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“Before I draw nearer to that stone to which you point, answer me one question.

Are these the shadows of the things that Will be,

or

are they shadows of the things that May be only?”


(Ebenezer Scrooge questions “The Ghost of Christmas Yet To Come” as they approach Scrooge’s tombstone.) A Christmas Carol, Charles Dickens 
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Introduction


William E. is a logger—or at least he had been. He had always been a physically powerful man, always taking pride in his ability to outwork anybody in the woodlot. But the robust logger’s eyes now reflected that he was a man who lay dying of cancer. 

Even as William’s physical self wasted away, however, he learned to see things he’d missed when he was still able to place confidence in the flesh. Things that once seemed important were now off his radar screen entirely, and little things—little moments of being fully present, tiny opportunities to connect with another human being—now were to William life itself. 

“I believe you ought to tell people how you feel about them—straight up—even the bad, while you can,” William told us. “Look at someone and tell them you love them. Tell them every chance you can that you love them. If you don’t love them, try to understand and get along, and then try to love them.” This from a man who never considered himself very wise, a man who always avoided “brain work,” as he called it. But now his brain—and his heart—were working hard to make sense of a life nearing its end. 

“Don’t take the small stuff for granted,” William said. “And give all you can to others. Give it all and don’t take nothing for granted. If a child smiles at you, smile back and know that you’ve just had a good day. If someone shakes your hand, hang on to their hand for just an instant longer than they expect.”

To whom do you go to find the meaning of life? Through most of his forty-odd years, William wouldn’t have seemed an obvious choice. He wasn’t very educated. He made his share of bad choices. He devoted his energies not to solving the problems of the world, but to chains and skidders and staying out of the way of falling trees. And yet, there at the end of his life, he spoke with the terse wisdom of a swami of the joy in receiving a smile from a child and the importance of shaking hands longer than usual. There’s a whole worldview there, an entire philosophy of human relationships.

William was one of 104 dying people we interviewed to make this book. They were patients of Alive Hospice in Nashville, Tennessee. Most were old; some were quite young (including a five-year-old). Some were in grievous pain when we talked to them; some were in the fog of powerful pain-killing drugs; a few looked healthy enough on the outside, even while they were being ravaged by disease on the inside. Some were rural, some urban, some from the leafy suburbs. They came from every socio-economic stratum. After all, nothing is so democratic as death. They all had one thing in common, however: each accepted looming death as an unavoidable fact. They were all beyond the help of modern medicine; to be admitted into hospice care a patient must sign a document stating he or she has decided not to seek life-saving (or life-prolonging) treatments and his or her prognosis is six months or less to live. Some of the 104 died within days of talking with us. None of them are alive today. 

A few of our interviewees spoke, like William, in quotable little chestnuts of wisdom. More often, however, their wisdom came out in choices they made in their dying days, in a new way of seeing the world that was too all-encompassing to make its way into a one-liner. Over and over again, we talked to people who exuded wisdom they didn’t know they had—extraordinary people who thought of themselves as very ordinary. 

There was the ninety-eight-year-old man who was learning Hungarian. It was something he always wanted to do. The fact that he only had a few weeks to live didn’t discourage him from the task, but rather served as a motivation to stop putting it off.

There was Beverly, who sold off some of the stock that was supposed to be her children’s inheritance and rented a beach house so she and her children and grandchildren could make another week of memories together. She had sense enough to know the truest heritage she could give her children couldn’t be tallied on a brokerage statement. 

There was five-year-old Maddie, who reminded us of the importance of living in the present and grabbing hold of every pleasure life offers. “When the sun is out there, I’m happy,” she said.

Our conversations for the most part followed a standard question-and-answer formula. We asked a few simple questions: What are you most proud of? What has been your greatest joy? What has been your greatest disappointment? What’s the most important thing you’ve ever done? What do you regret? What comes next for you? If you could give one message to the world, what would it be? 

