
one of the most intense experiences in my life. Teamwork, 
community, love transcended the intensity of the fear; we 
covered 24/7 for three weeks, and she did not die; her condi-
tion improved. Her husband and daughter made a schedule, 
hired a helper and continued with a good quality of life for 
Kim. The wonderful doctor, who had been there for Kim in 
ways I had never before witnessed in a doctor, had told us 
that the day would come when Kim would be ready to turn 
off the machines. And it came. 

On Thursday, hospice nurses came and interviewed Kim. 
They determined that the doctor would come the following 
week, but Kim said it needed to be sooner. The doctor came 
on Sunday. From Wednesday until Sunday, time became a 
concept that made no sense. At one moment it would speed 
up and the next moment, one minute seemed to take days 

“An ounce of pretension is worth a pound of manure,” 
she always said. She was not only the greatest human source 
for unconditional love ever in my life, she was also my con-
stant source of companionship and wisdom. When I forgot 
to access my deep knowing, Kim reminded me authentic-
ity mattered. For 25 years, I was graced with a blessing of 
friendship in a way that many people may never experience 
in this life. I am sooo grateful for having had her in my life. 
And the loss is taking me a long time to grieve; it is complex. 

On Wed, June 25, 2008, when I came for a visit, her 
daughter, Sami, met me at the door and said Kim had decided 
it was time; she wanted me to know that before I went in the 
room. Since October of 2006, we had known we would face 
this scenario but there was no way to prepare me for what 
would happen over the next five days. Kim and her friends 
and family had been on a journey of constant accompani-
ment, the heights of joy and the depths of grief, since the 
summer of 2003 when Kim first got sick. She was diagnosed 
with ALS (Lou Gehrig’s Disease), which is a gradual dete-
rioration of every muscle and nerve in your body. Daily one 
wakes up not knowing what functioning they have lost. She 
also had Lyme Disease and never got treated adequately.

The onset of Kim’s illness came just 3 weeks after a peak 
moment in which we met in Washington, DC to celebrate a 
piece of her art having been accepted in the Smithsonian’s 
orchid exhibit; her huge banner of orchids painted on silk 
swayed in the breezeway of the Botanical Gardens. We were 
so high on life that day! And she was celebrating the huge 
successes she had experienced in her art that she could never 
have expected, as she painted her silk in her home in the 
Kentucky backwoods country. 

In the fall of 2006 life changed. Kim was in ICU. Not 
expected to live, she wanted to go home. But no agency 
would support us in taking her home on a respirator. So, 
Kim’s husband, daughter and two others of us went to 
training on the machines and brought her home. That was 
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to go by. I was grateful and deeply 
peaceful at exactly the same moment 
as I was screaming NO to God with all 
my might. Separations in my emotions 
were not possible; all of them were 
intensely there all the time. I spent a 
lot of time by myself. The days and 
moments blurred together. I tried to 
choose my words carefully to tell Kim 
how much I loved her. 

By this point communication only 
occurred by Kim blinking her eyes, 
and Sami could still communicate with 
her by holding her finger in Kim’s hand 
saying the letters of the alphabet; Kim 
could barely move her hand to let Sami 
know which letter, and sometimes they 
had to go through the alphabet more 
than once to get the next letter. So, 
words had to be few. Mostly I sat by 
the bed and watched her sleep, prayed 
for her and us, and tried to let go of this 
person who had been the most precious 
of all to me in this life. 

On Sunday, we gathered family 
and friends in her room in her home 
in the woods. I came early and told her 
my good-byes; I have no idea what I 
said but it seemed inadequate. I loved 
her so deeply and she knew it; there 
was no doubt about that. But she was 
not wanting to die, at the height of her 
life, and there was no consolation. No 
words of wisdom worked. No spiritual 
practices seemed to help her in the task 
of saying good-bye to her grandsons 
and Sami. She was dying and was in 
control of it in a way she could not 
be in control of what happened to her 
body during the prior five years. 

The doctor came. Shortly there-
after, it was time. Kim had prepared 
a ceremony. She was a poet; her 
poems written for this occasion were 
read. Poetry and art seemed the only 
languages deep enough to express 
herself in those last two years. And 
most recently, the poems had come one 
letter at a time. Her mind was clear and 
present to the very end. Her last com-
munication came one letter at a time 

and took Sami 45 minutes to decipher; 
she wanted Max, her dog, on the bed 
to help her with the journey she was 
about to take without any of us. Max 
had been there with her those last two 
years, accompanying her faithfully and 
demanding nothing of her. He had been 
her truest friend when life got hardest, 
and she wanted him with her, closest. 

The nurses gave her a large dose 
of morphine, then pulled the plugs on 
the machines that had kept Kim alive 
in recent months. She struggled for 
a moment, and they gave her more 
morphine. That moment of struggle 
almost killed me; I grabbed a person 
near me and held on for dear life. Then, 
it was over and she rested in peace, but 
breathing slowly and deeply. 

