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God’s soldier works the gang battlefield

Inner-city pastor knows the turf

The dead rest in peace, the preacher who buries them tosses and turns. It is not easy being pastor of an inner-city church in the fading light of the 20th Century. Sometimes you preach with sweaty hands.

Charles W. Lyons is loud even when citing Romans to a church full of Vice Lords at a gang member's funeral. But he makes his strongest statement silently, alone in a cathedral of trees. Jogging along the wooded paths of gang-infested Humboldt Park on Chicago's Northwest Side, the senior pastor at Armitage Baptist Church sends a powerful message: This is his turf too. 

"This is my neighborhood. These are my people. I'm home," Lyons said.

As he runs his 4-mile route on a gray day, a gentle snow covers the landscape. Still, nothing can wipe out the memories.

To his left is the hospital where German Morales was pronounced dead at age 3, shot off his tricycle amid gang crossfire at Christmastime.

Almost two months have passed since German died, and most thoughts of the tragedy have long since been overtaken by day-to-day concerns. But even as such crimes fade from public consciousness, for those on the front lines of urban tragedy--often the communities' ministers--the elements that conspired to create the news are as vivid as ever, as complicated and frustrating.

The story goes on, but this one is not about the Latin Jivers or the Spanish Cobras. It is about an unlikely shepherd and his flock. A conservative, middle-age preacher with a razor-perfect part in his hair fights back. After the shooting, Lyons, 47, organized a vigil and helped survivors raise money to bury German. A Baptist preacher's son who grew up in a virtually all-white blue-collar neighborhood on Chicago's Southwest Side, he speaks hardly any Spanish. But he ministers to a remarkably diverse congregation, mostly black and Hispanic, in a largely Hispanic area. And faithfully they follow.

They pack Armitage, in the 2400 block of North Kedzie Boulevard, every Sunday because Lyons can speak the language of the streets.

"He's from Chicago," said church member Louis Velazquez, 40. "He's kind of got a little strut, a little street in him."

Church member Gloria Barrow, 48, grew up attending all-black churches. "When I first walked through those doors, it was like this rainbow," Barrow said. "Every color imaginable was there."

She did not expect the incongruous figure she saw ministering to the disparate souls in the pews.

"I was looking for this big figure, and here comes this little-bitty white man up into the pulpit, and I'm saying, 'Who is this?' " Barrow said. "But when he opened his mouth, you knew he was God-felt."

Lyons, a quiet father of four given to spy novels and dimly lit rooms, is explosive and unrelenting in the pulpit.

"Don't-give-me-that-jazz-you-love-God-you-don't," he barked at the congregation one Sunday. Scattered amens rose softly into the air.

"If the Lord's definition of love were the same as yours," Lyons said, strutting bantamlike, his hands patting and slicing the air, "I'd say you'd be in b-i-i-i-g trouble. Because he'd see you when you woke up on Monday morning, take one look at you and say, 'I don't love you anymore, the thrill is gone.' "

There was laughter, but Lyons was not about to leave them feeling that good. He shifted gears and stepped toward the congregation, the toes of his shiny oxfords sticking out over the top step of the pulpit.

"I want to say to you today: You. Do. Not. Love. God."

Still: There is much worthy of redemption in this church that Lyons has led for 24 years. There is Velazquez, who said he gave up drugs, alcohol and the streets to join Armitage.

There is Betty Cherry, who cursed Lyons the first time he visited her home.

There is Alice Brandy, German's aunt, who nods quietly as Lyons preaches, whispering, "C'mon, preacher."

There is Jackie Barnes, who sits with her 12-year-old son, Ronald Cherry.

Each morning before Barnes lets Ronald leave for school, beginning a walk that will take him right past the square of sidewalk once dark with German's blood, she huddles with him and his sister in prayer.

"Jesus is with you," she said. "He will protect you. He will keep you safe."

The church, Barnes said, "is a headquarters for hurting."

Once, Lyons was close to giving up. Some days, the phone calls from despairing churchgoers are almost constant--renters about to be evicted, women with alcoholic husbands.

"It happens all the time," said Lyons. "I'll hear a sad story, then the phone will ring and I'm in it."

The world of Charles Lyons is one of piano music and warfare's percussion. He doesn't just preach in the neighborhood, he lives here. Shootings and armed robberies occur just a couple of blocks from his prim little house on North Sawyer Avenue. A runaway car came to rest in the yard below the window that affords his wife the fragile light of a Chicago winter as she gives lessons on the baby grand.

After the Dec. 27 death of German Morales, killed as he rode the tricycle he had been given for Christmas, Lyons took on the gangs as if he were a Vice Lord himself--goading and challenging, railing and chiding, posturing and daring. "The blood of German is on your hands," he raged against the faceless gangs during a sidewalk vigil that drew a horde of reporters and got the preacher so wound up he couldn't get to sleep until after 3 a.m.

"I think the churches in our community need to take the kind of role that Armitage takes," said Ald. Vilma Colom (35th). "(Lyons) took ownership of the problem and helped make a situation better for everyone under all circumstances."

But on a Sunday morning in 1985, as the congregation gathered to wait for him in the old church on North Keeler, Lyons fought to keep from stepping on the gas and punching his little Nissan right past the Pulaski Road exit. Eleven years of ministering to the forgotten had caught up with him on the Kennedy Expressway. He wouldn't stop until he got to Iowa, he thought.

"It was total wipeout. It was burnout," he said. "Urban ministers don't last long. It's like trying to bail out the Pacific Ocean."

