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 “Lessons Learned at the E.R.”
It was a Monday afternoon, early July,

And the plan was for me to take our two children to this new pool 

we had found in Milford.

The sun was shining for the first day in what felt like a year

After the 30 days of wet depression that was June.

Remember June?

And I was on my first week of vacation.
No sermons to think about, I remember thinking, for 9 more Sundays.
So I was feeling good, life was good, all was well.
And this fit with this image I had of myself,

Of someone who almost always feels good,

And who has gotten away with the assumption

That illness, even minor illness, is something that happens to other people.

Unbelievably, I think this even though I am your minister, 

even though I have seen accidents and illness strike us without 

regard to who we are or how well we try to be.

How I can sometimes assume this I cannot explain.

Half-way to the pool
I happen to look in the review mirror 

And I notice in the reflection of myself that something is not quite right.
You mean more than usual? 

Says my wife when I call her on my cell phone, she trying to make light

And ease the anxiety she hears in my voice.

“Yes, more than usual” I say.  
“The whole right side of my face looks lower than the left,”

I say, and then I try to smack my lips and I realize I really can’t do that,

And I realize I can’t really form my lips into a whistle either,

And I suddenly feel, now pulled over to the side of the road,

That tingling, slow motion sensation you have that when it dawns on 

You that something is very wrong.

“You need to go the emergency room,” Karen says.  “I’ll meet you there.”
There being Milford Hospital.  I know the way.
Last time I was there, sometime last year, I visited one of you.

But this time is different.
This time - will you believe for the first time ever in my 37 years? - 

I am there on behalf of no one else but myself,

And this time I walk into the waiting room 

Realizing just how vulnerable I feel, how helpless,
How all I want is for these people I have never met to figure out what’s wrong,

And to take care of me.
I wait barely 5 minutes.  I give myself over to the smiling, saving grace of Carol, 
my admitting nurse,

Who, in her own way, baptizes me to this new world of being the patient, 
being the sick one,

Saying “sit here” as she points to the wheelchair, 

And ‘put this on’ as she hands me a hospital gown

And rolls me to my spot in the hallway of the bustling ER, 

the hallway because there are no rooms left on this sunny afternoon in July
that now feels a world away, because hospitals, if you have spent time in them,

are really their own world, with their own weather, and own sense of time.

I tell Carol my symptoms.  She asks clarifying questions.

I try to gauge from her demeanor just how serious this might be for me.

And then she asks a question I am not expecting; 
she asks for my religious affiliation,
And though I don’t say it out-loud, what I’m thinking is: 
‘Am I that bad, that you might need to call the clergy in?”  
And then I wonder who I would call,
And I think about the calls some of you have made to me over the years,
And I have this sudden new-found appreciation for how important that call is.
“I am Unitarian Universalist” I tell Carol, and in a true detail that I hope 

Will cause us all to recommit to the work of sharing this faith

And affirming our faith to our friends, our neighbors, our doctors, our hospitals,
Sweet Carol wrinkles her nose in confusion and says with regret that

she doesn’t have us on her list, 
writing our name instead under that anonymous heading that says: ‘Other.”

Carol leaves.  Doctors come.  Blood is drawn.

I am wheeled to a room for a CAT scan,

After which the nurse working the machine tells me hopefully, “Good luck!” 

Which even then struck me as perhaps the most honest and least hopeful thing

I could have heard, because now I am thinking: is that what this comes down to?

Is this about luck?  And I fear that it is.

And now the waiting, oh the terrible waiting.

Mark Belletini says in our reading for Yom Kippur,

For this season of awe in the beginning days of this season of autumn,

This season of reflection:

“Let’s set it all down, he says, let’s open our fists and drop them:
The waiting, the obsessions, the pin-wheeling worry which wears us out.

The fretting.  Let’s throw them down into the silence.”

And I think now: how I wish I had these words then, these holy lines

That read like scripture,

Scripture meaning to me the words, whatever they may be,

That you would choose to hold in your hand and read a loud in times

Of trouble, in times of waiting.
A question here, as an aside, that I commend to us: 

What, in your time of need, is your scripture?  

What words would you most want to hear?

The doctor returns.

“I think I know what is going on,” he says.

And then I learn the CAT scan is clear.

I learn I am not having a stroke,
Something I am told was their first suspicion.

