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Foreword



by Jeb Bush


One of my father’s favorite quotes, which some through the years have ascribed to Saint Francis, was “Preach Christ at all times; if necessary, use words.” In fact, Dad liked this quote and the sentiment behind it so much that, later in his life, he asked our family friend Dan Gilchrist to etch the phrase onto a wooden plaque that he kept in his desk.


Knowing my father, he kept that plaque handy as a private reminder that one’s actions almost always speak louder than one’s words, and that the power of a good example far outweighs the impact of most Sunday sermons, parental lectures, and political speeches. Without question, and without fail, George Herbert Walker Bush was a “lead by example” kind of person—a way of living that was inculcated into him by his father, my grandfather.


The truth is, neither of my parents were known to wear their faith on their sleeves. A big part of that, I am sure, was generational. Just as the World War II generation never talked about their war experiences, the prevailing social mores also dictated that there were other things my parents never talked about, especially in polite company—such as the biggest taboo, money.


Nevertheless, when you look at their long and consequential lives, faith was clearly important to them both. It sustained them through times of personal tragedy—such as losing a daughter to leukemia—while also keeping them grounded during periods of heady success.


During his presidency, I particularly recall how my father invited the Reverend Billy Graham to pray with him the night the air war started in Operation Desert Storm. Afterward, he admitted to sharing the experience of President Lincoln, who said that as commander in chief, “I have been driven many times upon my knees by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to go.”


If my parents’ faith was a constant in their public and private lives, it was not in any ritualistic sense. They were never simply going through the motions. When they prayed, it was with true intention—not by rote. We went to church every Sunday, of course, but while we were living in Midland, Texas, Dad also taught Sunday school (though not to me, thankfully!). Later, after our family moved to Houston, Dad served as a vestryman at St. Martin’s Church.


Mom and Dad also cherished the traditions of their Episcopalian faith, such as marrying within the church. These ceremonies became important family milestones and touchstones, and a source of enormous comfort.


At all times, certainly in my observation, my parents tried to conduct themselves in a Christlike fashion. Indeed, long before my father first uttered the phrase “points of light,” both he and Mom were active in their communities, supporting a broad range of causes and groups that lifted the lives of countless others. I am biased, of course, but when it came to serving others, they “walked the walk” like few couples before or since.


A final observation for now: George and Barbara Bush never instructed me or any of my siblings as to what type of Christian we should be, or even that we be Christians at all. Later, when I decided to become a Catholic, my parents supported this personal decision with their take-it-to-the-bank, unconditional love as always. The freedom they gave me and my siblings to chart our own paths in life was truly one of the greatest gifts they could bestow on us.


To be clear, we received the same life lessons so common in so many families—sit up and look people in the eye, say “please” and “thank you”—and to those they added tell the truth, serve others, treat everyone as you would want to be treated, and love your God with your heart and soul.


No doubt, one of the greatest blessings of their long lives was the many opportunities they had to extend those same lessons to their grandchildren.


As we age, it seems our values and priorities shift to an even greater degree to the more purposeful and meaningful aspects of our lives. My parents were certainly not unique in that, as they got older, their faith became even more important to them. Their relationship with God was always important, but never more so than as they neared the end of their journey with us here on Earth.


Which brings me to Russ Levenson and this wonderful book. We can never adequately thank Russ for his tireless efforts to minister to our parents when they needed it—and him—most. He was so incredibly generous with his time and compassion, and as you will discover in the pages that follow, he and his wife, Laura, came to have a very close and special relationship with my parents.


The last time I was with Mom, I asked her about dying. Was she ready to go? Was she sad? Without missing a beat, she said, “I believe in Jesus and he is my savior. I don’t want to leave your dad, but I know I will be in a beautiful place.”


Our world is not the same without George and Barbara Bush, but their example remains ever before us. This book, then, is a celebration of those two remarkable people who showed us how to live a life of high purpose, with decency, integrity, kindness, and charity for all. In a word, they showed us dignity.















Preface





To be a witness does not consist in engaging in propaganda, nor even in stirring people up, but in being a living mystery. It means to live in such a way that one’s life would not make sense if God did not exist.


Madeleine L’Engle




In my vocation as a priest, we often talk about a “calling.” There are all kinds of callings. Being a priest is one of them, but so is being a mother, a spouse, a physician, an attorney, a writer, a salesclerk, a cook, a bottle washer. A calling tugs at you and will not let you go until you do something about it—ignore it, dismiss it, or respond to it. I feel I have been called to write this book and share it with you.


The title I chose a long time before I began to put words that respond to this call is simple: Witness to Dignity. Many will no doubt say we are living in a time when traits like sound character, integrity, and dignity are in decline, if not gone altogether. Journalistic, political, social, and even religious rhetoric seems devoid of compassion, gentility, and mutual respect or understanding. The shrill voices of division that so dominate the times in which we live make us question whether we have gone too far to turn back. And I would suspect—if not hope and pray—that there rises a hunger within more and more people for what President George H. W. Bush called kinder and gentler times.


At present, I serve as the rector of St. Martin’s Episcopal Church in Houston, Texas. My duties include a number of things and absolutely require that I serve people from all walks of life. From August 2007 until December 2018—just over eleven years—two of those people I was honored and humbled to serve were George Herbert Walker Bush and his beloved wife, Barbara Pierce Bush.


A witness observes, becomes privy to a particular set of circumstances, experiences, and relationships unique to that observer. I suspect no one has numbered the words and pages that have been written about these two remarkable people, but to my knowledge, no one has written about their lives from the perspective of being their pastor, their priest, and well—yes, something that comes with my vocation—their confidant.


This is not a book about politics. This is a “tell-all” in that I will, in fact, tell you what I know—experiences that I was fortunate to witness. But if what you are seeking is some hidden story, some dark secret, some twist in the stories we have come to know and admire about our forty-first president and his first lady, you will be sorely disappointed. This is not that kind of “tell-all.”


Shortly after the president’s death, and just prior to his state funeral in Washington, I was being interviewed by a reporter for a British television program. We met in the Bethlehem Chapel in the bowels of the National Cathedral. The interviewer asked several questions but then got around to one that I suppose might have been considered tantalizing: “Can you tell us something that perhaps no one else knows about President Bush… something that might surprise us all?” There are matters with which I had spoken with the president over the years in confidence, and I will not share those; but this I can share, and it is what I told that reporter:




I suppose what would surprise people is that there really are no surprises. There are no skeletons lurking in their closets. The public life and the private life were lived in the same way. What you and I were fortunate to see is what you and I got. There was no broken continuum between the person I came to know and the person the world saw.





