Eulogy

[bookmark: _GoBack]When I visited Margaret the afternoon before she died, I flipped through her Bible trying to figure out what she might like to hear.  She was relaxed, with Susan near, confined to her bed and unable to speak; she was clearly nearing the end.

It was quite a contrast from the week before when I sat with her on her sofa where she talked and we prayed.  Now what she was doing was breathing, deeply and increasingly slowly.    

So I was left to guess.  And, you know, it’s a big book—the Bible; and I couldn’t find my favorite passage, whose phrases I know well but whose chapter and verse I never can get right. 

“On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples  a feast of rich food, a feast of well-matured wines,  of rich food filled with marrow, of well-matured wines strained clear.

“And he will destroy on this mountain  the shroud that is cast over all peoples,  the sheet that is spread over all nations;  he will swallow up death for ever.  Then the Lord God will wipe away the tears from all faces,  and the disgrace of his people he will take away from all the earth,  for the Lord has spoken.   It will be said on that day,  ‘Lo, this is our God; we have waited for him, so that he might save us.    This is the Lord for whom we have waited;  let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation!’”

Can’t you just imagine Margaret so glad, rejoicing?

I get the feeling this time of year that people love seeing me.  You see me coming and you’re so free to say, “Merry Christmas!”  These are contentious words these days.  No one wants to offend while trying to wish someone else well.  So you play it safe.  You say, “Happy Holidays!” or “Season’s greetings,” as is right, considerate.  Unless you see a pastor come along.  Then you let ‘er rip:  “Merry Christmas!”   

It’s like that at funerals.  A pastor wants to honor the person who’s died and the gathering of people left behind.  So we plat it safe: we talk in vague terms about remembrance and living life fully in the now because of life’s swiftness and uncertainty.  Unless you’re honoring the life of someone who believed in the promises God has made in Christ.  Then you let ‘er rip.

When Margaret first came through the doors of the church and stepped into the sanctuary, she brought her own Bible, carried it easily in her hand as if she’d done so for years (which she had).  And it can be intimidating to a preacher to see someone bringing his or her own Bible to church.  Though a custom in some congregations, or an expectation, or a requirement, it’s hardly one in ours.  “Uh oh,” is my reaction when it happens here.  “A duel.  I’m being challenged to a duel.”

But Margaret wasn’t challenging me—at least not in that way.  Moreover she wasn’t challenging me any more than she was challenging herself.  I think it’s hard for most of us to imagine how different her life was here than how it was back in Scotland, how different the Christian faith was lived here than back in her home fellowship.  That she made such thoroughgoing changes at the age of 82 is testimony to her strength and to her spiritedness.  

It was a stroke of completeness then, perhaps, that I forgot my Bible when I headed out of the house to visit her for the last time.  Remembering halfway there, I chastised myself in the car: “If there’s one thing you bring to an occasion like this, it’s your Bible.”  I toyed with the idea of turning around.  But I knew I could just use hers.  It would be out in plain sight, right there within reach.

And so it was.  There she was in bed, not quite awake not quite asleep, breathing deeply but increasingly slowly.  I took her hand and it was warm as always.  We prayed—the three of us, Margaret, Susan and me.  And we enjoyed silence while the oxygen machine rumbled and Margaret gently gasped as if in moment-to-moment sweet surprise.  

Then I picked up the book and flipped through its pages, unable to remember where in Isaiah it was, unwilling to fall back on Psalm 23 (I have my pride), going instead for a favorite of mine.  

O Lord, you have searched me and known me.  
You know when I sit down and when I rise up;    
you discern my thoughts from far away.  
You search out my path and my lying down,    
and are acquainted with all my ways. 
 Even before a word is on my tongue,  O Lord, you know it completely. 
 You hem me in, behind and before,  
 and lay your hand upon me. 
Such knowledge is too wonderful for me;    
it is so high that I cannot attain it. 
 Where can I go from your spirit?    
Or where can I flee from your presence? 
 If I ascend to heaven, you are there;    
if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.  
If I take the wings of the morning  
and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,  
even there your hand shall lead me,    
and your right hand shall hold me fast.
 If I say, ‘Surely the darkness shall cover me,  
and the light around me become night’, 
 even the darkness is not dark to you;    
the night is as bright as the day,  for darkness is as light to you. 
 For it was you who formed my inward parts;   
you knit me together in my mother’s womb.  
I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.    
Wonderful are your works; that I know very well.     
My frame was not hidden from you, 
when I was being made in secret,    
intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 
 Your eyes beheld my unformed substance.
 In your book were written  all the days that were formed for me,    
when none of them as yet existed.  
How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God!    
How vast is the sum of them!  
I try to count them—they are more than the sand;    
I come to the end—I am still with you.

I imagine it’s believing such things as the psalmist speaks of here that made possible what Margaret called her “great adventure.”  I imagine believing that there was indeed nowhere she could go that was beyond God’s reach made it possible for her to make such a journey so late in life.  That Susan was here made it reasonable, wise, for Susan was devoted and capable of caring for her in her older age; but that her faith assured of God’s universal dominion and everlasting love made it possible, made it thinkable!

After Margaret died—died her peaceful, hopeful death—Susan gave me the envelope she’d left sealed to be opened after her death.  No treasure map, no long-held secrets, this held the sweet message I read earlier and also this, another favorite piece of scripture, of which she wrote, “The beauty of the language and the thrill of the meaning of this psalm are also very special to me—Psalm 139:  ‘If I take the winds of the morning and remain in the uttermost part of the seas; even there shall Thy hand lead me, and Thy right hand hold me.  If I say peradventure the darkness shall cover me, then shall my night be turned to day.  Yea, darkness is no darkness with Thee, but the night is as clear as the day.’”

The night she died was a bright one—literally for the snow on the ground and the moon in the sky, but also because the promise by which Margaret lived her life became realized in such ways as I bet surprised even her.  And there’s something to grieve here, to be sure.  So many here loved and cared for Margaret in ways and for reasons that I imagine surprise even us; and we’ll miss her.  There’s much her also to celebrate—that we knew her and that she let us love her and that, as she said in her letter, she loved us.  And for this what can be said but, thanks be to God.