Simple questions—not easy questions. It wasn’t always comfortable to put people on the spot in their dying days. So why did we do it? Because we wanted to glean the wisdom of those who are “near-to-death.” Death’s approach has a way of focusing people—allowing them to see truths hidden in plain sight. You’ve heard stories of people who have a near-death experience and change their way of thinking about the world. They realize life is precious, and they resolve not to waste any more of it. In talking to the soon-departed, it was our goal to have an experience of being “near-to-death” and to see where it led us.

It’s no easy thing to think through the most important questions of life and death when you’re caught up in the whirl of the everyday. Hospice patients are in a unique position: they are still in the land of the living, and yet all the trivialities and false urgencies of the living have been burned away. When you’re barely hanging on to life, it’s hard to hang on to things like petty jealousy and greed and bitterness. 

It’s not that the dying possess supernatural wisdom. To be honest, some of the people we spoke with weren’t very wise at all. But each of them, since coming face-to-face with death, thought more about what really matters in life than they ever had before. 

We as a culture think about death as little as possible. We prefer to focus on the positive. Unless death is staring us in the face, why even think about it? Why not just cross that bridge when we come to it? 

Actually, there are grave dangers in refusing to face the fact of our mortality. When we view life as if it were an inexhaustible resource, we tend to waste it. We major on the minors. We leave crucial things undone.

Behind the questions we asked the patients of Alive Hospice were other questions we were asking ourselves: How can the living benefit from the wisdom of the dying? How will it change us to be confronted with death while we are still healthy and thriving? What would happen if we confronted others with the same experience? 

There was a tradition in the art and culture of medieval and Renaissance Europe known as memento mori—“reminder of death.” Artists and craftsmen worked images of skulls and skeletons into paintings, jewelry, wall hangings, and stained glass. It sounds morbid—and in many cases it was—but the point was to create a world in which people were constantly reminded that this life is short, that every day counts. This book, you might say, is our memento mori. It is our hope to remind the reader—just as we reminded ourselves—that this life is short, and every day counts.

The themes that emerged in our conversations probably won’t surprise anyone. Family. Faith. Forgiveness. Gratitude. An appreciation for small blessings. A willingness to live in the present rather than dwelling on the past or fretting about the future. We heard a lot about God and heaven and leaving it all behind. We heard that death is healing and we observed the fearlessness with which almost all of these people faced the end of their lives on earth. We heard laughter in the face of death and came to understand the importance of laughter in life. Most universally, we heard that what matters most in life are relationships with children, parents, grandchildren, spouses, friends, and God. 

The nuggets we mined mostly fall into the category that our friend Tom Stuart called “remember what you know.” He taught our Bible study, and he ended every lesson with the same exhortation: “Remember what you know!” Most of us already know what we need to know to live a fulfilling life. What we really need is the courage, motivation, and faith to act on what we already know to be true.

As you read this book, in many cases you may tell yourself, “I already knew that.” This isn’t rocket science. But for us, what was life changing about our “near-to-death” experiences were the stories of courage, motivation, and faith we heard. Our hope is you, too, will find courage, motivation, and faith to live out the things you already know to be true. You will find that a recurring theme in the following conversations is regret—so many of our interviewees realized too late there was a significant gap between the things they knew they ought to be doing and the things they actually did. For you, however, it’s probably not too late. Our ultimate hope for this book is that the unique insights and inspirational courage of these 104 people cause you to remember what you know and encourage you in a life with no regrets.




Chapter 1

The Blessings of Earth

We saw a lot of joy in the hospice rooms and death beds we visited—more joy than you might expect. A lot of it rose from the fact these were people who were just glad to be alive. They didn’t take any day for granted. James A. told us his greatest joy was “being alive,” and he meant it. He was grateful for the life he lived—in spite of the mistakes he made, in spite of his humble circumstances. “I’m just proud of my life,” he said. “There’s some people that wouldn’t be, but that doesn’t make any difference to me.”

Given the pain these people were facing, the uncertainty, the sadness of leaving everything behind, you would think it would take a lot—a lottery win, a trip to Paris, a Nobel Prize—to overcome all that and give them joy. But that’s not what we observed. Our interviewees found joy in the things that had been there all along. Reitha was pretty typical: she told us her greatest joy was simply being pain-free and having her family together.