This is not a book about the Bushes’ family history or political journey. There are plenty of those books. And frankly, I am not qualified to offer a reflection on either of those beyond what you likely witnessed in your own encounters, in your watching or reading of the news or one of the many volumes dedicated to those topics.


My intent is to share with you what was slowly revealed to me, my wife, and my children through relationships that began as many do but ended with an intensity and intimacy that few do.


Over the years, when I shared experiences members of my family and I had with President and Mrs. Bush, people have asked me, “Are you writing these down?” At first, frankly, I was not. I did not think, when I was called to St. Martin’s, that I would have as much interaction and as many experiences with the Bushes as I ended up having. I confess that I never dreamed that the first meal my wife, Laura, and I shared with them would be the first of too many to count. I did not think after my first visit to see one of them in the hospital, that that same hospital would become a regular chapel of our meeting and praying together. I believed we might get to be with them from time to time, that they might be occasional churchgoers, that if we were fortunate, we might get to spend more than an hour or two at their home. But from those first visits to the last on the days and at the moments of their deaths, we very much, over time, felt we had another home. So frankly, I did not keep a regular diary or record—until now.


While there is a beginning and an ending, this is not a chronological story. What you have here is a set of vignettes that go back and forth to tell a larger story. It’s one that I hope will, as it has done for me, allow you to laugh, to cry, to be inspired to live your life in a particular way that honors the gift it is to you.


Now, some will wonder about my motivation for pulling this together. I can only ask that you read it from beginning to end and make that determination on your own. Anyone who knew President Bush and the First Lady also knew they were not enticed by having the spotlight of attention on themselves. The president’s mother often told her children, “Let’s not talk about the big ‘I.’” Doing so brought down a soft but firm gavel that sounded the judgment that drawing attention to oneself was not in sync with the Bush family ways.


I confess I wrestled with moving forward on this project for a long time, which is obvious as you hold now in your hands a volume that has come out years since the deaths of our forty-first president and his lovely first lady.


But the idea continued to nag me, so I finally turned to the Bushes’ children, all of whom endorsed the idea, and all of whom in the end gave the green light. I suppose, with gratitude, I was encouraged the most by Governor Jeb Bush, to whom I turned in June 2020 with the following email:




Dear Governor:


… I touched base with you last year, but wanted to circle back. I’ll try to be brief (hard for a preacher). I have thought for some time of writing a book on what Laura and I witnessed for just over ten years—I’ve toyed with the idea of “Witness to Dignity.” We, of course, have no firsthand knowledge of the public lives they led (just pretty much what everyone else knows!)… but we have many memories of their humor, their charity, their kindness—in Houston, in Kennebunkport, in the hospital and of course, at the end—and we never witnessed anything but dignity.


I have spoken with some of our mutual friends at length about this, including Jim and Susan Baker—and while all of them have been supportive, many have also asked me, “… what is the purpose?” I think given the current climate of leadership we have now in our nation, the purpose would be to remind folk that having godly, dignified leaders of character is not only possible, but necessary. That what happens in private life matters in public life (and vice versa). There would be no calling out of current leaders—instead, I think the book offers the opportunity to “light a candle,” rather than “curse the darkness.” But toward that end, it seems timely…


I also think there should be some “record” of how they lived out their faith… not in a showy, on your sleeve kind of way—but, in the words of the plaque your dad gave to me, “Preach Christ at all times; if necessary, use words.”


Then, one last thought, and this is what has kept me from taking the steps—I know your parents were great advocates of not talking about the “big me.” Every time I have sat down to write something, it is hard to do without using personal pronouns… because, frankly, it is about what I witnessed… I don’t want it to come off as “well, this is about a lot of really neat things we got to do because I was the President’s pastor”—though I confess, they were pretty neat!


Do you have any thoughts?…


Many thanks…


Russ+





About two hours later, the governor responded:




I like the idea of shining the light rather than cursing the darkness. I think the point about the “big me” is an important one to tell the story and for your own ministry which in and of itself is important.


Jeb





This is one of many reasons why I asked the governor to write the foreword to this book.


So, I apologize to you on the front end that I am going to break the “big I” rule. One cannot be a witness without speaking of what the “big I” experienced, heard, saw. These are stories told through my eyes and the eyes of those who were part of those stories with me (other witnesses who will come forward as we make this journey together). I take delight in sharing them. I do not do so to prove a particular point, to impress, to turn the spotlight in my direction.


A practical point: I am a bit of a traditionalist. In our many years of friendship, with the exception of the times when I prayed for the president, I always referred to him as “Mr. President.” He never corrected me, and so I always honored that. In recounting stories that occurred prior to our formal relationship, I will at times refer to him as “George,” or “the future president.” Once I cross over into the beginning of our relationship, I will at times in these pages refer to him as “41.” But for the most part, when I share something about “the president,” you can assume I am sharing something about our forty-first president.


This will not be the case with First Lady Barbara Bush. Not too long after I came to Houston, the Bushes were in Kennebunkport at Walker’s Point. I had to call them over the phone to discuss a church matter. The president put me on speakerphone and as I began to talk, I said, “Well, Mr. President and Mrs. Bush,” at which point she immediately said, “Mrs. Bush would be my mother-in-law… You can call me Barbara or Bar… but please don’t call me Mrs. Bush.” I learned early on the importance of following her directives! So, from this point forward, you will read “the First Lady,” “Barbara,” and “Bar” interchangeably.


In the pages that follow, I will share conversations, emails, and letter exchanges—moments, but mostly observations—as a proper witness should. Some are simply descriptive, some are basic correspondence, and some are rather intimate and personal. I began this project by asking the permission of the president and Bar’s children—our forty-third president, Governor Bush, Marvin, Neil, and Doro—all of whom have become friends to one degree or another. Anything you read here is offered with their review and blessing.


Then, lastly, and most importantly, while a good part of this story will have connecting points between President Bush and the First Lady and their church and faith, this is not so much a religious book as it is a book about how they lived their faith. I am not offering a long sermon to prove a particular point, but I am unapologetic in that I write as a Christian about two Christians. President and Mrs. Bush had a deep commitment to Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior, and they were (as you will see) active in their church, but their faith was generous in many ways. You did not have to believe as they did—they had friends from every Christian faith tradition and every major, and many minor, religious traditions. They were religious, yes, but they were believers, and I hope to offer a snapshot of the innumerable ways their belief shaped their lives—and the lives of those around them.


