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tle sister, Lloyd’s wife’s baby sis-
ter. Agnes has never been quite
right. She never says more than a
few words. . . . But she learned to
play those hymns in one week 60
years ago when the regular organist
got sick. It was a moment of musical
emergency. Anyway, she hasn’t been
able to learn one since. Playing the
organ this one Sunday a month means
the world to her. Sometimes 1 think
it’s mostly for her that they keep
the church open. Aunt Agnes lives
for the first Sunday of the month.”

“They asked me to play, of course,”
the young man went on. “They had to
ask. But grandpa knew 1°’d say no. |
remember how he sighed with relief
when 1 said no. Then he slapped me
on the back.”

“You’re an organist?” the preacher
asked.

“Eastman (School of Music) class of
84. 1’ve had some big church jobs,
the last one down 1in Texas, big
church . . . brand new organ, 102
ranks. Four services a Sunday. Then
1 got sick. I°ve been HIV positive
for six years. The personnel commit-
tee of the church figured it out,

the weight loss, all the sick days,
not married. They told me it would
be best if | moved on, but not till
after Christmas, of course. My par-
ents live in St. Paul, but my father
and 1 haven’t spoken since 1 was
19 . . . I’m not sick enough to be
in the hospital, just too tired most
of the time. 1 really had nowhere to
go. My grandfather said I could move
in with him and Agnes. To tell the
truth, 1 feel right at home in a
town of 80-year-olds.”

He paused and went on, “They keep
Agnes and they took me in. And since
I moved up here, most every night
Lloyd or old man Engstrom from down
the road opens up the church for me.
IT it’s cold, they lay a fire in the
wood stove. And then 1 play the or-
gan. It’s a sweet little instrument,
believe it or not. Lloyd’s kept it

up.

“These last weeks it’s been almost
warm in the evenings, so they leave
the doors and windows of the church
open and everybody sits out on their
front porch and they listen to me
play—Bach, Buxtehude, Widor, all the
stuff I love. And they clap from
their porches, even Agnes claps.”
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A couple of years ago, my minister
shared the following story about
Michael Lindvall, pastor of the
Brick Presbyterian Church 1in NYC.
He wrote a piece called, “Our Organ-
ist”, about his experience of being
a guest minister in a small town
church in Minnesota. It took place
in a town on the way down and out.
This church hasn”t had a minister of
its own since 1939. But a handful of
people hold on and gather one Sunday
a month, at noon, for Sunday school
and worship with whatever preacher
they can convince to come to their
town. The clerk of the congrega-
tion, Lloyd Larson, tells him that
there are only eleven members, but
they’1l all be there. “And he prom-
ised an organist, the same organist
the church has been promising guest
preachers for 60 years, Lloyd’s sis-
ter-in-law, Agnes Rigstad.”

The Sunday of his guest appearance
arrived and Michael describes the
small white frame building, the
large sentimental stained glass win-
dows of Jesus, the Good Shepherd,
lamb in one arm, staff in the other,
and Jesus praying alone in the Gar-
den of Gethsemane, and two cars and
a pick-up truck out Tfront.

There were twelve worshipers, actu-
ally, including a young man, scat-
tered throughout the sanctuary, sit-
ting iIn their customary pews. Lloyd
explained that there was no bulle-
tin, that the preacher should just
announce the hymns. Michael nodded
to the organist, with her wig
slightly askew, who responded with a
broad smile.
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Worship began. Michael announced the
opening hymn, # 204, “Spirit of God,
Descend Upon My Heart.” Agnes smiled
at him and played “What a Friend We
Have in Jesus.” The eleven elderly
members sang by memory. Only the
young man used a hymnal.

Following the sermon, Michael an-
nounced the next hymn, “Love Divine,
All Loves Excelling.” He looked di-
rectly at Agnes, who smiled back and
played “lI Love to Tell the Story.”

After the prayers and offering, Mi-
chael walked over to the organ
bench, bent down, and whispered,
“Agnes, what are we going to sing?”
She smiled and began to play “Just
as | Am, without One Plea.”

After worship, Agnes shook his hand
but didn’t say a word. Lloyd sheep-
ishly explained: “Forgot to tell you
about Agnes. . . . You don’t need to
tell us what the hymn is, only when.
Agnes only knows those three hymns,
so we always sing “em.”

“Good grief, Lloyd, you mean to tell
me you’ve been singing the same
three hymns for 60 years?” Lloyd was
concentrating on the frayed sanctu-
ary carpet. “We like those hymns
well enough, and we known “em by
heart . . . _And she’s our organist”

After greeting the eleven worshipers
including Lloyd Larson and his sis-
ter-in-law Agnes, the organist, the
lone young man lingered on. He in-
troduced himself as Neil Larson,
Lloyd”’s grandson, who explained,
“Agnes is my late grandmother’s lit-
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