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PREFACE

Disclaimers and
 Dedications





For all the years I was a Quaker pastor, it was my custom at funerals to read from the third chapter of Ecclesiastes. I read it for two reasons, the first being its pure beauty. People would gasp when I concluded and would ease up to me later to ask where I had found it.


“The Bible. Old Testament. Book of Ecclesiastes,” I would tell them, secretly jealous that the words were not my own.


The other reason I read it was because I found Ecclesiastes 3:1–8 to be an accurate summary of our lives, from our birth to our death and points in between. Ours is not a rose-strewn path. Alongside the time to laugh is a time to weep. I value its honesty.


In the back of my head was the idea that someone ought to write stories to these beautiful words. When no one else raised their hand to do it, I took it as a sign from the Lord that I should. This book is that effort.


It was not without struggle. Tucked alongside “a time for peace” is “a time for war.” What is a Quaker pacifist to do? Whenever I come upon this phrase at the funeral reading, I declare with raised voice, “A time for peace,” then drop my voice and mumble, “and a time for war.” People think I’m saying “a time for more” as in “more peace,” and they smile contentedly. But you can’t do that in a book, so I had to face the issue head on.


I was once asked by a man if I wrot 	e stories the way they happened or the way they should have happened. Both, I told him. While all of these stories have their origins in fact, I have been known to add a little window dressing. There was never a story anywhere that couldn’t be made a little better with embellishment, so I don’t apologize for that.


This book is dedicated to a woman whose name I never caught, who approached me in a bookstore to thank me for my stories, which had been a comfort to her and her husband as he lay dying of cancer. This book is dedicated to her and to all the readers who have encouraged my ministry of writing.


I dedicate it also to my grandmother, Norma Quinett, whose tender heart even angels envied.












For Everything, a Season

ECCLESIASTES 3:1–8





For everything there is a season, and


a time for every matter under heaven:


a time to be born, and a time to die;


a time to plant, and


a time to pluck up what is planted;


a time to kill, and a time to heal;


a time to break down, and


a time to build up;


a time to weep, and a time to laugh;


a time to mourn, and a time to dance;


a time to cast away stones, and


a time to gather stones together;


a time to embrace, and


a time to refrain from embracing;


a time to seek, and a time to lose;


a time to keep, and a time to cast away;


a time to rend, and a time to sew;


a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;


a time to love, and a time to hate;


a time for war, and a time for peace.














CHAPTER ONE


A Time to Be Born


Birth Stories





I was born deep in the winter. Each birthday my father phones to recount the events surrounding my birth. Our sons are asleep in their bedroom under the eaves. My wife and I are sitting in front of the fireplace; she is doing her needlework and I am reading a mystery. The phone rings. I ease out of my chair, walk to the kitchen, pick up the phone and say, “Hello.”


It is my father. No “Hello.” No “How are you?” Just the same question each birthday: “Have I ever told you what happened the night you were born?”


“I don’t believe so,” I tell him.


“Well, it was eight o’clock in the evening when your mother went into labor. I remember the time because Gunsmoke was just starting. There was a terrible snowstorm. We could barely see the neighbor’s house for the snow. We got in the car to drive to the hospital in the city. Our defroster didn’t work, and I couldn’t see through the windshield. I had to drive the whole twenty miles with my head out the window. It was so cold my face was frostbitten. I ran a red light and a policeman pulled me over and said he was going to give me a ticket. I told him to hurry up because my wife was going to have a baby. The policeman said, ‘Follow me!’ and he turned on his lights and siren and off we went, all the way to the hospital where you were born. You had a police escort to the hospital. Not everyone can say that. That makes you special.”


When I was a child, my mother would tuck me into bed, kiss my forehead, then leave the room. My father would come in and sit at the foot of my bed and ask, “Say, have I ever told you what happened the night you were born?”


“I don’t believe so,” I would tell him.


He would lean back, close his eyes, and conjure up that memory—the snow and the swirling red lights and the siren’s wail. I’ve heard that story nearly forty times and I never tire of it. Every year I wonder the same things: Will they make it in time? Will I be all right? Of course I will be, because here I am. But the way my father tells the story leaves the outcome in doubt and I never quite relax until the story concludes with me safely delivered.