Inscribed on the face of the great sundial designed by Sir Christopher Wren in 1653 at All Souls College in Oxford is the ancient Latin proverb Pereunt et imputantur. Ascribed to the first-century Roman poet Martial, the literal translation is “The hours perish and are laid to our charge.” For some, that has come to mean to spend wisely the hours one is given. But of course, it also implies that the hours we experience are, in fact, our possession until life’s end, perhaps beyond that as well.


We capture perished time through the wonderful gift of memory. In the pages that follow, the stories you will read about the personal experiences my wife, Laura, and I shared with President Bush and Barbara are the fruit of cherished memories.


The opening quote by Madeleine L’Engle reminds us there is more to being a witness than mere observation, in the sense of what I have been describing here. I am that kind of witness. But what I am bearing witness to here is the faith of these two extraordinary people—the inward faith that nourished them, strengthened them, upheld them. And I will submit that their witness was to live precisely in an authentic way such that their lives would not make sense if God did not exist.


Thus, my reader, let’s begin. This is what I offer because I deeply love the president and Barbara Bush, and for reasons that I hope will become clear, I want to be a witness for them… and for you.


RJL+















CHAPTER ONE



LIFE LESSONS FROM WALKER’S POINT




Have to touch a rock…


Barbara Bush




Something was wrong.


It was time for breakfast on July 15, 2015, eight years since I was called to be the rector of St. Martin’s Episcopal Church, and with that, the birth of the friendship between my wife, Laura, and I and George and Barbara Bush. This was our sixth trip to Kennebunkport, Maine, where the Bushes’ summer home—Walker’s Point—has been a respite for members of the Bush family and their legions of guests for decades.


By now, we had worshipped together hundreds of times, shared meals and times of prayer, and worked together on projects at the church and in our community.


The night before, Laura and I were dinner guests of the president and Mrs. Bush’s (Bar’s) daughter, Doro Koch. The president and Bar needed to attend the intimate family birthday dinner of the president’s younger brother, Bucky—an important family get-together, in large part because Bucky’s wife, Patricia, had been battling a hard case of cancer for over two years. Bar had apologized no less than three times before our arrival at the Point that the president and she could not be with us since we had only arrived just hours before. “No worries,” Laura and I both offered. “We’ll have a great time.”


Before dinner, Bar, Laura, and I sat on the porch of the “Wave,” one of several small cottages on the grounds of Walker’s Point—each, to some degree, designated to one of the children. The Wave was typically where Jeb and Columba stayed. We talked for nearly an hour—catching up on things in Houston, on Jeb’s presidential run, on our shared concerns about the far extremes of both major political parties and the danger there is in capitulating to that kind of extremism. We talked about plans for the next few days and then Bar left to join the president, and Laura and I cleaned up for dinner.


Doro provided some light snacks and a great meal—salad, corn, “lobster potpie,” and some light dessert. Doro’s house is the “Bungalow,” and we talked about how when we first came to the Point in the summer of 2008, we stayed in her house. We told her how anxious we were in large part because the Bushes had invited all three of our children—who at the time were fourteen, nineteen, and twenty-one. God only knows what children would do in such a setting!


However, within an hour of that visit, the president and Mrs. Bush were treating the kids like their own grandchildren, and the children felt like they were with new grandparents. Late in the afternoon of our first day, I was dressing in the bedroom when I heard in the other room a knock at the front door. I heard Laura say, “Well, hello there!” Then I heard the president’s voice. He came over to “check on you, see if there is anything you need.” He wanted to make sure the kids knew they had the “run of the place,” and he encouraged them to make use of the bikes, tennis racquets, and boats. He was most concerned that they each learn how to ride a Segway, as the Bush family had acquired several and they were much fun.


The real testament to our kids’ comfort level with the president, we told Doro, was that in the middle of the president’s visit, our youngest, Luke, came walking out of the bathroom, dressed in his boxer shorts and brushing his teeth! The president just smiled, said, “Hello, Luke!” and patted him on the head. There would be many more memories like that at Kennebunkport, but none as memorable as the morning after our dinner with Doro.


The rule for eating at the main house was that all guests were welcome to come get coffee in the morning (without knocking), and if you wanted a hot breakfast, you came at 8:00 a.m.; if you wanted something cold (cereal and milk), you could come later. As I rolled over and picked up my phone, I had a text from Doro: Mom wanted to make sure you joined us for breakfast at 8! Since it was 7:45, Laura and I quickly got our act together and got over to the main house.


Bar was still out walking her pups, Bibi and Mini—part of her regular morning ritual was to walk them on a nearby beach. As we had so many times before, we came in a side door that leads into a hall between the kitchen and the Bushes’ master bedroom.


But as we entered, it was clear something had happened. Paula, a longtime member of the Bush staff, looked at Laura, who speaks Spanish fluently, and said, “Está enfermo” (Is sick), pointing back to the president’s bedroom. We could hear whispers only steps away. “Go… go,” Paula said to both of us. The president was being tended to by an aide and his medical aide, Evan Sisley.


I saw him sitting in his recliner, but I came up from behind. We had not seen each other since our arrival at the Point. “Mr. President?”


“Yes? Who is that?”


“Russ Levenson, sir.”


Laura added, “Laura too, Mr. President.”


“Russ… Laura…”


You could tell he was smiling while he said it. He held out his hand to greet us. As we rounded the chair, we could see he had a large ice pack on his neck.


“What’s going on, sir?” I asked.


“My neck. I fell and hit my neck.”


“Does it hurt?” I said.


“Yep—hurts bad,” the president said.


I had been with him many times over the years before, during, and after medical procedures. I had never heard him complain of pain.


Evan came in and asked the president a few questions. “Do you know when you were born?”


In a clear, strong voice, the president said, “June 12, 1924.”


“Do you know what year it is?”


Again, a strong voice: “Twenty fifteen.”


“Do you know where you are?”


“Yes… I am sitting in this ugly brown chair in my bedroom!”


“Between zero and ten, with ten being the worst, what is your level of pain?” Evan asked.


“An eight,” the president said without hesitating.


“That’s good enough for me,” Evan said. “We need to get him to the hospital.”


Of course, we did not know the extent of the injury at that time. So as Evan went off to call an ambulance, I told the president, before it arrived, that we should pray. He held out both hands and I prayed for God’s presence, for healing, for a speedy recovery, and that he would be home before the day’s end. The president was often moved to tears in prayer—and this time was no exception. “Thank you, Russ,” he said when I had finished. Then Laura and I stepped back.


