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Foreword

KAY WARREN


 




SOMETHING YELLOW, RED, AND BLACK moving extremely fast streaked past me and disappeared into a nearby oak tree.

“What was that?” I said aloud.

I was sitting in my backyard eating lunch in June of 2020. Like millions of other people, I was working from home, my whole life upended by the Covid pandemic. Instead of my customary travel for work—with its miles of walking or running through airport terminals, quick sprints for taxis or Uber rides, appointment after appointment—I was at home, hardly moving from the computer all day as I slowly became proficient at a previously unknown (to me) communication tool called Zoom. I recall feeling the angst of an unknown health future for myself, my family, my community, and my nation. My anxiety was high, dysregulated daily by the wild news of a world gone mad, political upheaval, and racial injustice, and physically aching to touch and hold my children and grandchildren, who could say hello only from their car as I stood on my porch. I was depressed and irritable and thoroughly out of sorts.

On that June day full of hazy sunlight, the flash of movement and color startled me. Had I really seen something?

The next day at lunchtime, I sat outside once more, the flash of colors forgotten. But there it was again! Only this time there were two flashes of yellow, red, and black—one went into the oak tree and the other into a nearby eucalyptus. I got up quickly from my chair and peered into the branches, seeking confirmation that I really had seen—what? Birds? But whatever it had been, it was gone.

The third day, I came to the backyard deliberately—eyes open, senses on alert, waiting for the flash of colors, hoping to see the mysterious creatures, certain they could only be birds.

They came.

Two gorgeous birds perched on a branch close enough for me to take in the pattern of their color and size; they even sang a bit of their song for me. And then they were gone—I had gotten too close.

A smile the size of Texas settled onto my face.

My heart started to pound with excitement.

I ran inside, grabbed my computer, and searched for “yellow, red, and black birds found in Orange County, California, in June.”

In seconds I had my answer: Western Tanagers, “common in summer from Alaska to Baja, California.”

Common in summer? How was that possible? I had lived in the same house for more than twenty-five years and I had never seen a Western Tanager. Where had they been?

Then I had my own flash. They had been there, coming every summer for who knows how many decades; I was the one who had not been there. I was at work. I was traveling. I was busy. I was blind and deaf to the magnificence of the Western Tanagers that visited annually, just I was blind and deaf to the Hooded Orioles, Black-headed Grosbeaks, White-crowned Sparrows, Lesser Goldfinches, House Finches, Red-shouldered Hawks, Northern Flickers, Anna’s and Allen’s Hummingbirds, Spotted Towhees, Bewick’s Wrens, California Scrub Jays, American Crows, Red-winged Blackbirds, Mourning Doves, Common Poorwills, Oak Titmice, Nuttall’s Woodpeckers, White-breasted Nuthatches, Great Horned Owls, and so many other common birds in the canyon where I live.

I was captivated.

I sat outside every day. Morning and night. On hard days when my whole body was angsty about the chaos all around me, I spent hours in a cheap chair I found forgotten in a corner of my yard.

I read everything on the internet I could find about Western Tanagers. My curiosity became insatiable. I wanted to know about all the birds my newly opened eyes saw in my backyard—the tiny birds with the crisscross pattern on their backs, the ones with red heads and breasts that sang such beautiful songs, the iridescent green hummingbirds that buzzed by my head like tiny airplanes on a bombing run. I started ordering bird books. Bird-identification charts. Bird jigsaw puzzles. Bird feeders. First one, then two, then three, then multiple hummingbird feeders. Then a birdbath. Then plants that encouraged hummingbirds to visit my yard. Birdseed by the giant bag, binoculars, birding apps, bird organization memberships. I found the local birding store and became a known customer.

What I noticed first about the changes in me—besides the almost ridiculous focus on birds—was what happened to my anxiety level.

Being with the birds in my yard had a remarkable effect on my inner agitation. Because I had to be calm to enter their space and entice them to visit the feeders, my movements slowed down, my voice silenced, my approach became gentle and light. Sitting almost motionless waiting for them to decide I wasn’t a threat forced my breathing to slow down as well, and after a few minutes my heartbeat slowed, my breathing evened out, and my body was at peace.

In the quiet of the corner of my yard, I could hear God’s voice better. I told him I was frightened. He told me he was with me. I told him I was angry at injustice. He told me he was too. I told him I thought the world might end. He told me he was still in control of history. I told him I was sorry I had been too busy for decades to receive the gift of beauty and peace that lay five feet from my backdoor. He told me it was all right; he had been patiently waiting for me and was eager to share his creations with me. I told him I loved him and was placing my hope in him. He told me I could trust him. I told him I was forever grateful for the splendor of the birds and how much pleasure they gave me. He told me they gave him pleasure, too. I told him I would meet him there every day for as long as I was able. He told me he and the birds would be there.

What started as a quick flash of movement and color morphed into a daily practice of being with God through his birds. Just writing those words brings tears to my eyes. Their physical beauty, silly antics (have you ever seen crows chasing hawks in a celestial game of tag?), territorial disputes, squawks, chatter, songs, trills, whistles, and hoots bring me endless delight and more smiles than this Eeyore knew was possible.

It seems perfectly appropriate that Courtney Ellis and I met on a social media platform loosely associated with birds!