The next 20 hours were absolutely 
surreal. As Kim lay dying, someone 
sat by her at all times, but others were 
eating, talking, laughing, telling stories 
of her life, checking emails, and life 
going on, pretty much as usual. Totally 
surreal for me! I sat by her bed most 
of that time, but did go take a little 
nap. I was aware that Life 101 had not 
prepared me for this experience. Sami 
could not leave her mother’s side, but 
got a call from her mother-in-law that 
her sons really needed her to come for 

a little reassurance. So, Sami left for 
a short while, and that is when Kim 
could finally leave her. Sami was upset, 
but we reassured her that Kim could 
not leave her body as long as Sami 
was there. 

At one point, I felt Kim was not 
there in her body, nor in the room any-
more. I was only a few feet from her 
bed when the hospice nurse reported 
that Kim’s breathing was changing 
and she was dying. She said that soon 
her heart rate would slow and then 
stop. That is what happened. Then she 
changed colors. I had never been with 
anyone dying and did not know what 
to expect, so I felt shock and awe. 

 Sami and the nurses washed 
Kim’s body, and Sami left. Then the 
funeral director came, and nothing 
prepared me for the moment when he 
gathered her frail little body dressed 
in a beautiful flowered dress of her 
choosing, wrapped it in a cloth, cov-
ering her face, put her body on a cart 
and wheeled her body out to the car. 
I felt like a piece of myself went out 
the door with her. I later named that 
piece of myself “the part of me that 
knows how to love unconditionally and 
well.” I have needed to work during 
my grieving process to get that part of 
myself back. 
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After Kim’s death I was left with 
an image of an oval ball of trauma 
that was made of pieces that had to be 
sorted. The five years of accompanying 
this journey had been hugely intense, 
and the pieces of the grief needed 
sorting and acknowledging. The time 
since those summer days has involved 
intense grieving and trying to find 
myself amidst it all; that process has 
come a long way but may never be 
completely resolved. 

I wish I could give you a nice 
sweet ending to this story but the fact is 
that losing Kim and the way it all went 
was enormously difficult. My faith in 
God has not wavered, but what I need 
in faith community is changing, and I 
have not sorted that piece adequately 
yet. The grief and sorting is another 
story for another article. I can say that 
I am so very grateful for having had 
Kim in my life. I know she is not gone. 
I often feel her standing near me, just 
waiting for me to be able to accept 
what has happened. Although not a 
religious person who used religious 
language, Kim was the most deeply 
spiritual person I have known. Her 
spiritual languages were the languages 
of nature, art, and poetry. She knew 
those languages well. I need to learn 
more; she seems to be saying I can take 
all the time I need to do the work; after 
all, time is a human concept that she 
does not need anymore. 

A Friend in my Quaker meeting, 
Dave, lost his wife after a 12-year 
battle with cancer. On the Sunday 
after she died, he quietly and slowly 
reported, “Well, I’ve spent the week 
trying to learn to relate to Louise in a 
new way.” I never forgot that. I need to 
learn to relate to Kim in a new way but 
am not there yet. The intensities of the 
joys and the sorrows are still a blur….

Jen Elam is the author of Dancing With 
God Through The Storm: Mysticism and 
Mental Illness.

Life Trumps Death
James Baker

Some years ago my beloved brother 
attempted his own death, but was 

rescued by his wife (who herself died a 
year ago). I learned from this to respond 
to him much more closely, because I 
hadn’t realized that he had long been 
depressed. Much earlier I held our 
father while he died and sensed him 
seeing things I could not see. I looked 
after our mother’s funeral and then, jar-
ringly, had to return to the laboratory to 
continue spinal research with cadavers. 

My long-time friends are dying. 
Sometimes it’s been expected. Other 
times it’s a sudden shock. Letting go 
of each takes time. Since we recognize 
each other by our physical bodies, we 
tend to forget that we are much more 
than we see and hear. Sometimes chil-
dren have more practical insights. A 
child’s pet dog died. The little girl was 
in my friend’s preschool class. Trying 
to assuage the loss, my friend told the 
child, “Your dog is now with God in 
heaven.” The little girl screwed up her 
face and replied, “What would God 
want with a dead dog?” What have I 
learned?

I have had searing new insights 
from my own three near-death expe-
riences and from hearing firsthand 
accounts from many others whose 
experiences were far more complex 
than mine. One of these people has 
written books about his two near-death 
experiences. In his first experience he 
was shattered to review the devastat-
ing results of his heartless treatment 
of others. His second experience a few 
years later was much different—reas-
suring—because the first experience 
had compelled him to live his life much 
more compassionately. His forceful 
answer to a question of mine still rings 
in my ears: “We are not little people! 
We are great and powerful spiritual 
beings! Only heroes and heroines are 
allowed to be born!”