In the meantime, Bar had arrived, and while not panicked in any way, she was obviously deeply worried. As the ambulance headed our way, one of our concerns were the “Bush-watchers.” The Bush-watchers were people who, almost around the clock, arrived by car or on foot and “watched” from the cliffs across the inlet from Walker’s Point. They came with cameras and binoculars with the hope of getting a glimpse of a member of the Bush family. Clearly, seeing the president taken out on a stretcher with a brace around his neck would start the rumor mills around the globe.


Fortunately, by the time the ambulance arrived, a thick fog had covered the little hill across the way, and to my eyes, there was only one car. As discreetly as possible, the president was taken to the ambulance. Bar did not want to raise additional alarm bells when he arrived at the hospital, so she decided to see him off, and then we would wait for the initial report from the hospital.


We had a quick breakfast, then Laura and I walked to the rectory of St. Ann’s Episcopal Church, the summer worship home for many in the Kennebunkport community, including the Bush family. We had just sat down for a cup of coffee with the summer priest, the Reverend Peter Cheney, and his wife, Kiki, when the phone rang. Peter answered it and then handed the phone to me, saying, “It’s for you.”


It was Jean Becker, the president’s chief of staff, who would become a very close friend in the years to come. “What’s going on?” I asked her.


“You and Laura need to get back to the house. He’s broken his neck and they are about to call Barbara and tell her. I think you need to be there when she gets that call.”


I did not hesitate. “We are on the way.” I shared the news with Peter, asked for his confidence, which was rock solid, and asked for his prayers. Laura and I hightailed it back to the Point.


We walked in the front door this time and called out to Barbara just as the phone rang. Barbara, Laura, and I all sat down together in a small sitting room just off the kitchen where the family often gathered for a drink before dinner, or just to talk or watch television.


I sat on the sofa next to Barbara as she said, “So, how’s my boy?” She listened carefully and began to wince and grimace. “I understand; we’ll be right there.” She hung up the phone. I was still in my walking clothes, and she looked at me. “You need to go clean up. We’re going to the hospital—he’s broken his neck.”


I took those orders about as seriously as any I had received. Again, Barbara was concerned that we not cause a spectacle. So without the regular Secret Service entourage, she and Doro would ride with two agents, and I would follow. Laura and Barbara decided it was best for Laura to stay at the Point—we had no idea how big the room was at the hospital. But even in our departure, Barbara was concerned that Laura might feel as though she were being abandoned and invited Laura to use the car at the house to go into town—to make herself at home, a phrase we had heard dozens of times from the hosts of Walker’s Point.


We took off. In midjourney, it seemed that we were no longer going to the local hospital, so I called Doro. She said they had made the decision to go ahead and transport the president to the hospital in Portland, Maine. Something had happened—something changed. “Just follow us,” Doro said. I hung up and began to pray out loud.


As we pulled up to the emergency room bay, there were Secret Service agents waiting for us. One pointed at me and told me where to park, and he said he would meet me outside the emergency room and show me where to go. I parked, and my phone started ringing—it was Doro. I rounded the corner and she was waving for me to come on. She looked ashen and I was even more worried at that point.


As we walked into the hospital, the staff was careful to “cover” areas where other patients might be as the retired First Lady made her way down the hall with agents and hospital administrators, staff, and security in tow. As we came into the president’s room, Bar announced, “We’re here…”


“Who’s that? Bar?” the president asked.


“It’s me—Bar—Doro, and Russ.”


Bar kissed the president; Doro and I took his hands and patted him a bit. Bar introduced the ER staff to Doro, and then she introduced me. “This is our priest, Russ Levenson—but he’s like family.” We all stood back and let the staff begin their extensive evaluations.


It was decided the president needed a CT scan to make sure the break had not impinged on his spinal cord in any way. So he was taken out, and the three of us—Bar, Doro, and me—were left sitting alone for a few moments. The feelings were palpable. We were deeply worried. Bar was a rock. “Well… I hate this for my boy,” she said. Doro had held it in since morning and she began to cry. “I hate this for Dad… He already has to deal with so much.” And I knew that for the rest of my time with them that day, my primary job was not to try and explain, or to talk much—but to sit, listen, and to offer simply my ministry of presence.


After a bit, the president came back. We took turns standing with him—holding his hands, talking to him. At one point, he looked up at Doro and said, “My wonderful, beautiful daughter.” The president loved the warmth of embraces—he liked a good handshake, a gentle handhold; he liked hugs, kisses, and massages. He liked to have his back and head scratched. It comforted him, particularly since his battle with Parkinsonian syndrome had made him less mobile than he was only a few years before. So Bar comforted him in this way: she began to scratch his scalp with her wonderfully manicured fingernails. The president smiled and let out a little hum letting her know her touch was welcomed.


After a few minutes, she said, “What is this?” She ran across a rough patch on his scalp, the result of some oversunning on the water in his boat, Fidelity. “It’s a scab! And here’s another one!” She looked at me. “Feel that!” she said, encouraging me to join her on this little exploration mission. “Yep… I do,” I said as now three hands were rubbing the president’s scalp.


“Well,” the president said, “you can call me Old Scabby-Head, I guess.”


“Better Scabby-Head than another kind of head that starts with the letter s,” she said. The Bush humor was alive and well.


As we waited for the results of the CT scan, things shifted significantly when the heart monitor went off—for several seconds, beeping quickly and loudly. The president showed no signs of distress, but the nurse came over quickly. “Mr. President, are you okay, sir?”


“Yep,” he said, and then the beeping stopped.


The staff was clearly concerned. There were whispers in the room and out. Evan was called into the room and asked if this was normal. “Never happened before,” Evan said.


A few more whispers, and then the ER doctor came over to talk to us: “Here is what is going on. We know the president has a broken bone in his neck, and we are waiting on the neurosurgeon to take a look at the CT scan before we can determine the best path of treatment [he was in surgery and hoped to be out soon]. But what just happened a few moments ago was the president experiencing some tachycardia—an unusually rapid heartbeat. Sometimes that can come on from coffee—but sometimes there are other reasons. We’re going to have to keep an eye on it and, regardless of what happens, probably move him to an ICU room.”


Then he continued, a bit more somber. “Have you all discussed the lengths to which the president and family want to go should his heart stop?”


