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It was so quiet, he could have been alone in the church, even the
wailing child had been hushed. He waited for the arguments - the objections -
none came. The old habit of sitting and listening without interruption, was
instilled into them - it still had not come home to them that the old order was
finished. The procedural rules of the services no longer applied. He had to
remind himself once more that this was not a service. He had no authority, he
could speak in no one's name. So, he wondered, why was he doing it?
Perhaps he too was so schooled in the ideal of caring for the congregation,
that he couldn't let go. If this was not supposed to be a service, it was
certainly shaping up as one.
"It is my intention to leave the city as soon as I can, I suggest that you
do likewise - " he continued bluntly.
This time there was a reaction, a murmur that swelled to a rumble of
discussion and argument. The listeners were losing their restraint. He could
see that some of the arguments were getting quite emphatic, soon they would
become heated. He held up his hand for silence.
"I want it clearly understood that I am not asking any of you to join me,"
he declared. "This isn't some latter day doctrine prompted by the Holy Spirit. I
am simply putting the options in front of you, as I understand the situation
from scripture. I am not claiming divine inspiration. You may have other
opinions and you are entitled to voice them. I have made my plans and I think
they are soundly based."
"Priest Steinbecker - Why should this city be destroyed? It's way
removed from the trouble spots and it hasn't got any military targets that I
know of - Has it?"
It was someone at the back of the hall. Carl picked him out.
"Brother Harris, isn't it?" he asked. "I can't answer your question other
than to quote the Book of Revelation which says that one third of mankind
shall perish in the destructive force to be unleashed. One third of the waters
of the earth shall be turned to blood. One third of the earth shall be burnt,
together with one third of the forests and ground cover. Malignant sores shall
erupt on the flesh of those who wear the mark of the beast. The sun shall
burn men with its flames and after that, the world will be plunged into
darkness. The cities of the world shall fall in ruins and every mountain will be
levelled. There will be extremes of weather - hailstones weighing a hundred
pounds will fall. Every island shall vanish. Men will seek death but its escape
will be denied to them. They will long to die, to escape from their misery but
they won't be able to do so.
Now, to answer your question, I don't know whether this city is on the
target list of a potential destroyer or not - I don't think it is relevant. What will
be relevant is that the destruction will be total and not confined to one small
area of the earth!"
They digested it and this time the murmured response had the sound
of fear. He didn't enjoy frightening them but he had to jolt them out of the
stunned paralysis the First Resurrection had created. Someone else called
out - a sister this time.
"You're asking the impossible," she objected angrily. "We can't just
abandon everything - We've all worked too hard for what little comforts we



have. What you're describing is simply not reasonable. We've always been
taught that our God is a God of Love. Now, you're changing your tune and
saying that He's going to act without mercy. After all, even if we have missed
the First Resurrection, we're still His Children and that must count for
something!"
Carl looked hard at her but she didn't yield her ground. He tried to
keep his patience and answer.
"The Woman will be sustained in the wilderness," he said wearily.
"Scripture says nothing about comforts. I repeat - a man should not even go
down from the roof of his house for his goods, or to collect his coat if he's in
the fields. We won't see any I.C.B.M's coming. In a moment - an instant of
fiery incandescence, the city, your house, your comforts - you - will be
vaporised. Destruction isn't reasonable. God is a God of Love, as you have
said but we've also been taught often enough, that He's a God of Justice. In
the same way that His Love is perfect - so also is His Justice. We have all
had our chances to reap the benefit of His Love, now we have to take action
lest we reap the benefits of His Justice."
She still wouldn't accept, as she sat down she muttered angrily.
"That isn't justice - it's revenge!"
Carl tried again.
"In the chapter I read to you, you will notice that there is a sequence of
events. First, the Coming of the Lord in the First Resurrection. Second, the
Woman is attacked by Satan in his guise as the Dragon. Third, he changes
the direction of his attack upon those who are her other offspring - in the King
James' Bible, they are termed the Remnant of the Seed. They germinated
within the Woman at the same time as did the male child. The Firstlings were
hidden within the congregation - so were the other offspring. The First
Resurrection identified the Firstlings - the male child. I put it to you now that
this meeting here tonight, will identify those who will become the Remnant
from within this congregation.
