
STEVE’S NEW YEAR’S LETTER 2022 – THE “NO FEAR” YEAR! 

 

As we look forward to this New Year of 2022, I hope you’ll enjoy this story about a lesson I learned from a 

New Year’s past. 

 

It was midnight on New Year’s Eve of 1964 when it happened. I was eight years old. The setting was the 

Stone Church at 84th and Ashland on Chicago’s South Side. Like every New Year’s Eve before it, my parents, 

Max and Audrey Ephraim, celebrated with our family in the place which had become our second home. This 

involved dressing and packing nine children into our ’64 Chevy Impala wagon for the duration of the evening. 

 

In those days, we were in church on Sunday mornings and evenings without fail, sometimes on Wednesday 

nights for Bible Study and on Friday nights for the Crusaders children’s program. There were other special 

events like Vacation Bible School and occasional week-long revival services. On this occasion, about 150 

parishioners gathered inside the stately yellow brick church to spend the year’s end in the Watch Night 

Service. 

 

The service started at 8:00 PM and concluded with a congregational hymn at midnight. After that, the 

Ephraims would pack into our car for the trip home. Or at least that was the plan. Things for me did not go 

as planned that evening. Here, I’ll describe the events that occurred from the hours of 8:00 PM on December 

31, 1964, until 1:30 AM the next morning. 

 

For those unfamiliar with the Watch Night tradition, it began in 1862 when millions of African Americans 

gathered to ring in the new year. This was the date when, at the stroke of midnight, the Emancipation 

Proclamation would take effect. Over the years, this event was adapted into Protestant church calendars as a 

ritual of prayer, worship, and reflection. Like many conservative churches, The Stone Church gathered its 

faithful for a marathon inspirational experience culminating in the midnight hour. 

 

As a youngster, I memorized the rituals that came with Watch Night. It started with a welcome message 

from Pastor Sumrall, followed by several rousing hymns led by Brother Hennings. (We referred to fellow 

churchgoers as “brother” and “sister” in deference to the teachings of the Apostle Paul.) The hymns were 

classics in our congregation like “There’s Power in the Blood (of Jesus)” and “The Lion of Judah (Jesus) will 

Break Every Chain.” 

 

At about 8:40 PM, Brother Decker announced the start of a “testimony time”. This was the moment when 

attenders were invited to recount something that God had done for them in the previous year. This was an 

inspiring time as otherwise unremarkable people stood to their feet and delivered inspiring accounts of how 

they’d been healed from disease or were blessed with financial windfalls. The “Amens” would follow as each 

speaker lifted our spirits in hopefulness and anticipation. Sometimes one-upmanship would take over as 

those who’d listened to others would rise to recite even-more fantastic stories of their experiences. 

Eventually, someone would speak for a second time to add to their previous message, as if the first wasn’t 

compelling enough. Sensing the less-spiritual grounds for these encore performances, Brother Hennings 

would graciously put an end to the orations. Little did I know that I was about to create my own inspiring 

testimony on the streets of the South Side that evening. 

 

Next on the agenda, about 9:30 PM, we’d sing two more hymns before Pastor Sumrall delivered his year-end 

sermon. Transitioning from a celebratory fervor to more reflective mood, these hymns were more passive 

than before. “Search Me O God and Know My Heart Today” and “He’s Coming Soon” were typical of these 

soulful melodies. In-between the singing, someone would lead in a congregational prayer as the organ played 

softly in the background. 

 

I can’t recall anything remarkable from what Pastor Sumrall said in those addresses, partly because I was 

looking forward to the intermission that followed. Like clockwork, when the pastor closed his Bible at 10:25 



PM, Brother Weidman approached the pulpit and announced that we’d disburse and re-assemble in the 

church’s fellowship hall for refreshments. Actually, he didn’t say “refreshments” as that was considered too 

worldly for this Pentecostal bunch. The idea of diluting the gospel message with food and drink amidst times 

of worship and prayer was unthinkable. Instead, he said we’d “fellowship” or “have fellowship” with our 

“brothers and sisters”. This was code talk for saying we’d pig out over unhealthy food and drink while being 

absolved of the sin of gluttony. Before we disbanded, Pastor reminded everyone to return by 11:00 for the 

grand finale of the evening.  

 

The church fellowship hall was constructed and decorated like most in churches of the 60s. You got there by 

walking down a flight of steps to the church basement and proceeded past several classrooms to the end of a 

hallway. Furnishings consisted of brown steel folding chairs designed for adults weighing up to 300 pounds 

and Formica-brown folding tables capable of lifting any 1964 American Motors car. The walls were of cinder 

block construction and painted in pastels. Floors were laid out in a checkered pattern with vinyl tile squares 

about one-foot by one-foot. The asbestos-reinforced vinyl was a modern marvel of durability and practical 

decorating. We didn’t consider this marvel to be toxic in the least. 

