
The events in the lives of our students that produce 
these emotions drive our passions, while at the 
same time cause us to reevaluate our cost-beneÞt 
ratio. Most of us have had such ministry-shaping 
experiences. Some were full of joy and awe while 
others were Þlled with pain and heartbreak.
My deÞning moment came in the winter of 2000 as 

I found myself standing at Robert’s grave. I found 
myself asking God, ÒIs this it? Is this what you called 
me to?Ó
GodÕs answer was simple: ÒYes.Ó

The Challenge
I was only a couple of weeks into a new ministry 
position when I met Robert. He approached me after 
Wednesday night youth group and proceeded to tell 
me his story: ÒIÕm only here for my mom. My dad is a 
recovering alcoholic. He’s actually doing pretty well, 
but my two brothers are alcoholics and drug addicts. 
They beat me up most days after school. My mom 
keeps telling me that if I just pray to Jesus heÕll make 
everything better. IÕm come here to make my mom 
think IÕm okay. But the truth is that if something 
doesn’t change, even though I don’t want to, I’ll 
probably end up just like my br others.Ó
After saying this Robert turned to walk away, but 

stopped and looked me straight in the eye and said 
something that at the time didnÕt make a lot of sense, 

but now keeps me doing what IÕm doing in the lives 
of students.
He tapped me on the chest and simply said, ÒYou 

are it.Ó I wasnÕt exactly sure what he meant, but there 
was something about his forthrightness and the way 
he looked at me that gave me the impression that  
I was the one he was counting on to save him  
from himself.

Over the next several months Robert and I grew 
close. It was one of those relationships where 
you could be gut honest with each other without 
worrying about hurting the other person’s feelings. 
We were able to have some real conversations 
about life, struggles, girls, and most importantly, 
God. I really didnÕt push the God thing with him;  
I simply was there to encourage, support, pray, and 
even discipline when needed—all the while sensing 
Robert was truly looking for someone to show  
him Jesus.

The Anger
Robert had a temper. He was extremely aggressive 
if you pushed the right buttons. His life experiences 
gave him a real reason to be angry. I remember a 
particular Wednesday night when Robert acted as 
though he’d had a really bad day. All through youth 
group he constantly acted outÑar guing, talking out 
of turn, doing anything he could to be a pain. Finally 
IÕd had enough: ÒLook, you really act like you donÕt 

want to be here; so if you canÕt settle down, you can 
go ahead a leave.Ó
Robert stood up, used a few expletives, and said, 

ÒFine. IÕm out of here, and IÕm never coming back.Ó 
He stormed out of the youth room and out of the 
church, shoving the glass door open so hard that 
it shattered when it collided with the wall. Needless 
to say, that pretty much ended youth group for  
the evening.

The Servant
Despite his anger Robert had a ßip sideÑa servantÕs 
heart. He was always willing to help. He was the 
Þrst one to sign up for service projects, the Þrst one 
there, and usually the last one to leave. One day he 
helped my family move into our house. It was a 105-
degree July day in Texas. And he would not stop. 
He even stuck around until almost 10 p.m. to help 
me put beds together because he couldn’t bear the 
thought of my family members sleeping on the ßoor .
The day after the shattering-door incident, Robert 

called to apologize and tell me that he would bring 
the money to replace the door on Sunday.
Even though they drove him crazy, he truly loved 

his fellow youth group members. He demonstrated 
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that by using all of his Christmas and birthday money 
to buy a bumper pool table for our youth room. We 
were a small church whose youth budget consisted 
only of my part-time salary. So getting something in 
our little youth room for the students was a real treat. 
(Although he did make it really clear that he had 
bought it, and he was in charge of it.) Still, Robert’s 
heart was even bigger than his huge smile.
He didnÕt know it, but he was really starting to get 

what it means to follow Christ.
 

The Change
In all of our conversations Robert never admitted  
to accepting Christ. When I would ask him how 
he and God were doing, he would simply answer, 
ÒWeÕre cool.Ó
On the last Friday night in January 2001, God won 

the Þght. We had started a youth worship service on 
Friday nights in our fellowship hall. We had about 
10 to 15 kids coming regularly. That particular night 
when I gave the invitation to come and pray, I saw 
Robert come and kneel down. This really wasnÕt too 
unusual. He would typically come and a pray for his 
mom or his brothers, just never for himself. 
But this time I could tell that he was really upset. 

He wasn’t just crying—he was sobbing. So I went 
over, knelt beside him, and asked what was going 
on. Through the tears he told me that he was tired 
of living the way he was. He was tired of always 
being angry. He just didnÕt want to go on. I asked 
him what he wanted. He said (and I will never forget), 
ÒI want God to have total control. I want Jesus.Ó By 
this time, I was balling as well. When we got up from 
that altar, Robert was ruined. Robert was gone—and 
Jesus was there.
That next Sunday Robert had three of his friends in 

church; the next Wednesday he had those three plus 
Þve more. On Friday night Robert brought 11 kids to 
our worship service, and one of those was his older 
brother. The kid was on Þre.