When one actually experiences that 
consciousness can literally be separate 
from one’s physical body, what we have 
come to call death is seen, not as an 
ending, but as a new beginning. From 
these experiences I have learned that 
life—and consciousness—is continu-
ous. Death is like birth. Just a transition 
into another reality; another step in the 
learning process. From others’ accounts 
and my own experiences I have learned 
that children frequently have memories 
of the time before their birth. These 
memories mostly fall away as they get 
down to the tasks of this new earth life.

More importantly, I have learned 
that people are far, far, far more impor-
tant than things. It is vitally important 
to treasure each moment with them. 
Guard them. Each of them has been 
placed in our care. They may even 
return as friends and family—as many 
of the people I now know are former 
friends from long ago.

In the forest a few days ago I had 
the urge to call my fifteen-year-old 
grandson to come closer to where I was 
standing. A few moments later the tree 
his father was felling with a chain saw 
fell exactly where my grandson had 
been standing. He would have been 
killed. But now he can go on with his 
life. What is the Big Lesson in all this?

Near-life experiences are the 
lesson. Don’t waste a moment of this 
life. We are God’s representatives. Care 
for others while they are here. Cherish 
each one of them. Cuddle a fearful or 
ill or dying person by touch, by prayer, 
just as one cuddles a newborn who has 
been catapulted into learning a new 
reality.

James Baker is a Friend away from his 
beloved Downers Grove Friends Meeting 
in Illinois, and is closer to the end of this 
lifetime than its beginning, but has no 
fear of it. He recently celebrated his 80th 
birthday by writing a 20-Year Plan for 
himself.
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We sat staring into the small, 
marble bowl filled with fine, 