The hope of heaven gave people a lot of joy (we’ll delve into that in another chapter), but the people we interviewed had also learned how to enjoy the blessings of this life. There was a palpable tension for many of our interviewees: they eagerly looked forward to heaven, but they couldn’t help mourning at least a little for the good and blessed life they were leaving behind. 

George said, “My only regret? I’m not gonna be able to live as long as I would like to. I hate to leave.” George believed he was going to a better place. But who could blame him for being sad to leave? “I have a very good life,” he said. “I’ve married a beautiful woman, have three real fine boys and nine grandchildren.”

George was like Lucy at the end of The Last Battle, the final book in C. S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia. She was standing on the front porch of heaven—the New Narnia—reunited with all her friends and family, in the presence of Aslan (the Christ figure of Narnia), yet she cried to see the door closed on the old Narnia. Her brother Peter scolded her: 


“What, Lucy! You’re not crying? With Aslan ahead, and all of us here?” 

“Don’t try to stop me, Peter,” said Lucy. “I am sure Aslan would not. I am sure it is not wrong to mourn for Narnia. Think of all that lies dead and frozen behind that door.”1


Maxine looked forward to heaven, too, but she stated her love of this life even more strongly than George did. She joked, “I think when God is ready to take me, I might pitch a fit, because I don’t want to go. It’s leaving your family. I have wonderful kids, grandchildren, great-grandchildren—I’ve seen a lot with them but I’d like to see more. . . . I’m very proud of my children and my whole family. I hate to leave them. I believe my heaven has been right here on earth. Isn’t that fantastic? I’ll take it.”

It is truly a blessing to have lived a life you hate to leave, even when you have heaven to look forward to. 

That’s the irony of the situation our interviewees found themselves in. Nobody wants a slow and painful death. And yet a lingering death is what gave these people the opportunity to understand how blessed they had been. And it was a spur to their loved ones to love them the way they should have been loving all along.

Consider Mildred M. Her son’s devotion to her was truly touching, and obviously a source of deep joy for her. He lived out of town, but he came to spend a week at his mother’s bedside. “If I went to sleep,” Mildred said, “when I woke up he’d be sitting there looking at me. He’s not a talker.” She smiled to think of that fifty-year-old man, sitting there gazing at his dying mother. What a beautiful image. It’s such a tender, intimate moment it feels strange to write about it, almost as if it’s a violation of their privacy. But it illustrates the intensity with which the dying experience life. 

Shakespeare’s Sonnet 73 is one of his “deathbed sonnets.” It’s about the intensity, the distillation of experience that results from realizing you don’t have long to live. That realization, according to Shakespeare,


which makes thy love more strong,

To love that well which thou must leave ere long.2


Loving well what we must leave before long. That’s one of the great themes to emerge from our interviews with hospice patients. Mildred loved her children with a new intensity, and they loved her in kind. I suppose there’s no real surprise there. But she also loved life’s smallest pleasures with a renewed intensity—watching Westerns on television, watching her birdfeeder out the window. “This morning there was the prettiest big redbird out there,” she said, her eyes twinkling. A redbird is common enough; it may not seem worth remarking on. But what about a redbird that might be the last one you’ll ever see?

In our conversations we saw the return of childlike wonder. The first redbird you see as a child—that’s a miracle. Soon, however, you realize how common redbirds are, and they don’t seem so miraculous . . . until you realize you’re running out of redbirds. You learn again to love well what you must leave before long. 

Susan was seventy-nine years old and dying of stomach cancer. But she was still in touch with the wonder and gratitude she experienced as a girl: “Once many years ago when I was eleven, I’d throw open the windows and it was so beautiful. And I said, ‘Oh God, I’m so glad to be alive. Thank You.’ Now I’m many years in between, and I haven’t forgotten.”

When it comes to what really matters to people facing death, nothing even comes close to being as important as people. We asked each of our interviewees, “What are you most proud of?” and “What brings you the greatest joy in life?” Overwhelmingly, their responses were related to people, and mainly family—wives, husbands, children, grandchildren, and so on. 

