Received June 23, 2011 from Chaplain Kris Pikaart

Last night, I drove home to Gallup from Zuni right at sunset.  Gallup has its striking beauty, but it pales in comparison to the land that belongs to the Zuni nation. The mesas rise straight out of the verdant land, striped white and red.  When you begin the decent into that valley, the world looks huge and grand.  At sunset, the light hits the red rocks suddenly and they explode with warmth and light.  

I came from performing a wedding.  The bride and groom are 18 and very beautiful.  A strange wedding it was—both of their families exiled from the LDS church, but they still live in the area.  They did not have a clergy-person to do the wedding; hence my involvement in the backyard wedding.  I tried to say some words that might touch each person in the diverse crowd somewhere in the heart.  Who knows how I did with that, but the evening was pretty—the light slanted and unusually soft, as it was cloudy instead of our usual bright blue sky.  We stood under an ancient elm tree to say and hear the vows.  The bride wore a Renaissance dress, as did the families and some of the guests.   Their kiss was sweet, and the guests blew bubbles at them as they walked out through the yard.   I hope they can love each other well.  I hope they can be kind to each other, and I hope they continue to find each other fascinating. 

I knew a couple of people there—mostly folks I have met in the hospital, either staying there themselves or visiting someone else.  I saw the aunt of Mercy.   She was the young woman--a girl really—whom I met in the ER.  She was one of the kids in that terrible accident.  The one where the professor was taking her students on a field trip to the Zuni Mountains and the vehicle rolled.  A young boy died, and Mercy had a giant gash on her head.  I remember her as a very slim, pale, young girl with sharp, bird-like features, and a head of long, thick, brown curls. Her classmates told me that she overshadowed the rest of them because she loved geology and knew enough to have a real conversation with the professor.  That aunt was the most solid rock I have seen.  Waiting for Mercy’s laceration to be sewed up, her confidence would not budge. I keep telling her that she will be okay, and that she may not panic about this.  This was the aunt, who was at the wedding, wearing a Renaissance dress in purple.  She told me that 9 months later, Mercy is not doing well.  She is a fraction of the weight she was before (which was not much), with significant brain damage.  She goes to occupational therapy, to physical therapy, and to regular therapy every week.  They are teaching her the alphabet.  I told the aunt how sad I was to hear this news.

So driving back home through that unspeakable beauty, I thought about two young women—both around the same age.  One gets married, the other gets a head injury.   One set of parents gets joy, the other gets sorrow.  I am struck by the same truth that often reveals itself to me in my work--that it could just as easily gone the other way—that the other family could be facing tragedy, the other family facing a celebration.  Each tragedy seems to match up to a great beauty and joy.  We cannot go far from either.  We live each day with our arms filled with both life and death.  We hope death will not strike us too closely, but we know it will eventually.  We hope ours will be the life that is smiled upon, and it probably will in some way.   We cannot wish for blessing for ourselves without realizing that we may be pushing the tragedy away from us, but closer to another.  It becomes hard to pray—for what do we pray for?  Blessing for those we love?  Protection for the ones we need?  Why should the faces that I find precious be spared instead of those who are unknown to me?  

I find it difficult to live comfortably with this knowledge, except to remind myself, as I have to do every day, that despite appearances, chaos does not reign, but instead there is a great, mysterious One in whom all comes to be known and all comes to find rest.   My prayers for my own family are pushed wider and wider, until they must include my neighbors, you readers, and people who live in places that I will never visit.  They become a prayer for Shalom—God’s peace—to blanket this earth.  