In the spring of 2022, a mutual friend noticed Courtney’s tweets about #abirdfromthelord and tagged us both, knowing my fascination with birds. I wasn’t familiar with Courtney, but when I looked her up, I discovered that she was a young pastor in a church about five miles down the road! I sent her a DM, letting her know I was thrilled there was another crazy birder nearby and invited her to get coffee sometime. She instantly replied with a big yes! and within days, we were sitting in her backyard, drinking tea, sharing our favorite birding books, and telling each other some of the significant stories of our lives.

Since then, we’ve had several tea-drinking get-togethers that included laughter, tears, joy, the ups and downs of a life in ministry, and, of course, birds. Always birds. We have shared deeply about a life in ministry—she and her husband are pastors and my husband and I served at the same church for nearly forty-three years—but as interesting as ministry is, talking with Courtney about birds makes me giddy! In delight, our voices get louder, and we use our hands to talk as we compare birding notes and recently discovered bird trivia. We frequently text each other photos of birds we just spotted, as well as make bird jokes and puns. I cheered when her dream of seeing an owl in person was realized. She whooped and hollered when I encountered my first Hooded Oriole drinking from the hummingbird feeders. Wow, do we have fun!

Shortly after we met, Courtney’s beloved grandfather passed away, and our conversations broadened to include grief and mourning—she, her grandfather; me, my son who’d passed away several years earlier. Sharing grief with my new friend became a tender bond of affection.

This book is the equivalent of having tea with Courtney. She skillfully interweaves stories of her dearly loved grandfather with the traits and behaviors of the birds meant to teach us something about God’s nearness in our times of trouble and loss. Her writing is a beautiful reflection of her: witty, articulate, passionate, elegant, and rich in spiritual wisdom and insight. Come for the birds, stay for the lovely, comforting words—or come for the lovely, comforting words, stay for the birds. Either way, you won’t be disappointed.
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        You could do worse than to

        spend your days staring at blue jays.

        JULIE ZICKEFOOSE


      

    

  

  
    WHEN I FIRST BEGAN BIRDING, my husband, Daryl, regarded the entire enterprise with a kind of perplexed, gentle bewilderment. In our fourteen years of marriage and preceding five years of friendship-that-blossomed-into-dating, I’d never once mentioned birds. I never really even noticed them. Then, near the end of my thirties, as sudden and unexpected as a flash of lightning on a cloudless night, the birding began. I imagine this could be annoying.

    We’d be in the middle of a conversation, laying out ministry strategy or parenting logistics, sitting together with our coffee in the backyard, and I’d look up and gasp.

    “What?”

    “Oh my gosh, Daryl, it’s a kinglet. Ruby-crowned, I think. Just . . . hold that thought. I’m going to get my field guide.”

    He bore with the hiking and the bird-identification apps, the growing stack of birding books, and all the feeders I hung in the backyard. He bought me binoculars for Christmas and put our three kids to bed by himself night after night during the annual spring migrations with nary a complaint. Still, I suspect a small part of him thought I might be using the hobby as a convenient escape from the daily grind of domestic life. Surely a person who’d previously shown absolutely no interest in them couldn’t get that into birds.

    Then came a month of wildfires, the air near our Southern California home too choked with smoke for easy breathing, much less hikes into the hills. Our backyard birds sheltered, their songs clipped and short, their behavior agitated. My own mood darkened with the ominous orange sky that turned our neighborhood Martian, the fine ash that blanketed our cars. We plodded on together, air purifiers running on high in our bedrooms, outdoor activities canceled or moved inside. We did okay, Daryl and the kids and me, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was less than whole.

    “I see now that you need your birds,” Daryl told me. “I don’t understand why, but I see that you do.”

    I don’t always understand why, either. I never needed birds before. But now I do.
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    Birding is a switch that flips. Amateurs and ornithologists alike can point to a particular bird that turned the light on for them. We call it a “spark bird,” the bird that changes everything forever. It may not end up being a person’s favorite bird, or even a very noteworthy or beautiful or rare one, but it is a watershed. There is a before and an after, and nothing is the same ever again.

    “You have a phoebe!” my friend Michelle gestured to our backyard string lights, where a small black-and-white songbird perched, flicking its tail up and down. I studied the bird for a few moments, the tuft of black feathers atop its head, its bright black eyes and tiny black beak, its white front and quick, jerky movements. I didn’t yet know the words for most of what I was seeing—that the tuft of feathers was a crest, the bird itself a type of flycatcher. I didn’t know the importance of precision when describing a bird: the phoebe didn’t have a white front, it had a white belly. I didn’t know it was called a black phoebe, distinguishable in color and size from the eastern and Say’s varieties.

    What I did know, in those very first moments, was that this little bird had unexpectedly captivated me. For a moment the volume turned down on my shouting to-do list and clamoring young children and creaky house projects and pinging work emails, and it was just me and this bird. A moment in time. A breath. Delight.

    In that moment, I looked up.
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    Birds are invisible to us, until they aren’t. Or perhaps they aren’t invisible, not exactly. They are simply a background to the rest of life, the more immediate, louder bits. Perhaps we remember the gull that stole our cookie or the swans that paddled across a lake we frequented as children. Maybe we watched pigeons from our apartment window or fed leftover lunch crumbs to sparrows on our school playground. But mostly birds were not really a thing.

    And then, one day, out of nowhere, the spark.