Johnny said he was proudest of his grandkids, friends, and kids. “When I talk to them and see their faces, I know what I have accomplished.” His greatest joy? “Recently, on a visit with my grandchildren, my eight-year-old spent eight hours on my knee telling me about what she had done that day. It meant so much to me to spend time with her.”

While there were plenty of marriages that didn’t work out, most did, and those involved obtained much joy, strength, and courage from their relationships. Sam said the most important thing he’s ever done was “to marry my wife.” He went on to say, “That sounds facetious, but it isn’t. That was the greatest adventure and the greatest fun that I had in my lifetime. I’m convinced that she was made to be my wife. I don’t think there’s any doubt about that. My greatest joy has been living sixty-five years with the greatest woman ever made. She was such a dear soul. Couldn’t have been a more perfect wife, mother, lover, and friend. What more can I say?” 

Chester was a man of few, but powerful words. When we asked, “What comes next for you?” he answered, “Hug my wife as much as I can.”

As we began our conversation with Rodney and his wife, Dena, he put one condition on his cooperation with our work: “You don’t have nearly enough time to listen to all of our stories, but if you write anything about us the one thing you have to write is how much love we have between us.” When Rodney told his love story with Dena, his enthusiasm spilled over in a multiplication of “very’s”: “It’s a very, very, very special relationship that we have. . . . We’ve been in love since the fourth grade.” 

“Sixth grade,” Dena corrected him. 

“Well, I fell in love with you when I was in the sixth grade [Dena was in the fourth] and it took me two years to get you to come around.” 

“Could be,” Dena said, “but I was in the sixth grade.” 

Rodney concluded a very long interview by telling us, “Most people that meet us go away saying, ‘How could they possibly be happy knowing what they know?’ [Rodney was dying at the age of fifty-two from a neurological disorder similar to ALS.] But my happiness is waking up with her every morning and being with her as much as possible. And you know, work is important, it truly is, and I believe in hard work. I’ve always been a hard worker. But I never understood until now how happy one person can make you. And although I’ve always been happy with Dena, I never knew before now how truly happy I am.” 

In discussing his marriage, William S. sounded a bit like Rodney in his overuse of the word very: “Well, it’s been a very, very, very wonderful life. Very good. Super. I got the best mate in the world. . . . The smartest thing that I did was marrying her. She’s been a real humdinger! And I don’t mind if she knows it! In fact I’m quite glad that she knows it.” His wife responded with similar exuberance: “Goody, goody, goody, okay!” 

Mary T. boiled earthly joy down to two words: “Being loved.”

Perhaps the best way to get a feel for what really matters to people who are reviewing their life is to pick a random point and just go down the list of the responses to this question of what brings the most joy. Listen to the amazing consistency of these answers; and remember, this list represents the responses of a wide spectrum of people.


• Rose D.—“My family—children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren”

• Lois—“Grandchildren, who will answer the phone when I call”

• William S.—“Marrying her and my family”

• Chester—“My two kids turned out good”

• Mildred M.—“I’d say my kids”

• Mary T.—“My children, it made me think I’d done something right”

• Donald—“Family”

• Anna—“Daughter, family, everybody getting along”

• John H.—“The lady I’m married to”

• Christine—“The people close to me”

• James B.—“That I married Julia, thirty-three years of marriage, and two wonderful boys”

• Lena—“My three children”

• Sam—“Children turned out well and a wife that loved me”


At the risk of being redundant, here are a few more so you can get the real “feel” of what was said:


• Jerry—“My kids, you know, my son”

• Harold M.—“Marrying my wife; the day I got married my knees were shaking”

• Mildred—“My contribution to my church work and my husband and son are exceptional, [along with] the joy of being with my grandchildren”

• Reitha—“What can I leave? My legacy is my children. I’m most proud of being a mother and that my family is still together”

• Charles W.—“My family and friends; greatest joy is the day she asked me to marry her”

• James G.—“My family, my joy is having my family together”

• James A.—“I’m proud of my life, I have a fine wife and a fine son and daughter and son-in-law and grandchildren”

• Gary—“The birth of my son and my relationship with Jesus Christ”

• Louise O.—“My three sons”

• David D.—“My boys, my two boys”

• Leon—“My friends” (Leon had no surviving family members)

• Lillie—“My family—my husband, child, and granddaughter”

• Mickey—“Our children, having our children together”


The list goes on with amazingly consistent responses. Occasionally there are other responses such as “I’m extremely proud of my professional life,” but as a workaholic myself, I was simply amazed at how rarely people’s work life was even mentioned. 

