How long, good friends?  How long since our last communication?

There is a reason why I've not written another cancer letter for something like three months now.  It would have accomplished no better purpose than to focus on varieties of pain without the authority or the urgency of an imminent death.  Eternity would not have understructured my thought, granting it the value of spaciousness.  Without these things, the letter would have descended into a self-centeredness that can invite nothing but pity--for we had absolutely no new information regarding the cancer's progression within me.  

The topic would have had to be, I hurt.  I hurt.
Actually, this past autumn has been one of my more difficult seasons:  an increasing restriction of the air capacity of my lungs, which necessitated my dragging oxygen canisters about with me; a dull, whack-like bruising adown my back and throughout my chest cavities; sharp crack-pains in my left hip and thigh which, at sudden assertions, could cause me to gasp; severe flu-like symptoms, sweats, chills, a loathing of food, muscles gone to punk, which (if I hadn't known of the cancer) would have kept me home from teaching.  And so forth.

Then, shortly before Thanksgiving, I had a series of tests:  four CT-scans, a pulmonary exam, blood work, a PET-scan.

When Thanne and I were driving the 20 miles to meet with our chemical oncologist (there to hear what my tests revealed) we discussed my funeral; her plans following my death; what to do with the writings of mine that had not yet been published.  I repeated a word which Jaroslav Pelikan uttered close to his own death:  If Christ is raised, nothing else matters.  If Christ is not raised, nothing matters.  We were convinced that the cancer had become more violently rabid, and that my only itinerary thereafter must be deathward.

So we sat down before the doctor, a young man, dark-haired, lean, earnest, attentive, new to us.  He asked about my general condition; began, then, to propound diagnoses of the pain; considered, next, medicines and procedures by which to respond--and then, off-handedly, in a passing subordinate clause, he noted that he saw in the tests no development of the tumors.  "Wait a minute.  What did you say?"  No:  the cancer is no worse than it was three months ago.  Well, then--what about this pain?  The doctor could not speak absolutely; yet he was clear that I have pneumonitis, the deterioration of my lung cells into mere fibrous tissue incapable of transferring oxygen into the blood.  This is a troublous side effect of radiology. It seems even now to be spreading.  And it acts within my body as a massy inflammation, causing a great many of the pains I described to him.  He prescribed, then, one or two drugs of elevated effectiveness (e.g. a morphine tablet)--but then suggested that I try (over the counter) ibuprofen.  He also said he'd restrict my use of oxygen, since it can exacerbate the pneumonitis.  "But I pant.  I huff and puff and my poor heart almost breaks for racing."  The doctor said that it wouldn't hurt my heart to pump--and the exercise could initiate a strengthening of my lungs as well....

Thanne and I sat in the car in the parking lot outside the clinic.  How to assimilate such knowledge?  She didn't start the engine.  We allowed long pauses between comments.  What then?--no funeral anytime soon?  And something I can do?  Oh, what a reversal of all our thinking.  Life.  I get to write more than I had thought I might.  Hum.  We need to let the children know.  What do you think, Thanne?  What do you think?

Listen:  ibuprofen works!  And I am causing my lungs almost to explode for the labors they must do to get me from the house to the writing studio.  

At Thanksgiving I finished a book regarding the Leave-Taking, the Journey, and the (possibilities of any true) Homecoming here on earth, hereafter in heaven.  It is entitled:  FATHER AND SON:  Finding Home.  It tells the story of my 36 years' relationship with our son Matthew, an exemplum of departures geographic and spiritual.  Topics as broad that this--the shape of our human lives, personal and social, mortal, celestial--no longer scare me; they have begun to demand me.

Now, you see, I can write you.  We've passed through an autumn of ignorance, a nighttime of bumping into hard things.  There is news.  Good news.

As I've written in these letters before, this cancer doesn't go away.  Thanne and I know that.  It may lie a long while quietly, a year, several years--but then it will surely return and reclaim my attentions, drawing me back to the experiences of this twelvemonth (it's been almost exactly a year, our having discovered the cancer on December 26, 2006).  I will live in the meantime.  The MeanTime is remarkably short.  I recognize that in all the fibers of my being, for it is all the fibers in my being which have communicated it to me.

