was a 20-year-old student full of exuberance, joy, and 
myself. I was one of a few singers with a talented group of cohorts on a nation-
ally syndicated religious telecast. It was heady stuff for this lower-middle-class 
boy from the Midwest. Everything seemed to be going great. Yet, around me 
were two powerful men living secret, double lives. One was a prominent per-
son in the ministry; the other was the assistant, the second in command. The 
assistant was mainly in charge of the day-to-day operations of the massive 
ministry. Theirs was a life of bright lights, adultery, intrigue, and betrayal. I 
wasn’t looking for trouble. And the truth is, I lacked the cunning or street-
smarts to figure out the depths of their secrets. But I saw things the assistant 
must have thought I would put together about him. So, he decided I was ex-
pendable. 

As the prominent person’s infidelity became clear, I would tell what I knew 
to the appropriate person in authority—the large ministry’s pastor. I was not 
some sort of Nathan, the Prophet boldly pointing my finger at the powerful. 
No, I was a scared kid who was worried about what might happen to me if it 
came out I knew about this scandal. But, during a long flight, the pastor could 
tell something was troubling me. So, being a caring and godly shepherd, he 
initiated a conversation, which resulted in me confiding in him the few, but 
troubling things, I knew. The pastor was the top leader of that ministry. He 
was a godly, fair-minded visionary. He loved the Lord, and loved people. He 
may have had his faults, but he was a great man. I knew I could trust him. 

The pastor delegated the matter to his trusted assistant. The pastor in-
structed me to tell his assistant all I knew about the prominent person’s infi-
delity on the appointed day. At the end of the meeting, the pastor told me his 
trusted second man would be in charge of the matter and report back to him. 
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They both reminded me of the need for discretion and confidentiality. Being 
eager to please, I pledged to keep the issue confidential. From my perspective, 
the matter was over for me. I had told the appropriate authority within the 
organization. There was nothing left for me to do but go about my business of 
attending classes and singing at our concerts and donor events. 

As the semester progressed, the pastor’s assistant made a strategic ma-
neuver. Given my youthful naivete and lack of experience, he outwitted me 
and set me up for a significant loss. First, he called me to his office and told 
me the pastor had a more critical job in mind for me in the following year. 
I was to head up a couple of promotional singing teams that would perform 
church concerts across the country. The assistant told me I was to declare my 
withdrawal from my current responsibilities in March. My full-ride scholar-
ship would get transferred to my new position in the fall. Then, a few weeks 
later, after I resigned from my singing scholarship, they were supposed to 
announce my promotion to begin in the late summer months before the fall 
semester. 

Of course, I failed to realize the assistant would exploit my resignation 
from the marquee singing team and quietly claim to the pastor a fact that 
belied the full truth. Fifteen years later, I learned the assistant told the pastor 
I had simply quit; I had resigned my scholarship. The assistant told the pastor 
I was a quitter. With the passing of years, I realize how easy it was for the as-
sistant to have weaseled me out of that ministry. 

With his deceptive promise of a promotion, the assistant maneuvered me 
out of that ministry. In compliance with the “plan,” I dutifully resigned my 
position on the televised singing team for the next year as a singer on scholar-
ship. I gave them the customary three or four-month notice. Next, all I had to 
do was wait for the announcement of my new position as director of the other 
two traveling singing teams. Of course, the announcement of my promotion 
never came. Because of this and others’ similar experiences, I encourage pas-
tors to withhold their resignations until they have a start-date for their next 
ministry assignment. 