    Perhaps you have a spark bird of your own, a Great Egret or Black Rail or Indigo Bunting, a tall, spindly flamingo or a tiny, buzzy hummingbird. Maybe you’re contemplating putting this book down because you were expecting to read about hope and grief and here I am, yammering on about birds, which is not what you signed up for. But here’s the thing: illumination is inscribed on every page of creation. “Chanting aloft in the pine-tops,” wrote the poet Robert Service, “The wind has a lesson to teach.”1

    In his first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul writes that “we do not grieve” like those “who have no hope” for “we believe that Jesus died and rose again.”2 These holy reminders come to us through Scripture, but that is not their only place of speech. The natural world pulses with the heartbeat of God, and birds are a unique avenue into this understanding.

    Look at the birds, Jesus tells the crowds up on the mountainside, and one by one, the people look up.3 And Jesus begins to show each soul its dignity and value and worth.

    In the book of Exodus, Moses is hard at work herding his father-in-law Jethro’s sheep.4 Anyone who has worked for an in-law knows that the pressure is on to do the job well. As Moses and his sheep meander through the wilderness, Moses’ eyes are tuned, on the lookout for pitfalls and predators. He’s hoping to spot a lush patch of grass or two, when his attention is diverted by a strange sight.

    There, over in the chaparral, is a bush aflame. Small fires are not unusual in this parched land of heat and scrub, but Moses is drawn closer by a realization: this bush is burning, yet it is not consumed. The fire does not spread, nor does it go out. It burns and burns and burns.

    Take off your shoes, comes a voice, for the ground upon which you stand is holy.

    There is a before and an after. There is a spark and a burning. In this moment, Moses is set upon a path from which he will never return, a journey that will have its end decades beyond and hundreds of miles away from this small patch of holy ground.

    Rare are the moments in our lives where we can point to a before and an after. There are graduations and marriages and births, accidents and illnesses and deaths, but mostly there are long strings of ordinary days, one after the other after the other. We wake and sleep, we eat and work, we play and rest. Everything is pretty much the same, until it isn’t.

    After the burning bush, Moses will face months of wrangling with the great Pharaoh of Egypt. There will be a pillar of cloud and a pillar of fire and a miraculous crossing of the Red Sea. This will be followed by decades of wandering in the wilderness. A few transcendent moments will give way to forty years of slogging obedience.

    Yet God will plant reminders of his presence along this arduous journey. Bread from heaven. Water from a stone. Quail to nourish the body. God will speak to Moses. God will appear to him. God will continue to guide. Even in the slog, there is hope.

    Many years before Moses, God pulled Abraham from his tents in the dead of night and called him to the edge of his camp.5

    Look up, God told Abraham. Look at the stars.

    In the Gospels, Jesus sees the fear and anxiety of the crowds and points them heavenward, too.

    Look at the birds, says Jesus. Are not you worth more than many sparrows?

    Every year or so Daryl and the kids and I take a whale watching tour from a marina near our home. Inevitably, a tourist or two will get seasick, even in calm waters. Then the captain will tell them to keep their eyes on the horizon. It’s turned into a spiritual metaphor for me: the boat will go up and down, up and down, up and down our whole life long, but if we keep our eyes up, we can catch a glimpse of salvation.
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    I’m not a professional birder, or even an impressive amateur one. I feel the need to mention this at the outset because I’m no ornithologist or biologist or expert in the ways of the avian world. This will not be a field guide to the birds of Southern California or an extensive exploration of ecology or even a Big Year type chronicle of the species I’ve encountered. At least one chapter will describe a bird I’ve never even seen in person. My only qualifications for the birdy parts of this book are a deep fascination with all things avian and an even deeper love. I love birds.

    Why? Because birds are amazing. Their biodiversity alone astonishes. There are hummingbirds that can perch on a strand of hair and pigeons the size of turkeys and cassowaries that could kill an adult man with a kick. Birds come in every color imaginable: black and white, pink and blue, iridescent greens and purples, translucent silver, spotted red. There are birds that can hear sound where we only recognize silence and birds whose songs are so complex they cannot be parsed by the human ear. There are birds that thrive in temperatures that would quickly freeze or practically cook a human. There are birds that clean up the dead. Some birds can mimic human voices; others sing hundreds of unique songs. Exquisitely beautiful birds give image to the Platonic ideal of perfection, while others look doodled by toddlers. (Who thought to place the eye of a Wilson’s Snipe there?) There are birds with twelve-foot wingspans and at least one species without wings at all. (To be fair, that one has been extinct for over five hundred years. Poor Moa.) While the world’s loudest bird can match the decibel level of a jet engine, the quietest one flies so softly its wingbeats are imperceptible to all but our most sophisticated microphones.

    Even the names of birds are a delight: Fairy Wren, Elf Owl, Diabolical Nightjar, Bananaquit, Honeycreeper, Handsome Fruit-eater, Cinnamon Teal, Predicted Antwren, Spectacled Tyrant. Their collectives get even better: it’s a drumming of grouse, a kettle of hawks, a lamentation of swans, a gatling of woodpeckers. Penguins come in huddles. Ravens? Conspiracies. Swallows? A gulp, of course. If you get tired of a squabble of gulls, you may be ready for a charm of finches. If a scream of swifts isn’t your thing, perhaps I could interest you in a scold of jays instead?

    Beyond the etymological pleasures, much of the culture itself around birding is a joy. I love the gentle nerdiness of so many bird people, their pocket-covered pants, their silly hats, their sturdy shoes, their nicknamed binoculars. (These are “bins,” for those of you who are uninitiated.) I love the intense, competitive birders and the whispering introverts. I love the casual birders and the obsessives, too. I love birding’s codes of ethics and ecotourism, its whimsy and wonder, its Bird of the Year, its conferences and conventions.

