HEAVENLY
HUMOR

Kevin Frank blends faith and the funnies
in his new comic strip.

Orlando Sentinel

higher power

He puts
faith in
4 funny
panels

By MARK I. PINSKY
SENTINEL STAFF WRITER

For a century, newspaper
cartoonists have been drawing
on the divine for inspiration.

Most of the time, these are
innocuous gags about heaven
and hell, or embarrassing mo-
ments at church in cartoons
such as “Dennis the Menace”
and “Family Circus.”

Recently, some comic strips
have taken on a satirical edge,
such as Doug Marlette’s “Kud-
zu,” which features a buffoon-
ish preacher named Will B.
Dunn as a regular character.

Kevin Frank is taking a dis-
tinctly different path, with a
wry, gentle strip called “Heav-
en’s Love Thrift Shop.” The
Sunday-only strip, which de-
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WOW! WHERE DID YOU GET THE
HUGE DONATION OF FOGR, WILSON?
_—

FROM THAT HOITY-TGITY NEW
RESTAURANT 2OWNTOWN.

—

YUP. THEY GAVE US A
MONTH'S WORTH OF BREAD,

THAT WHOLE ATKINS BIET THING
I5 REALLY WORKING IN OUR
FAVOR, ISN'T IT?

ABSOLUTELY! AND IT LOOKS LIKE
SOME OF THESE 6UYS COULD USE
THE EXTRA CARBS, TOO! /

KING FEATURES SYNDICATE

‘Heaven's Love Thrift Shop' is a Sunday-only strip, which debuted last month in about 20 newspapers, mostly in small and middle-sized markets.

buted last month, is built
around a church (denomina-
tion not specified), and is syn-
dicated nationally by King
Features. It now appears in
about 20 papers, mostly in
smaller and middle-sized mar-
kets.

The strip’s three main char-
acters include the store’s di-
rector, its manager and one of
its workers, a recent, zealous
convert to Christianity. Pro-
ceeds from the shop go to sup-
port charitable work, such as
soup kitchens and homeless
shelters.

Frank, 43, began doing car-
toons for the church bulletin of
his rural, Mennonite congre-
gation near Peoria, Ill. For 15
years he lived and worked
with a national youth ministry,

Jesus People, USA, as a volun-
teer in homeless shelters and
soup kitchens, as well as thrift
stores. He now lives in Onta-
rio, Canada, with his wife and
three children. An evangelical,
Frank has a greater purpose in
mind for the strip.

“I do see it as a ministry,” he
says. “My simple goal is to re-
mind people there is a God,
and that God loves them. If I
can communicate that God
loves people in newspapers
across America, then I'll con-
sider it a success.”

King Features' editor Jay
Kennedy had wanted to
launch a Christian comic strip
for 10 years, he says, adding,
“Faith is a way a lot of people
define themselves.”

Frank'’s

supporters  are

hopeful, given the long odds
for survival, much less for suc-
cess. A similar attempt in the
early 2000s, “Wildwood,”
failed to develop a following
before being withdrawn by the
artist.

The Rev. Robert Short, au-
thor of The Gospel According
to Peanuts, and other books
about religion and comics,
likes Frank’s first few strips.

“What you have here is a
combination of two things that
are hard to find together,” he
says. “A very explicit expres-
sion of Christian faith and, at
the same time, it’s very funny.

“Usually when artists are
explicit about faith, it stops be-
ing funny. If it insists on being
funny, the faith takes a hit.
This strip seems to combine

these successfully. At the same
time, it comes off as hilarious,
not pious, not milquetoast, but
explicit in its expression of
faith. That's hard to find.”

Still, the artist recognizes
that his explicitly Christian
faith, as it is presented in the
strip, may be a barrier to some
readers — and to newspaper
editors.

“There is no doubt that the
word ‘Jesus’ has the potential
to offend somebody,” says
Frank, but it’s a risk he and the
syndicate are willing to take.
“You know in advance what
you're getting — it’s going to
say ‘Jesus.””

Mark I. Pinsky can be reached
at mpinsky@orlandosentinel.com
or 407-420-5589.