The change Jesus had made in this young manÕs 
life was so evident that his peers were asking, ÒWhat 
happened to Robert?Ó In fact, one Wednesday night 
before Robert had arrived some kids were playing 
bumper pool when one of 
them got upset with a bad 
shot and slammed the cue 
stick on the ground. When 
it snapped in half every one 
in the room gasped. We all 
knew that when Robert got 
there someone was going  
to die.
When Robert walked in and 

saw the pool cue, he asked 
what happened. The girl 
who broke it confessed and 
apologized. To everyone’s 
amazement, including mine, Robert simply said, ÒNo 
problem. IÕll just get another one.Ó
As we left that night, one of the other guys in the 

group pulled me aside and asked, ÒWhatÕs gotten 
into Robert?Ó
I smiled and answered, ÒJesus.Ó

The Phone Call
When my family and I returned home from Sunday 
evening service, there was a message on our 

machine from our sister church across town. They 
needed me to call them back right away .
I knew it had to be about Robert. HeÕd gone with 

a friend of his to that church to hear a former NFL 
player speak. I thought for sure he broke something 
or beat up somebody.
When I called the church, the secretary told me 

that there had been an accident and that I needed 
to come to the church right away. When I got there, 
I could tell something was wrong. The secretary 
told me that there had been a car accident, but they 
werenÕt sure what kids were in the vehicle. Some 
saw Robert get into the car. The pastor was heading 
to the scene and was going to call me when he  
got there. While I waited I tried to reach Robert or 
his parents by phone. Neither could be reached. 
IÕd only been there about Þve minutes when the  
pastor called.
ÒChuck, itÕs real bad. One of the boys is DOA, and 

the other they just Care Flighted downtown. The 
problem is they’re so messed up I can’t tell who  
is who.Ó
I told him that IÕd call the hospital downtown to Þnd 

out more information. I reached a nurse in the E.R. 
She asked me who I was and if I could describe the 
person I was talking about. I described Robert to 
her. She told me that there was an individual who 
matched that description who had been ßown in. 
She asked me again who I was and my relationship 
to the person. I told her I was his youth pastor. She 
asked me if I could contact his parents. I said IÕd 
been trying but couldnÕt reach them. Then she asked 
me the question I’ll never forget.
She asked, ÒSir, the person who was brought in had 

no I.D. Are you able to come down to the hospital 
and let us know who this person is?Ó
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I said, ÒYes, I can be there in about 20 minutes.Ó
She asked me, ÒSir, do you understand what IÕm 

asking you to do?Ó
Having worked in EMS while going to college,  

I completely understood.
While I was on the phone the word came in that the 

other victim was Jared, RobertÕs best friend.
I called our pastor and told him I was coming by to 

pick him up, and I would explain on the way to the 
hospital.
When we arrived, the nurse ushered us down  

a maze of hallways. I can remember every turn we 
made. She stopped outside the door of a room, 
turned to us, and said, ÒWe did everything we could. 
IÕm sorry. I want you to know that it was bad. Are you 
still able to do this?Ó
I shook my head, and she opened the door. Across 

the room was a stretcher with the form of a body 
under a sheet. I slowly walked up to it. The nurse 
pulled the sheet back. In spite of the swelling and 
the disÞguration it was evident that it was Robert.  
I identiÞed him to the nurse.

She asked how to get a hold of his parents. I gave 
her the two numbers I had.
They took the pastor and me to a grieving room. 

There we kept trying to call his parents. When  
I Þnally reached them, I told them that there had 
been an accident, Robert was involved, and it was 
really bad. They needed to come to the hospital 
immediately. The 30 minutes it took them to get 
there seemed like eternity. The hospital staff said 

that if we felt comfortable we could let them know 
what had happened. I donÕt know what was harderÑ
identifying Robert’s body or barely being able to get 
out the words, ÒRobert is gone.Ó

The Funeral 
RobertÕs mom asked me if I would ofÞciate RobertÕs 
funeral. I was honored yet terriÞed. I remember her 
saying, ÒChuck, I would like you to give the gospel 
stronger then you ever have. In the last month Robert 
has only cared about the salvation of his friends. 
Please tell them that the desire of Robert’s heart 
was for all of his friends to someday be with him  
in heaven.Ó
Our small church was packed; close to 300 people 

were there. Over half were students. At the end of 
my message I presented the gospel. I invited anyone 
who desired a relationship with Jesus, like Robert 
had discovered in the past month, to simply raise 
their hands. I donÕt know the exact number, but 
I would guess that 100 or more people, mostly 
students, raised their hands.
I rode to the cemetery with Robert’s parents. His 

mom told me that she had sensed a couple years 
earlier that Robert was going to make a huge impact 
on the Kingdom. She wasn’t sure how, but now  
she knew.
She said, ÒI realize that Robert will reach more 

people for Christ through this story than he ever 
could have if God hadnÕt taken him home. Promise 
me, you will tell his story wherever you go.Ó

The Healing
No matter what situation I Þnd myself in with students, 
I think of RobertÕs challenge to me: ÒYou are it!Ó
You are ÒitÓ also. ItÕs very possible that youÕre the last 

chance a student has to Þnd out who Jesus truly is. 
ItÕs time youth workers stop trying to be our studentsÕ 
best friends and start being their shepherds.

When I think of Robert, it reminds me of JesusÕ 
proclamation that he is the vine, and we are the 
branches. Jesus said that if we simply remain in him 
and he in us, we will bear much fruit. Robert was 
completely attached to the vine, even if it was for 
a sort time. And even today, his story continues to 
bear fruit. There is healing in the vine.
I’ve served in three other churches since Robert’s 

death. At each one I tell his story. I speak quite often 
at camps and retreats. I tell Robert’s story every 
time. His story has become part of my story.
Healing comes when we tell our stories.
Healing comes when we tell GodÕs story.!

ItÕs time youth workers stop trying to be 
our students’ best friends and start being 
their shepherds.
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it was evident that it was Robert. I identiÞed 
him to the nurse.