    Beyond all of this, and perhaps most importantly, I love that birding itself is an exercise in delight, wonder, and gratitude. It teaches me to pay attention, and attention, I think, is at the very heart of what it means to be a person. What it means to extend and receive love. The more I fall in love with birds, the more I grow to love the whole of creation, standing in awe of the one who spun it all into being.

    Maybe birds aren’t your jam. That’s okay. You can pay loving attention to whatever it is that allures you—a soul-bending jazz lick or the frost on your ski goggles or the artful crackles in a warm sourdough boule. Maybe it’s children or grandchildren or rose bushes or nuclear physics or lacrosse or knitting or choir or finding the perfect skipping stone at every beach you encounter.

    This story is about birds, yes, but even more than that it is about paying attention to grief as an avenue toward hope. The birds are secondary, in a way. They are my spark, but they need not be yours. What they offer to us is a particular window into what it means to be human: that to be alive is to grieve. To keep being alive is to hope.

    To do either is to follow Wendell Berry’s sage advice of continuing to be joyful, though we’ve considered all the facts. That is the heart of looking up.
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    It was the poet Mary Oliver who wrote that much of the task of being human is to pay attention, be amazed, and share about it. Fascination and curiosity are spiritual practices. Early in my parenting, my mother—an amateur artist—taught me to invite my children to tell me about their artwork rather than asking them, “What is it?” or worse yet, guessing. Nothing deflates a child like an adult saying, “Oh, what a beautiful dog!” when, in fact, the child has drawn Santa Claus.

    The Psalms are a wonderful companion for learning this type of curiosity. We want prescription and command, do this and don’t do that. We want a label beneath the drawing saying, “This is Santa Claus, not a dog.” But the Psalms are metaphor and mystery, emotion and image, poetry and prayer. We can’t kill them and pin them to a card, like Eustace Clarence Scrubb’s beetles. They live and breathe and unsettle us. This is good. God intends it.

    In his poem “What I Wish You’d Heard,” David Wright describes his angst as a college professor when he tells his students to choose research topics they can live with for ten weeks.

    
      They chose the way we all do

      the most for the least

      Plastic bottles marked SODA

    

    What he wants is to go back in time and tell them a different story:

    
      Choose something you would hate

      That will wake you up like a root beneath your sleeping bag

      when you pitched your tent at the most breathtaking spot,

      not the flattest6

    

    We think we need answers, clarity, ease, comfort. Yet God is so often that root beneath our sleeping bag, waking us with an ache. Inviting us to look up.
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    Take a moment and look out a window. If you wait for a few moments, you’re likely to see a bird (unless you’re reading this on an airplane). What do you notice about it? Don’t tell me it’s just a pigeon or a sparrow or a crow. Don’t discount a Canada Goose. Watch it. Look at it. See it.

    There. You’re a birder.

    You can go as far down that path as you like—nearly everyone looks dorkishly dapper in a khaki vest—but really, birding is as straightforward as breathing. People can make it competitive or joyless, as they can most anything, but at its heart, birding is simply paying attention, holding still, and opening up to the wonder of natural spaces. It’s cultivating mindfulness around creation. It’s being present, right where we are, with what God has placed before us. Rowan Williams describes contemplative prayer as practicing awareness, “a little bit like that of a bird watcher.” He continues: “The experienced bird watcher, sitting still, poised, alert, not tense or fussy, knows that this is the kind of place where something extraordinary suddenly bursts into view.”7

    To me, birding is a spiritual practice. After all, as Williams describes, awareness is at the heart of all contemplative practice. I find that birding tethers me to vital rhythms in the tending of my soul, to prayer and the study of Scripture and the love of neighbor alongside the care of creation. It helps uncouple me from legalism and performance—I can tally the birds I see like I used to mark down the passages of Scripture I read and studied, but unlike a book I can pull down from my shelf whenever I please, each bird that enters my gaze is here for a finite length of time, unpredictable and fleeting, a transient gift of delight.

    To bird is to learn how to wait in stillness. To bird is to learn how to see.

    Our church has a little prayer garden behind one of our worship spaces, pebbled pavers winding their way around lavender plants and ornamental grasses and a stone cross. One year, on Good Friday, I stood there watching the sun set, taking a moment in stillness before leading evening worship and—I’ll just be honest—introverting after a long week of hectic ministry. In the golden beams of twilight, I watched a Mourning Dove alight on the cross, its pink feet curled over the edge, its feathers smooth and pale. I wondered what birds witnessed Jesus in the garden on the night he was betrayed.

    As I watched the dove—a symbol of peace and baptism and the power of the Holy Spirit—it suddenly hit me how little I really knew. There I was, one person among billions, standing in a California garden, dressed in a black robe and preparing to testify to wisdom from beyond the grave that had been handed down in ancient texts written in foreign tongues. I realized at that moment I had nothing of my own to offer—I could not possibly be clever enough or charismatic enough or competent enough to convince anyone of anything. Horror and then fear and then blessed relief washed over me. I was not up to the task because the task was not humanly possible. God would have to show up and teach all of us how to see.
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    The older I get, the more I can see the wisdom of my elders. As a teenager I already knew everything. (Most teenagers do.) The words of my parents and grandparents washed over me like water off a duck’s back—constantly there, but never soaking in.