Before the assistant pastor’s treachery was complete, he schemed to add a 
little more division for good measure. Before I realized what was happening 
to me, the assistant called me to his office a few times to inquire about the 
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youth pastor. The youth pastor was in charge of the marquee singing team; I 
was still the student-director and a singer in that group. The youth pastor was 
my immediate supervisor. The assistant pastor indicated he and the pastor 
had some concerns about specific behaviors on the traveling bus. The youth 
pastor “should have handled it better,” he said. Being quick to please, I fell 
right into his trap and answered the assistant pastor’s questions. Time has 
taught me the better reply would have been to respond with a question rather 
than an answer. I should have replied, “Well, what did [the youth pastor] say 
when you asked him about it?” At age 20, I lacked the experience, wisdom, or 
the desire to have known how to handle it rightly. Thinking I was doing the 
right thing, I did precisely the wrong thing. I became a snitch about a matter 
I had no business evaluating or answering. But sadly, wrongly, I took the bait.

A few days later, the youth pastor confronted me about having said some-
thing against him to the assistant pastor. He was not unkind. But I was guilty. 
Never mind, the assistant called me to his office to ask these questions. Never 
mind, all I did was answer the assistant’s questions. The assistant pastor had 
apparently questioned the youth pastor and made sure he knew where he ver-
ified his information. Of course, the assistant pastor already knew about the 
bogus irritation before he ever sent word for me. He used his inquiry against 
the youth pastor to ensure I had no ally or way back into the scholarship pro-
gram once he cut me off from the job he promised. 

When the youth pastor confronted me, I felt confident about handling his 
questions at first. I had experience maneuvering my way through escalated 
conflicts. But having a calm, reasoned conversation was unfamiliar territory. 
His disciplinary encounter may have been my first experience with an author-
ity figure who wasn’t seeking to beat me down or cause me harm. The youth 
pastor focused on how I ever entered into a dialogue with the assistant pastor. 
He was right on point. Under normal circumstances, it would make no sense 
for me to have any substantive conversation with him. I still remember the 
expression on the youth pastor’s face. He wasn’t angry. It was worse; he was 
disappointed. 

As he spoke, I asked myself, “How do I honor the confidentiality I prom-
ised the pastor and the assistant regarding the prominent person’s infidelity 
and give this man a believable answer about why we had any interaction at 
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all?” On the other hand, if I had told the youth pastor everything I knew 
during that conversation, he might have kept me from falling into the assis-
tant’s stealthy trap. But the fear of violating my agreement of confidentiality 
got the best of me. I froze. I thought remaining quiet was the nobler thing to 
do. But it was my silence that cemented my ouster.

The assistant’s plan worked to perfection. In retrospect, I beat myself up a 
thousand times for answering the assistant pastor’s question. But the sad truth 
is that I played a role in promoting division, and I paid a severe price. 

As soon as I answered his question, I became a participant in a process 
that was other than the biblical process Jesus spelled out to us in Matthew 18. 
If the assistant pastor had concerns about the youth pastor, he should have 
spoken directly with the youth pastor and not to me. And I should not have 
answered the assistant’s questions. As soon 
as we stray from what the Bible mandates, 
we stray from the light of God’s Word and 
step into the dark abyss where every form 
of mischief, heartache, and division can 
germinate. We must walk in the steps or-
dered by the Word of God. “Your Word is a lamp for my feet and light on my 
path” (Psalm 119:105, HCSB). The assistant pastor was wrong to call me to his 
office and ask me his questions. And I was equally wrong to have answered 
him.

The assistant was now free to cover the tracks of his adultery with the 
other woman. His cover-up would endure another 15 years. What none of us 
knew at the time was the assistant pastor had begun his illicit affair outside of 
his marriage about two years earlier. To protect himself from any possibility I 
would become aware of his misconduct, he schemed to eliminate me. By the 
end of the academic year, I was out. They did not renew my scholarship. The 
assistant pastor had wormed his way through that circumstance and stole my 
future. He held all the power, and he knew how to wield his clout. 

As soon as we stray 
from what the 

Bible mandates, bad 
things happen.



18 The Reluctant Peacemaker

Full Circle
Fifteen years later, the truth came out about the assistant. Long before we 

had the technology of Caller-ID, the pastor called me one uneventful evening 
at our home in Clearwater, Florida. I thought it was a prank phone call from 
some old friend who had developed the art of impressions. The voice on the 
phone sounded just like the pastor. “Oh, you are good,” I chided him. “Who-
ever you are, you have even got his laugh down perfectly!” Finally, he said, 
“Bruce, years ago, you told me about the infidelity of that man. I delegated the 
matter to my assistant.”

