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When we were talking about her funeral, Mary Anne said that she wanted the theme of it to be thanksgiving, because she had so much to be grateful for in her life–her parents, her brothers and sisters, her husband and children, her friends, her home, her whole life. That is why the theme of the liturgy today is not obviously funereal but joyful and full of gratitude. Of course we all miss her, and there have been and will be tears, but she didn’t want the long face at her sendoff. Rather, she wanted us all to join with her in giving thanks for a full and rich life, blessed by the best blessings of all, loving family and friends.  She is at the center of the universe now, where she has always belonged. I like to think of it as a great party. Her mother and brother and aunts, and my parents, and my uncles and aunts are there. It is a reprise of the parties we used to have in St. Paul, when we were first married. There was singing and dancing, lots to eat and drink, and often at the center of it, my dad or Uncle Bob or Tom Kelly whirling around with her, her deep brown eyes sparkling and her charming, effortless laugh rising above the music. I imagine the same thing going on with her now under the dance of the stars, and when my time comes I hope it’s still going on. I hope they save me some food and good strong waters. They will; it’s that kind of party.

It takes a village to raise a child, and it takes a village to care for someone whose life has suffered diminishment, as Mary Anne’s did in her last years. And so the theme of thankfulness must be mine, too. So many people helped. To all those who did, she was grateful, and so am I, and our children, too. If I should forget anyone, as I undoubtedly will, please chalk it up to what is so kindly called these days “a senior moment.” 

During the first year she was bedridden, women from St. Paul’s sat with Mary Anne five days a week, six hours a day, when I was at work. Thanks to all of them, and thanks especially to Carol Meridionale, who organized them so expertly and faithfully. Many--Rita Moore and Jean Zelek and Mary Beazley and Vicki Newton and Jim and Mary Gardner visited and brought timely food and gifts. Thank you.

For three years, friends from Lebanon Valley College brought delicious, thoughtfully prepared meals, sometimes twice a week, sometimes winter and summer. Thanks to the Kearneys, Nortons, Joyces, Hearseys, Billings, Dale and Marie, Suzy Arnold, the Applegates, Thompsons, Troutmans, Marian Markowicz, the Fords, Ann Lasky, Ruth Rhodes, Andy Cantrell. You sustained our bodies and souls. Suzy Billings organized the schedule of dinners. Thank you, Suzy.

For the past year, LVC men have given me respite care on Sundays, allowing me to slip away for errands and exercise. Thanks to Al, John, Bryan, John, and Phil, and to Phil for insisting on it and coordinating it. Thanks to Leon for good cigars and single malt scotch.

Despite her own health problems, Millie Rogers helped me through a difficult month, staying with Mary Anne before the attendant care program began. Thanks, Millie.

Kathy Santen, Carolyn Scott, and Marian Markowicz helped her with errands and reading before she became bedridden. Thank you.
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The staff at Annville Family Practice was ever compassionate and solicitous. Carol helped negotiate medical mazes, Roger and Kelly came to the house to draw blood or give shots. Bob Nielsen was a rock of strength, making house calls in emergencies, giving shots when needed, and advice, support, and helpful referrals when necessary. He was with us from the time the tumor was diagnosed in 1989 to the end. He gives new meaning to the term “healer.”  Thanks to him, and to all of his colleagues. Thanks also to Carol Nielsen, whose art refreshed our eyes and lifted our spirits.

Thanks to Mary Anne’s family,  who were always deeply concerned for her welfare. Their concern was frustrated by distance, and yet, by calls, visits, cards, and gifts, they managed to be present to her as only family members can be. It meant a great deal to her and to me. Thank you.

Thanks also to my family–my parents when they were alive, my brother Phil and sister-in-law Mary Lou, and their wonderful daughters. They were always concerned and supportive, and made sure that I got away in the summer for vacations and hosted me graciously when I did. Thanks to the Uncles and Aunts, too, for their steady expressions of support and concern, and to all of them for their prayers.

Her caretaking attendants over the last three years were a special blessing. Karen Spitler was compassionate and caring during the first year. When she went to nursing school, she was replaced by Tammy Sweigart, whose sunny disposition, sense of humor, common sense, fierce protectiveness of Mary Anne, and gifts of sweets and munchies brought joy to our hearts.  Fay Habecker and Valerie Hauck continued the excellent care, with special attention to personal care as Mary Anne’s abilities declined. Karen, Tammy, Fay, and Val went far beyond the call of duty and the reward of wages. Thanks to all of them. Thanks also to the staff of United Disabilities Services of Lancaster County for enrolling her in their Attendant Care program. A special thanks to Good Samaritan’s Hospice Care program, to the aides and volunteers, and especially to Dolly Roberts, who was so tender with Mary Anne and considerate of the family.

Twice a week, for three years, members of the parish brought Mary Anne and me communion and community. We especially relished these visits, with Pat van Kleunen, Frank and Sandy Hackett, and Julie Wolfe.

Beverlee Lehr, Mary Anne’s friend and fellow Trinity College alumna, and an accomplished artist and masseuse, volunteered massages for her every two weeks for two years. Thanks, Beverlee.

Mary Ann Stroehl and Chris Caporaletti, old parish friends now in a different Christian  faith, came to the house to pray for healing for Mary Anne and me. Thank you.