    My maternal grandparents lived less than an hour away from the northern Wisconsin town in which my sisters and I were raised. Most weeks we’d see them at least once—they’d bring us chocolate-frosted cake donuts from the green-roofed bakery just off the highway and we’d eat them on stools around the breakfast table, or else we’d drive over to their little lake house for dinner, winding down their gravel road with our mouths watering in readiness for the chicken and baked potatoes Grandpa cooked on his old charcoal grill.

    My grandfather strung feeders across their backyard, waging war with the gray squirrels intent on stealing the seeds he intended for his chickadees and goldfinches.

    “We had an oriole yesterday,” he’d tell me. “I saw three robins.”

    “Mmm,” I’d respond, searching his shelves for Archie comics. “Cool.”

    My grandfather was a man of few words and fewer pleasantries. He made Calvin Coolidge look chatty. But he did love animals and would talk more about them than anything else.

    I recognize now what he was saying to me in his bird reports. A kind of deeper, subtler way of speaking. A language unrecognizable until a person has suffered a great deal.

    He was telling me he loved me.

    This book is my way of doing the same.
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Death

VULTURES


 





Maybe we get the endings we deserve.

Or maybe the endings we practice.

DANIEL NAYERI









ON SATURDAY, I LEARN THAT my grandfather has fallen and been taken to the emergency room by ambulance. I’m in California. He’s in Wisconsin. It’s three days before Holy Week—the busiest seven days in the church calendar. I’m a pastor. Our young children are on spring break; our senior pastor is out of town. Daryl—my husband and copastor—and I are already both rubbed raw with exhaustion.

But Grandpa is eighty-nine and I feel the scale beginning to tip toward eternity.
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Twenty-eight Turkey Vultures roost in the tree across the road from my house, hissing and squabbling on occasion, but most often sitting silent and still until it’s time for them to go to work. Then they lift, one after another, out of the shaggy branches with a scuffling of leaves and heavy wings that together sound like a sheaf of paper thrown down a staircase. They ride thermals into canyons between our home and the mountains beyond, their shiny red heads black against the glaring morning sun, flying silently as they scout out the dying and the dead.

Turkey Vultures are the least sentimental of birds. They have no syrinx—the usual avian voice box—with which to chirp or sing. Instead they grunt and wheeze, and that infrequently. They don’t build nests, preferring to lay their eggs on any flat and reasonably secure surface: a cave floor, the hollow of a tree, an outcropping of rock on the side of a cliff. Ungainly and awkward on the ground, they perch up high, resting until they are ready to tumble into launch, to search the underbrush, smelling for the gasses of decomposition, and then gliding down to their task.

A group of vultures is known as a committee if it’s found in a tree. On the ground, it’s a wake. Fitting, perhaps, as these huge, black-robed scavengers gather to pay their final respects to a deer, a rabbit, a wayward housecat. The clever, waxy skin of their heads and feet repel the bacteria of decaying flesh; their guts can handle rot that would cripple other predators. They’re the janitors of the bird world. And the priests.

[image: ]

I stand in solidarity with them in my own black robe, graveside in the harsh early morning or beating afternoon sun—there’s rarely anything else here in Southern California—reading the liturgy we Presbyterians recite over the dead, words spoken over their bodies but intended, really, as comfort for the living. There is power simply in speaking truth, in forming words that give witness to reality.

We read from Job: I know that my redeemer lives.1

Or from John: I am the resurrection and the life.2

Or, when I am given the responsibility to choose the Scripture, because sometimes a grieving family simply can’t face one more decision, I read from Revelation: Do not be afraid, I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One. I was dead, and now look, I am alive forever and ever!3

For a brief time after seminary, I trained as a hospice chaplain. It was well-intentioned but doomed from the start: I was too young and unseasoned for hospice, not yet prepared to sit for hours with the dying, to bear witness to their regret or despair or acceptance or fury. The pastorate moves through the full spectrum of human experience—funerals, yes, but also baptisms and weddings, committee meetings and kickball games and conversations over coffee. Hospice was all death all the time, and I wasn’t yet ready for even one. I’d come home from work, sit on the hand-me-down sofa in our half of a tiny duplex, and weep over the injustice of death itself.

“It just isn’t right,” I’d tell Daryl, mind-blown by mortality. Still, the few months I lasted continue to prove invaluable. My very first week of training, my supervisor told me repeatedly to use the word dead.

“People don’t expire,” she said. “That’s milk. They don’t pass on or away like a ship on the ocean. They didn’t get lost, because we won’t find them. They die.”

Death unmoors us. We do not want to speak of it and yet, when it comes to our door, euphemisms grant no comfort. We must speak of what is.

This morning one of the vultures—male or female, it’s almost impossible to tell—perches on the peak of our neighbor’s roof. At such close range, only ten feet or so from where I sit, I am stunned by its massive wingspan as it unfolds to the sun. Adult vultures’ wings can reach seventy-two inches tip to tip, six entire feet of hollow bones and glossy feathers. From this horaltic pose, the vulture dries the dew from its wings, warms its body, and bakes off any lingering pathogens from yesterday’s meal. Vultures know instinctively what it took humans centuries to discover—sunlight is a remarkable disinfectant. The vulture shifts its stance, fixing me with a glittering black eye, judging my worth as predator or meal, and then, deciding I am unworthy of fear or feast, turns its attention back to surveying the neighborhood.