 

The floor was raised about eight inches on one end of the room to make a platform for teachers to conduct 

Sunday classes. Adjacent to this platform was a tiny kitchen for food preparation and cleaning dishes. The 

ceilings were drop-style with rectangular tiles – also asbestos reinforced - and two wall-to-wall rails from 

which a set of massive wall curtains were hung. Notably, these folding curtains were equipped with a locking 

mechanism to assure only authorized church members could partition off the room at the right times. 

 

There’s an image burned in my mind of the end-to-end tables laden with platters of homemade and store-

bought treats during this intermission. My brother, Paul, remembers the glazed donuts. Every year, someone 

placed a bowl of chocolate Hershey Kisses in the center of one table. That would be my first stop. Homemade 

brownies layered with powdered sugar and Rice Krispies treats complimented the chocolate graham crackers 

from Kroger’s. A 2-gallon percolator was perched atop the kitchen counter to serve up a weak brew of 

Folgers coffee. Soda “pop”, our Chicago vernacular for soft drinks, consisted of store brands like “Hi-Lo”. One 

of the church ladies mixed up two gallons of Wyler’s lemonade to serve from pale-green plastic pitchers into 

thick-walled, clear yellow cups. The Ephraim children took our places at the back of the serving line, as we’d 

been taught, anxiously hoping there’d be plenty left over when we got to the front. Circling the food tables 

two or three times, I filled my plate to overflowing and found a corner to down my cache. Who knew that 

consuming this massive amount of calories would provide crucial energy I’d need for my unplanned journey 

that night. 

 

Amidst this backdrop of comfort-food and drink, the stalwart congregants of Stone Church chatted excitedly. 

Ribs Wetter, John Hartman, Tony Sennese, our father Max and the Benda brothers gathered around tables 

with plates of goodies and non-alcoholic drinks in hand. Women like our mother, Audrey, and perennial 

three-year-old teacher Lena Randolph exchanged warm greetings while keeping an eye on each other’s 

offspring. Most of the kids nibbled on cookies before chasing each other around chairs and under tables until 

a watchful adult intervened. 

 

It seems like this intermission was a way of letting our hair down in-between very intense spiritual 

experiences. The Apostle Paul would approve of “fellowshipping” as he once urged the Corinthians to avoid 

taking communion on an empty stomach. Partaking in the Lord’s Supper is a deep spiritual experience not to 

be compromised by satisfying our carnal appetites like at home. Lord knows, a lot of our fellow saints had 

big-enough appetites. After intermission, we’d take the bread and grape juice, the Pentecostal version of 

“wine”, and fellowship in the church basement was certainly appropriate preparation. 

 

Then, as quickly as it began, the fellowship time drew to a close at 10:55 and we hustled upstairs into the 

church sanctuary. At 11:00, Sister Dangel began playing “Softly and Tenderly” on the organ, the chords 

hearkening all in attendance to join in the chorus, “Come home, come home, ye who are sinners come 



home.” It was a fitting melody as it launched the most reflective part of Watch Night with a reminder that 

we’re all sinners in need of redemption. For me, the song would offer a different interpretation once the 

service adjourned, one that emphasized the plea to “Come home!”. 

 

As Brother Hennings directed us in singing “Beneath the Cross of Jesus”, the lateness of the hour and effects 

of too much sugar lured many of the saints into a narcoleptic state. By the time we finished with the next 

hymn, “At the Cross Where I First Saw the Light”, it was hard to discern which of those in the pews were 

meditating and which had fallen sound asleep. 

 

Most awakened when communion preparations were announced, especially the church elders who were 

summoned to distribute the communion elements. In our tradition, the elders passed platters of bread and 

“wine” like offering plates down each row of the church. Awaiting the pastor’s instructions, we first consumed 

the unleavened bread and then drank our Welch’s juice from a tiny glass cup. Fighting the urge to drift off, 

most found this to be a deeply spiritual and reflective experience. It was our way of showing a commitment 

to follow Christ’s path for the next 365 days and beyond. 

 

Following communion, we stood in unison and fanned out around the perimeter of the sanctuary to form a 

giant circle. Joining hands in a gesture of unity, we sang “God Be With You ‘til We Meet Again”. Somehow if 

felt like we were embarking on a journey into the blackness of night without knowing if we’d ever get home. 

In a strange way, we shared the sentiments of the revelers in nearby taverns who by then had started to feel 

a strong kinship with those around them. Unlike us, they had every reason to doubt they’d find their way 

home after consuming something much stronger than grape juice. Little did I know in that 11:59 moment 

that I, too, would soon wonder how I would get home. 

 

Those who know me best will vouch for my lifelong passion for food and tendency to linger after gatherings. 

These inbred traits would play out as the service adjourned and the faithful of Stone Church filed outside. 

Recalling the wonderful feasting just an hour earlier, I slipped downstairs to the fellowship hall to see if 

anyone had left their Saran-wrapped platter of sweets behind. Turning on the lights, I began a fruitless 

search for the leftovers, finding only a container of half-and-half and a bag of sugar in the refrigerator. By 

the time I returned upstairs, the church was emptied. This was the only service of the year when nobody 

lingered to greet their fellow parishioners. After all, it was past our bedtimes, and we’d already fellowshipped 

during the intermission period. 

