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Grace is God’s free, unmerited kindness. It is also a bag of cucumbers, a visit from three Amish
men in simple clothes, and over 500 compassionate cards sent to the parents of a man in jail
on murder charges. Grace can be received or refused, but either way, the fragrance of the offering
touches the world with the scent of the Divine. Such is the theme of Beechdale Road, a true story
written by Megan Shertzer and Tim Rogers.

This book is not one of lurid details on how Justo Smoker kidnapped and then murdered Linda
Stultzfoos of Bird-in-Hand, Pennsylvania, on Sunday, June 21, 2020. Nor will you find within
these pages many facts of the confession or the trial that led to Justo’s life-sentencing without hope
of parole. These pages are for the telling of the story from the very personal perspective of Justo’s
brother-in-law, Tim, and his niece, Megan. Together, this father and daughter bring the
perspectives of two people who loved Justo, who never suspected he could commit such a heinous
crime, and who were suddenly caught up in a horrible drama through familial ties.

When a member of your family is involved with a crime, you may expect a visit from the FBIL
You can expect shame, anxiety, and guilt, even when you have done no harm yourself. What you
don’t expect is an outpouring of compassion, mercy, and grace. One of the first encounters that
Tim had with anyone after the arrest was with an Amish neighbor. The woman offered a bouquet
of flowers, a bag of cucumbers, and kind words. “There is hope. God will take care of you™ (16).
The woman knew this firsthand. She had been the teacher at a one-room Amish schoolhouse in
Nickel Mines fourteen years earlier when a gunman entered and shot ten girls, killing five.

The cucumbers were only the beginning. On another occasion, three Amishmen came from
Linda’s parents to express love to Justo’s parents and extended family. At this meeting, the
Smokers felt the uncomfortable weight of grace. “Weren’t we the ones who should work our way
back into their good graces? Weren’t we the offenders in this case?” (27). No, from the Amish’s
perspective, it wasn’t their fault, and there was no need for apologies. This is an act of mercy.

One of the things that touched Megan deeply was when Linda’s four closest friends initiated a
friendship with her. They even held a birthday party for Megan, serving kabobs and meadow tea
alongside gifts of laughter and camaraderie. Linda’s friends would never celebrate another
birthday with her, but by celebrating Megan’s, they were choosing to honor and love someone else
rather than sit in bitterness. This is a feat of compassion.
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On another noteworthy occasion, a group of Amish youth sang for the Smokers in their home.
The hymns, sung in both English and Pennsylvania Dutch (a High German dialect spoken by many
Amish), were a balm to the vocalists and the listeners alike. However, it also caused discomfort
for Megan. A member of her family had taken a life from the very people singing in her backyard,
and there was not a single thing she or anyone else could do to right this wrong or bring Linda
back. This painful, awkward situation was a reminder to Megan and her family that they were
seeing parallels between the choice of the Amish community and God’s relationship with us—a gift
offered with nothing expected in return. This is a deed of grace.

The Amish community’s response to tragedy and loss astonished the Smokers, who were also
believers but did not practice the same faith in their day-to-day lives. The love they received gave
them permission to process their pain and work through the dichotomy of the person they had
known Justo to be—a fun-loving uncle and brother-in-law—but also the person who would take
someone’s life.

As I read the book, I couldn’t help but think, “The Amish didn’t have to do that.” They did not
have to initiate relationships with the Smokers. It was not a requisite for the youth group to gather
at the Smoker’s home and sing for them. Linda’s grieving friends were not required to have a
birthday party for Megan. The Stultsfoos family certainly was not expected to invite some of the
Smokers to attend the wake once Linda’s body had been recovered. Surely, these generous acts
came at a price, and it would have been much cheaper to sit at home and keep the cucumbers,
hymns, and postage stamps to themselves. However, herein lies the crux of the matter: the Amish
were not willing to live by a frugal faith. They believed in God’s justice, in the need for
forgiveness, and in the living hope that while Linda’s earthly body had been robbed of life and a
future, she was yet alive and with God. This belief compelled them to act expansively and
expensively. Yes, it cost them to forgive Justo and extend grace to his family, but the price of not
doing so was much higher.

The Amish have given us a humble, striking example of what it looks like to be clothed with
grace, mercy, and compassion. These actions look good with horse-drawn buggies, and they fit the
Amish well, just like their bonnets and broad-brimmed hats. However, if this book causes us only
to marvel at their good works while we carry on with our lives as before, then it has not done its
job. Instead, it should move us to look beyond the pages and pedestals and see people who are just
like you and me. The Stultfoos family, Linda’s friends, and the church community were all humans
who suffered terribly as a result of her premature death. They were humans with the same
propensity for anger, hatred, and bitterness that I have. Most importantly, they were humans who
chose the way of peace and the way of Christ, even at high cost. If we attribute their actions to a
culture, we do a disservice to their calling to follow the way of Christ and absolve ourselves of the
responsibility to do likewise.

Forgiveness and cucumbers are not just for the Amish. Rather, let it be said of anyone who has
encountered the Savior of the World that we, too, come hell or high water, would have the power
to walk down the same road of grace and find redemption at the end.
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