The Remnant will separate themselves from the Woman, they will
decide to stay with their goods and their homes and their comforts. Some will
do so for family reasons. When they decide on this separation, they will sever
themselves from whatever protection is promised to the Woman. They will
join together with all the other nominal Christians. Those who, in general
terms, keep the Ten Commandments and pay lip service to the concepts of
Christianity. This group will be afforded no special privileges. They will not
share in the promise given to the Woman that she shall be sustained in the
wilderness for 1260 days. Instead, they will face the Dragon in all his fury!"
He paused, feeling for something more he could say to them but found
nothing. If they could not decide now, they would never decide.
"I'm going to leave you now and go home to load my car with clothing
and food. I intend to leave the city at midnight. I'll come first to this building. If
anyone wishes to come with me, they may do so. Who isn't here, will be
assumed to have made other plans. I have no thoughts concerning a final
destination. I want to get away from this doomed city as fast as I can. I do not
know what is meant by the Woman being given the wings of an eagle - if the
Lord intends to provide that, He will do so in His own good time. I want to
make it clear. I have no plans other than to get away - but I believe Our
Heavenly Father has got plans!"
He waited for a moment, looking into their silent faces. He had no
doubt that this would be the last time he would see many of them in the flesh.



So many would not come, just as so many had refused to apply themselves to
their soul's salvation in the past. They would stay and try to bluff things out
with the Dragon - he pitied them.
He stepped down from the altar. The two deacons remained in the
church room as he walked through the doorway into the sacristy. He
shrugged mentally, if they wanted to continue the meeting without his
presence - so be it. He had done his best - maybe, it could be said that he
had done his
duty.
They were still talking as he walked out on to the street. It was
deserted. The sun was setting behind the opposite houses. The sun was
setting on the Day of the First Resurrection. Now the night would come in
every sense of the word. While the city slept, there would be a movement -
another Exodus. Like the Israelites of old, the Woman would steal away from
the place of bondage, carrying only that which was essential. In Egypt, they
had mourned the death of the firstborn of their land, while the People of God
fled towards the miracle of the Red Sea. The people of this city would have
reason to mourn the removal of the Firstlings of God. They did not know that
as yet but soon the mourning would start and those who survived the first
onslaught of destruction, would be able to heap radioactive ashes on their
heads - if they were so minded.
He started his car and drove past the lighted church homeward.
Once again he had the feeling of being watched, it seemed that Mrs.
Bellamy was working overtime. He let himself into the house and quickly
flooded it with light. It didn't occur to him to draw the curtains as he walked
from room to room, switching on each light in turn. It was creating the
pretence of life, installing imaginary occupants in each room. He went into the
bedroom he had shared with Mary and started to gather clothing and ignored
everything that could have been described as 'best', instead he concentrated
on his gardening and camping clothes - something that would have to stand
the wear and tear of a prolonged period away from civilisation.
There was not much of it when finally he had collected it altogether on
the bed. He took two large suitcases and was just finished packing them,
when there was a firm knock on the front door. He hesitated, unwilling to be
distracted by visitors but knowing that there was no way that he could pretend
that he was not at home. Reluctantly, he answered the door.
Two strangers stood under the outside light, they were suited and
hatless. For a moment he wondered, if by some splendid irony, one of the
other religious organisations had decided to use this unique evening to try to
convert him to their ways.
"Good evening," said one. "We're trying to contact a Mr. Carl
Steinbecker - would that be you, sir?"
Carl nodded, it was beginning to sound very official.
"I'm Detective Sergeant Drysdale and this is Senior Constable Merrick
- Might we have a word with you, sir?"
"Certainly, please come in."
The two men entered at his gesture, he directed them into the lighted
lounge room.
"Your wife isn't home, sir?" the Detective Sergeant asked casually -
too casually.
"She's away - visiting her father," Carl answered shortly.
"I see, sir - your children too?"



"She took them along."
"Leading the bachelor life, sir? the constable said with a grin.
Carl turned to towards him: "Not by choice, I can assure you. I'm
packing so that I can join them - at some time."
"We thought you might be making a trip - couldn't help noticing - with
all the curtains wide open."
"I hadn't thought to close them - I have nothing to hide!"