Lyons was a long way from his roots. People hung out of windows here, leaning out over the streets in their leisure hours. Why? Where he grew up on the Southwest Side, all heads and arms stayed safely inside the prim bungalows as if they were speeding train cars. When Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. marched through, some who lived in the heavily Roman Catholic neighborhood threw bricks at the nuns who accompanied him.

Lyons attended an all-white high school but was not allowed to insulate himself. His father, Vernon Lyons--pastor at all-white Ashburn Baptist Church--made a point of occasionally taking his family to services elsewhere. The elder Lyons was particularly fond of the First Church of Deliverance at 43rd Street and Wabash Avenue.

"We went down there and had exposure to another world," Lyons said. He decided early to follow in the footsteps of his father. In the late 1960s, as the city seethed with racial tension, a slightly built white boy from 83rd Street stood handing out gospel tracts in front of a rescue mission at 45th and State Streets--and there learned to transcend racial, cultural and political differences.

In the heart of that predominantly black neighborhood, Lyons and his brother, Sam, endured threats but never violence.

"We always felt the safest place to be was where God wants you to be, and you could be safer at 45th and State than at home in bed," said Sam Lyons, director of Christian education for his father's church.

It was Charles, the quiet brother, who tracked down all the openings for singing acts and gospel preachers. And it was Charles who led their gospel group, singing lead sometimes, preaching sometimes, playing a little piano.

But it also was Charles who strayed, taking to the streets, hanging with a tough crowd. That's when he first fell under the spell of the inner-city. "It was pretty romanticized," he said. "Another world. Exciting. Different. Enticing."

But years later, as Lyons drove to the Sunday service at Armitage that day in 1985, the inner-city had lost all appeal.

Somehow, Lyons took the right exit, showed up at church and preached that morning. But emotionally he was spent. He took four Sundays off, went to Phoenix with his wife, Georgia, and returned. "I love to be in the pulpit," he said. "And the sense of coming back to build and pastor this dynamic congregation in the center of the city was again the driving force in my life."

Lyons started at Armitage in 1974, when members of a dying, 25-person congregation called on him to be their first full-time pastor. He earned $55 a week.

Then, in a yellow building several blocks away on an embattled stretch of Washtenaw, the congregation was made up mostly of transplanted Southerners from the hills of eastern Tennessee and Kentucky who had come north looking for work. The neighborhood has changed dramatically over the years, but the church has remained a stabilizing refuge.

"It says a great deal about a church that, in a time of crisis, people didn't turn to a political figure. They didn't turn to a civic leader. They turned to this," said Rev. Stan Davis, executive director of the National Conference of Christians and Jews in Chicago.

It is a place where redemption is dramatic and the challenge to rise above circumstance is enough to consume the weak of heart.

"All the worst stories are in those pews on Sunday," Lyons said.

At a typical service, Lyons' olive-green suit strains at the seams to accommodate his gyrations as he tries to reach everybody.

Sometimes Georgia Lyons cringes in her seat, thinks, "Oh, Charles, can't you be a little more soothing?" Her high school sweetheart has mellowed a little. But occasionally a churchgoer still will walk out in the middle of a service.

"That's the stupidest sermon I've ever heard," a man told Lyons one Sunday. Demonstrators have shown up on the front step. And three members of Chicago's gay and lesbian community filed complaints with the city's Commission on Human Relations after a confrontation at the church's Easter service in 1992.

"He's not afraid for people to come against him," Georgia said. "I wish he was."

Those who filed complaints claimed they were ejected from a church service because they are homosexual. Lyons said they were removed because they tried to be disruptive. Six months later, the city dismissed all three complaints for lack of evidence.

In pockets of Chicago's Northwest Side, all that separates rival gangs are streets. But the only boundary that matters to Lyons is that between heaven and hell.

As the first morning service bled into the second one recent Sunday, Lyons began to clap. "I will celebrate," he sang along, smiling. Then suddenly he stopped, and, turning his back to the congregation, picked up the receiver to the white intercom at the back of the pulpit.

"Quit seating people in the back rows first," Lyons told the head usher. "I don't want my message interrupted by people coming in late to the front."

Less than a year after he returned from his short sabbatical in early 1986, Lyons preached at the funeral of a 15-year-old gang member who had shot himself while cleaning his gun. Before the funeral, the young man's girlfriend sobbed over his body so long that her tears washed away the makeup applied to hide the bullet hole.

During the funeral, gang members fidgeted in the pews, staring back at Lyons with hostile disinterest.

"I'm feeling awkward because I realize I'm speaking into another world," he said. "And yet I know the message I have is the one they need."

At the cemetery, as snow fell on gravestones and a bitter wind blew through naked trees, five men surrounded a sixth and began beating him before the coffin could be hauled out of the hearse.

Lyons jumped in.

"Don't do this," he said.

The beating stopped, but there was grumbling.

"We'll take this back to the 'hood," one man muttered.

Lyons exploded.

"Take it back to the 'hood?" he said. "You'll be right back here."

On Lyons' turf, the shady, quiet streets are deceptively cruel. One Sunday afternoon, Lyons shined his shoes for the evening service, pressed his pants and turned on the news to discover that a 3-year-old boy had been shot to death while riding his tricycle on the sidewalk.

"Whooaa," the preacher whispered. "I know that block."

Half an hour later, the phone rang.

"That baby that got shot is my nephew," Alice Brandy said. "Can you come to the hospital?"

