THE BOX SCORE

By: Robert L. Withers

Thursday morning: I’ve got to get a newsletter article to Linda.  My feeble attempt yesterday resulted in writer’s block.  My abortive paragraphs resemble an incomplete off-ramp on an interstate highway, they aren’t going anywhere.  What to write about?  

Ah, I begin to write and things flow.  “If You Don’t Stand For Something, You’ll Fall For Anything.”  I’m setting the stage for my next series of messages on contemporary issues viewed through the Scriptures.  Oh, oh, it’s almost 9:30, I’ve got to get moving and make it to Esther’s for the Women’s Bible Study.  While the actual study doesn’t begin until 10:00 the refreshments and banter start at 9:30, AND this morning the study is at Esther’s rather than the Parish House.  “What does that mean?” you ask.  It means interesting goodies served in the setting of an old homestead, the house where Esther was born and the house where…the Lord willing…Esther will go to meet her Lord.  Esther may not be a national treasure, (though she should be), but she is a Becket treasure.  Is she 89 or 90 years old?

Esther’s:  I arrive about 9:45.  I love this gang.  What a wonderful group of women.  Some funny and lively.  One a little uptight at times.  Irene, quiet and thoughtful.  Irene is a sweetheart.  She hardly says anything and can’t hear too well.  She seems to have a perpetual problem with hearing aids.  People who may think that Irene is…as they say…”slow”…don’t know what they’re missing.  There are deep waters there.

Sally, the organist at the Federated Church, is the leader of the group.  I love that woman.  She has spunk and humor.  We have developed a ritual of banter, both in the Women’s Bible Study and the 11:00 AM service.  She worries that her husband, Doug, who is 70 years old will never retire.  Sally has a heart for Christ and for people.  One weekday I went over to Sally’s organ and looked at her music books.  You can tell a lot about a person from her books and music books are no exception.  I liked what I saw, music about Jesus, music about the Cross, music about commitment to Jesus.  No touchy – feelie warm fuzzy-wuzzy stuff, but lyrics with Gospel substance.  I trust that sister in Christ.

“Did Darlene get a hold of you?” Sally asks.  

“No,” I respond.

“Her Dad had a heart attack this morning.  He’s in CCU.”

“Well, I’ll go right away.  I was going up to the hospital later, but I’ll leave right now.”

Caryl Adams is in the hospital for back surgery and Darlene’s Dad is in there for surgery related to his diabetes. Obviously he’s had complications.

I sit for just long enough to have a cup of coffee and a bit of refreshments.  As I hastily consume my refreshments Esther picks up her wireless phone and calls Caryl Adams in the hospital.  Her surgery was Monday.  The ladies pass the phone around the table so that each one can say speak to Caryl.  I tell Caryl “Hi” and that I’ll see her a bit later.

I gulp my coffee and am out the door, on the way to the hospital in Pittsfield.

The Hospital: Thank you Jesus, there is a space in the clergy parking area.  Not a sure thing.  As I approach the hospital’s main entrance I see Darlene on the sidewalk with another woman.  Darlene is glad to see me and introduces me to one of her five sisters.

We go up to the 4th floor where the CCU is located.  Darlene’s mom is there, a brother-in-law, and four of her five sisters.  Other family members and friends are also there.  The other sister is on her way from New York State.  Darlene introduces me to everyone and I promptly forget everyone’s name.

Then I do what I am called to do, I pray.  I put my arm around Darlene’s shoulders and her family bows their heads and we talk to God.  This is why I’ve come to Pittsfield, this is why I’m allowed out of Becket, to pray with people.  After the prayer Darlene and I talk a while.  She thanks me for coming, she tells me how much better she feels now that I’m there.  I know that nothing I can possibly say can communicate to her that I’m the one who is blessed.  The reason I know this is that I’ve tried it before and it doesn’t work, people don’t understand, they think I’ve got some kind of inside track with God.  I can only look to God and thank Him for giving me a front row seat in the lives of His people.

Darlene’s brother-in-law comes up and tells me that he and his wife, (Darlene’s sister), would like to have their baby baptized.  I write down his name and phone number.  They live in Hinsdale.  A touchy issue, baptism.  It needs to be a community event, not just a religious toll booth that we pass through.  I’ll have to pray for wisdom when I meet with this couple.  It will be an opportunity to share the love of Jesus.

I put my hospital badge on and Darlene and I go into CCU to visit her Dad.  He appears to be out of it, hooked up to spaghetti, the ventilator assisting his breathing.  Darlene does what needs to be done most of all…in addition to prayer…”Daddy I love you,” she repeats over and over.  Like I said, I’m the one who’s thankful.  A holy moment.

I place my hand on her shoulder and silently pray.  She knows I’m praying even though I am not verbalizing.  I know she knows.  When I’m done she looks at me and says, “Thank you, pastor.”

Once again, a holy moment.

Back outside CCU Darlene and I stand as she shares some personal things with me.  “Maybe we can talk more about these later,” she says.  I just listen.  That’s my job most of the time…to listen and to pray.  I nod my assent; yes we can talk about these things later.

I say “goodbye” to her family and go down to the third floor.

Caryl Adams is sitting in the hallway outside her room.  She brightens when she sees me.  Inside Carol’s room nurses are attending to some highly personal needs of her roommate, since she wants to give her privacy Carol is in the hall.