white powder. Without speaking, we 
looked into each other’s eyes, wet an 
index finger, and dipped it into the 
bowl. We slowly brought the substance 
that would end his life to our lips and 
sucked it off, letting it melt onto our 
tongues. It was bitter, and almost 
instantly, my whole mouth went numb. 
It stayed that way for hours after I left 
him.

~~~
I first met Tom (a pseudonym) when 

he was diagnosed with Lou Gehrig’s 
disease and needed help around the 
house. He called in response to my 
housekeeping ad in the local paper. 
He was a tall, thin man, handsome in 
a rugged kind of way. He was already 
experiencing muscle weakness, and I 
could tell it was hard for him to ask for 
help. Tom had a wry sense of humor 
and making jokes about his condition 
and impending decline was his way 
of lightening up our first interview. 
He had a wide, warm smile and a big, 
deep laugh. I liked him immediately. 
I agreed to come weekly and clean 
the house.

Every Wednesday afternoon he 
greeted me at the door with one of 
his stellar smiles and an offer of iced 
tea at the kitchen table. I quickly real-
ized that he was more interested in 
conversation than house cleaning. We 
spent a good hour talking, and then I 
spent another hour or two cleaning. 
Depending on my schedule, I some-
times had another glass of tea and a 
chat before I left. I began to cherish 
my Wednesday afternoons with Tom.

I learned he was a deeply spiritual 
man. He saw the illness as a means to 
go deeper into his spiritual practice. 
“It’s like being cloistered in a mon-
astery,” he explained. I was always 
amazed by his calm acceptance of the 

disease and the slow deterioration of 
his body. He read books written by 
great spiritual masters and shared the 
insights he found most fascinating. 

As the disease progressed, he 
needed more help, and nurses became 
a regular part of his day. Like most 
people with ALS, he was most afraid 
of choking to death. He learned a series 
of meditations to calm himself and 
face his fear with “loving kindness,” 
as he put it. 

One day I came to him in tears, and 
he held and comforted me. I had just 
put down my beloved dog. My dog had 
cancer of the spine and had finally suc-
cumbed to total paralysis. As I sobbed 
on Tom’s shoulder, he patted my back 
and said, “It’s a pity we can do that for 
dogs and not people.”

That was when the conversations 
about suicide began. Tom found an 
organization that helps people with 
chronic, debilitative illnesses end their 
lives. I helped him write letters, asking 
for their assistance. I understood his 
wish to be free of this terrible, unend-
ing suffering that was only getting 
worse.

Wrestling with my own moral 
dilemmas about euthanasia, I read pas-
sages from the Bible. Christ said, “Do 
unto others as you would have them do 
unto you.” What would I want if I were 
in Tom’s shoes? Frankly, I didn’t know 
how he’d endured this long. I hoped 
if I were in a similar place, someone 
would help me.

So, I helped him. We put all his 
affairs in order: notarized his will, 
went over who to call after his death, 
and discussed what he wanted at his 
memorial service and where to scatter 
his ashes. The organization he wrote to 
asking for help sent instructions listing 
the required medications, which Tom 
slowly stockpiled. 

His biggest fear was that one of his 
precious nurses would find his body 
and be traumatized. We were having a 
chat one afternoon at his kitchen table 
and he said, “I just can’t figure out what 
to do with my body.”

“If you didn’t have to worry about 
anyone else’s feelings, what would 
you do?”

He laughed his big laugh, “I’d be 
gone tonight!”

I took a deep breath; I knew there 
would be no way to undo what I was 
about to say. “What if I found your 
body?”

His eyes lit up. He knew I’d been 
a hospice volunteer and was not a 
stranger to death and dead bodies. 
“Would you do that for me?”

“Yes, I would.”
That moment seemed like spring 

coming on a frozen river, his hesitance 
melted and his plan catapulted forward 
towards its ultimate end. And I was 
in a kayak, trying desperately to stay 
right side up in the turbulence that fol-
lowed. I had made a commitment and 
I intended to see it through, no matter 
what the cost.

We made a plan to ensure his 
nurses wouldn’t make their usual 
visits. Tom told them he was going to 
visit a friend who was a nurse and had 
arranged for him to see a specialist in 
her city.

Then the last day came. I went 
to Tom’s house and we went over the 

In the Field Beyond Rightdoing and Wrongdoing
Anonymous

What would I want if I were in 
Tom’s shoes? Frankly, I didn’t 
know how he’d endured this 
long. I hoped if I were in a similar 
place, someone would help me.
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plan. That’s when he pulled out the 
bag of pills and set them on the table. 
He said, “I don’t have the strength to 
grind them, can you do it?”

It never occurred to me to deny 
him. Grinding the pills was just the 
next step, the next wave to maneuver 
in the river. I threw them in the blender 
and pressed “High.” When the dust 
settled, I poured the contents into the 
white, marble bowl and set it on the 
table between us. It had a presence, 
like a third person had joined us.

It was then that we reached for the 
bowl and sealed our pact. Afterwards 
Tom heaved a great sigh, “I’m so tired 
now. I think, my sweet friend, it is time 
to say our goodbyes. I need to rest.”

I thought I was prepared for that 
moment. I don’t know how I could 
have thought that. It felt like falling 
off a cliff, flailing, grasping, trying to 
catch hold of something—anything. 
I suddenly realized I’d never see him 
again and how much I would miss him. 

I started to cry and I couldn’t stop. 
I let the tears roll down my cheeks. He 
cupped my face in his hands and gently 
wiped the tears from my cheeks with 
his fingertips. “Thank you for helping 
me be free of this prison my body has 
become. Please promise me you will 
take care of yourself.”

I saw a calm, peaceful resolution 
in his eyes. He gave me the bag with 
the empty pill bottles and asked me to 
dispose of them. Then he walked down 
the hall to his bedroom and I watched 
him go. It took all my strength to turn 
the doorknob and force my feet out the 
door and into my car.

That’s when the praying started. 
“Please God, if this is wrong, forgive 
me. Forgive him. Please take him 
Home into your loving arms and let 
him be ok. Help me get through this. 
Give me the strength to do what I need 
to do.”

I dumped the bag of empty bottles 
in a convenience store trashcan on my 
way home. I began to dread finding his 
body. I started to see gruesome visions 
of finding him in a grotesque position, 
partially decomposed, the shadow of 
great suffering etched upon his face. 

I’d agreed to come back after 
three days had passed, at my usual 