It was as if someone had dropped an anvil into the conversation.


“What?”


Evan was brought back into the room, and the parameters, which had been made clear by the president a long time ago, were reiterated. But for some reason, everything now seemed to go from bad to worse. They took the president off for X-rays.


We waited and waited some more—probably a few hours. During that time, Doro went to the cafeteria and picked up three chicken salad sandwiches. When she returned, Barbara read aloud a new article on Jeb’s run for president and the potential role of his wife, Columba, as first lady. Overall, it was very positive, laying out “who” Jeb was—a normal kid who partied in college and was known to be a “toker.” Bar paused, looked at Doro and me, and said, “What is that?”


Doro saved me from having to answer. “Someone who smokes pot, Mom…”


Bar raised her eyebrows and said, “There you have it—the mother’s the last to know!” The article helped pass the time. It was a diversion from what we were really thinking.


The hospital staff could not have been any more professional in any way. About the only laugh Doro and I got was when a nurse came in to ask Mrs. Bush to sign a form acknowledging that she understood the general Medicare policy coverage. I turned to Doro and said, “Well, if the First Lady does not know, we’re all sunk!”


After the president was brought back to the room to wait on the results of the X-rays, an administrator came to tell Mrs. Bush that the hospital was often 100 percent full and they were waiting for a room that had another connected to it so Mrs. Bush and the agents would have a place to sit and relax. Mrs. Bush did not pause. “You don’t have to do that—if need be, I’ll sleep on the floor.”


“That would not be good for my image, Mrs. Bush,” the administrator said.


Soon, Dr. William D’Angelo, the hospital’s neurosurgeon, came in and explained that though the vertebra was broken, it had not impacted the spinal cord or column. He said he believed the president could recover with the strict immobility of a brace and no surgery. The questions began. “Can he resume regular activities? Can he eat? Will he be able to sit up? Ride in a car? Ride in the boat?” The doctor’s answer to all of those questions was, “Yes, depending on how long it takes to heal, but probably not the boat, unless it is perfectly calm water.” He went on: “He’ll have to be in that brace for about three months.” He was clear, professional—and as he finished up, the president did not complain or seem overwhelmed by the news. He just held out his hand and said, “Thank you, Doctor.”


As the doctor left, Bar said, “Now that we know, we are going to ask Russ to offer a prayer, and then you,” she said, pointing at me, “are going to take Doro home.” We came over to the bed and circled the president. Bar took his right hand in her left, and Doro took my left hand. As we prepared to pray, the president said, “I’m not completely sure what is going on.”


“You have a broken neck, dear, and now we are going to get you better.”


His eyes filled a bit with tears. “So I am going to make it?”


“Yes,” Bar said on his left.


“Yes, sir, you are going to make it,” I said.


He smiled, but Bar quickly reminded him, “It is serious—now, let’s pray.”


I had brought my oil stock, a small round silver box with holy oil. It was the same oil stock I had used in prayer with the president on dozens of occasions during my regular visits to Houston Methodist Hospital over the course of two months in the winter of 2012–2013, when he was battling a severe case of bronchitis, and on Christmas Day in 2014 in that same hospital when he returned for a few days. We had prayed this way many times over the last years, but this would be one of the most important prayers we had ever shared. I anointed his head with a cross, and the president, Bar, Doro, and I circled up as I prayed for his healing, those tending and caring for him, and for the presence and peace of God. With the amen came some more tears. I gave the president a kiss on the forehead with my farewell: “I love you, Mr. President.”


“Love you too, Russ,” he said, words that came easy to this former leader of the free world.


Doro and I headed back to Kennebunkport. I was driving, and she called her siblings one by one to give them updates: Marvin; the forty-third president, George; and Jeb, who was on the campaign trail in California. Neil had learned about the accident just before getting on a plane to Singapore but did not know the full extent of the injury. Doro called a few other close friends, and then we spent the rest of the drive talking about her faith—a lively, real, abiding faith.


Doro had been baptized as a teenager in an underground church when her dad was the US ambassador to China. She had no miraculous conversion moment, but the older she got and as life went on, her faith just became more and more meaningful to her—her relationship with our Lord became all the more real.


We returned, and Laura quickly came out to join us. We sat on the porch of the Wave for about an hour. Now 4:00 p.m.—some eight hours after Laura and I first came over for breakfast that morning—I walked her through the events in Portland.


“Is he in pain?” Laura asked.


“He is,” I told her and then talked about everything else that had happened.


Her face turned red and her eyes filled with tears. “I hate it for him. I hate to think of him hurting. He is the sweetest man, one of the sweetest men I have ever known—even if he were not the president, I know he would still be as sweet as he is.”


Bar had stayed until the president got settled in his room and then decided to come home for dinner. She pulled up shortly after Laura and I finished talking. I came out to the car and she gave me a quick update. “Is Laura okay?” she asked. “I hated to think about her here all day without you.”


We talked for a bit and then she asked, “Have you all been to the new house?” She was referring to the latest addition to Walker’s Point—a house Jeb and Columba were building on the grounds that was in the final stages of construction.


“No,” I said.


“Well, go get Laura. I want to show it to you all.”


It was, well, another diversion. Bar, the pups, Laura, and I walked from the main house to Jeb’s house. As we did, Bar talked about things other than what we were all thinking. She talked about her relationship with the president’s father—Prescott—who, she said, could be a “hard man.”


She recalled when she and George were first married that she was a smoker. She came out of the house one day smoking, and her father-in-law said, “Who said you could smoke?” Bar quickly retorted, “When you marry me, I’ll tell you.” The serious Prescott burst out laughing and they became fast friends.


She also remembered how kind he was to her when their daughter Robin was so ill with leukemia. He was in his own senior years and asked Bar to join him as he “picked out a spot” for his burial. Bar knew he was doing this to help her ease toward the inevitable and to think about Robin’s burial. “That was very kind,” she said, and then her voice cracked and her eyes filled with tears.


Often people who imagine Walker’s Point say how “extravagant” it must be—but nothing could be further from the truth. The houses that have welcomed countless guests over the years are more like homes—they are comfortable, modestly decorated, and simple. There is no question that the view is unmatched—something only God could paint—but as to the homes, they are in no way what some might call “over-the-top,” and they are designed as much for family needs as they are for the guests that are ubiquitous in the May-through-October season. The Wave, our temporary home, had no air-conditioning, but frankly, open windows allowed nature’s cooling system and sound machine to work just fine.


