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She spoke quietly, so quietly that I had to turn my head, bring my ear closer to her mouth in order to hear her.  There was a lot of background noise, people talking, catching up, reintroducing themselves, chatting about this and that.  It was the first night of my high school reunion, we were in the hospitality suite of the hotel, but it wasn’t much of a suite, not very big, so we were close to one another, conversations overlapping.

I didn’t know the woman speaking to me.  She wasn’t tall, dark-haired, a little grey showing, glasses.  Her eyes were wide and begin behind the frames.  I had absolutely no memory of her from high school, but our school was large so I imagined we just traveled in different circles.  We found ourselves standing next to one another near a small refreshment table.  She asked me where I lived, what I did, and when I told her I was an Episcopal priest she began to tell me about her life.  Mostly her son.

Her son had cancer.  He was 24, he’d had it since he was 19.  I asked what kind.  She told me, it wasn’t al all familiar to me but I realized this didn’t really matter.  It wasn’t going away, that’s what mattered.  

She told me that every morning, when she gets up, she prays, and asks God to take the cancer from her son and give it to her.  

She asked me about faith.  She talked about her wish that she could have faith, faith that would be comforting, consoling, that would envelope and protect her.  She told me she saw people who had faith like that, and she envied them.  She asked me about my faith, if I had faith like that.  

I told her I didn’t.  I said that my experience of faith wasn’t that it insulated or protected me from hard or difficult things, but I did feel supported and sustained by God.  I said my faith helped me face hard things, difficult things because I felt God’s presence.  I sensed I wasn’t alone which always helps, but in this experience I still felt pain, sometimes fear, often anxiety.  

I told her I thought I knew people who had the kind of faith she was talking about, there were some of these people here in the Cathedral, but I wasn’t entirely sure about them, their experience, whether down deep they felt completely protected  by their faith, insulated from pain, anxiety, worry.  

She returned to talking about her son, telling me that when he was born he had heart problems, there were some abnormalities and he had an operation when he was quite young.  There had been a question about how healthy he would be, how long he would live, and now he had cancer.  

As she spoke I was looking down, away from her so I could hear her better as her voice kept dropping, and I saw her glass tipping, her hand not level, the liquid in it close to the edge, and then a little over the edge, dripping down on the plate of chocolate chip cookies.  It occurred to me that she had had too much to drink.  

I got uncomfortable, wondering what I was doing here, talking to this stranger about faith questions, someone who wasn’t even sober.  Then I thought, sure.  This is understandable.  If my son was 24 and he had cancer. . . ?

She told me again that she prays every day for God to take the cancer from her son and give it her.

I had been mostly listening, not saying much, as there wasn’t much I could imagine saying, but as she spoke again about her desire for God to give her cancer instead of her son I couldn’t stand it and I blurted out, surprising myself,  “That’s not going to happen.”  

“That’s not going to happen,” I repeated.  She was looking at me intently, I was looking her in the eye.  “God isn’t going to take the cancer from you son and give it to you.  It’s not a good prayer for you to be praying, because God isn’t going to do that.”

I stopped, unsure of what more to say.  She stood looking at me, not moving, quiet and then she said, “I know.  You’re right.”

I was surprised at my own vehemence, I usually stay away from proclaiming, with any certainty, what God will do, or what God wants.  When I do venture opinions about God, I tend to couch them with all kinds of qualifiers:  it seems to me that God wants, or my understanding of God is, or I believe God desires.

But her prayer seemed off to me, almost like voodoo.  I felt this so strongly I couldn’t help myself.  I wanted her to hear clearly, without equivocation, what I was saying.  

She did, and I was surprised at how immediately she agreed with me.

But I was so aware of her deep love, and her helplessness in the face of her son’s cancer.  I imagined this was something to bring before God in her prayers, and I tried to tell her that.

“Instead of praying for God to give you your son’s cancer, you might pray something like this, that you love your son so much you wish you were sick instead of him.  You might tell God that you love your son so much you would rather die than have him die.  You could pray that somehow God uses your love to help your son, and to help you, as you both face this hard, sad reality, this awful fact of your son’s illness.”

I was reminded of the Samaritan woman who begged Jesus to heal her daughter, but who was rebuffed by him, told by him in effect that her daughter’s illness was of no concern to him, as his ministry was to the people of Israel, not outsiders like her.  In fact he insulted her, comparing her to a dog, but her fierce love for her daughter made her unflinching in the face of Jesus’ opposition, she didn’t back down, she wasn’t deterred, pointing out that even dogs are given scraps of food from the table, not sent away hungry.

Her determination won the day, changed Jesus’ heart, and he relented, healing her daughter.

It was this strong mother love that I was hearing, so strong that this mother would bring up her son’s illness with a stranger at a high school reunion, would share her yearning for him to be healed, and yearning for a faith that would make it all feel OK, that would remove her pain.

The passage from Ephesians we heard this morning ends familiarly, “live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God”, or in the more familiar prayer book version, “Walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself for us, an offering and sacrifice to God.”
Live in love, as Christ loved us.  That’s better than the prayer book version.  Live in love.
I think of this mother, deeply living in her love for her son, and it helps me imagine God’s love for us, Christ’s love for us, as fierce and yearning as hers.  
It occurs to me that this is what I could have told her, perhaps even should have told her:  imagine God loves your son as much as you do, that God loves you as much as you love your son.  I wonder if this might have helped her faith.  It helps mine.
Amen.

