By Scott Harrup Austin Haley boldly shared his faith in Christ.
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miracles
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there’s a buckle to the Bible

Belt, then Noble, Okla., is as
good a candidate as any. The town
of 5,500 in the southern reaches of
the Oklahoma City metroplex has
dozens of churches. But there are
still plenty of families with little or
no exposure to the gospel.

That fact disturbed Austin Haley,
a little evangelist now honored
by the Noble community with a
planned bronze statue downtown
and a splash pad at a local park.
Standing on the largest piece of
playground equipment at school,
he would gather an interested
group of children around him.

“I want to know here, who
knows Jesus and who has Him in
their heart?” he would ask.

One or two shy admissions
of “I’ve never heard about Je-
sus” would materialize from the
pre-K crowd. That was the cue
Austin needed.

“Well, let me tell you, Jesus loves
you. You need to get to know Him.
Jesus is the best superhero of all.”

Had local anti-religion activists
caught wind of the public school
outreach, there would have been
precious little they could do. Be-
cause Austin Haley was 4 years
old, his right to free expression on
his own playground among his
friends would be very difficult to
contest.

“He’d go everywhere with his
Bible,” says mom Renee Haley, 32.
“He wanted to carry two or three
to the mall, even though he didn’t
know how to read, and I’d have to
ask him to choose one. Then he’d
ask people at the mall, ‘Do you
know Jesus? Jesus loves you.” ”

The biblical record of the life of
Christ includes His well-known
analogy between fishing and evan-
gelism. “Come, follow me ... and
I will make you fishers of men”
(Matthew 4:19; Mark 1:17, NIV).

So perhaps it is only natural that
Austin, by now 5, felt so comfort-
able on the lakeside dock near his
home fishing with family. On Aug.
3,2007, he’d plunked down a line
with his grandfather, Jack Tracy,
great-grandfather, Jim Gillum, and
little brother, Dalton. Then the un-
thinkable happened.

Shots were fired from an adjoin-
ing property. One bullet hit the
water near the fishing dock. A sec-
ond struck Austin in the head. His
grandfather later told reporters he
thought the family was under at-
tack. He picked up Austin’s lifeless
body, grabbed Dalton’s hand and
rushed to the family home about
200 yards away.

“No words can describe how
Jack and I felt viewing his little
body,” Renee says.

Austin was rushed to the Nor-
man hospital, about 10 miles away,
but was declared dead on arrival.

Austin’s death was not the result
of aggression, the family learned
three hours later, but of unbeliev-
able negligence. Two Noble police
officers had been called to remove
a snake hanging from a neighbor’s
birdhouse. After trying to dislodge
the snake with the handle of a
hoe, the officers decided to shoot
the reptile. The second shot at the
snake resulted in Austin’s death.

“When Austin was born, he was
a miracle,” Jack Haley, 38, says,

his voice breaking with emotion.
“We had tried a year and a half to
have a child and were told it would
be hard to have children. But we
believed we’d eventually have a
baby. Austin was the perfect child
for us. I really lived through him.”

Another miracle came with the
birth of brother Dalton two years
later. Austin and Dalton were ex-
tremely close, and Dalton has con-
tinued to grieve from the loss of his
brother. He later told his parents he
saw Austin carried to heaven in the
arms of Jesus.

Austin’s death became an ironic
fulfillment of one of his father’s
worst nightmares. Jack had lost his
father and brother when he was
almost 5, and had always feared he
would die and leave his wife and
children in need.
Now, Austin at the
age of 5 was taken
from them.

“The grief comes
in waves for me,”
Renee says. “Some-
times the waves are
small, other times,
huge. But God is
always larger than
those waves. He al-
ways sends peace. When the griev-
ing is too hard for us to bear, He
always gives us peace that passes
all understanding.”

One source of that peace is
Renee’s treasured memory of her
final night praying with Austin at
bedtime. On the night of Aug. 2,
at Austin’s bedside, Renee listened
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to her son pray for God to heal his
grandfather. Jack Tracy had been ill
with a liver disease. When Austin
was finished, he turned to Renee.

“I want to pray for you too,
Mama,” he said. “I want God to
heal your body, so we can have an-
other baby in our home,” he stated
with great faith.

After Dalton’s birth, Renee had
suffered severe side effects from a
later miscarriage. For a year, her
health was battered. Austin’s re-
quest seemed very perceptive, and
Renee wondered if God would use
Austin to prepare her and Jack for
another blessing in their home.

In the months since Austin’s
death, Jack Tracy’s liver enzyme
levels have been completely nor-
mal. And Renee Haley believes
she is holding the
answer to Austin’s
prayer for her.

Just over nine
months after Aus-
tin’s death, Jack and
Renee welcomed
the birth of Gabriel
Jeremiah Haley on
May 16, 2008. They
dedicated their son
at Noble Assembly
of God on Aug. 3,
the first anniver-
sary of his brother’s

death.

“We named him Gabriel because
that was Austin’s middle name,”
Renee says. “We named him Jer-
emiah after Austin’s favorite verse,
Jeremiah 17:7.”

“Blessed is the man who trusts
in the Lord, whose confidence is in
Him,” Jack quotes.

“I will always remember Austin
and how he stood and quoted
verses at church on Sunday eve-
nings,” says Noble Assembly’s
Pastor Steve Lance. “He was a
little preacher, and to the glory and
praise of God, his life and love for
the Lord is still preaching today.”

Jack and Renee discovered
through word of mouth and e-mail
reports at least 70 people have
made decisions for Christ upon
hearing of Austin’s life and death.
Perhaps the largest group at any
one time were the 15 inmates who
accepted Christ when a fellow pris-
oner shared Austin’s story.

The Haleys still grieve from Aus-
tin’s loss but are grateful for the
people who have given their hearts
to God through hearing of the trag-
edy. This Thanksgiving, Jack and
Renee continue to offer thanks for
the five years they had with their
son and the ever-widening influ-
ence of his brief life.
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