There was dead silence. Only the pastor of that mega-ministry would 
know to put those two names together in the same sentence. For years, I was 
ready to fill his ear with precisely how I felt. But now, I had nothing to say. 
After an awkward silence, I heard his long inhale as he continued, “The indis-
cretions of my assistant will be public in a few days. I’d like to talk to you about 
it. Pick me up…tomorrow in Tampa.”

The pastor flew down to Florida and spent the next day with me as he was 
the keynote speaker at the Word of Life Conference grounds in Hudson, Flor-
ida. I picked him up and served as both his driver and his soloist. During the 
hour-long car ride, he carefully explained the rise and fall and reemergence 
of the prominent person. Then, he told me his top assistant, his second-man, 
who had purposefully caused me harm, was out of his ministry. I was able 
to say to him his assistant had told me, “You did not want to see me again.” 
During the car ride, the pastor told me his assistant had said a similar story—
except it was I who was said to feel that way about him. It was a double-edged 
lie by the henchman who had the pastor’s ear and all the power in his hands. 
I was thirty-five years old before I fully realized the lengths the assistant had 
gone to oust me and cover his tracks. The pastor’s assistant was so subtle, and 
I so simple, I did not comprehend his treachery until the pastor explained it 
to me those many years later. The pastor asked me to forgive him for failing to 
provide me biblical due process. He told me he had trusted the wrong people. 
“I had the fox watching the hen-house,” is the way he put it.

I felt like a prodigal welcomed home. The pastor, with all his power and 
prominence, showed great care for me. He, too, had been betrayed by the 
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same man. Despite his loss and betrayal, it mattered to him that I had felt the 
brunt of his assistant’s treachery years earlier. I will forever honor the pas-
tor for his kindness, care, and desire to make things right. Fifteen years had 
passed. But from then on, we had a restored relationship. As the years pro-
gressed, we enjoyed more meaningful conversations frequently. After another 
fifteen years, the pastor wrote to me on the occasion of my fiftieth birthday. 
He wrote, “I am sure you know that I consider you a very special friend. Over 
the years, you have been almost another son to me.” Perhaps he wrote scores 
of birthday cards with a similar message to other former students. Likely so. 
But he wrote one to me, too. My story of pain and betrayal ended with for-
giveness, reconciliation, and a treasured friendship. “The Lord is near the 
brokenhearted; He saves those crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18, HCSB). “Now 
the God of all grace, who called you to His eternal glory in Christ Jesus, will 
personally restore, establish, strengthen, and support you after you have suf-
fered a little” (1 Peter 5:10, HCSB).

Now, it does not escape me that many of my friends have endured far 
greater trials. Some have suffered the unfaithfulness of a spouse or the death 
of a child or a terminal illness. I suffered a personal rejection, which, while it 
is nothing compared to some of my friends, shook me to my core. After all, 
there is no problem as debilitating as the one that is yours.

As meaningful as the pastor’s reconciliation is to me, I could not put all 
the pieces back together. I want to encourage some readers by clarifying the 
expectations of what it may look like after a meaningful reconciliation. For 
example, while the pastor and I enjoyed a fully restored relationship, resto-
ration came fifteen years after my on-campus college experience. So, I missed 
out on growing as close to my fellow college friends as I would have hoped. 
After you experience a reconciliation, it is unrealistic to expect everything to 
exist as though nothing ever happened. I’m not a professional counselor. But, 
it is my view one should rightly grieve their loss and then let it go. King David 
did after the death of his child with Bathsheba. So must you.