Wednesday afternoon time, before 
the nurses resumed their visits. I will 
always remember standing at the door 
and watching my hand tremble. I took a 
deep breath, placed the key in the lock 
and let myself in.

I braced myself for the smell I 
anticipated would hit the instant I 
crossed the threshold. It wasn’t there. 
My heart caught in my throat, “NO. 

Please don’t let him still be alive.” I 
hadn’t thought about that possibility. 
What would I do?

I forced myself to walk down the 
hallway to his bedroom. There he lay, 
slumped back and a little to the left 
with his hands resting palms up beside 
him. A sweet smile curved his lips 
slightly and his face radiated blissful 
peace.

I laughed until tears came to my 
eyes. “You did it! You’re free! Thank 
you, God.” All the pent-up energy burst 
out and I did a little celebration dance 
around the room. 

I called 911 as we had planned and 
reported that he’d passed. I let the coro-
ner in when she arrived. After making 
sure I was ok, she went back to Tom’s 
room. In a few minutes she returned 
to the living room and commented, 

“He looks so peaceful, doesn’t he?” I 
looked up at her and smiled.

On the last day I saw him, Tom 
gave me his journal. He said, “No one 
can know about this, but I can’t bring 
myself to destroy it. I’d like you to 
have it.”

After they took his body away, I 
went home, poured a glass of wine and 
pulled out the journal.

Here are a few of Tom’s thoughts 
about his decision:

“It feels like I have very little 
energy and strength left for even 
the things I would love to do. I 
question more and more whether 
my being in this body is helping or 
hurting me. To have a body and a 
human life is a precious gift. It’s 
an opportunity to love and serve 
the highest interest in each other. 
“Committing suicide isn’t easy. 
It goes against the grain. It’s one 
hundred times harder than giving 
yourself a shot, but in some ways 
it’s a lot like it. You hope you don’t 
blow it. You know it will hurt in 
the short run, but should help you 
in the long run. The hardest thing 
about suicide is leaving your loved 
ones.
“I love the people in my life and I 
don’t want to hurt them, so I hang 
on. (If I wouldn’t hurt anyone, I’d 
put this body to rest and go Home. 
I’m sure people are there waiting 
to welcome me with open arms.)”
After his death, I received a letter 

from him in the mail. Once I got over 
my initial shock, I realized he must 
have given it to someone to mail after 
his passing.

In it he wrote, “I’ll meet you in the 
silence of our hearts, in the ‘field’ the 
poet Rumi says is ‘beyond rightdoing 
and wrongdoing,’ if I’m able to get 
there.”

“I’ll meet you in the silence of 
our hearts, in the ‘field’ the poet 
Rumi says is ‘beyond rightdoing 
and wrongdoing,’ if I’m able to 
get there.”
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I Think Her Spirit 
Passed Then

Lillian Heldreth

Anticipatory Grief—I had nearly 
ten years of it while my mother 

was slowly slipping away from demen-
tia. It has its advantages, in that if you 
let it flow in a reasonable manner, 
it gives you time to work on issues, 
appreciate the person, and, in the end, 
feel joy for that person that the suffer-
ing is over. 

After I’d told my unconscious 
mother that she was free to go on if 
called, I began to read to her from the 
first chapter of John: And the Word 
was in the beginning with God, and 
the Word was God, with as nearly as 
possible the cadence my Baptist min-
ister father would have used. Mother 
rose up in the bed and gave a little 
cry, and then lay back down, breath-
ing very lightly, whereas before her 
breath had been heavy. I think her 
spirit passed then, at the sound of those 
words. Sometime after that her breath-
ing ceased. I wept then, until I had to 
make way for the staff, who were due 
to leave, and did not want anyone else 
to make her ready for the last journey. 
Although her mind was virtually gone, 
her sweet spirit had stayed to the last, 
and they, too, loved her.

But because so much of my per-
sonal grief had come before, on the 
long drives to and from the nursing 
home, at her funeral I could speak 
gladly and in triumph of her long life 
well-lived, in love and faith. That was 
the great gift of anticipatory grief.

Lillian	 Heldreth attended Urbana-
Champaign meeting before moving to 
Marquette, MI, where she is an elder in 
a Native American worship community.

I Felt His Spirit Leave
Marcia J. Jones

On Thursday, November 8, 2007, 
the doctor examined my hus-

band Jimmy. He said because Jimmy 
was young and had a strong heart, he 
expected him to live a few more days. 
But something inside of me thought 
otherwise. I sensed an urgency to 
hold Jimmy. The hospice nursing staff 
graciously allowed me to lie down 
with Jimmy and hold him throughout 
the day. They moved his catheter and 
positioned him so we could face each 
other in his small bed.

During those last two days, I held 
him tenderly and sang of my love for 
him. I also sang praise and worship 
songs that Jimmy knew, and some-
times I sang prayers. I just did what I 
felt like doing at the time. Countless 
times I kissed his face and told him I 
loved him. I held him in my arms, still 
savoring the magic I had experienced 
on our first date. I loved being with 
him. I always had.

From the first time we had met, 
Jimmy had always calmed me when-
ever he held me. Now I was holding 
him to keep my promise of being there 
for him when he died. About ten-thirty 
on the night he would die, I decided I 
was going to sleep in Jimmy’s bed if 
the staff would allow it. God does all 
things well. He had a wonderful nurse 
on duty that night, a real angel. She 
said that would be fine and to just let 
her adjust Jimmy’s catheter and move 
him so he would be facing me when I 
held him.

At 10:40 pm, Snugglebunny got 
into bed with Snugglebear for one 
last snuggle. He looked like his old 
self—my Jimmy. When we retired in 
2002, Jimmy weighed 217 pounds and 
was five feet nine inches tall. Now he 
weighed only 130 pounds and was only 
five feet five inches tall, but God let me 
see my husband as he had been rather 
than the little shrunken man he had 

become. Jimmy looked so handsome 
and seemed at peace.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. My 
Jimmy was back. He seemed peaceful 
as I held him close. I didn’t sing to him; 
I just snuggled up to him, enjoying the 
sweet intimacy of our bodies touch-
ing. It felt so good—like old times. I 
relaxed and closed my eyes for a few 
moments, just savoring the wonderful 
feeling of holding Jimmy in my arms. 

Finally, I opened my eyes and 
looked at Jimmy. I rubbed his head, 
kissed him on his forehead, and told 
him I loved him. Then I put my hand 
on his chest and said, “Jesus, Jesus, 
Jesus.” On the third “Jesus,’ I felt my 
husband’s spirit leave. He simply flew 