Jeb’s house-to-be was much the same. We toured the downstairs, with Bar’s pups, Bibi and Mini, at our heels.1 Knowing Bar, who by then traveled virtually everywhere with the aid of a walker, would find the stairs hard to manage, Laura and I offered just to take a quick tour of the second level on our own. “No,” Bar said. “I want to go with you… Watch this!” And she made her way on hands and feet—like a crab crawling up the stairs—to the top level.


As we finished up and headed back to the house, Laura and I knew Bar must be very tired. We offered to go into town and have dinner on our own. “No,” Bar said. “I want you all to have dinner here. Let’s go get a drink. I think bourbon and water.” And that’s what we did.


Laura, Bar, and I all filled our glasses and went into the sitting room before dinner. Just as we turned on the television, Jeb Bush was being interviewed about his presidential campaign platform. Bar did not smile or point or shush her guests. In fact, she was going through her mail—some of the countless letters she receives each day—most of which she tries to respond to personally in the morning before the day begins.


I turned and looked at my Laura, who was looking at Bar—as Jeb was talking about his own hope to be president. It was surreal—no other way to put it.


We hit the dinner table and offered a prayer yet again for the president. About the time we dug into a delicious meal of salad and chicken enchiladas, the phone rang. It was the president! He talked to Barbara and Doro, and then Doro handed the phone to me.


“Hello, Mr. President,” I said.


“Hey, Russ.”


“I hate that you are going through this, but we are all praying for you.”


“Thanks, Russ.”


“I hope you sleep well, Mr. President… We love you.”


As we finished up, Bar told us she would rise early to walk the dogs on the beach. “You want me to come along?” I asked.


“Sure!” she said. “We’ll go at six a.m.”


Laura and I, exhausted from the day, returned to the Wave, talked for a bit, and went quickly to sleep.


I rose early on July 16—less than twenty-four hours after the beginning of that dreadful day before. But we had a better picture of where things were. I grabbed some coffee and joined Bar. Two female Secret Service agents rode in the car front and Bar and I rode in the back with the pups.


As I noted earlier, on most days, Bar would begin her day with a brisk stroll at a nearby public beach where people were allowed to walk with their dogs until 9 a.m. As Bar pushed her walker in front of her, with her pups circling her feet, we made our way to the water.


By now, of course, the public knew. People were coming up to Bar, expressing their concern and sympathy. Bar never seemed to make anyone feel like they were interrupting or intruding—she often greeted with a hug, a “Good morning,” or—frankly—an “apology” for Bibi and Mini, who liked to take on any passing dog, regardless of size.


She was always on the lookout for one of her pups to leave behind a little fertilizer—and she had her own poop-scoop bag. As she always did, she cleaned up after her own pups—no aide or agent was asked to even consider it. And when they tried, as I had on these walks, she always refused the offer and cleaned up “nature’s gift” herself.


As we walked, Bar kept saying how beautiful it was. It was chilly, and the wind was whipping us both a bit. She pointed to the intricate designs painted by the waves—traveling snails on the surface and worms beneath, carving subterranean trails that looked like tree branches into the wet sand, only to stay for a few brushes of the waves before changing or washing away altogether.


Bar had a fun habit on this beach. The bookends of the walking area were two boulder-filled jetties jutting out into the rough North Atlantic. Bar liked to make her way to one bookend and when she reached it, she tapped it with her foot. “Have to touch a rock,” she said.


After touching one, we turned and made our way toward the other—perhaps half a mile down the beach. As we walked, Doro joined us. A friend came up to speak with Bar, and Doro and I broke away with Doro’s large dog, Rocky. We talked for a bit before stating the obvious—we were still worried about the president.


Doro said, “You don’t know what life will throw at you until you get old.” I told Doro I’d been working through C. S. Lewis’s autobiography, Surprised by Joy, again, in which he described the childhood years as the “dark ages.” But he did not necessarily mean that in a pejorative way. He was simply saying what Doro was—that as children, we still live in the age of fantasy, magic, and wishful thinking. Much of the “hard” of life has not stung us yet—we have yet to be “enlightened” as to what life is all about.


Doro and I agreed that’s probably a good thing—it’s good we don’t know it all from the beginning. Finally, as we reached the other end of the beach, and without looking up or breaking the conversation, I noticed Doro—like her dear mother—tapped a rock with her foot and turned around. We then joined Barbara and made our way off the beach and back to the Point.


Cleanup, another breakfast, circling up for prayers—and off we went. Laura and I returned to Houston as Bar went to the hospital to be with “her boy.” As we flew home, I thought about how wonderful this family had been to so many. Some call the family a dynasty (an adjective they modestly decline). But in the years following my call to St. Martin’s, Laura and I have come to know them as a family. And if you take the public roles away, they are like most families. They have great and not-so-great days; celebrations and sadness; smiles, laughter, tears, and memories.


But like those great boulders on that beach, they have weathered the storms of life—and seem to incredibly continue to. Their loyalty to one another is unparalleled; the fidelity to one another and to their countless friends is rarely matched in a family that spends so much of its time in the public eye. Their commitment to caring for others is not pretend. It is earnest, real. It’s not for show; it is sincere.


And their faith. It’s not a wear-it-on-your-sleeve, in-your-face, holier-than-thou kind of faith. But it’s one that bespeaks of the need for God when it is time to give thanks—and when sad, or afraid, or uncertain about what the future holds.


It has been a tremendous honor to serve this family alongside my wife—and to be welcomed as part of many public, and many more private, moments. While I hope this friendship will last for many years to come, what happened on July 15, 2015, solidified for me the belief that this family is rock solid. On one side of the shore that is their life, there is the rock Barbara; and at its other end, George. And if you touch the rock once, or a hundred times, or a hundred times more than a hundred, you’ve been blessed to know that things like character, integrity, honesty, kindness, loyalty, faith—and love—still matter, still have value, still give life its greatest meaning and purpose.


I am so glad to have had the opportunity to touch those rocks—and have them touch my life as well.


What you have just read was written about a week after the president’s accident.


What I hope the above story offers is a bird’s-eye view of the regular lives of two remarkable people who just happened to be the forty-first president and first lady of our United States. I hope it also unveils a faith that manifests itself as courage, compassion, kindness, tenderness, and an earnest desire to invite God into the room.


There is a wonderful thought-provoking bit of verse by American poet Edgar A. Guest titled “I’d Rather See a Sermon.” The opening salvo reads,




I’d rather see a sermon than hear one any day;


I’d rather one should walk with me than merely tell the way.