In my teenage years, when my father and I were at odds, I would remember how he suffered frostbite to bring me safely into this world…and my heart would soften. I was a skinny child, the target of bullies. When beaten up and ridiculed, I would take comfort in the fact that I was ushered into this world with a police escort and they were not. It was a wonderful gift my father gave me, that story. He could not give me wealth or fame to ease my way, so he gave me that story and it provided a deep consolation.


 


My chief regret is that I am not able to offer my sons a similar story. Their births were routine, insofar as a child’s birth is ever routine. We had sufficient time to drive to the hospital. The roads were clear. The car ran smoothly. My wife was unruffled. The doctors and nurses were competent and our children were delivered with a minimum of pain. I didn’t feel a thing.


When my older son turned five years old, he asked me, “Daddy, what happened when I was born?” I didn’t want to tell him the truth—that as births go, his was unremarkable, with only one peculiarity. When he was due to emerge, I was in the hospital restroom reading a back issue of Reader’s Digest. Drama in Real Life. A man ran off the road and over a cliff, where he lay broken and dazed for three days before spelling out HELP with rocks and sticks. Spotted by an airplane, he was rescued and lived to share his dramatic story.


As I finished reading his harrowing tale, the nurse knocked on the door and said, “Your wife is having your baby. You better get out here.” So I came out and five minutes later, so did my son. That is the truth, though it isn’t the kind of story I want to tell my son. It is not the stuff of legend. So when he asked me what happened when he was born, I kissed his forehead and took my place at the foot of his bed.


“Yours was a very special birth,” I told him. “Quite miraculous. It was the middle of winter. It was snowing. We were sitting in the living room late in the evening. Your mother went into labor. We climbed into the car and made our way toward the hospital. The roads were terribly slick. As we were rounding a curve, we slid off the road and over a cliff, where our car came to rest at the bottom. We were dazed and bruised. Your mother was pinned in the wreckage and couldn’t move, but I could, just barely. I managed to climb through a window and gather some sticks and rocks, which I used to spell out HELP. The next morning, an airplane, circling overhead, spotted us and we were rescued. We were rushed to a hospital where you were safely delivered. And that, son, is the story of your birth.”


He swelled with pride. He’d had no idea his beginnings were marked with such drama. “Tell me again,” he pleaded.


“Next year,” I told him. “You’ll have to wait until your next birthday.” I kissed him good night and went downstairs to sit in my chair. My wife was there.


“What were you and Spencer talking about?” Joan asked.


“I was telling him about the night he was born,” I answered.


“Did you mention how the nurse had to get you out of the restroom because you were reading that story in Reader’s Digest?”



“Indirectly,” I answered.


“I hope you haven’t put ideas in his head,” she said. M


 


My wife is a straightforward woman who doesn’t always appreciate the advantage of story and drama. She doesn’t need to embellish her birth story. Her mother delivered her without assistance after the doctor had left for the day. With a birth like that, you don’t need to exaggerate. It’s miracle enough.


I went back upstairs to talk with Spencer. “I would prefer,” I told him, “that you not talk with your mother about the car wreck and your birth. The memory of it is more than she can bear.”


My birthday came a few weeks later. My parents invited us for Sunday dinner. We were seated in the dining room. I said to my father, “Tell me about my birth, about the policeman and the snow.”


“What policeman?” my mother asked. “What snow?’


“The policeman who escorted you and Dad to the hospital the night I was born. Remember? It was snowing and the defroster was broken and Dad got frostbite from driving twenty miles with his head out the window.”


Mom said, “It wasn’t snowing—it was unusually warm that day. And he wouldn’t take me to the hospital until Gunsmoke was over. It was his favorite show, you know. He almost named you Festus.”


I looked across the table at my father. He smiled, winked, and said nothing. It was all a story—no snow, no policeman, no frostbite, no siren, no swirling lights. But it was my story, true or not, and I was grateful for it. I did not have wealth or fame or muscles or good looks to ease my way into this world. But I did have my story. My father gave it to me. It was his gift to me, bestowed with love, and I treasure it.


