HALF-A-LUNG, HALF-A-LUNG, HALF-A-LUNG ONWARD!

So these are some of the blessings of living with an incurable disease:

I can’t run.  (Not the blessing, of course, but one of its conditions.)  I can scarcely walk unless I drag behind me a canister of oxygen, plug my nostrils with its plastic nozzles, and puff like the engine that could.  An old man's advantage:  I can use the canister’s frame as a leaning cane.  (Prop me up, O Lord, in all my leaning places.)  I must give other, younger citizens the impression of a debilitated old man thinking old, debilitated thoughts.  

But one accommodates, you know.  It's no great trick to exchange a past pleasure for a present one.  When I go step-stepping across Valparaiso’s campus, undergraduates breeze by me and grant me the genuine pleasure of observation.  What I am not, they are.  What I cannot, they can.  They have flashing heels.  They have legs and long bodies carelessly athletic.  The degree of my pleasure is precisely the degree of the difference between my slowness and their easy speed.  Poor lungs and slow time have lifted me to a high spiritual vantage.  Behold the beauty of human joints and muscles and the framework of human bones.  The students breathe and walk and talk (cell phones!) and laugh and wave their arms all unconsciously.  I am the conscious one.  I delight in their proportion, their easy motion, the marvel of their unapologetic, long, elastic skin.

Perhaps dirty old men are nothing more than observant old men, smiling in the smiles of the youth who are mostly oblivious of their own smilings.


My brother is a tri-athlete.  He stands 6’3”, weighs 202 pounds, and is my junior by a mere 18 months.  You should see the man’s calves and the bulge of them.  Mine are chancel candlesticks.  O worship the God who oils a racer’s knees and blows breath across the flowering fields of his lungs.  I have become a connoisseur.

And then there is this blessing:


Thanne and I have never, never before, experienced such trust and affection for one another.  I am home.  Well, yes:  I continue to write some 6 to 8 hours a day.  I garden.  I’m able—for necessary dollars—to travel and lecture (though not by plane; I’m restricted to railroads and cars).  But my real focus is homeward.  My soul is at home.  And before my wife my countenance shines with the peace of it all.  In my case, the nearness of death has relieved me of the need to strive toward goals and triumphs.  No need to prove myself.  I walk a level plain.  Today is today.  Tomorrow will come.  And though I continue to plan activities well in advance, living doesn’t depend on their accomplishment, nor would any of them define me.  I am already defined.  Today is today.  Tomorrow is enough.  Why, then, wouldn’t I spend the fullness of myself upon our present relationship, Thanne’s and mine?  We aren't waiting for some break-through, some higher level of love, a grand vacation, travel, another grandkid (as if).  Nor are we desperate to do now before death all that we haven't done before.  We are.  It is enough.

And a lesser blessing, regarding my writing:  

Previously I always felt driven to write and publish.  I'd rush a manuscript to the publisher.  Hurry. hurry, fool!  Finish this project!—in order to rush to the next.  Writing was always my second profession while the others (ministry, teaching) was for the money—always performed in and for the public.  So I'd feel apologetic when I stole time to write from my public contracts.  Moreover (my teutonic heritage?) to sit and do nothing made me anxious.  Don't waste time:  produce.  So it would aggravate me to come upon some knot in a novel.  

But now Time, rather than diminishing, has grown expansive.  I can solve problems as slowly and as fully as I please.  A problem is not a drudge; its solution is discovery, which discovery tastes as good as corn grown and plucked and shucked and eaten.

How fortunate I am that my disease is lingering and that death comes a-creeping.  A quick death would cancel this next blessing:  that slow time grants me the opportunity to realize a quality of my faith I had not known before.  “Quality”—not necessarily its “strength.”  Believing is trust.  Believing is a relationship whose weave is too complex to be calculated by “strength” alone.  And I confess that I don’t altogether understand what “strength of faith” means in various mouths.  Maybe it wants to reduce death to one thing alone:  an enemy to be battled and conquered.  Yes, many a believer may rest in the arms of a present Savior.  On the other hand, one’s faith may exist and may sustain him even when (especially when?) there isn’t a scrap of evidence that God exists at all.  There:  even under such conditions as that, the quality of the dying Christian's faith is revealed. 

And here’s a further blessing granted by the length of my dying:  I’m given the opportunity to act as a witness to Christ and his dying, to Christ and his rising again.  When death is imminent; when the cause of it is already busy in one’s body (or when the cause has been initiated by powers political or prejudicial, condemning the believer to death); and when one becomes aware of the cause and the imminence—from that point until the end, the dying itself may be a witness.  


Who can count the ways by which the faithful manifest the radical reversals effected by Jesus’s death on the cross?  Many and many and more than I can know.  But one way has been clear and certain ever since the apostles lived and preached:  it is how they died.  It is how we die.  So significant were the martyrs (those who made a “witness” by the way they died) that stories were recorded of them and their memories marked by days of the year.  But one needn’t die a violent death in order to be a witness.  No matter the cause, it’s how we each live our own particular dyings that manifests faith and the signs of Christ.  Before a thousand cures were R-and-D'd and before the presumptions that lives need not die, the devout spent as much attention on Holy Dying as they did on Holy Living.  We needn’t reach all the way back to the early church in order to find Christians preparing to make a holy witness by the ways they die.  What was, is. 

One more thought:  our witness to and of the crucified Christ need not be made in public.  It is the "how" that reveals faith, not an audience to measure it.  However private (in the company of a few who love us?) it nonetheless remains a spiritual event and thereby can infuse the world.  


Already once, when my cancer was first diagnosed, I had the opportunity to discover the quality of my faith.  It was a dear revelation and altogether a gift—both to have and to know such faith.  But I like Lazarus am granted a second go at it.  There:  that's a blessing worth grinning about.
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