THE GREATEST GIFT

      Set against a dreary, overcast, November sky, the aging, red-brick building stood alone in the parking lot. The gray sedan crept slowly toward the building, coming to a stop near the entrance. A small gloved hand rubbed the fog from the back window, allowing two curious eyes to examine the building. The man and woman exchanged a sad smile, then exited the car. The woman opened the rear door, allowing the young child to exit. The couple took the girl's hands and led her slowly to the building. They climbed the steps to the third floor and soon found the office for which they were searching. The sign on the door read Greatest Gift Foundation. The couple exchanged a quick glance, then led the child into the room.

      The waiting room was as austere as the exterior of the building. The only furnishings were a couch, three chairs, and a couple of end tables. Children's magazines were strewn haphazardly across the tables. The child had only begun to examine a magazine when the door to the adjoining office opened. In walked a slender, balding, black man in his early thirties. He smiled and greeted the visitors. "Mr. and Mrs. Renner, I'm Jack Ellis," he said as he shook their hands. "Won't you and your daughter please come into my office?"

      The family followed him into the room. Mr. Ellis sat behind an ancient but well preserved oak desk, his visitors taking a seat facing him. Once seated, he continued. "I know this is a difficult time for all of you. I just hope we can make it a little more bearable."

      The couple thanked him politely. He then turned to the child. "And you're Stephanie, who I've heard so much about." 

      "Yes, sir," she responded.

      "That's a very nice name. I've always liked it," he said.

      "Thank you," she replied with a warm smile.

      "Did you have a nice Thanksgiving, Stephanie?"

      "It was very nice, thank you. Did you?"

      "Why, yes, I did," he returned with a slight laugh. "How nice of you to ask."
      He glanced at the couple for assurance before continuing.  They both sat emotionless. He turned back to the child. "Do you know why you're here, Stephanie?" he asked.

      "Yes, of course. I'm going to die and you're going to grant me my last wish. You don't have to be afraid to talk about it."

      He looked up at the parents, then smiled at Stephanie. It always made it a little more bearable when the child had come to terms with their illness. Even so, it was never easy.

      "Fine, Stephanie," he said warmly. "I hope you've given some thought to your wish. And don't be afraid to ask for something difficult. We've taken little girls to meet their favorite actor or actress; we've had little boys meet their sports hero; we've taken children to Disney World; why, we've even had a couple of kids meet the President."

      "I already know what my wish is," she said.

      "Well, great. Just tell me what you want and we'll do our best to provide it."

      "I need to go to the top of Mt. Everest." 

      "Mt. Everest?" repeated Mr. Ellis. 

      "Yes," she continued, "that's the tallest mountain in the world, isn't it?"

      He looked at the parents for an explanation.

      "That's all she's been talking about for weeks," said her mother. "We've already tried to talk to her, but nothing is impossible to a six-year-old."

      Mr. Ellis turned back to the child. "Yes, Stephanie, it is the tallest mountain in the world, but why would you want to go there?"

      "So I can talk to Jesus," she said answered quickly.

      "And what would you say to Jesus?"

      "I would tell Him to talk to all the other little boys and girls in the world who are dying, so that they don't have to be afraid. I would tell Him that He has to let them know that when they die they're just going home to be with Him."

      Her mother took her handkerchief and wiped away her tears, as her father closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Jack Ellis thought, after five years in the job, that no request could surprise him. He was wrong. He quickly tried to think of a way to respond to such an impossible wish.

      "Well, Stephanie, I believe in Jesus, too. But, if you believe in Him, you must know that He's everywhere. Why would you have to go to the top of a mountain to talk to Him?"

      "Don't you understand?" she said sternly. "Everyone is talking to Him. He can't hear just me. If He did then He would talk to all the other kids like me and they wouldn't be so scared. I have to be at the top of the mountain so I'm the closest to heaven."

      "But Stephanie," he continued, "Jesus hears all the little kids' prayers."

      "Mr. Ellis, do you mean that Jesus heard me ask Him to talk to all the other sick kids in the world and He still won't do it?"

      "Well, honey, I don't think it's quite that simple. The kids have to want to listen to Jesus also."

      "But why wouldn't any kid want to listen to Him if He was telling them that they're going to heaven?"