Later that night I was sitting in our living room. The phone rang. It was my father. “Say, have I ever told you what happened the night you were born?” he asked.


“I don’t believe so,” I answered.


He spoke of blowing snow and running a red light and how he got frostbite. He told about the policeman who pulled him over and the police escort with the swirling lights and the siren.


“Not everyone gets a police escort,” he pointed out. “That makes you special.”



These are the stories passed from father to son. We have no wealth to bestow, no fame to offer. We have only these legends to remind our children that on the day they were born, the ordinary was suspended and the miracles flew thick.













CHAPTER TWO


A Time to Die


Concerning Christian Burial





I know a lady named Alice who needs to die, and soon.


She is my friend and I don’t want her to die, but die she must. And quickly. Alice and I belong to the same Quaker meeting. She has buried two husbands and has been a widow since 1957. Her husbands are buried with their first wives in their respective home towns. Her own preselected tombstone is in the Glen Cove Cemetery in Knightstown, alongside her father.


Some folks are concerned about what might happen with our computers when we hit the year 2000. That doesn’t concern Alice a bit. She has a tombstone problem. Alice had her tombstone engraved in 1981 when she was seventy-six. She had her name carved on it, the year of her birth, 1905, and, believing she would die in the twentieth century, 19-- carved in for the date of death. The numbers are carved deep, so if Alice doesn’t check out before the year 2000, she’ll need a new tombstone.


She almost died in 1998 at the age of ninety-three, which would have solved her problem. Her son hired a woman to sit with her, but the woman took sick and Alice ended up tending her.


Alice was telling me about it. “Poor thing,” she said. “She hadn’t eaten well.” So Alice fed her green beans, lettuce, and broccoli, and within three days both were improved. Alice attributes her own good health to clean living—no smoking, no liquor, no coffee, no soda pop, and easy on the meat. She is particularly fond of green beans, lettuce, and broccoli.


She is slowly becoming resigned to her tombstone dilemma. “It’s going to be somebody else’s problem,” she says. “I can’t worry about it.” The somebody else is her son, Jack. “He’ll take care of it. He’s a good boy,” she reports. “He’ll take care of my tombstone.”


Alice wants me to conduct her funeral but is concerned I’ll use the occasion to slip in some liberal politics. She is, in her own words, a red-hot Republican. Her second husband was a Democrat, which he didn’t reveal until after they were married. He’d voted for Eisenhower, so she assumed he was Republican. She doesn’t believe in divorce so she just toughed it out. She’s thinking of having the word Republican added to her tombstone.


 


I’m not certain what I want on my tombstone, or for that matter if I even want one. I am considering cremation, despite the objections of a Jehovah’s Witness acquaintance who doesn’t believe in cremation. He believes that when Jesus comes to establish his kingdom on earth, we’ll reinhabit our bodies. Unless, of course, we’ve been cremated—then we’re out of luck. He’s found a verse in the Bible to back him up and can’t be persuaded otherwise.


The reason I’d opt for cremation is because a cherry wood casket costs four thousand dollars, which is how much I earned the first year I worked. Though I make more than four thousand dollars a year now, that figure is embedded in my mind as a year’s wage. I worked at Johnston’s IGA sacking groceries, stacking empty pop bottles, mopping up busted pickle jars, and sweeping the parking lot. I worked every day after school and all day Saturday and earned four thousand dollars. I’m not about to spend that money on a casket, even one made of cherry wood.


The Oldenburg Casket Company is headquartered in Indiana. They are one of the world’s largest manufacturers of caskets—700,000 units a year. The increasing popularity of cremation knocks that number down a bit each year. Their cheapest casket retails for 225 dollars and is made of particle board. If you’re a ward of the state, that’s what you’ll get when you die.


Their most expensive casket sells for twenty thousand dollars. It’s pure bronze with twenty-four karat gold hardware, lined with velvet and with rounded corners. This is the casket for queens and presidents. It is guaranteed for seventy-five years, so if you dig up your loved one seventy-four years down the road and the casket is damaged, they’ll replace it for free. If the Oldenburg Casket Company goes out of business before then, you’re out of luck. The particle board casket is guaranteed for thirty days.