away. It was like the wisp of a butter-
fly’s wings, a mere flutter and gentle 
breeze. It was faster than I could blink 
an eye. I still marvel at that night.

I did not want to lose this feeling 
of being in the presence of a holy God. 
It felt like the Lord had taken a scrub 
brush and washed me clean; it was 
wonderful. I went down to the chapel 
and called my son Paul while the staff 
prepared Jimmy for our viewing.

The nurse took us back to Jimmy’s 
room. They had placed a beautiful 
quilt on him. There was a table at the 
end of his bed with a lit candle, fresh 
flowers, family pictures, and the Bible 
opened to the 23rd Psalm. Paul said, 
“Mom, he’s really gone. I can’t feel 
his spirit like I did earlier. I’ve always 
believed in heaven, but I really do now. 
He’s gone. He’s free. He’s not here. I 
feel like running down the beach and 
shouting, ‘He’s free! He’s free!’” We 
were both so overjoyed we stayed up 
that night at home and talked about our 
lives with Jimmy. 

from No Greater Love: A Journey through 
Alzheimer’s. Marcia J. Jones, Xulon Press, 
2010, contributed by Dawn Rubbert
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Tell Us Your Stories!
WCTS has a vision—we want to tell the world that God is much more 
various and wonderful than our skeptical culture allows. We hope to help 
Friends be tender and open to the Spirit. We need your experience—it 
may be just what someone else needs to know! Please share your 
stories. WCTS is here to strengthen us all on our journeys. Please let 
us know how your journey has been transformed by your experience.
When you write for WCTS, here are some things to keep in mind. Articles 
that best communicate to our readers generally focus on specific events 
and are written in the first person. There is a special richness when 
the writer goes beyond describing the experience and tells how it has 
changed his/her life. However, mystical experiences and contemplative 
insights may transcend editorial processes, so please consider these 
guidelines as gentle assistance rather than limitations. In general 
we shy away from articles that expound on theoretical or theological 
propositions. We want WCTS to be sensitive to the diversity of our 
communities, so we avoid any writing that would stereotype or degrade 
any religion or peoples. Write for us as frequently as the Spirit moves.
With joyous expectation we look forward to receiving your contribution 
to our worship-sharing groiup in print.

The Editorial Team of WCTS:
Mariellen Gilpin, Judy Lumb, and Michael Resman

It was a Sunday in October, 1967. It 
was raining, and I had gone to my 

place of employment, because I was 
looking for the guy who had poisoned 
our coffee. He had put a can of Prince 
Albert tobacco in our coffee. My cousin 
and I had spent the night vomiting 
and shaking. I meant to do him physi-
cal harm. I was sixteen. But he was 
gone—drafted to go to Viet Nam—so 
he knew he was safe. 

I was on my way back home when 
I hit a patch of mud. Being an inexpe-
rienced driver, I over-steered the car, 
and an oncoming car ran half through 
my car as I slid sideways. There was a 
family of five in the car, and the mother 
was killed instantly. It was half an hour 
before they managed to get me out. 

Our first stop was at the funeral 
home. This was in rural Calhoun 
County, Illinois, where most of the 
entries to the county were by river 
ferry, and there was one bridge in 
Hardin, Illinois. We were closer to the 
bridge, and in that time the undertaker 
was also the ambulance service. My 
future wife’s father was driving the 
ambulance, and I remember telling him 
I loved his daughter and intended to 
marry her. I wanted to make sure I said 
that, in case I died. It was two hours 
before I got to the hospital in Alton, 
Illinois, forty miles away. 

We got to the hospital, where I was 
immediately placed in the intensive 
care unit. Intensive Care was a ward 
with six beds down each side and 
striped curtains separating the beds. 
I was in a coma, and it was probably 
about the third day that I had an out-of-
body experience. I was going down a 
tunnel toward the light. I felt so good; I 
never felt so good. I was warm all over. 
I felt like I was going home. There were 
people waiting for me. All I could tell 

I’ll Bring 
My Own Rocks

Paul SchoberndAlmost always with cats, the end
comes creeping over the two of you—
she stops eating, his back legs
no longer support him, she leans
to your hand and purrs but cannot 
rise—sometimes a whimper of pain
although they are stoic. They see
death clearly though hooded eyes.

Then there is the long weepy
trip to the vet, the carrier no
longer necessary, the last time
in your lap. The injection is quick.
Simply they stop breathing
in your arms. You bring them
home to bury in the flower garden,
planting a bush over a deep grave.

That is how I would like to cease,
held in a lover’s arms and quickly
fading to black like an old-fashioned
movie embrace. I hate the white
silent scream of hospitals, the whine
of pain like air-conditioning’s hum.
I want to click the off switch.

And if I can no longer choose
I want someone who loves me there, 
not a doctor with forty patients
and his morality to keep me sort of, 
kind of alive or sort of undead.
Why are we more rational and kinder
to our pets than to ourselves or our 
parents? Death is not the worst 
thing; denying it can be.

End of Days
Marge Piercy

“End of Days” by Marge Piercy, from The Hunger Moon: New and Selected 
Poems, 1980 - 2010. © Alfred A. Knopf, 2011. Reprinted with permission.
Contributed by Barbara Kessel.
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Discovering God as Companion: 
Real Life Stories from What Canst Thou Say? 

Mariellen Gilpin, Editor 

“DISCOVERING GOD AS COMPANION underlines the power of ‘we’ sustained by the Religious 
Society of Friends for more than 350 years. Contributing Friends and companions of God have 
drawn so close to the Source of Love that Light streams through their written words into the 
world. Through the testimonies of these writers, readers can glimpse contemplative witness 
as one mark of the whole Quaker community.”  —Judith Favor’s review in Friends Journal 

Retail $15.34, 172 pages Available from FGC Bookstore <quakerbooks.org> (800) 966-4556

was that the people were my family. 
It was during this time that the doctor 
told my parents that I probably would 
not live through the night, and if I did, 
I would be paralyzed permanently. 

Before I could reach that light, a 
voice that I assumed to be God said to 
me, “You must go back. It’s not your 
time.” And it was at that time that I 
came back to my body and discovered 
I was lying in glass. My kidneys had 
failed, but I knew that I was not going 
to die. I was unconscious, but God had 
spoken and I knew I was not going to 
die. But I couldn’t communicate that 
to my parents, who were crying. It was 
