Year B, 4th Sunday After The Epiphany

February 1st, 2015

A daughter’s story of the death of her mother written by Laura Truby

Title and explanatory commentary written by Tom Truby and indicated with brackets
Dying into the Arms of the Forgiving Victim
One day, when I was wondering if my stay was going to work out and be long enough to see her through, Mom said, “Laura, I want you with me for all eternity.  Come with me, would you come with me?  She repeated it 3 or four times.  Come along with me. “Yes,” I answered.  She persisted, looking at me, “Come with me all the way.  Will you come with me?” That was when I realized that she wanted me to be at her side when she was dying.  My sister and I both told her that we had prayed that she might die in our arms.  Then Beth added, “Would you forgive me, Mom, if I am not with you when you die?”  Mom nodded her assent.  Then I asked, “Would you release me?”  She looked away and refused to give her consent.  

What would I do?  My flight was scheduled to leave Monday, and I had a wedding and Sunday services coming up!  With the encouragement of a doctor friend who kept in touch throughout by texting me, I decided to extend my stay until Thursday.  She died on Tuesday, so I am very grateful Father Stephen could cover for me. We learned to let things flow, to trust God’s timing.  God kept working things out.  We had a sense of God tending to every little detail in marvelous ways.  Mom was always thanking and praising God for his goodness in quiet ways. When I asked Mom how she would feel if I stayed longer?  “It would be marvelous,” she said.  “That would be fabulous.  Thank you, Jesus.”  
(Maybe this is a good place to explain the intensely ambivalent relationship Marilynn had with her oldest child.  Marilynn was the third child and only daughter of George and Onita Baker.  The family, dirt poor during the depression, had gotten by through a combination of hard work, extreme frugality and high, though uneducated, intelligence.   The family valued education and two of Marilynn’s rival brothers later became very successful engineers.  Marilynn graduated from college during WWII and shortly after was in grad school at Garret Evangelical Theological Seminary in Evanston, Illinois preparing to be a Christian Educator when she met Keith, Laura’s father there. They quickly got married.  
Then guess what happened?  Marilynn got pregnant and that was the end of her academic career at least until much later in her life.  She had to become a mother and too soon, but that was something you could not admit to yourself, much less anyone else, in 1947.  So what happened to this unacknowledged truth?  It got expressed in a subtle hostility toward her daughter who even had the audacity to look like Keith rather than the Bakers.  In a deeply hidden way Laura was held responsible for her mother abandoning her career.  All of this was built into the family but never acknowledged.  In this highly competitive family’s pecking order, Laura, the first born, was at the bottom, while others measured themselves at various levels above her.  This hidden thing caused her mother to perceive Laura as the bad child no matter what she did.  How do you forgive someone who won’t acknowledge they need it?  Back to Laura’s account of her mother’s death.)
We drew much closer during her last days.  When I told her “I feel so close to you, Mom.” She answered, “Totally close, Laura.  Totally close.”  God was doing a deep healing of our relationship.

She taught us so much. The phrases she often repeated from the depths of her being throughout the time we spent together were:  “Thank you, Jesus.  We love you, Lord.  Your kingdom come.”  
During this chrysalis stage she grew sweeter, more humble, gentler, and more luminous as the days went on.  As her body was closing down, there was an opening of Spirit.  She was transforming from within and it was beautiful to watch.  (I think the old rivalry with her daughter was diminishing as she prepared to enter Heaven; that place beyond all human rivalry where God alone is the center.)  
On Monday, January 12, the night before her departure, she said at bedtime, half asleep, “I have two things to say:  “Forgive us, and I love you, Lord.”   Before we left, we sang a favorite family hymn that we often sang at sunset in Bolivia, “Day is Dying in the West.”  Beth and I were singing in harmony, when we realized that Mom was adding a high tenor part.  We softened our voices to match hers. As we kissed her goodbye, she added, “I love you forever and forever and forever.  You are precious beyond words.”  

On Tuesday morning, January 13, I awoke early.  I had the thought to go early to check on Mom.  After breakfast, I felt an urgency to leave the table to go to her room.  My sister asked to go with me, but I kept going.  She decided to give cards away to a card-making group that met only on Tuesdays.  When I reached Mom’s room I was stunned to see that she was breathing in a labored way, and could tell that she was on her way out.  I ran to the nurse to ask if they realized her condition.  Yes, her feet and fingers are turning blue, she said.  I raced back in, and carefully ran my right arm under her head, grasping her right shoulder, supporting her neck.  She didn’t respond but leaned her head onto my chest.  I held her in my arms, told her I was there and knew she could hear me, and then began reciting the 23rd Psalm.  Realizing she was close to death, I spoke the words from the Prayer Book at the time of death, “Depart, Christian soul, out of this world, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. I followed this with the blessing from Numbers…”The Lord bless you and keep you…”, and the Apostolic blessing. I noticed she seemed to no longer be breathing.  I held her this way for several minutes, thinking to myself…I think she is gone…has she slipped away?  Mom has died in my arms.  It all happened in a matter of ten minutes.  The nursing and hospice staff all came in together, stood at the foot of her bed.  One took her vitals, and nodded.  She was gone.  It was 8:55 a.m.

The Hospice CNA, Jassah Kellog Kabbah, from Liberia, had come in, too, and was astonished.  She had just given Mom her bath, she said, sung to her, Precious Lord, Take my Hand, then said Thank you, Lord.  Let your will be done.” And left.  She could not believe she had passed so quickly.  

Her closest friends began arriving shortly to pay their respects. Helen, Betty, Marge Angerer.  Dewey and Kay Findley took Beth and me by the hands and prayed for us.  

Then my sister, who had arrived 10 minutes after mom died, told me she was going to go get the anointing oil she had brought from Bethlehem, which we planned to use at Mom’s death.  We took our time, beginning with her feet, and working up to her head.  As we anointed her body with oil Beth had asked me to bless, we gently sang “Softly and Tenderly Jesus is Calling…..calling, Oh Sinner, come home!”  We concluded with Amazing Grace, sung in harmony, ending with singing Praise God, praise God, and Amen, Amen.

Gratitude is the bridge from sorrow to joy.  My heart was exceedingly blessed.  

I know Mom went to God, shining with the radiance of Christ’s glory.  Amen.

*****************************

(The day after Laura returned to Oregon we spent four hours in a booth at Shari’s debriefing.  She told me all that had happened and how her mother had died in her arms.  I knew that Laura was the family’s black sheep, the one they saw as the problem.  I knew she could never get her mother to see her as anything other than the “bad daughter” though her mother denied it and I knew how many tears Laura had shed over that relationship.  It had gone on throughout Laura’s life and been formative in making her who she is.  
Suddenly I saw that Laura had acted out forgiveness toward her mother in the tending of her during the last week of her life.  She had acted it out so she knew it was real and her mother had experienced it.  The Spirit of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, had helped her.  She had done it.  She had expressed deep forgiveness and her mother had received it by choosing to die in her arms.  It was perfect.  Both of them could go on in peace.  In her death Marilynn had submitted herself into the arms of the Forgiving Victim and my wife, Laura, her daughter, represented Him.  
In the end that’s what we will all have to do.  We will all have to give ourselves into the arms of the Forgiving Victim.  His name is Jesus, and he is our Lord.  Amen.)
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