The eye’s a better pupil and more willing than the ear,


Fine counsel is confusing, but example’s always clear;


And the best of all the preachers are the men who live their creeds,


For to see good put in action is what everybody needs.





As a pastor and priest, I am certainly in the sermon-giving business, but now I would like to allow George and Barbara Bush to preach for the remainder of these pages. I suspect by the time you finish reading, you will have witnessed, as I have, two people who lived their creeds and spent their lives to the very end putting in action the kind of authentic life of faith, love, and service that everybody needs.


Let the sermon begin.


Footnote


1. More on these ferocious animals later!

















CHAPTER TWO



OVERTURE




The checks will continue to come in until it is definitely established that I am safely in heaven.


G. H. W. Bush in a letter to his parents1






A saint is never consciously a saint; a saint is consciously dependent on God.


Oswald Chambers2




One of the things Laura and I learned over the years as our friendship with the president and Bar grew is that they were, personally and as a couple, amazingly adept at recounting stories. Things that are revealed in the various books and their own memories and volumes of correspondence were in many ways living memories that they liked to share again and again in gatherings with friends and family. As with any new relationship, what I would describe as an appropriate veil of discretion was slowly lowered the better we got to know one another. At the same time, what you saw publicly is what I witnessed privately, which, frankly, makes their stories all the more remarkable. Before I begin sharing with you those things I witnessed personally as they relate to their personal faith and lives, it behooves me to provide a bit of history.


Church, Love, Sex, Choices, War, Marriage, and Destiny


The president was reared in the Episcopal Church and faith of his parents. When he was a child, the family attended Christ Church in Greenwich, Connecticut. His mother, Dorothy, with whom the president was very close until the day of her death, was firmly planted in the Episcopal Church and often took the time to read to her family from the Book of Common Prayer. Barbara grew up in the Presbyterian Church. Church attendance from the president’s and Barbara’s early years to their last ones remained central to their lives.


The Bushes loved—loved—to tell the story of their meeting, and I suspect if my own wife, Laura, and I heard the story once, we heard it a dozen times.


During a Christmas break from their respective schools, they met at a vacation dance in Greenwich in 1941 and took to each other immediately. Often when the president told the story, he would make it clear that he remembered her wearing a green-and-red dress. George Bush was seventeen at the time; Bar, only sixteen. She would later write that she went home and told her mom, “On this night… I’d met the nicest, cutest boy, named Poppy Bush.”3


Fanning the flame of that initial spark was not an easy task. The future president was attending Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, and Barbara was a student at Ashley Hall, a private school in Charleston, South Carolina. So letter writing was the tether that kept them bound, but as time went on, they tugged firmly on that binding, growing closer with each visit.


After the attack on Pearl Harbor, George Bush joined the navy in 1942, and the young couple did not kiss until just before he left for basic training. There is something quite poignant in that bit of revelation. From what I have read, and from what I know, George H. W. Bush never felt the compulsion to be a moralist, in that he never necessarily felt it his Christian duty to spend a lot of time evaluating the moral fiber or ethical choices of others. But in his own life, he was personally committed to living his faith, and one area where that proved true was in his own decision to honor chastity outside of marriage.


Evidently at one point, George and his mother had some discussion about just how far young couples should carry their physical desire for one another if the couple was not betrothed, after his mother found his younger sister, Nancy, kissing her beau in the summer of 1942. In reflection, he thought it necessary to fess up to his mother regarding his own personal convictions and wrote her a letter from his training grounds at the naval air station in Minneapolis, Minnesota.




Dearest Mum,


Now about your question, Mum. I do love to kid you and did this summer, but I agree with you in part… Kissing is not an obligation a girl owes a boy regardless of how often he takes her out or how much money he spends… but I don’t think that it is entirely wrong for a girl to be kissed by a boy… I kissed Barbara and am glad of it. I don’t believe she will ever regret it or resent it, and I certainly am not ashamed of it. I’d tell you, Mrs. Pierce, or anybody at the same time I might as well tell you I have never felt towards another girl as I do towards her. Whether the feeling is mutual I cannot say… if Barbara sort of forgets me, which is not unlikely, as I have no chance to see her at all, I don’t believe she will ever dislike me more for having kissed her. She knows how I felt towards her and she must have shared some of the same feeling or she would not have allowed me to kiss her. I have never kissed another girl… For a girl to be kissed by someone whom she loves (or thinks she love [sic]) and who—she is sure cares for her—O.K. This is a very uncoordinated piece of writing and unorganized but I’ve said about what I mean.


… Now for me to continue and tell you the facts of life—of the life I’m living in 1940’s—Apparently Mum you seemed so terribly surprised when Pressy4 and I hinted around about the “things that went on?” Pressy and I share a view which few others, very few others even in Greenwich share. That’s regarding intercourse before marriage. I would hate to find that my wife had known some other man, and it seems to me only fair to her that she be able to expect the same standards from me. Pres agrees as I said before, but not many others our age will. Daddy has never discussed such things with us—of this I am very glad. But we have learned as the years went on by his character what is right and what is wrong. Most fellows here—true some are engaged and some believe as I do—but most fellows take sex as much they can get… I would be most facetious were I to deny ever having experienced said feelings. The difference is entirely in what we have been taught; not only in “what” but in “how well” we have been taught it.


This pertains not only to the N.A.S. [Naval Air Station] Minneapolis, Minn., but to every town in the country, to college campuses—yes, even to Yale University. Boys you know—boys I like very much—and even boys I admire have had intercourse with women…


… To think all this was brought on by your asking me what I thought about kissing.


Much love,


Pop5


professor “sexology” Ph.D.6





I share this letter from the president’s personal collection of letters, All the Best, for a number of reasons. First, it shows the strength of the young navy pilot’s inner moral compass. He had thought it through and in his own mind had landed squarely with a decision to remain chaste until marriage.


Second, it reveals that while that was his personal choice, he realized it put him in an infinitesimal minority of men, and perhaps even less so of military soldiers who often made decisions based upon the possible last opportunities put before men who might very well die in combat. Personally, he felt it was wrong; but he understood why men and women, given a particular set of circumstances, might make a decision to be sexually active before marriage.


Third, it speaks to “how” the president incorporated many of his own decisions about what is right and what is wrong. He noted that sexual intimacy was not something he discussed with his father but that his own compass was drawn to a moral north not so much by words but by observation. Being a man of moral fiber to the future president would be the effective tutor above and beyond one’s words. The Bush methodology toward an ethical and moral life was not just to speak of it. It was to live it, something the future statesman would model himself, a theme I will return to often in the pages that follow.