the first time I’d ever seen my father 
cry. Somewhere along in this time—
it’s hard to tell when something begins 
and ends in a coma—I became aware 
of a woman screaming and yelling 
at the top of her lungs. Once again, I 
really wanted to do her harm. I was not 
a terribly enlightened person. 

This is where God turns evil to 
good. Out of my body, I went down 
around the striped curtain and looked 
the woman in the face. And I was 
immediately melted down and over-
come with love and empathy. Mary 
was her name, and her gallbladder 
operation had not gone well. She was 
in tremendous pain, and there was 
nothing much they could do for her. I 
went back to my body, and I’m looking 
at myself. I re-entered my body content 
in knowing that God would not let me 

die, and I would in fact walk again. I 
think the lesson in seeing Mary and 
experiencing that unconditional love 
for someone I didn’t know helped me 
to understand that God was with me. 
And I had that same unconditional love 
applied to me. 

Shortly thereafter I woke from the 
coma. It wasn’t until I left the ICU that 
I started to be scared that I would not 
walk. I started to forget the miracle 

that I’d seen and experienced. I was 
a very conservative Lutheran, and I 
had no religious construct on which to 
hang the ICU experience. And then I 
relapsed into my old ways of bartering 
with God for my life. A minister came 
to see me, and in private I told him the 
story of what had happened in the ICU. 
The man turned white. He read me 
scriptures and said prayers to protect 
me from evil. And he left as fast as he 
could. Thus I learned not to tell anyone 
about what had happened. 

And, except for my wife, I told 
no one about my experience for fif-
teen more years. I was afraid of being 
ridiculed, and I was afraid also because 
I still did not understand what had 
occurred. 

It wasn’t until I read Moody’s 
books on near-death experiences and 
found new ways of experiencing God 
that I learned not to fear what I didn’t 
understand. And I learned to become 
more expansive in my acceptance of 
myself and others. I resigned my job as 
trustee in the Lutheran church. Shortly 
thereafter we wrote the church a check 
for the remainder of our tithe and left 
for good. 

We found our Quaker home at 
Friends Hill in Quincy, Illinois, where 
it still took me some time to clear my 
mind. Iris Bell was probably the most 
important catalyst as I moved from 
being a scared wounded Lutheran 
to a new theology of expansiveness, 
acceptance, love, forgiveness—both 
for myself and others. I think the final 
event that really closed that chapter was 
when I sat in the swing at Friends Hill 
with my wife and pondered the need 
for water baptism. I couldn’t let go of 
it. But as we were swinging, it started 
to rain, and every time we swung out 
we got wet. And a voice in my head 
very clearly said, “So you want water 
baptism. Here it is.” That seemed to be 
the final issue.

I was in a coma, and it was 
probably about the third day that 
I had an out-of-body experience. 
I was going down a tunnel 
toward the light. I felt so good; 
I never felt so good. I was warm 
all over. I felt like I was going 
home. 
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I never blanked the out-of-body 
experience out of my memory banks. 
I kept thinking about it over the years. 
I developed ulcers, thinking about that 
family growing up without a mother, 
until I was finally able to forgive 
myself. Today I still say a prayer for 
that family, but not out of guilt any-
more. I think the experience in the 
early days made me foolhardy, because 
I didn’t fear death anymore. I lived on 
the edge, because I knew that the worst 
that could happen was that you would 
die, and since I’d already been there 
once I wasn’t afraid of going back. 

Today I experience life and the 
afterlife as separated by a very thin 
veil. In deep meditation we can touch 
that boundary and both give and 
receive feelings, messages and sup-
port without fear, knowing that energy 
is not destroyed but simply changes 
form. We are all part of the same entity. 

As John Woolman said in his 
dream, he could no longer experience 
himself as a separate being. I think 
this metaphor is very much supported 
by quantum theory, and we can take 
the fear and mystery out of experi-
encing life and death. We distinguish 
ourselves by name for the sake of 
convenience. But at our essence, we 
are all One. 

My granddaughter and I had a 
discussion after her aunt had lost twin 
babies. I said I thought probably they 
had gone to heaven. And she said, 

“Yes, they have, and you know 
what?” 

“What?” I said.
“Animals go to heaven too,” She 

said.
“Even spiders?” I asked.
“My daddy doesn’t like spiders,” 

she said. 
“How about worms?” I asked.
“I don’t like worms,” she said.
“But they’re all animals,” I said.
And she allowed that worms and 

spiders could go to heaven, too. 

“What about trees?” I asked,.
“I don’t think so,” she said. 
“But trees are born, and they live 

and they die. They just don’t move 
much,” I said. 

She allowed trees could go to 
heaven. We had already allowed water 
in heaven, since fish needed water, and 
they were animals. 

“How about rocks?” I asked.
“No,” she said. 
I didn’t argue with her beyond 

that, but we know that rocks are mostly 
space between the molecules, just as 
we are, so I suspect we might find 
rocks in heaven. 

It dawned on me after we’d fin-
ished our conversation that what we 
were really talking about was a ver-
sion of heaven that described a perfect 
earth. It wasn’t the theology of angels 
and clouds, harps and endless hymn 
singing for eternity. And this version of 
heaven sounded much more palatable 
than the one we’re often given, even 
though it is considered a heresy by the 
Catholic Church. 

It seems to me that if you want to 
know the unvarnished truth, you ask 
a five year old. And in this case, I’d 

rather go to her heaven, and I’ll bring 
my own rocks. 

In the final analysis we never stop 
learning, and stopping to learn from 
the least of God’s creatures is where 
we are more apt to see the truth with 
a capital T.

Paul	 Schobernd was Illinois Yearly 
Meeting’s first Field Secretary, and a 
spiritual mentor to many. He was a 
member of Clear Creek Meeting, McNabb, 
Illinois. A few months before he died, 
editor Mariellen Gilpin showed up on his 
doorstep, laptop in hand, and typed this 
story while he dictated. She read it at his 
memorial, and was invited to submit it to 
Among Friends, the ILYM newsletter.

WCTS Date Changes
WCTS readers/writers will notice a 
slight change in dates for the next 
two issues, an earlier deadline for 
the Februray issue, and a later one 
for the May (June) issue. This is to 
accommodate WCTS team member 
Judy Lumb’s leading to go to Africa, 
as described at <judylumb.com/
africa-2012/africa-2012.html>.