Being in a “life review” mode really seemed to bring some unique perspective and focus to people. As Thomas D. thought over what brought him the greatest joy he said, “My four children and my ex-wife and my wife.” He included his ex-wife? Willie Q. said, “I’ve been married twice and I made it through both of them, I guess. I had a lot more than I thought in my first wife.” Looking back they both see that things were better than they realized at the time. Their observations should give us, the healthy and thriving, pause to consider what really brings us joy today. What is it? Is it right there in front of us? Do we really even think consciously about creating joy in life? Or, do we just live life in some random pattern and find joy from time to time, but without really knowing how or why? 

How much daily effort are we actually directing toward creating joy in our lives? Several years ago a psychologist friend of ours spoke, in very general terms, of a conversation he had with an unhappy client. He asked this woman in her forties to tell him of an activity that brought her peace and joy. Her eyes lit up immediately as she told him, “I just love to go fishing. There’s something about being around the water and out in nature that just renews me and gives me great joy.” He then asked her when she had last gone fishing. She thought for a few seconds and said, “I guess it’s been about fifteen years.” No wonder she was unhappy! I’m not even a trained psychologist, but I can tell her how to “get happy”—GO FISHING, for goodness’ sake. Start doing things that make you happy. So often we let our jobs, our volunteer commitments, and even our friends and family dictate to us what we should do and how we should feel. 

One of many amazing findings in our interviews was the fact that the things that brought joy to people were so readily available. The “quest” for joy doesn’t require you make a long journey or save your money; we’re surrounded by joy. To repeat Christine, “There’s just such joy all around.” When we talked to the soon-departed, they almost all seemed to realize joy was within reach—and, more important, it had been all along.

 



“Time Is on My Side” 

The Rolling Stones sang, “Time is on my side.”3 Yes it is, but sometimes it doesn’t seem that way. We often say we just don’t have time to do the most important things that bring the greatest joy to our lives. We complain that we just don’t have enough time to get everything done today. Yet, in reality we all have the same amount of time in a day. And we all have all the time there is. 

Money is the biggest discriminator in society. It separates people according to what they are able to acquire, control, and spend. Time, however, is the most powerful equalizer. As we thought about time and life we came to the realization that, while dollars are the currency of the U.S. economy, time is the currency of life. Seconds, minutes, hours, days, and years are the denominations of this currency. We all have 3,600 seconds per hour, 86,400 seconds per day, and a whopping 31,536,000 seconds per year (except for leap years when we get a bonus 86,400 seconds). These are huge numbers. If you really think about it, time is actually abundant. And at the end of the day, financially rich people don’t have any more than those considered poor. What none of us know and what will always remain one of the great mysteries of life, is how much time we have in the future. With the exception of the day on which you die, you do know how much time you have for each day.

One critical difference between the nature of the currency of our economy/money, and the currency of life/time, is that money can be saved and accumulated for use in the future. Time cannot. Speculation about what we would do if we “could put time in a bottle” makes for a great Jim Croce song, but we can’t put time in a bottle. At the end of every day, we have, in the currency of life, “spent” all 86,400 seconds we received for that day. Every single second is gone, used up, and vanished, and we cannot have it back. While we say money has to be earned, time is a gift, and that is further evidence that life is a gift!