At no fault to anyone, patterns get set, personal routines go on that do not 
include you, experiences you were not around to share during those pivotable 
years remain lost. Because of time and distance, certain things will not get 
recovered. That’s just life. My father would employ an old axiom to similar 
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circumstances, “You cannot unscramble the egg.” To waste one’s life brooding 
over what was lost or what could have been would be to lose out on the Lord’s 
goodness and blessing in the present. Brooding may also be a sign we have 
not fully forgiven others or remain resentful against God. We are left with a 
choice to live as a victim or to forgive.

While some may put together who the bad actors were, you will want 
to know all is forgiven. And to spend time figuring out who they were is to 
miss the point. Their names do not matter. You could insert the names of 

those who have hurt you. The point is not to 
harm, name, or embarrass anyone. The more 
significant issue is that God used the flash-
point of my betrayal and the painful era of 
my rejection to teach me some hard lessons 
that prepared me for greater ministry use-
fulness. And the Lord will do the same for 
you! My time of testing was more meaningful 
than just a bad experience; God turned it into 

an endurance test. And God wants to do the same for you. “[K]nowing that 
the testing of your faith produces endurance” (James 1:3, HCSB). The Lord 
will use these dark seasons to equip you to fulfill His greater purpose. For me, 
it was devastating, humiliating, and crushing; yet, useful. The Lord used that 
endurance test to prepare me in the darkness of my estrangement so I would 
encourage others to be reconciled to God and one another.

Of course, God expects better from His people than immoral behavior 
and harsh measures that create harm and division. The Lord Jesus prayed 
to God the Father for all believers to be one. “May they all be one, as You, 
Father, are in Me and I am in You. May they also be one in Us, so the world 
may believe You sent Me” (John 17:21, HCSB). We are to be one so “the world 
may believe” in Jesus Christ! The Lord intends for His people to live as one. 
This unity will have a dynamic impact on the Great Commission.7  

“God…has given us the ministry of reconciliation…and has commit-
ted to us the word of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18-19, NKJV). From 
the original language, this means God has put into us the sayings from His 
Word so we can lead people to exchange the currency of their conflicts and be 

My story of pain 
and betrayal ended 

with forgiveness, 
reconciliation, and 

a treasured 
friendship.
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restored to favor with one another. Throughout the New Testament, believ-
ers are exhorted to multiply their faith. But people of conflict can become so 
self-centered in their anger they hinder the multiplication of the gospel. In-
stead, they create more division. God’s people are to multiply, not divide. Go 
figure. God has given us this ministry of reconciliation, and He expects us to 
exemplify a life of peace toward others. 

The individual who is truly free from 
their resentments knows they are forgiven of 
God and will be quick to forgive others. The 
one who can forgive is the person who wants 
more out of life than to win an argument; 
they know how to win the peace. “Blessed 
are the peacemakers, for they shall be called 
the sons of God” (Matthew 5:9, NKJV).

So, whether you have been in a German 
Stalag, suffered betrayal, endured a devastat-
ing loss, or you have been on the receiving 
end of horrific injustice, you have a choice to make. You can hold onto your 
offenses and lock yourself into a prison camp of your own making, or you can 
forgive and get released from the bondage of your resentments. Holding onto 
the bondage of our resentments causes harm to the spreading of the gospel.

When believers fail to forgive, it reveals they have lost sight of the big 
picture—the gospel. From John 17:21, we gain a glimpse into the grand gospel 
plan our Lord referenced in His prayer. “May they all be one, as You, Father, 
are in Me and I am in You. May they also be one in Us [the Triune Godhead—
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit], so the world may believe You sent Me” (John 
17:21, HCSB, emphasis added). From the prayer of Jesus to the Father, we see 
that we strengthen the gospel message when God’s people are united.

So, what will it be? Will you live in unity with other believers for the 
sake of the gospel? Or, will you merely live for yourself? Will you continue in 
your pain and hurt, or will you pursue peace and reconciliation? Make your 
choice.

“God…has given 
us the ministry of 
reconciliation… 

and has committed 
to us the word of 
reconciliation” 
(2 Corinthians 
5:18-19 NKJV).