Margy Connor came to our house, which was ever teetering on the brink of domestic disaster, and cleaned it and kept it orderly. From the beginning, it was always more than cleaning; it was a spiritual work of mercy. Thank you, Margy, both for the dusting and for the prayer of your able hands. 
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Our good and long-suffering neighbors, Phil and Judy Feather, have always been a pillar of strength for the Byrne family. Their generosity and hospitality are legendary among their friends; 

their parties have been classics. Phil and I have worn a path between our houses, walking each other back and forth to safety. We have been blessed in our neighbors. Thanks to the Feathers, and to the Shenks and Harrises too for their support.

Julie and Al Wolfe were the first friends we made here, when we lived in the little enclave near the old Millard quarry west on 422. Together we raised our children, and shared our trials, joys,  and tribulations in doing so. Julie has been present as a help, adviser, food and meal giver, and friend from the onset of Mary Anne’s illness. Unasked, she brought clothes, gifts and supplies for Mary Anne; she cooked meals which she and Al ate with us; she offered good advice when advice was needed. She and Al have the uncommon gift of knowing where help is needed and offering it in a way that is easy to accept. Thank you, Julie and Al.

Our children–Julie, Don III, Clare, Mary, and Monica–have been uncommonly courageous dealing with the long illness of their mother, and supportive of both her and me in ways beyond their knowing. A special thanks to them, and on their behalf, to the communities of care and concern that supported them where they live and work around the country.

Many others offered support, prayers, and help. Even if I didn’t take them up on it, I knew I could if I had to. Thank you.

Many of you have kindly complimented me on the way I took care of Mary Anne. I could not have done it without the help–the village of compassionate friends that her illness called into being.

There are obvious ways in which we gave care to Mary Anne, the ways in which the physically strong can help the physically weak. That was the gift we were able to give her. Less obvious are the gifts she gave back.

One of those gifts was the gift of her helplessness. No one wants to be in the position of offering this gift–though we all will in the end–and it is confusing and difficult to be offered it. It is especially difficult when the person offering it is one like Mary Anne, so full of life, beauty, and charisma when she was in full possession of her powers. From a purely human perspective, her helplessness was impossible, and made her life seem tragic, even meaningless as her abilities declined. Yet the paradox is that the meaning of her life became larger: it shifted from what she was and could do to what others were and could do. Helplessness has the power to make community by awakening in others energies of tenderness and compassion, of sharing, patience, and care. All the people I have thanked were part of this community, which also included me and our children, and which would not have existed without her. We were the strong ones, and she the weak. She needed us in obvious ways. But in less obvious ways, we needed her, because 
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helplessness is a place that favors love and communion. More than we need anything else, I am convinced, we need to be loving and sharing. It is where our true humanity lies, and the deepest meaning of our lives. Helplessness is the place where God has pitched her tent. (Vanier, 222)

Another gift was the gift of her heart. To express this, I am relying on words by Henri Nouwen, written about Adam, a profoundly handicapped young man he cared for in the Daybreak Community near Toronto. His words have sustained me throughout this experience. Where he writes “Adam,” I substitute “Mary Anne.”  Before caring for Mary Anne, I believed that 

what makes us human is our mind. But Mary Anne kept showing me that what makes us human is our heart, the center of our being, where God has hidden trust, hope, and love. Deep speaks to deep, spirit speaks to spirit, heart speaks to heart. If Mary Anne wanted anything of me, it was simply that I be with her. Whoever saw in her merely a burden missed the sacred mystery that she was fully capable of receiving and giving love. All the while, even when she was confused and incoherent and helpless, she was fully human, not half human, not nearly human, but fully, completely human–because she was all heart. And it is our heart that is made in the image of God. The longer I cared for her, the more I was invited to regard her as a gentle teacher, teaching me what no book or other experience could. (Nouwen, 115)

The last of her many last gifts I mention is her gift of peace. Again, I am using words from Nouwen to express myself. In her last years she showed me and our children the possibilities of

an inner quiet we did not know before, even as we agonized and struggled with her condition. She was a broken person, but she was the strong bond within the family. Because of Mary Anne, there was always someone home; because of Mary Anne, there was a quiet rhythm in the house; because of Mary Anne, there were long silences; because of Mary Anne, there were words of humor, affection and tenderness; because of Mary Anne, there was patience and endurance; because of Mary Anne, there were smiles and tears visible to all; because of Mary Anne, there was time and space for forgiveness and healing. Because of Mary Anne there was peace among us. It was not the peace of avoidance and denial, and it did not erase sorrow and difficulty. It was the peace of simply being present for each other. When we had done everything we could for her, and nothing seemed to work any more and a sense of futility set in, it began to dawn on me that the only thing left to do was the most important thing I could ever have done all our life together: to be present for her and with her. Not to change or cure her, but to let her be, and let myself and our children be, with her. After all our years of marriage and being a family, I began to realize that this is all love ever needed or needs: being present for one another. This was enormously liberating, and her gift of peace. I wish I had learned it sooner; I hope I will never forget it. (Nouwen, 115)

Her spirit of thanksgiving comes full circle, then, like a sun that lights those around it. She gives thanks today in this liturgy; I give thanks to you who helped and who are here; together, we give thanks to her. Thank you, Mary Anne.
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In that spirit, I would like to invite you all to join me and our family for a meal immediately after the service. We’d like it to be a party that mirrors her happy and thankful heart. Maybe we’ll even dance. 
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