All the fibers in my being.
Perhaps that phrase may touch upon my reasons for refusing to use the imagery of warfare when speaking of my cancer.  I have never construed my cancer as my enemy.  No, I do not judge others who do (thoughtfully) choose it, for whom "fighting" may be a helpful stance and attitude.  On the other hand I am critical of the media when, without genuine thought or analysis, it routinely declares in its death notices, that so-and-so died "after a long battle with cancer."  Why does it have to be a "battle"?  What:  are folks with cancer good fighters if they win?  Bad fighters, failing knights, if they lose?  Can they be heroic only in triumph?  It really isn't an issue of defeat or victory.  We are all going to die:  what a terrible, terribly total annihilation such language must make of our slaughters individual and wholesale, of our universal losses to sickness, disease and death. 

Why not use the imagery that acknowledges how one experiences dying?--how one behaves in the face of death?--what one has to offer those who stand by in love and relationship?  These have been forms of discussion very familiar in the church of the past.  Read Jeremy Taylor, HOLY LIVING and HOLY DYING.  Before sciences and the medical profession began (indirectly) to persuade us that cures could be possible for every disease we might diagnose, describe, explain and name; before commercials began to establish it as a principle that each affliction identified also had an antidote; before our society made "feeling good" an individual human right (setting at enmity anything that made us feel bad) we did not have so self-centered, so childish, so simplistic, so unavailing and purposeless a frame of reference for the experience of sickness-unto-death.

Why not use the imagery of the psalmists in the Hebrew Scriptures?  A human is his body or hers (note:  even my genitive language here supposes a possessor of the body, this possessor [a soul? a mind?] supposed to be the "real" person).  Never in isolation, the body/individual exists ever and only in relationships:  to elements of creation; to a people, a tribe, a family; to God.  Suffering a physical sickness, then, is to experience the effects of breakage in the body's significant relationships.  Sickness is not an enemy.  It is a rooster's crow, calling me to the truth of myself and to the precise condition of my relationships--God, society, nature.  Enemies?  The psalmist knows some.  Those who hate God.  Those people(s) who attack him--yes, and who hurt him in the attack, for wounding is distinguished from physical disease; but even human warfare and defeat (see the books of Joshua and Judges) are attributed to disobedience, our breaking of God's commandments, our breaking of the divine relationship.

For my own part, I recognize cancer cells as parts of me (of Walt, the body-soul continuum), tissue which is part of all my tissue--even as my children are a parts of our family (without whom the family itself would be something else).  They (whether cells or kids) become selfish, demanding more of the resources of the family (of the body) than other members can receive.  My children are not my enemy.  And my diseases, far from acting the foe, are profound initiators of spiritual clarity, devout meditation, a faithful (a peaceful!) seeking after God, praying, shaping thanksgivings for Jesus's re-building of the relationship between God the Father and me.  And just this (the reconciliation Jesus effected between the All-Father and all children) becomes the object of my most careful contemplations.  And these contemplations themselves are made more patient and more mature by the disease and by the convictions of mortality which the disease infused in me.  

The cancer, you see? has accomplished a number of blessed things for me.  

But warfare, warfare, warfare has become for us so common a means to comprehend so many things:  war on poverty, war on terror; we battle the stats, for ratings, against competitors, for grades; we use the media as artillery by which to "get our message out," as opposed to getting ourselves into the shape the public requires; we fight (with huge "war chests") for victory in elections (and then hope that our fightin' words can simply be puffed away as meaningless once the war is over:  Bush, "I've been to the rodeo before"--how about a war on lying?)  I believe that the narrowness of our interpretive constructs reveals the narrowness of our minds.  More and more of our experiences are bounded by verbal armories and the scopes of battlefields.  We don't grow.  Rather than permitting the interruptions of our lives (like cancer) to enrich our lives, we impose old, familiar patterns of thought upon the experience, diminishing it.  Crushing it into a fine, flour-like consistency.  Nothing new.  Nothing to call us from our stiff, fixed assumptions into an ever newer light.

Thanne and I are so grateful that you have accompanied us all this way.  Were I to write these letters without others to receive them, they would lose dimension and resonance; but to write, as it were, before a chorus of ears and under a choir of minds grants me the sense of a surrounding congregation, even now, right now, typing to you.

As new news comes, I'll write again.

Well, and this thought occurs to me:  if you have a thought or question that might trigger my ears, my mind, could be I'd answer that.

Peace, good friends,

Walt

*    *    *
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