The Most Delicate Ornament on the Tree

By Jody Hoffman

Here it is the beginning of December: the bustle has begun, and the planning in full swing. The holidays can be such a wonderful time of friends and family gathered. The cheer of gift giving and the delight of children watching the mystery of Christmas unfold in their little heads. The memories of years gone by, the excitement of friends arriving, and the fun of sharing scrumptious foods until you can be mistaken for Santa are all part of the joy of the Christmas season.

For some, however, Christmas this year will not be the same. The death of a loved one has snatched the joy and merriment away. In our celebrating, I want to take time to remind us all how fragile life is - like the most delicate ornament on the tree. In no way do I mean to dampen the spirit, but rather enhance it by calling our attention to all the blessing of life itself. We need to understand that people are hurting in our own church family—two of my friends have just lost their fathers. I can think of many others throughout our congregation that have lost parents and mates as well. I am so sorry for your loss. Some have lost children; our hearts break with you; we cannot imagine the pain you must be in. So many have suffered the loss of a loved one: we want you to know we are thinking of you, praying for you, and hurting with you.

Death was never supposed to be part of our life. Death was not put into our DNA. We were created without death, so it is no wonder it hurts so badly and hits us so hard. It doesn’t even hurt just the one who dies; its ripples affect us all. The closer you are to the one who dies, the larger the wave. It can rock your world for days and months and even years. You feel the upheaval. Life feels fragile and unstable and sickening. You want a redo, a reset, or a delete button to push and set things straight again. You hurt so badly you can hardly breathe. You awake in hopes that it was a bad dream that will end, but as your eyes open, and your conscience kicks in, the reality hurts even worse. It even hurts to watch someone else go through the death of a loved one. We hurt with you. We don’t know what to do to ease your pain. Sometimes our words hurt, but sometimes, no words hurt even more. No one can really say the right thing.  You can’t really even hear very well from the swelling in your soul. The swelling distorts how you feel like a swollen foot is distorted from its usual appearance. It is swollen because it is broken or badly bruised.  So too a heart can be broken or badly bruised, and the swelling can distort things. When the swelling is on our face, we want privacy and know it is hard to see.  But when the swelling is on our heart, no one sees the distortion, but they feel it and want to give you privacy to heal and for the swelling to subside. There are no short cuts in grief, and healing often takes longer than we want it to.  

When a foot is broken, it is easier to understand some things such as touching the swollen area may cause heightened sensitivity or reveal that the area is numb. The pain is there shooting throughout your entire body deep within - far beneath the surface. So too a heart that is swollen from the break of death, and the pain of grief may cause heightened sensitivity or numbness. Feelings can get hurt easily, words spoken—misunderstood, the failure of people to comfort misconstrued as not caring—heightened sensitivity. It is not a good time to make major decisions or draw lasting conclusions any more than choosing new shoes to fit a broken swollen foot or deciding to never wear shoes again. Temporary measures are better, less costly, and are not wasted or ridiculous. Numbness is another reaction.  People could be reaching out and you do not feel their gestures or hear their concern. You may even feel a bit numb toward people or God. The swelling will subside, and you will feel again. Don’t get overly concerned that this is a permanent condition. Numbness is normal at a time like this. The pressure is great and causing some feelings to be shut off. But don’t overreact and withdraw any more than you would stop walking permanently or you cut off your foot because you can’t feel it right now! Time will heal more than it feels at the present.

Swelling can actually be a good thing. Swelling comes from broken vessels in the traumatized area, but the swelling can also protect the traumatized area as well. When Spring was a little girl, she was playing in the yard with her older brother and sister. Joy was teaching her how to jump off the swing. I was standing at the kitchen sink watching them all playing and laughing thinking how much I should remember the moment. I began to etch it all in my memory. The sun was lowering in the sky, not sunset, but over the swing set beautifully placed in my picture. They were not fighting or pushing or yelling, just playing—everything seemed well with my soul. They were so cute, so full of life and laughing so hard. They were enjoying one another like you wished was always the case. I was really enjoying watching as I was making dinner. Joy’s attempt to teach was sweet and big sisterly. I was proud of her patience. The training, as thorough and as well demonstrated as it was over and over with proper jumping techniques, fell short of Spring’s ability to understand the actual timing of the jump that was needed to make it successful. Spring launched herself out of the swing while the swing was in the back position rather than the forward position (minor detail) and she splatted face first into the railroad tie on the far boarder of the sand box beneath! I gasped as I saw what was about to occur, but could not get there in time to prevent the fall. I was not sure how bad it was going to be, but I knew it wasn’t going to be pretty! She had not put out her hands to brace herself from the ground. She did a face-plant into the railroad tie! I ran with Olympic speed to pick her up. When I saw her little face there was blood everywhere! It was out her nose and her mouth all over her face and I prayed it would not come out her ears. As I looked through the mess of blood and sand I was horrified! Her precious little freckles that once sprinkled her nose were missing just scraped right away—but worse yet—her nose was missing! Not fallen off missing, but pushed into her face missing! Only the little tip was showing. I about lost it. My tears were as big as her tears. I wanted to throw up but didn’t want to clean it up or leave her. I got some ice and put her in the car and drove to Scottish Rite praying the whole way and trying not to cry or tell her how scared I was. I picked up a friend—she drove while I held Spring and prayed she would be all right. Trying to be calm and an adult about it all took everything in me, but my heart was for her and her fright. I held up like I was a pro. She lied in my arms believing I could help. I knew I couldn’t—this was far above the “Mom” pay grade. Experts were needed, and God beyond that! When we got there they lifted the icepack off her face it had swollen so much that it pulled her nose right back up. The bleeding had stopped and they cleaned it out. They checked it and x-rayed it and said it would be fine! “ Fine!? No cast? No packing in her nose is required?” I asked incredulously. They said the swelling was its own sort of cast and it would hold things in place while she recovered! Amazing. I am not a nurse or a doctor, but I know swelling can hold things in place while healing occurs. There was bruising and black eyes and scabs, but it did heal and the freckles came back too. So, too, a soul that appears to need a cast or bandaging—the swelling of grief itself can hold it in place until the hurt lessens and the healing can replace the black eyes and scrapes that your heart has endured from the fall of mankind—death. It is not to say that it is not awful—it really is, but healing will come even though it does not feel like it right now.

You know if a heart were a bone, it would heal easier to heal, but muscles, ligaments, and tissues take the longest to recover after a car accident or injury. I think it is that way with the injury of loss and death, of separation from the one so loved.  It is a ripping of the muscle of two hearts that were one or intertwined. The pain is intense. We see it, we have felt it in our own loss, we remember it with you, we are so sorry. I love that Jesus wept with His friends too. He knew it was never supposed to be and waits for it to be gone forever. We all look forward to that day when “death shall be no more” and you are reunited with your loved one. Until then, know that we care.  We offer the simple words “I love you, and we are praying for you.” We care that you hurt, and we are praying for the process of your healing. May the God of all comfort bless you greatly at this time and season.
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