~~~~~~~~~
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Death and 
Dying

August 2012
Unity
Editor: Judy Lumb 

The glory which thou gavest me I 
have given to them, that they may 
be one, as we are one; I in them and 
thou in me, may they be perfectly one. 
John 17:22-23. Whether it is a sense 
of unity during Friends’ business 
process, unity with all of life, a sense 
of the emails during a committee's 
deliberations, or the experience of 
God's presence and power, unity is a 
concept important to Friends. When, 
where, how, and with whom or what, 
were you filled with a sense of unity? 
Share your stories of unity with our 
readers.

Deadline: May 15, 2012

February 2012 
Shame
Guest Editor: Lois Pomeroy with 
Mariellen Gilpin 
The expense of spirit in a waste of 
shame...(Shakespeare, Sonnet 129). 
Some of us ate shame for breakfast 
when we were very little, and have 
spent a lifetime learning to invest 
our spirit in healthier ways. Can 
you remember a time before you 
were shamed? How has baby-shame 
manifested in adulthood? How did 
you realize shame crippled you? What 
made you decide to change? What 
spiritual practices have helped you let 
go of ancient shame? Has Spirit helped 
you move beyond it? Share your story 
of healing from inappropriate shame.

Deadline: November 1, 2011 

June 2012
Disability
Guest Editor: Faith Paulsen 
with Mike Resman
Has your spiritual journey been 
affected by having a disability or 
loving someone who has a disability? 
Have your struggles and pain altered 
your relationship with God? Have you 
sought healing? In your experience, 
have you seen a difference between 
healing and curing? What has been 
necessary for healing? How do you 
see Divine love being expressed 
through your experiences? Do you 
resent what you’ve lost and/or are 
you grateful for what you’ve gained? 
What would you like to share that 
might help others?

Deadline: March 15, 2012 