"I wouldn't suggest you had, sir."
"Would you like to look around, Detective Sergeant?"
Drysdale eyed him for a moment. Carl returned the gaze without
blinking.
"I wouldn't think that would be necessary, sir - In fact, we called on the
off chance that you might be able to help us with a small problem that's
arisen."
"If I can."
Drysdale seemed to be groping for words.
"I'm given to understand that you are a minister of the New Apostolic
Church, sir?"
Carl's heart skipped a beat - it hammered loud enough to be heard.
"That's correct - what can I do for you?"
"Certain information has been provided to the city police, it concerns
the - absence of certain people from their places of work and their
residences. A number of people have expressed concern about the
disappearance of their neighbours and employees. A common factor seems
to be the membership of your church organisation - "
Carl stared at him for a long moment.
"We've never made any secret of our doctrine."
"Your doctrine, sir - I didn't suggest that this matter was connected with
a church sponsored activity. Are you telling us that these people are involved
with some sort of convention and just happened to forget to mention the fact
to anyone? If so, I wonder if you could provide an address - somewhere
where these people can be contacted - it would set a few people's minds at
rest, you understand."
"You misunderstand me, Mr. Drysdale. I said doctrine - I didn't say
church function. Anyone could tell you, if they attended our services, that we
had a special doctrine, something specific that would account for the
circumstances you have described. We haven't kept the subject a secret,
however, it has been something that people have tended to dismiss as a fairy
tale. Now, the 'fairy tale' has become a reality!"
The two policemen started to look trapped, no doubt expecting to
receive a full testimony of the aims and beliefs of the intense looking man
they were interviewing. Drysdale tried to rescue the situation before it got out
of hand.
"I wonder if you would mind confining yourself to the
particular event we are talking about, sir?"
"I thought we were!"
"If you would explain about the absences, sir."
Carl took the plunge, there was no point in hedging any longer.
"I have to tell you that the - absences - are permanent rather than
temporary. These people won't be back in their places in a few days time.
The article of our doctrine, which I was trying to explain to you, concerns an
event we know as the First Resurrection.



In simple terms, it means that Jesus Christ has returned - as He said
He would - like a thief in the night, to take to Himself those who had allowed
themselves to be prepared under the ministration of the Apostles of Jesus.
I can assure you that you could look under every blade of grass on this
earth and you wouldn't find a trace of the people who have been reported
missing - they are gone - they are no longer with us - and those who remain
are left to face what has happened - "
Carl's voice cracked at the end of his recitation. Drysdale eyed him
without changing expression.
"And you wife and children are included in this number who have -
gone, sir?"
Carl nodded.
The two policemen looked at each other.
"Perhaps we will take up your suggestion to look around, sir - if you
have no objection?"
Carl nodded agreement and remained in the living room while they
walked through each room of the house. He heard them go outside - they
were a little time before they returned. He looked up as they re-entered the
lounge room.
Drysdale fidgeted with his sleeve button.
"You mentioned your intention of travelling to join your wife and
children, Mr. Steinbecker."
"In three and a half years they will return - together with the Lord Jesus
Christ - I will then be reunited with my
wife and children."
"That would hardly explain the haste in which you seem to be
preparing to go on a rough journey - if the clothing you intend to take is any
indication."
"Read the twelfth chapter of the Book of Revelation, Detective
Sergeant - it's all there - " Carl answered wearily. "I'll summarise if you like.
With the Second Coming of Jesus Christ there will follow, very soon after, a
destruction of immense proportions. Those who are left - and believe this -
like myself - are leaving the city in a very great hurry."
Once again, the two men looked at each other.
"I must request that you remain available while we conduct further
enquiries, Mr. Steinbecker. We might wish to interview you again."
Carl's eyes widened in horror.
"I have no intention of staying, of that I can assure you. You will have
to arrest me and detain me by force but I will not stay voluntarily. Can't you
realise man - I believe in the impending destruction even if you do not - I'm
sorry - I must refuse to stay of my own free will. I repeat, if you try to insist
that I should, you'll have to arrest me!"