 

Leaning into the heavy wooden door of the side entrance, I opened it and ventured outside to discover an 

empty parking lot. That is, except for the yellow church bus which was a permanent fixture on the far side of 

the property. The door closed and locked behind me. I checked the main entrance doors at the front of the 

church facing Ashland Avenue. They too were locked. Three other side doors were secured tightly. Left alone 

in the cold at 12:15 AM on New Year’s Day, on the South Side of Chicago, my eight-year-old self would recall 

the words we’d sung just an hour before. “Ye who are weary, come home...” 

 

It’s quite understandable how this could happen. In the lateness of the hour, with a car full of kids, nobody 

can blame Max and Audrey. I instinctively knew there was a simple solution. The Stone Church had an 

apartment in the rear where the church custodian, Bill Wilson, lived with his family. I knew him well enough, 

and he and Helen were certainly likeable people. If I were to knock on the Wilsons’ door, they would invite 

me inside and make the phone call to my parents. Within ten minutes, Mom or Dad would return to the 

church and take me home. However, another instinct prevailed in my inner being that night. Somehow it felt 

wrong to pester someone at this hour of the night, no matter what the emergency. I’d not awaken the 

Wilsons. It wouldn’t be that easy. I decided to hike the mile-and-a-half home. 

 

Chicago is laid out in a rectangular grid with north-south streets named for famous politicians and places, 

and east-west streets numbered from 0 to 150 in one-eighth mile increments. With the church being on 84th 

and Ashland and our home being on 76th and Seeley, I would navigate about one mile north and one-half 



mile west to get home. Getting lost wasn’t a concern for me. From our earliest years, the Ephraim children 

were trained in the Chicago grid system and memorized every street within a half-mile of our house. I chose 

to take a path one block north to 83rd Street, head west a half mile to Damen, then trek north one mile to 

76th and one block west to Seeley. This would avoid the bars on Ashland Avenue, which by now were abuzz 

with highly energized patrons. 

 

The first few blocks went as planned. Turning onto 83rd Street, I found myself in familiar surroundings as I 

approached O’Hallaran Park. This was the place where we came to ice skate after school and on weekends at 

this time of year. It had a “hot house” where you could escape the cold to change into skates and warm up 

between laps around the rink. Surely the hot house was closed at this hour. Walking along the north side of 

83rd, where rows of apartment buildings called “flats” nearly abutted the sidewalk, I suddenly encountered 

unwanted company. Two boys slightly older than me jumped out from behind a building, shouting as they 

approached. One shouted, “Boo!” I could barely make out their faces in the dim light. It wasn’t clear what 

their intentions were, but it was clear they wanted to scare me. 

 

Growing up in the Ephraim home, I witnessed many emotions from day-to-day. Fear was not one of them. 

Max and Audrey had plenty of reason to worry and fret as they raised nine children with a penchant for 

mischief and adventure. Yet, our parents were committed to trust God in all things, to place faith over fear 

whenever possible. For this reason, I instinctively refused to show fear at that moment. I didn’t flinch or run 

or feel any sense of panic. Instead, I simply continued walking down 83rd as my assailants gave up and 

slipped into the shadows. The rest of my walk home was uneventful. Little did I know that my parents, now 

joined by the Chicago police department, were frantically combing neighborhoods for a lost eight-year-old 

boy. No doubt they had at least some sense of fear at that moment. When I arrived home a 

little after 1:00 AM, I calmly opened the front door – always unlocked – and headed to my bedroom. My 

older brothers, Paul and Gary, informed me that Mom and Dad were looking for me and that they’d gotten 

the police involved. Without considering the gravity of the moment, I climbed under the sheets of my bunk 

bed and fell fast asleep. 

 

Mom and Dad returned home about 1:30 AM to regroup for another round of searching. They were 

overwhelmed with relief to find their seventh-born was safe at home. Like the Prodigal Son in the parable, 

and like the words of the hymn we’d sung earlier that night, he who was weary had come home. 

 

I’d like to say that I’ve never been afraid or worried since that New Year’s Day. I could claim I’ve never 

fretted over work, relationships, finances, or health. You might think I’m confident that global issues like war, 

poverty, diseases and the environment will be quickly resolved. If I had enough faith, I’d believe that all 

sinners would come home as our Lord beckons softly and tenderly. No, all of the above is untrue. 

Unfortunately, for me, like most of you, these are lofty goals which I’ve seldom failed to achieve. 

 

What’s the lesson of this story? If you and I could sit down with an eight-year-old boy exactly fifty-eight 

years ago today, he’d tell us not to be afraid. Young Stephen would recount the events of the night before, 

that he wasn’t frightened by the cold or darkness or loneliness or some mischievous boys. He’d recite the 

words of the Psalmist that his mother often quoted by heart... “I sought the Lord and he delivered me from 

all my fears.”  

 

As we embark on the adventure of this New Year, with God’s help, let’s make this year, 2022, a “NO FEAR” 

YEAR! 

 

Steve Ephraim January 1st, 2022 