Chapter 2

Gathering Around

According to popular wisdom, “You can’t take it with you.” But time and time again we saw people gathering up their treasure at the end of life, clutching more tightly to their riches as death approached. Don’t misunderstand: there were no money-grubbers among the 104 hospice patients we interviewed. Few of them seemed to care about material possessions one way or another. But their true wealth—the relationships that brought genuine richness to their lives—they jealously guarded and clutched with white-knuckled determination.

Did they think they could take it with them? In a way, I suspect they did. Facing eternity, they turned their attention toward one of the few things on earth stronger than death—namely, love.

One of the most obvious patterns we observed, both in our interviews and in the actual experience of the visits themselves, was the gathering of people around those who were dying. It is such a common pattern of behavior we probably take it for granted. It isn’t always possible for people to actually be there in person, but it is clear most people want to spend quality time with people they love as they approach death. The same pattern can be observed at funerals and memorial services. People gather around at those times to honor the life of the departed as well as to provide support and encouragement for the closest family and friends in their grief. But it was clear from our conversations that the soon-departed would much prefer that people come and gather around while they were still alive. Some even took extraordinary measures to assure they would be able to spend quality time with their loved ones in those last days on earth.

The beautiful love story of Julia and Larry is told later in this book. But Julia was loved by many more people than just her husband, and those people began gathering around toward the end of her life. Larry told us Julia “has gotten hundreds and hundreds, probably five or six hundred cards and letters from people that tell how she’s had an impact on their lives. How else would you ever hear that?” 

Julia spent thirty years teaching five-year-olds. Larry said,


The day we got the diagnosis we were in the depths of depression, and we walked in the door and the mail was there. There was an envelope in that group from a young boy who’s now the minister of college-age young people at First Baptist Dallas, the biggest Baptist church in the country. He was telling her how important it was what she taught him as a five-year-old and how it ultimately led to his full-time vocation. I mean, that’s affirming, and that’s what a lot of these letters are, just affirming what [she] meant to [them] and how [she] impacted [them] and how [she] made [them] feel. 


Larry went on to paraphrase Maya Angelou: “People may forget what you say, but they never forget how you make them feel.” In Julia’s life the tables were now turned, and the hundreds of well-wishers were making her feel loved and proud of her life.

Julia was unable to speak at the time of our interview, but she did use a computer system to spell out some basic ideas that allowed Larry to elaborate on her behalf. “The prayers of the people are being rained down on us. We receive the blessings. That’s the beauty of it. I’ve never experienced anything like this, when you’re held up [in prayer] by so many hundreds of people.” 

Consider Beverly’s story, another example of a dying woman who refused to let life just happen to her, but was intentional about making sure she took care of some things before she died. You’ve seen all those ads for financial services companies in which they encourage people to start thinking about the legacy they’ll leave for their children and grandchildren. That’s exactly what Beverly did. When she realized she was dying, she got serious about what she was going to leave her family. She talked to her stockbroker, just like those “prepare for the future” ads say you’re supposed to. But the conversation didn’t follow the implied script.

Beverly wasn’t calling for estate-planning purposes. She was calling to cash out. She sold enough stock to pay for a week at a huge house on the beach so she could be together with the whole family—seventeen people in all—one last time. She “raided” the account that was supposed to be her children’s inheritance. She understood that there was a lot more to her legacy than a stock portfolio.

Beverly and her husband renewed their wedding vows that week in a spontaneous beach ceremony planned and executed in about fifteen hours (“It was a lot more beautiful than the last time,” she remarked). She had tea parties with her granddaughters; her grandsons were so jealous of their time together that she had to give them a “gentlemen’s coffee party” the next day. The family shot four hours of video of the children and grandchildren telling their favorite memories of Beverly. The kids wrote songs about her and performed them at night.

It was the first time the whole family had been together for an entire week, but it was such a special time they committed to begin getting together annually. That’s truly a legacy, the result of intentionality.

Intentionality—that may be the biggest difference between people who know they’re dying and people for whom it is still possible to avoid facing their own mortality. Beverly wasn’t just skating through, and neither were any of the other people we interviewed for this book. “When the cancer came back the second time,” she said, “I started living my life like I knew we were supposed to give our life to God. I started doing the things that I should do. I just have so many people that I have loved, and they’ve loved me back. . . . I’ve enjoyed every day that I’ve chosen to do this.”