I learn there is a nerve that lives inside a tiny bone

On either side of our temples,
And that sometimes this nerve can swell from infection, 
causing loss of muscle strength on one side of the face.

I learn that in most cases the swelling will ease on its own after several weeks or months.
And so I learn I will be fine.

And five hours after first arriving I learn I am going home.

This was almost three months ago.
And since then health care has become the debate we likely turn off 
When it comes on news, because of the vitriol.

But I share my story with us, preaching from my life to yours,

So that together we can share the lessons 

And perhaps reframe the issue into its proper context,

Which for me, as Rachel Remen says in the reading Laura read for us,

 is a decidedly spiritual and religious context,

And not just a political one.

Ask me what I discovered, and I will tell you first, before anything else,
That I felt what it is like to walk into a hospital as a vulnerable, worrying,

Fretting, ailing human being.

I had always, in my role, visited that person, counseled that person,

Prayed with that person.  

But I had never before been that person.

And so I wonder now, after walking in these shoes,
After wearing that unflattering gown, 
how our debate this summer and fall might be different
if we were asked to speak from and to that vulnerability,
So that if instead of having to listen to the politicians talk behind podiums,
Or listen to ourselves debate the issue over dinner with friends 
We asked everyone to go and give our speeches and have our debates 
Inside the waiting halls of our emergency rooms, 
or at the side of the gurneys,

Or near the CAT scan machine.

I wonder if that would make a difference in what we say. 

I wonder what would change.

And I can only testify to the change in me.

I can only tell you that I walked through the doors in July 

Renewed to the reality that behind all the talk of health systems

And providers and insurance and access are in fact stories and lives and souls

Who seek not a system, but a service,

Who seek first of all not coverage, but care.
And who remind us with their stories, which are our stories,

That we are missing something if we forget this work of health care
Is really about the religious work of valuing human life.

Maybe then the talk would be different about the immigrants, the uninsured,
The people who use the ER as their primary care.

Ask what else I have discovered and I will tell

You that I have learned that developing what I will call 
A theology of the sick is even more important 

than having a theology of being well.
What does this mean?  Does it mean that we should look forward to 
The spiritual possibilities of swine flu?

No, but I think it does mean we need to reconcile ourselves 
to what happens to our bodies,

Asking as we age, as things wear out, as we develop conditions,

As things go wrong, even when things go horribly wrong:

“Am I more than this sickness, this injury, this condition?

Will it have the last word?

Will it prevail?

Or can I say that while sickness is a part us,

It is not the whole of us.

And If I believe in God, can I possibly say that God doesn’t want me to feel pain?

And if I don’t believe in God, can I still say I did nothing to deserve this?
And can I, despite it all, still laugh, and still love?

Which carries me to the final discovery,

And here let me say that this whole experience over the summer has

Made me perhaps the world’s biggest hypochondriac,

So that still these months later I am testing my face, looking in the mirror,

And sometimes looking at you looking at me 

wondering if you see something I don’t.

About a week after the ER visit I ask my daughter, now 6, I say:

“Ella, is Daddy’s face still crooked?” hoping she will tell me it is not.
And without hesitation she breaks into a song,

Singing “Daddy’s face is still a little sideways,

Sideways, sillyways, sillyways….”

Which she repeats with mimicking facial expressions for effect.
But before I can get despondent or even check the mirror,

She stops singing, and more to herself than to me, she says:

“But it doesn’t matter.  We love you.”

So I say to us, having learned this on my own:

May we surround ourselves, when we are well, with 

The people who tell us: But it doesn’t matter.  We love you.
May we surround ourselves, when are not well, when we are sick,
With the people tell us: But it doesn’t matter.  We love you.
May find these people in our families, in our homes, in the mirror.

May we find these people here, in the pews next to us,

In this church, in this faith which tells us But it doesn’t matter.  You are loved. 
May we find these people in health care system who one day we pray will tell us, 
No matter our job status, no matter our pre-existing conditions: 
But it doesn’t matter.
We will care for you, for you are a child of Life.
And then may we lay back, as Mark Belletini’s words promise us
In this season of reflection and hopefully renewal, 

May we lay back gently and float,

Knowing we are supported in this still cradle of the world, 
New-born, ready for any next thing.
Amen.