There’s something startling about a bird bold enough to look you in the eye, primeval as a dinosaur, wild as a lion. These twenty-eight have chosen my suburban street as their home. Out of an estimated eighteen million turkey vultures in North America, I share my space with this particular score, who live and feed and preen and sleep a stone’s throw from where I do the same.
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The vultures didn’t always live here. Years ago, before the pandemic, beloved neighbors across the street told us with tears that they were moving away to a farm in Iowa to raise their family in wilder spaces. In the weeks before they left, our three children—Lincoln, Wilson, and Felicity—and their six mourned through play: the last fort, the last game of Monopoly, the last street-bobsled-made-from-a-wagon races. Then, just days before their van pulled away for the final time, the vultures descended.

“Twenty-eight of them!” one of their middle children, nine-year-old David, told us, binoculars in hand. We discussed whether or not the sign was an ominous one—superstition and myth and metaphor mixing with Catholic and Protestant faith.

Now, years later, I find the vultures a strange comfort. A reminder of the work I’m called to do: bearing witness. Cleaning up.

Those who go into ministry for glamour don’t last long. Eugene Peterson wrote that “when it comes to doing something about what is wrong in the world, Jesus is best known for his fondness for the minute, the invisible, the quiet, the slow—yeast, salt, seeds, light. And manure.”4 Ministry is much less about fancy speeches and much more about sitting quietly with people in the ache of life. Sometimes it’s just shoveling crap. Other times it is funny in ways that maybe it shouldn’t be, but laughter and tears are such close cousins that either can provide a welcome release.

One summer afternoon, a church musician and I walked into the lobby of an assisted living facility prepared to hold a memorial service for a beloved parishioner. I carried a black folio filled with my usual notes—liturgy and prayers, a familiar psalm and a brief word of comfort and care. A few minutes before we were scheduled to begin, the facility’s activities director led us through a test of the sound system, the musician at the piano, me with a wireless microphone clipped to my blazer. We tried out the amplification—testing, one, two—and gave one another the nod.

I took my place in front of the gathered faces—friends and family and neighbors from down the hall, most in their eighties and nineties, acutely aware of their own mortality—and opened my folio.

“Hear now these words from Psalm twen—”

“We can’t hear you!” a voice rang out a few rows back.

I checked my microphone. The switch was on, its green light glowing. I tried again. Nothing. I looked over at Kathy; she tried a few words into her microphone at the piano. Nothing there, either. I raised an eyebrow to the activities director who was frantically plugging and unplugging cords but stopped long enough to shrug, the universal gesture for, “I don’t know, man, technology stinks sometimes.”

I cleared my throat. A sea of elderly people, the majority of them hard of hearing, watched me shift from foot to foot. I took a deep breath.

“HEAR NOW THESE WORDS FROM PSALM 23—”

“We can hear you!” my new friend from row three piped up again. “Keep going!”

I yelled that entire memorial service, except the hymns, which our musician belted from over at the piano in a glorious contralto. She and I avoided all eye contact, knowing that if laughter began to rise up, there’d be no stopping it. Only God’s grace and the two of us pretending to study the ceiling tiles averted disaster. Never have I ever felt so much like I was in a Saturday Night Live sketch.
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Vultures are darkly comedic birds. On the ground they lurch and hop. In trees they sit hunched, looking a little put off. They are the librarian when your book is overdue, the doctor when you won’t take your medication. They’re not mad; they’re just disappointed. No one puts a vulture on a greeting card unless it’s a joke—Heard you were sick! Don’t worry, we’ll wait! Owls are symbols of wisdom and bald eagles synonymous with patriotism. Vultures are the goofy, hooded harbingers of death.

Before he was a renowned birder, a preteen Noah Strycker dragged a rotting deer carcass to his backyard in an attempt to attract vultures. It worked, and he spent days sitting rapt under a tarp, watching them pick the animal clean in a very orderly fashion, starting with its eyes and gums. By the week’s end, a stripped skeleton was all that remained.

Without vultures and other scavengers, our fields and forests would steam with the stench of rotting meat. Vultures perform an essential service, quietly cleaning up the dead. We might shiver or shudder, call them creepy or macabre, but the fact is—we need these birds.

But vultures don’t make it easy for us to embrace them. They don’t sing. They’re too big to visit backyard feeders—and they wouldn’t find anything palatable there, anyway. Their plumage is simple and unadorned. Then there are their eyes.

“When you stare into the eyeball of a turkey vulture and it blinks its third eyelid . . . that is just unsettling,” Strycker told Ira Glass. “They are strange, strange animals. They just have this weird, very reptilian vibe.”5

This third eyelid is present in nearly all birds—and some reptiles and mammals as well—but it’s more visible in larger species due to their bigger eye size. Called a nictitating membrane, it helps shield and moisten the eyeball. Raptors and scavengers also use it to protect their eyes from scratches and injuries when capturing or devouring prey. Seen up close, it’s almost alien. We expect animals to blink as we do—the upper eyelid coming down like a window blind. But nictitating membranes often blink upward, a milky screen pulled from bottom to top like a magician’s curtain.