I know an Amish man who makes pine-box caskets with rope handles for one hundred dollars. That’s a fair price for a casket. I’m thinking of buying one and storing it in my garage so it’ll be there when I need it. He guarantees his pine-box caskets for one hundred years. He says if you come back in a hundred years needing the casket replaced, he’ll build you a new one for free.


If I were buried in a casket, I’d have to be interred in a graveyard, which I don’t want. The place I want to be buried is in the field behind my parents’ barn, under the pine tree where we buried our dog Zipper in 1977. Since our town prohibits backyard burials, cremation is looking more attractive. I want my ashes next to Zipper, either spread on the ground or buried in a canister. It makes no difference to me. If my wife desires, she can have her ashes put there also. She didn’t know Zipper but I think they’d have gotten along just fine.


 


Concerning music, there are certain songs I’d like at my funeral, namely “Blessed Assurance,” “Abide with Me,” and “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.” I would also like Mozart played, but only if it can be done well. If not, skip it. I don’t want any rock music. This is a trend I’m seeing when younger people die and I’m not for it. If it wasn’t written before 1940, I don’t want it sung or played at my funeral.


I hope careful thought is given to who preaches my funeral. I don’t want somebody giving an altar call. People feel guilty enough at funerals without having more guilt heaped on. I would prefer a bighearted preacher giving my eulogy, someone inclined to widen heaven’s doors. I don’t want to leave folks wondering whether I made it.


As a Quaker pastor, I’ve presided over numerous funerals. Except we don’t call them funerals, we call them memorial services. We sit around and say nice things about the deceased, whether they deserve it or not. Then we read the Twenty-third Psalm and quote from the Gospel of John about heavenly mansions. Chock-full of Quakers, we speculate. Simple Quakers in simple mansions.


Alice believes all her family are there—her mother and father, her eight brothers and sisters, her two husbands. She loved both her husbands and isn’t sure with which one she’ll share a mansion. I’m betting on the Republican.


 


It used to be cheap to die, but not anymore. There are casket makers, cemetery owners, florists, musicians, morticians, tombstone carvers, embalming fluid salesmen, and gravediggers. Everyone has a hand out. Dying has become big business in America, tens of billions of dollars a year. That’s just a guess; the Oldenburg Casket Company wouldn’t confirm it. When it comes to money, they’re tight-lipped, which makes me think there’s lots of money in it.


If I were dying, the last person I’d spend time with is the mortician. First, I’d play pitch-and-catch with my sons. They’re always asking me to throw the ball with them and too often I’m telling them I don’t have the time. It’s a cruel thing to tell your children you don’t have time for them. I hope they don’t remember that about me.


Then I’d call my father and ask him to tell me the story of my birth one last time, how I was brought into this world against stunning odds. It fills me with confidence, knowing that God has been pulling for me since birth.


With those commitments met, I would hasten to my wife. I’d ask her forgiveness for the many times I cared more for my happiness than hers. For the first eight years of our marriage Joan worked full time to put me through college. I repaid her by being a grouch and not helping with the housework. The day we married, we each vowed to serve the other. My wife has taken that pledge far more seriously than I.


That done, I would speak to the good Lord about his heavenly mansions to see if there were vacancies. I wouldn’t be picky. I’d sooner have a broom closet in the house of the Lord than a mansion down below. Finally, I’d open my Gentle Shepherd Hymnal to number 452, “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms,” and I would sing to the heavens. I’d sing of blessed peace with my Lord so near, then snuggle deep in my pine-box casket, safe and secure from all alarms.


Death jogs our minds about what’s most important. It separates wheat from chaff. Life isn’t about money and big houses or fancy cars and titles. It’s about family and friends and our relationship with God and whether we love. We can’t fit all that on a tombstone, so we carve our names and our dates of birth and death and hope that, somewhere between those two dates, life was well lived.







OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OPS/images/MSRCover.png
# HlarperCollins ebooks

For Everything a Season

ilipAGulley;





OPS/images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OPS/images/MSRCover.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books

For Everything a Season

ilipAGulley;