Time and time again our discussions focused on people “gathering around” to share those last moments together. Florence told us how thoughts, prayers, and cards really do make a difference, even if you can’t be there in person.


When I get blue, and I do, and those times I ask why, those times linger on a long time. They feel long, but I don’t know what is ahead of me the next day. I stop and try to think of the good things, things that I’ve been blessed with and the people that I met and have crossed paths with. I didn’t realize until something like this comes up, that even though you’re not there, you’re thought of in prayers and cards. I’ve gotten lots and lots of cards and telephone calls and things from my friends. You can’t imagine what that does to me. It makes me feel very humble and blessed. 


To know people are praying for you, and to even know it when they are not present, demonstrates a spiritual sensitivity that seems to be enhanced by the nearness of death.

In addition to family members, so many of the people we talked with pointed to people in their church as the ones who gathered around them. Mildred told us her Sunday school class brought dinner every other night for the first two months after her diagnosis. “That gives me much joy. . . . And there has not been over five days when I haven’t received a card from somebody, and sometimes it’s been ten or twelve.” Maver had a very similar experience. “My Christian friends at church . . . have really stood by me and they really do check on me. They visit me a lot. I get cards. I get so many cards. It takes me a long time to open them up.”

Harriet was strengthened by prayer:


[I’ve had] lots and lots of prayers. I’m on my hairdresser’s prayer list and she tells people about me, and I’m on their prayer list. I don’t even know how many of them there are. So I’m sure that’s what kept me going this year, and my faith. . . . I had an imaginary sign over my door that says, “You can’t leave here without praying.” [When people came to visit] everybody knew that real quick. So it’s still there but now we pray and say, “Thank You that I’m still here.” People couldn’t leave without praying. I’ve had lots of support from my church, lots of support from my family. One Sunday afternoon I had forty-five visitors at the hospital. They had to stop them at the elevator. I had people that day that came from Chicago, from Columbia, South Carolina, and we couldn’t even get those people in the room that had driven all day in the snow in January to come to visit me. . . . So everybody was there, seeing me for the last time. It was just a real life-changing experience for me. 


Even though Harriet was dying, I don’t doubt her thankfulness was genuine. The gathering around was a life-changing experience. Do we have to reach the point of death to gain the insights Harriet did—to realize so many people genuinely care? For that matter, it doesn’t even have to be that “so many” people genuinely care for us; it could simply be the revelation that someone genuinely cares for us. Is it possible to begin to deeply understand this at an early age?

William S. was a pastor. His wife reports:


An awful lot of people have come to visit us since he got sick. A couple of ladies from the congregation in Florida came up and a couple of men from the [same] congregation, and a lot of relatives. His brother has come to see us twice and they hadn’t seen each other for years. And nieces and nephews and friends from seminary. There was a friend that came two weeks ago and he and his wife had been in seminary with us. . . . There was another couple who came . . . gosh, we’ve known these people for fifty or sixty years and they’re still coming back!


It’s not unusual for today’s church to be criticized for being divisive, political, self-serving, and frankly, just plain mean at times. Some churches are giving “religion” a bad name. Those are tough words, especially in describing an institution Jesus loved. Could it be the “church people” in these stories, who demonstrated such love and compassion and Jesus-like behavior, were practicing a form of what James describes as “pure religion”: “This is pure and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Father, to visit orphans and widows in their distress . . . ” (James 1:27). 

In Matthew 25, Jesus describes the judgment and how some will be invited into the kingdom because of how they treated the king when he was hungry, thirsty, a stranger, naked, sick, and in prison. And the righteous ask the king, “When did we see you [this way?]” (v. 37). The king’s response describes the essence of Christian behavior: “to the extent that you did it to one of these brothers of Mine, even the least of them, you did it to Me” (v. 40). Jesus said, “I was sick and you visited Me”—this is “pure and undefiled religion” in the sight of God. . . . For the church to shine in today’s society, it needs to get back to the basics.
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