Caryl and Mike Adams are new to Becket.  She is a petite quiet sixtyish woman who has experienced severe back pain for the past few months.  She looks better than yesterday when her body was quite swollen.  After Mike and Caryl first visited the church I did what was probably the most brilliant thing I’ve done since being in Becket, I brought them a lemon-meringue pie baked by Alice Levernoch.  If you can’t relate to that statement it simply means that you haven’t lived.  Needless to say, Mike and Caryl have been faithful church attendees.

The medical people finish with her roommate and we go into the room and Caryl gets into bed.  She shares with me about restored relationships within her family over the past week…possibly brought about by concern over her surgery.  Once again a holy moment as I sit in my front row seat of life.  I listen…and listen…and rejoice with Caryl over God’s work in her family.  Then I do what I have been allowed out of Becket to do…I pray.

Carr Hardware: Yesterday I received a phone call from Lisa Bennett.  She is Susan Frank’s daughter-in-law.  Lisa and her husband David live in Pittsfield and do not attend our church, though they often attend the Federated Church’s community breakfasts.  The casual observer might classify David and Lisa as being “not altogether there.”  Well, God made them and that’s all that matters to me.  David once recited a beautiful poem to me about God’s love for the church.  He worked on that poem for years.  I asked for a copy and a few weeks later Susan placed a sheet of notebook paper in my hand on which Frank had written his poem.  I’ll keep that poem.  Another holy moment.

 Lisa called because she had damaged her arm somehow and needed money for a prescription, $36.00 to be exact.  Could I help?  They’d pay me back.  It was late in the month and they didn’t have money for the purchase.  Sure I’d help.  After some discussion which established the fact that I still didn’t know my way around Pittsfield we agreed to meet in the parking lot of Carr Hardware, not far from the hospital.

After waiting just a few minutes Lisa and David arrived prior to their appointed time.  I walked up to them and gave them the envelope with money from the church benevolence fund.  

“We’ll pay you back soon.”

“Don’t worry about it.  Just take care of yourselves.”

People have enough pressure in life.  Besides, I had driven by the place where they live a few minutes before I met them…not a pretty neighborhood…I was just glad to be able to help.

Parish House: Back to the Parish House about 2:00 PM.  I check my messages and make copies of my handout for the Thursday night Bible study.  I’ll take them home to staple.  I’m tired and haven’t eaten lunch.  I need a break and then want to review tonight’s material.

I hear footsteps coming up the stairs to my office.  It’s Irene.  She’s there to clean the building and has discovered that the ladies’ toilet is stopped up.  Do I have any money for Draino? Sure, but does it need Draino?  I think we should start with a plunger.  I give her the money and she heads across the street to Bob’s General Store, another Becket institution.

I finish making my copies for tonight and Irene returns with a plunger purchased at General Bob’s.  That store does seem to have everything.  

“Would you like me to do that?” I ask.

“Sure,” she smiles.

It’s a cheap plunger and does not have a lot large bell on the end, so it takes a few tries…but the stoppage is broken and I didn’t splash anything on myself…so I figure it’s a success.

Well, I don’t care what they say, whoever “they” are, I’d say knowing how to use a plunger can be just as important as doing good Biblical exegesis in Greek and Hebrew.

I say “goodbye” to Irene and begin my drive home.  I’m tired but I need to stop at Ginger’s.

Ginger’s:  Ginger is the treasurer of the Federated Church.  The best description I can give you of Ginger is to ask you to place a tape in your VCR and press the fast forward button.  What you’ll see is Ginger.

I knock, hear a “come in” and open the door.  Ginger is on the phone and Haley and Emily are running around the living room.  Haley is Ginger and Pat Conner’s daughter and Emily belongs to Cindy and Mark.  Emily has just lost a tooth and they are on the phone to Cindy, who is at work.  I duly inspect Emily’s mouth and affirm that indeed there is a new space.  I give Ginger the church treasurer’s mail, hear an update on the sale of the old parsonage, chat with Haley and Emily, and head toward home.

Beth and Cindy: I’m coming up on Beth Van Ness’s house.  She runs her real estate operation from her home.  Cindy began working part-time for her a few months ago and now her hours have expanded to the point where she no longer needs to work multiple jobs.  They are both good-hearted women, kind and thoughtful.  They’ve known hard times and they have a special compassion that is usually only born out of hard times.  If you’re down and out these women will give you whatever they have and do without themselves.

I’m tired but I really need to stop in and say “Hi.”  Not a big production, just a “hi.”  Beth has asked me to stop in when I see that they’re both there and I haven’t gotten around to it…now’s the time.  It’s a short visit, maybe ten minutes, but a good one.  I rejoice to see them doing well.  Beth’s real estate career has finally taken off and Cindy has found employment with a caring person close to home.  

I get in the car and head home.  This is what it’s all about.  What more could I ask for?  I still have my wife to look forward to, my dogs, and later on that night the Thursday night Bible study.  I have so very much to be thankful for.

During baseball season the sports sections of nearly all newspapers publish “box scores.” Box scores are statistical compilations of baseball games that allow the reader to reconstruct certain elements of the game. What is lacking, of course, is the play-by-play, how the plays represented by the statistics actually unfolded. 

My Daytimer with its brief notations is my box score; it records where I’ve been, and who I’ve seen, and the miles I’ve driven…but only the Holy Spirit can provide the play-by-play as I sit, watch, listen and pray on a front row seat of life.
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