      Mr. Ellis looked to her parents for assistance.

      "She asks some pretty tough questions for a six-year-old, doesn't she?" asked her father.

      The mother took her handkerchief away from her eyes and spoke. "Since she was a toddler we've had her in Sunday school to learn about God, but now I'm not sure how to answer her questions."

      Jack Ellis turned back to Stephanie, still searching for the right words to say. "Stephanie, honey," he began, "do you know that only a few people have ever been to Mt. Everest?"

      "Yes, my daddy told me that."

      "And did you know that no child has ever been there?"

      "Yes."

      "Then, honey, you must know that, as much as I want to grant your wish it's just impossible."

      "Mrs. Franklin told me that if a person really believes in something and trusts in Jesus, nothing is impossible."

      He gave a questioning look to her parents.

      "Mrs. Franklin was her Sunday school teacher," said her father.

      "She died this year, too," said Stephanie.

      The three adults stared at each other at the finality of her statement. Mr. Ellis turned back to the child. "But, Stephanie, honey, isn't there something else you would like for us to do for you?"

      "No thank you," she responded politely. "I just have to do this for all the other sick children."

      He looked at her for a second, took a deep breath, and leaned back in his seat.

      "Okay, honey," he continued. "I can't promise you anything, but I'll do everything I can to grant you your wish. Now, can you wait in the other room for just a minute while I talk to your parents?"

      "Yes, sir," she said as she arose. "And thank you Mr. Ellis. I told my parents you'd understand."

      She left the room, leaving the adults staring at one another. After a few seconds Mr. Ellis spoke. "Do you think there's a possibility she might change her mind about this?"

      "No, I don't," answered Mrs. Renner. "She saw a show on TV about terminally ill children a few weeks ago, and she's talked about nothing else since. I believe this is her way of doing something to be remembered by."

"She seems to have come to terms with her situation pretty well."


"I guess so," said Mrs. Renner. "It was really tough for her in the beginning, but I guess she's in the final stage-—what do they call it—-resolution?"

      Mr. Ellis only shook his head. "Well," he continued, "if I may ask one more question--why doesn't she wait until she's--uh, until she can talk to Jesus in person to tell Him this?"
      "You mean when she gets to heaven?" she clarified.

      "Yes."

      "She says she won't remember."

      "Won't remember?"

      "Yes. She says if she remembered all the sick children it would make her sad, and there's no sadness in heaven, so she won't remember."

      "Wow," he responded.

      Mr. Ellis turned to Mr. Renner. He had seen the look before--a look of sadness, helplessness, and anger. He was almost afraid to ask for his comments but felt he had to do so.

      "Mr. Renner," he asked, "do you have any suggestions?"

      "Do I have any suggestions?" he repeated sarcastically. "No, I don't have any suggestions. I just think it's pretty ironic that she wants to go talk to a God that would tear a beautiful little six-year-old girl away from her parents. It's just not fair."

      "No, it isn't," he responded as his eyes dropped to the floor. "And, as many times as I've been through this you would think I would have the answer but I don't. As I said, I'm a Christian also, but there are still many things I don't understand. All I can say is that I'm sorry."

      After a few seconds of silence Mrs. Renner spoke. "Mr. Ellis, we've already told Stephanie that her request would be impossible so don't be too worried about it. We'll talk to her again and see if we can get her to settle for something more reasonable."

      "Before you do that, Mrs. Renner, how about giving me a few days to see what I can do?"

      "We appreciate your concern, Mr. Ellis," said Mr. Renner, "but we both know her request is impossible."

      "That's true, at least as far as Mt. Everest is concerned, but maybe I can come up with an alternative she will feel meets her needs. I would at least like a little time to work on it. I hate to ask you this, but...well...how long..?"

      "She saw the doctor just a few days before Thanksgiving and he estimates a couple of months, maybe less," said Mrs. Renner through her tears.

      "Well, maybe I can come up with a solution and we can set something up before Christmas. Just don't give up hope yet."

      He thanked the couple for coming and walked them to the door. He felt a tremendous sadness--worse than he could remember since being in the job--as he watched them walk away. With all his heart he wished he had an explanation as to why their little girl had to die. He had none. All he

could hope for was to find a way to satisfy her last request.