Fourth, it also speaks to a remarkable intimacy that existed between George and his mother. Few men have this kind of open relationship with their parents, but George clearly did not draw back from anything other than full engagement with his parents about virtually all matters, even the most personal.


Fifth, we see here the president’s humor and the way he employed it to disarm uncomfortable or tense interactions (i.e., “professor ‘sexology’ Ph.D.”). It is fair to say this is a trait that served him well in every station of his life.


But I think the most critical reason I share this note is that it may speak to our own time. Who now in the twenty-first century delves this deeply into a decision-making process about sexual intimacy?


These days, there are few, if any, portrayals in film, television, in music or books that suggest anything other than sexual intimacy is something that happens nearly from the get-go in a romantic relationship—regardless of its depth, length, or orientation. Teens who publicly make promises to abstain from sexual intimacy before marriage are often ridiculed by their peers and the media. It is no longer questioned when film stars, music idols, and sports figures choose to live together with a “partner,” have children without the benefit of marriage, or laugh off a leaked sexting exchange or “sex tape.” And suffice it to say, our culture, especially in the West, has grown accepting of and comfortable with the sexual antics of our elected leaders—whether they be the local mayor or the president of the United States.


Prior to sharing this letter from his collection, the president wrote, “Please keep in mind as you read this letter that I was a very innocent eighteen-year-old, and it was 1942. Things were very different way back then. Having said that, I do not think it would be a bad thing if more eighteen-year-olds today were just as innocent.” That wisdom speaks to our own time and it speaks for itself.


Despite this decision, which was no doubt a struggle for this young pilot, George was deeply and passionately in love with Barbara. The two decided to have what the president would later describe as a “secret engagement.” Given his closeness to his parents, it was not a secret long and became public knowledge once it was published in his hometown paper in December 1943.


The distance between them only made their love grow stronger, and this was perhaps nowhere more obvious in the early days of their relationship than in his letters. Sometime after our relationship with the Bushes grew, we learned what was already public knowledge—that during the war, Bar had actually lost all of George’s letters to her, with the exception of one. Shortly after news of their engagement hit the papers, he wrote her the only letter she did not lose from those early days, from December 12, 1943.




My darling Bar,


… I love you, precious, with all my heart and to know that you love me means my life. How often I have thought about the immeasurable joy that will be ours some day. How lucky our children will be to have a mother like you…


… Bar, you have made my life full of everything I could ever dream of—my complete happiness should be a token of my love for you…


Goodnite, my beautiful. Everytime I say beautiful you about kill me but you’ll have to accept it—


… All my love darling—


Poppy


public fiancé as of 12/12/437





“Why Had I Been Spared?”


Less than a year later, the possibility of moving from engagement to marriage was put to its greatest test—one that in the end would set George Bush on a path of pondering even more deeply the mysteries and ways of God.


After completing his flight training, he served as a photographic officer for a torpedo squadron based on the USS San Jacinto. In the spring of 1944, the San Jacinto was part of a task force that took part in operations against Marcus and Wake Islands in May, followed by operations in the Marianas in June.


On June 19, the task force won one of the largest air battles of the war, but during the return of his aircraft from the mission, then ensign Bush had to make a forced water landing. The plane was lost, but the crew survived unscathed, being rescued by the destroyer USS Clarence K. Bronson. In July, George was one of two pilots who received credit for sinking a small cargo ship.


Beating-the-odds stories are not uncommon in times of war, but when you beat them more than once, you begin to stretch those same odds. That is exactly what happened to George only months after the June 19 water rescue.


In August 1944, George was promoted to lieutenant junior grade, and the San Jacinto began operations against the Japanese in the Bonin Islands. On September 2, Lieutenant Bush piloted one of the four TBM Avenger aircraft from Torpedo Squadron VT-51, attacking the Japanese installations on Chichi Jima. For this mission, George’s crew included Radioman Second Class John Delaney and Lieutenant Junior Grade William White.


After the attack got underway, all four of the Avengers from the Squadron came under attack, including George’s aircraft, which was hit. When he talked about the experience, he would say there was a huge jolt—like a giant fist crunched into the belly of the plane. The cockpit was filled with smoke, and he said he could see fire creeping across the edge of the wing toward the fuel tanks. And yet, he pressed on, completing his part in the raid by releasing four five-hundred-pound bombs on the target. There were already stories aplenty about what happened when pilots survived crashes near enemy islands, only to swim into the hands of their would-be capturers, who would often then torture, execute, and even cannibalize their prisoners.


With his plane still on fire, Bush decided to fly away from the island, where he instructed the crew to bail out. Tragically, of the three, George was the only survivor. One crewman’s chute did not open and he fell to his death. It was never clear what happened to the other, nor was it clear which airman jumped with George, who hit his head on the tail of the plane on the way down, tearing a portion of his chute. Delaney and White were both listed as killed in action.


Once George hit the water, he began to get stung by jellyfish, and he swallowed so much water that he began to vomit profusely while floating in his inflated raft. Soon, several flyers circled around him in the air until up popped the submarine USS Finback, and its crew pulled him to safety.


This is a harrowing tale for any human being, perhaps even more so for a navy pilot who already brushed up against water peril once. But to survive an air attack, fall from a burning plane with a torn parachute, and suffer a head wound only to land in the added dangers of perilous water near enemy territory—it was, well, extraordinary.


This is a story I had read about a number of times, but the president I came to know would often reluctantly, sometimes in a whisper, retell the story to friends, family, and to his priest. Even to his last days, despite surviving and the passing of decades, he would still wince at the loss of his two comrades.


He could have easily been one of them. About one hundred thousand airmen died in World War II—nearly 25 percent of the total United States fatalities. For all Allied nations in the war, about a quarter of pilots would be killed or seriously injured each month in major combat missions, and in some battles the loss rate reached as high as 40 percent.8 Given these odds, and the fact that George successfully flew over fifty combat missions in the Pacific, his own survival was nothing short of miraculous.


Though survival was key after the perilous moments that day in September, Bush would become a temporary crewman of the Finback. For the next thirty days, he participated in a number of other rescues of downed pilots. But beyond his duties as a navy pilot, he dove deeply into a question he would ask for most of the days of the rest of his life: “Why had I been spared and what did God have in store for me?”
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