December 24, 2010  
Matthew 1:18-23  (Joseph is mentioned only once more, in Luke)

Mark 1:29- 34 a  ( “…and he cured many…”  not all.)

   It was a Saturday morning a couple of weeks ago. It was cold. On my drive over to the nursing home, I saw deer wearing ear muffs and mittens on their hooves. And there was a black bear beside the road with a sign that read, "Go ahead and shoot me: it's too cold to live out here." It was a bitter morning. 

As I pulled into the nursing home parking lot, a few snow flakes were falling. When I got out of the car, the wind shut my door for me. I pulled my coat tight against me and dug my chin into my chest as I made my way to the lobby. Having been there thousand times before, I was simply heading down the hallway and then upstairs. An unfamiliar woman sitting behind the front desk stopped me saying, in a tone that was more of a command than a question, “Would you please sign in?”

Signing in to visit someone in a nursing home irritates me. I bit my tongue but gave a look. The look was received and interpreted accurately, as she too now bit her tongue. I proceeded to do what I always do when forced to sign in at a nursing home: I wrote down someone else’s name. Sometimes I’ve been Batman, other times Aqua-man, occasionally Abraham Lincoln or Socrates. Sometimes instead of a name I put a statement or a question like: What time is dinner? Or, Can I have this minute of my life back? After-all, who’s taking the time to look at this sign-in book? Or, what good does this do since you’re not checking my license to see I am who I say I am? 

And that’s the source of my irritation: I believe if you’re going to do something, do it well. If the purpose of the sign-in book at a nursing home has something to do with security, then have the person there at the desk check my I.D. while I sign in. That would be fine. I would have no problem with that. I’ll even take my shoes off and get frisked. It is the pointlessness of the sign-in book that bothers me. 

So, with the few snow flakes and the cold wind, that Saturday I decided to sign in as Santa Claus, and after signing, with my jaw still clenched, I turned and proceeded down the hallway.

At the end of the hallway I took the stairs on the left to the second floor. It’s all familiar to me. You enter the second floor and the common room with the large screen television is right there in the center, with the nurse’s station to the right, and three different hallways jutting out and away from the common room, hallways leading to the patient rooms. 

Almost always there is one, two, or three elderly people in wheelchairs just outside the common room, in the hall in front of the nurses’ station. Sometimes such parked persons are placid, sometimes reaching out a hand and asking for help, occasionally moaning or worse, screaming. 

No matter how familiar, one never gets totally comfortable with such scenes. 

On that Saturday two weeks ago, I noticed the common room was full of parked people, and the television was on loud. I guessed that I would find the object of my visit there. I made my way to the front entrance of the common room and looked in to see if I could spot her. About twenty-five people in wheelchairs parked in three semi-circle rows, facing the television, twenty five people of various levels of dementia, disease, and frailties, some clearly unable to hear or see or focus on anything, a few attentive to the movie of the morning, Frank Capra’s “It’s A Wonderful Life.” 

As I scanned the room I finally spotted Mary in the very back of the room. Ninety-four years old, less than five-feet tall, and I’m fairly certain less than 85 pounds of her remaining: the wheelchair appeared to be swallowing her, so small and hunched she looked. From many other visits I knew Mary could not hear much at all, and I knew she could not see well; thus, I knew that if she were to have any interest in the movie, it was wasted on her given her location in the back of the room. 

I side-stepped my way past other wheelchairs to get to Mary, noticing and feeling all the time the eyes of those few alert people watching me, wondering, I thought, if perhaps I had come to see them. And I felt what I imagined was their disappointment as I side-stepped past them, and I wondered, as I moved past them without stopping, if they felt like those people Jesus did not heal: why Peter’s mother-in-law and not Joseph, who everyone assumes is not mentioned after the birth narratives because he died, without wondering why Jesus would let him die and not Lazarus.

And whether side-stepping past wheelchairs or simply visiting a more benign situation in the hospital, I feel as badly as those I pass by because I am no Jesus: even if I stopped, I cannot heal anyone. If I could heal, I say to myself, since I believe strongly that if you’re going to do something do it well, I would not be selective and sporadic in my healing like Jesus apparently was; no, if I could heal, I would have stopped at every wheel-chair and said, “Get up, walk, be free;” but, I cannot heal. I have no such powers, so I simply side-stepped my way to the one person I had come to see, Mary.

When I got to Mary, I knelt down beside her on one knee. I took her black and blue varicose left-hand, the one still in a soft-cast from her most recent fall, and I put my right hand gently around her fingers, and leaning close to her face I said, “Good morning, Mary: Can you see me? It’s Michael.”

“Oh honey,” she said with a bright smile, “It’s so good to see you again.” And then she took her bony, wrinkled, arthritic right hand, and she placed it top of my head and rubbed gently back and forth as if she were searching for hair. Then, with her right-hand hand still on the top of my head, and her eyes as full of life as any eyes I’ve ever seen, Mary said to me, “Bless you; bless you for coming.” 

Given my, if you’re going to do something do it well mentality, it’s sometimes hard to see what people in Mary’s condition can do well, and I can wonder to myself, what is the point of their continued existence. What Mary has learned to do well, and not everyone learns it, is to live life well; and even though she can do very little for herself anymore, and very little of anything anymore, Mary is still living life well.

If Jesus was God in human form, then God knows what it is like to suffer and die, and knows what it is like to live life well in spite of such things. It is a wonderful life, even when it is difficult and even painful: it is a wonderful life when it is a life lived well, because a life lived well overcomes all things, and I was reminded of this two weeks ago when I looked into Mary’s eyes, and she placed her hand on me and said, “Bless you, Bless you for coming.”

This is the life born in Bethlehem, the life shaped by a cross, the life set free from the tomb, the life that is given by God to all who will receive it. Bless you, bless you for coming.

