Compassion Story of the Month

With Brattleboro voting overwhelmingly to become part of the international Charter for Compassion, the Reformer and The Commons have agreed to publish a “compassion story of the month.” This is the thirty-sixth. Information on submissions from Brattleboro area residents is offered below.

Keeping the Door Open
By Kate Judd

	When death is near, everything changes. In this time of the coronavirus we are more aware of the imminence of death than usual.  We have a choice now, either to be awake to suffering and loss or to deny it. If we are able to be awake, our hearts may be opened in new ways. 
Rabbi Alan Lew, a Jew with a Buddhist background, wrote a book titled This is Real and You Are Completely Unprepared.  He taught his most effective lesson, however, when he suddenly dropped dead of a heart attack while teaching a meditation retreat. "We were in complete and utter shock," a participant at the retreat remembered. "We were all walking around with blank looks and tears in our eyes." It was real. No one was prepared. They were grateful for all of his teachings—and, as he could have told them, the greatest teacher was the direct and shocking experience of his loss.
	In 2015, my late husband, Bob, decided to pull some weeds. Aged 91, he was frail, but refused to countenance his limitations. He went down some stairs without his walker, bent over, fell, and broke his hip. He was rushed to BMH, where Dr. Vranos did a successful hip replacement. Then his kidneys began to fail. I got a call in the dark of the morning to come at once, as they believed Bob was dying.
Bob’s Advanced Care Directive was very clear. He wanted no heroic measures, and he did not wish to be resuscitated. He rallied enough to tell me that he wanted to see other members of his family before he died. At two the next morning, Bob’s daughter arrived from New York City with his granddaughter from Florida. Next, one of Bob’s grandsons came in from Israel. Then came our Florida granddaughter’s fiance, Bob’s sister from Kalamazoo, and Bob’s younger son from Israel. Bob held on. Meantime, friends made pilgrimages to BMH to share their love. 
	There was one conspicuous absence. For eighteen years Bob’s older son, David, from Montreal, had not spoken to us. He and Bob had both said, “It’s his job to fix it. Let him call me.” Now, Bob’s family members tried to persuade David to come. He had a million reasons why he couldn’t. Flights were expensive. They made too many stops.  By the time he got here, his father would be too out of it to care…etc.
	Bob decided he wanted to die at home. He said he would like very much to see David, if David would come. But David was still evasive. Then the grandson from Israel said, “Why don’t I drive to Montreal and bring David back?” We all said , “That’s crazy! And – thank you!”
	Bob had been off the IV for twenty-four hours; they told us he would probably die within a week. We were ready to bring Bob home, but there was a problem. They needed to bring him and his hospital bed through the living room door. When Bob and I had moved into our house we had sealed that door tight. It hasn’t been opened for twenty-four years. So, Bob’s son Yoni from Israel set about prying that door open so that Bob could come home.
	On the very day that Bob came in the newly opened door, our grandson returned from Montreal with David. In a moment, David was cooking spaghetti in the kitchen where he had not set foot for eighteen years. The next night we sat down together for Shabbat dinner. Bob was in the next room.  We made frequent trips to hold his hand, to give him a sip of water, to tell him we loved him. The next day, David’s wife arrived from Montreal and we sat down to another beautiful dinner. We Skyped Bob’s granddaughter, and the great granddaughter whom  we had never seen. The day after that, David and his wife went in to talk to Bob, and they somehow found mutual forgiveness and reconciliation. Their faces were open – the doors that had closed off their feelings had swung open and light was shining through. 
	As it turned out,  Bob didn’t die for three more years. We discovered that it’s easier to act with love and compassion when someone is dying than when they’re not. Sadly, doors that had been open swung partway shut again. 
What became clear is that acting with compassion and love and even simple kindness is actually hard work. Today, driven by the sense that death is close, we try to make peace with people. With luck we make some good repairs. But after the fear of corona subsides, after life returns to “normal”, after we find that we are not dead, and not, God willing, dying this very minute, we may fall back into our old ways. We may go back to nursing our hurts, avoiding our responsibilities, allowing fear of rejection, resentment, and anger at the rotten things people have done to us, to over-ride the sparks of forgiveness, connection, love and compassion that were kindled in our hearts. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	It was nice to be able to open that front door and look out at the garden while the sun shone in. But winter came. The wind blew around that door again. I didn’t want people with muddy boots trampling all over the good living room rug. Still, I’ve never re-sealed that door. It’s a reminder: not to close our hearts all the way; to keep ourselves open to the possibility of compassion and repentance - - as difficult and challenging and painful as that can be. Because every moment is real – and the best way to be prepared is to remain open to one another. 
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