Nature regularly blurs the lines between beauty and mystery and comedy and horror. The end of life can do the same.
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“We just wanted to say,” the younger daughter whispered, squeezing my forearm, earnestly staring at me through a haze of tears and mascara, “that we would really prefer there be no clowns at mom’s funeral.”6

I nodded, slowly digesting the non sequitur. The three of us—the deceased woman’s two professionally dressed, middle-aged daughters and me, her brand-new, twenty-eight-year-old pastor—had left her deathbed only moments earlier. As we stood in the hospital corridor sharing a box of scratchy tissues, my mind filled with images of colorful, costumed bodies tumbling out of tiny cars.

“Absolutely no clowns,” the older daughter reiterated.

“I understand,” I said, nodding somberly.

Clergy remember their first funeral. In times of grief we all long for order, for a gravitas appropriately honoring the depth of our loss. It isn’t acceptable to flounder, no matter how green the clergy might be. In other words, it might be a pastor’s very first funeral, but it better not look like it.

Three months into my first pastorate, a little white clapboard church in Middle America’s soybean country, my heart shot through with adrenaline when a beloved matriarch succumbed after a long battle with cancer.

“She took her last breath just a moment ago,” her niece told me over the phone. “The whole family is at the hospital. Will you come?”

I left our church’s Lenten evening service in the hands of a few willing volunteers and hopped into my aging Toyota, driving through slush and snow, thankful I was already wearing somber colors and sensible shoes.

The hospital corridor, dim in the evening light, overflowed with children and stepchildren in their forties and fifties, some in tears, others tending grandchildren or making calls. The niece who’d phoned ushered me into the room.

“Pastor’s here,” she said. Those gathered turned as one, quickly falling silent.

I stepped to the head of the bed and laid a hand on the woman’s cooling forehead. Always touch the dead, the hospice chaplain had taught me. It lets the family know you aren’t afraid, that God is present here with them, even in death.

Death didn’t frighten me. What did was the specter of botching my first funeral. Determined to do God and this dear family a proper service, I led those who’d gathered around the bedside through the Lord’s Prayer. Half of the family stumbled over “debts and debtors,” and it was then I remembered the woman’s new husband—the man she married after being widowed a handful of years earlier—worshiped with the Methodists down the street.

As the nurse arrived to prepare the body, the rest of us regrouped in the hallway. It was then that the daughters pulled me aside to impress upon me the importance of banning clowns. I considered this new information as the coroner arrived. With the family’s permission, I accompanied the deceased woman to the elevator. People often have trouble leaving their loved one, the same chaplain had told me. If you walk beside the body on its way to the hearse, your presence can provide a lot of comfort.

At the end of the hallway, waiting for the elevator, the woman’s husband stopped me for a hug.

“We will need to talk about the funeral,” he said, leaning in so close I could hear the high-pitched whistle of his hearing aid. “It would be great if it could feature some clowning. It can be very dignified, you know.”

“I think I’m being hazed,” I told Daryl later that night.

“Was anyone laughing?” he asked.

“No. That’s what worries me.”

The next days brought a flurry of preparations—flowers and bulletins, calls to the funeral director and the organist and the volunteers who would arrange the luncheon in the church basement after the service. I met with a dozen or so members of the woman’s family, all of them soft-spoken, lifelong Midwesterners, each of them firmly choosing a side on whether or not the memorial service should involve circus performers.

The woman’s first husband had been a solemn and reserved farmer, working the land, the back of his neck creased and ruddy from years of driving a tractor through sunbaked fields. During her second marriage to the Methodist, she took up clowning, and her children patiently put up with their mother’s new hobby. It made her happy, and her new husband was a gentle and warmhearted man who seemed unaware of the stigma surrounding creepy clowns. But after her death, the rest of her family wanted to remember her as they knew her best—before all the face paint and cheap wigs.

I can’t say I blamed them. I don’t plan to die anytime soon, but I’ve already told Daryl that if he uses one of those schlocky funeral home poems at my memorial service, I’ll haunt him for the rest of his life.

“I don’t even believe in that sort of thing,” I told him. “But I will find a way.”

Caught in the middle, visions of my first funeral turning into Pennywise Goes to Church, I sought a compromise: we would set up a display in the side room of the sanctuary to feature her clowning, along with her other passions—photos of her family, her quilts, her paintings. The daughters nodded vigorously. The husband sighed.

The day before the service, a handful of the couple’s clowning friends dropped by my office. They didn’t show up in costume, but I could tell they were the clowns, each ill at ease in street clothes without the mask of makeup. That and one of them introduced himself to me as “Bobo.”

As we shuffled around the topics of death and grief, I expressed condolences along with words I never thought I’d need to say aloud in church: “No red noses at the funeral, please,” I said. “No floppy hats. Definitely no seltzer water in those spray bottle thingies.” The incognito clowns hung their heads. One drew a sad mouth over his own frown in the air with his fingers.

The day of the funeral arrived, dreary in the way Wisconsin becomes when it’s worn itself out with gray winter days but isn’t sure what to do next. I wore my new clerical collar. The daughters read eulogies. The husband’s hands trembled as he held the hymnbook, tears running down his cheeks. The clowns sat together near the back and behaved themselves—not a squirt bottle in sight.

“Thank you,” her husband said afterward, pulling me in for a hug.

“Thank you,” her younger daughter said. “She would have loved that.”

I went home both relieved and uncertain. Would she have loved it?