Carl's heart was pounding. He stared into the faces of his visitors and
waited. He tried to convince himself that if they did arrest him, it would be an
expression of the Will of God that he should remain in the city. If they did not
arrest him, he would see it as an indication that he should leave. Drysdale
dropped his gaze after a long moment.
"We have no grounds to arrest you, Mr. Steinbecker - not at the
moment. If you are telling the truth, you have nothing to fear. I hoped that you
would be co-operative, so that you could assist us further with our enquiries -
however, I have no authority to insist that you should remain. We would be
obliged if you would tell us your intended route."



"Route?"
Carl looked blank.
"I haven't planned a route - Out of the city, certainly - but in what
direction - I haven't thought."
"We would like to know where to find you, sir."
This time, it was the constable - he seemed more sympathetic. Carl
groped for a direction.
"Out of the city - beyond the mountains, I guess."
"That would be Highway Five, sir - to the Northwest."
Carl nodded.
"All right - to the Northwest."
"Will you be travelling alone, sir?"
"I hope not - there could be quite a number - if they decide to come - "
"Very well, sir - we'll say good evening."
They were very polite to the last. Carl closed the door behind them and
leaned against it, shutting his eyes in tension. He was wet with perspiration,
he felt guilty and perhaps they believed him to be guilty of something. He
presumed the informant had been Mrs. Bellamy. It would be good to escape
her persecution.
He completed his packing and carried the cases to the car, certain that
she was watching him from behind one of the neat, curtained windows. She
would have shifted one curtain aside - just a little - so that her view would be
unobscured.
He stripped the kitchen cupboards of every item of food. With
conservation the supply could be made to last a few weeks. He intended to
buy more - whilst there were food shops with stocks. It wouldn't be long
before they were looted by survivors of the holocaust. He carried the last of
the boxes of food to the car and closed the boot lid. It was pitifully little to take
away from ten years of marriage.
The last time he had packed in such a way had been after an
argument. He had complained about the amount he had been expected to
cram into the car. Then, there had been four of them - now, there would be
plenty of room. The three
empty seats would be the reminder of ghosts, as he travelled
‹away from the city for ever.
He had a sudden urge to go - a kind of panic. Fearfully, he looked up
at the deceptively silent sky. It was cloudless and in the crisp air, watchful
stars viewed the works of man. In his mind's eye, he saw something else - a
view of missiles blasting off from remote launch sites in the deserts or the
oceans. They would rise slowly at first, and then faster, as they ripped the
sky apart in their fiery transit. Then they would vanish from view and that
would be the last that their launchers would ever see of them.
Somewhere, on the other side of the world a city would be sleeping, or
perhaps starting the day, while above them in the innocent sky, death would
reach the top of a curve for a moment motionless and poised, before starting
an invisible journey back to earth.
He walked through the quiet house and silently said good bye. Good
bye to all they had struggled to add for their comfort. Good bye to the sound
of voices. Good bye to comfort and security. Good bye to love. He switched
off the lights and shut the house door securely. He backed the car out of the
driveway and the house receded - shrank - as he bumped into the street. It
had been something that he had always promised to fix - the drop from the



driveway into the street - only a little thing, but like so many other little things,
it had never been done. That was why he was still there - an accumulation of
little things not done -
He turned out of the street and the house was gone. The lump of lead
in this throat refused to dissolve. It would have been a relief to weep and he
wondered why he wasn't able to do it.
It was eleven thirty - to early to see who was waiting at the church
building, so he switched on the car radio. There was a news item.
"Reports are being received from all over the world concerning the
disappearance of the members of a particular church sect. It seems that the
New Apostolics are on the move - and moving so mysteriously that they've
covered their tracks exceptionally well. Attempts are being made to contact
the World President but he's nowhere to be found either. The headquarters
offices are closed and there's no response to phone calls to other senior
leaders. The reports of sudden disappearances of the membership of the sect
have puzzled the world's police forces. In our own city, it is reported that
contact has been made with an official but police are not saying what was
disclosed. So, the mystery deepens. Listen to further episodes of this
intriguing item which we will bring to you, as they come to hand - until then,
you've been listening to - "
Carl hit the off button, blocking out the mocking voice of the announcer
- he had never liked that particular station anyway.
So, they were beginning to realise - soon, there would be nothing to
stop the persecution.
 