A month went by before I learned that her husband had held a second funeral service for her at the Methodist church a few days after ours. That one featured clowns. I heard it was very dignified.
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We are all grieving. Every last one of us. Many griefs are temporary or small—the ice cream cone that topples to the ground, the library book we hoped to check out that’s missing from the shelves, the party we weren’t invited to attend. A sigh, a roll of the eyes, perhaps a tear, and we’re on our way once again. Other griefs unmoor us forever—the death of a best friend or a spouse, the unthinkable death of a child. The grief of disillusionment, divorce, feeling unsafe or unseen at home. The grief of never knowing our father or mother or of living as a refugee.

Each of us carries myriad unseen griefs within us. We are a people of grief, marked by aches and wounds and loss and tragedy. Yet we exist within a culture that does not grieve well, one that experiences a great poverty of ritual and communal practice. We struggle to mourn collectively. We struggle to mourn individually. We are not typically tender to those fresh with grief or carrying the heaviness of complicated sorrow or even just taking a moment to sigh over the dropped ice cream cone, its cold sweetness pooling into the grass, its flavor so anticipated, so desired that we could almost already taste it soaking over our tongue.

I think often of a man in my childhood hometown whose wife yielded to a rapid, devouring cancer in midlife. He spent the next decade walking the streets as a shell, a ghost. He replaced the license plates on his car with new ones that read, simply, FATE IS.
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When I am called to the bedside of an ailing congregant, sometimes I don’t arrive before they die. People go out on their own terms at the end, often much more quickly or slowly than their doctors or spouses or nurses expect. Especially when death has been anticipated—the cancer’s returned or the lungs are failing or the heart has reached the end of its strength—people still, it seems, have agency in their final days and hours. They let go and accept death’s journey quickly while alone in their room, wanting to spare their spouse the anguish of watching the final moments. Or they hold on, waiting for spring, for an anniversary, for an estranged daughter or son to come and say goodbye. Daryl and I witnessed a beloved mentor stave off death against all medical odds until the Cubs won the World Series. People are themselves until the very end.

Grief shapes us. How we respond to grief shapes us, too. We may share it or stuff it down, navigate it or listen to it or welcome it or run from it, but none of us will escape its effects. Grief is like water in a cup, filled up to the brim—if we set that cup gently on a shelf, little by little the water will evaporate. There may be days we can take a sip or two and discover it isn’t all bitterness. Or we can pretend the cup is empty, pick it up carelessly, and watch it slosh all over everything while telling ourselves we aren’t all wet.

A few months into the pandemic, Daryl found me standing at the end of our driveway, tearing through the newspaper, a tornado of black and white pages sputtering across the sidewalk.

“There is no crossword,” I hissed, grabbing at the strewn mess, crumpling it into a giant ball and storming over to the recycling bin. “I needed the crossword.”

When I saw him stop midway down the front walk, kindness and concern etched in his face, my anger turned to hot tears that I dashed away with the back of my hand. I moved immediately to apology. How unseemly for one of the neighborhood pastors to be throwing newspapers around in her bathrobe on a Sunday morning! I told Daryl I didn’t know what had gotten into me, that maybe I needed a little more sleep or to go for a walk because it wasn’t like anything was actually wrong. We were living a white-collar quarantine. We were safe. Supplied. Healthy, for now.

I see now that I was grieving. We all were.

We all are.
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Dying opens up what mystics sometimes refer to as the thin places, narrow bands between heaven and earth where the barriers between the two realms become gauzy-fine, translucent. Near the end of life, people often hear and see things that no one else in the room does. They speak with invisible loved ones who died decades earlier, or they hear music when there is none, or they see animals in the room that we cannot see.

“Do you find them comforting?” a chaplain friend asked a dying woman who kept pointing out that there were chickens roosting on her hospital bed.

“Oh yes,” said the woman, who spent her girlhood on a farm. “I’ve missed the chickens so.”

People tend to die as they lived—petulant or magnanimous or peaceful or silly or stern. Some fight until the very last moment. Others order every detail far in advance. People go quietly, loudly, with acceptance, with anger. Occasionally they die midsentence, leaving their loved ones to play a frustrating game of Mad Libs until the eschaton. Sometimes people ask for unexpected things.

At one hospital, an elderly woman had been lying prone for days when she suddenly sat bolt upright in bed, looked her daughter in the eye, and demanded, “I want an iced tea, and not Snapple!”

“What did you do?” I asked.

“Well, we got her an iced tea!” she said. The woman drank her tea, smiled, then lay down and died.
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The vultures have lifted off and gone to their canyons. They won’t be back until nightfall, when they’ll wheel in alone or in pairs, land heavily in the tree, and settle their big bodies for the night. After dark, their core temperatures will fall until they approach what would be hypothermic for a human, a hibernation-like state called torpor used to conserve energy until sunrise. With very few natural predators, they risk bedding down completely in a way few other animals can. Their bodies cool like those of the dead.

Yesterday our neighbor’s father died. He weathered a long, excruciating illness and held on until he could meet his great-granddaughter. Last week they took pictures together with the new baby, laughed, wept. A few days later, he breathed his last.

What must it be like to hold on long enough for one more thing—for the Cubs, for iced tea, for a great-granddaughter to close an impossibly tiny fist around a gnarled finger just before that finger turns to dust?

I sip my coffee at our kitchen table as I look over the children’s schedules. My soul is windswept, ill at ease. Next week is Holy Week, but that isn’t what has me unsettled. My grandfather lies in an emergency room in Wisconsin. Here in California, in the tree across the street, I spot a hunched black back.

One lone vulture remains.
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