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When I first started thinking about what I was going to say today, there was one subject I wanted to avoid.  It was too easy.  Too obvious.  It had been done.  So I started thinking about other issues of heart.

It’s funny how these reflections come together for me.  I start with the theme, and then begin to sort through my life to find those areas I can connect with.  This can take days or even weeks.  But, sooner or later, and always when I’m thinking of something completely different, the inspiration comes to me.  That light bulb moment.     

This time was different.  The bulb was already on.  As soon as I heard the topic for today’s service, my subject began insisting itself like something I was anxiously trying to work into a conversation.  But I didn’t want to talk about that.  Too personal.  Too self-absorbed.  So I went about trying to find anything else to talk about.

But like the Tell-Tale Heart of Edgar Allan Poe it persisted, drowning out any other subject I considered.  And in the end, I just couldn’t escape its beating.  So today, I’m going to tell you about the calling of my own heart.

Of course, whenever you talk about the heart, the first thing you have to establish is whether you’re referring to the emotional or the physical heart.  In this service, we’re dealing with both.  My calling – in the beginning anyway - was physical.

It started with quiet calls.  They actually came from my family.  All four of my grandparents died of either heart attack or stroke.  Untreated, my Mom’s LDL or bad cholesterol level rises to 400 - dangerously high.  My Dad had his first heart attack at age 55 and at 63 had quintuple bi-pass surgery.  But like all young people I suffered from delusions of immortality.  So even with this – rather bleak - history, for many years I was unconcerned.

Over time though, the calls grew louder.  As Kurt Vonnegut tells us in his novel Cat’s Cradle, “Maturity is a bitter disappointment for which no remedy exists…”  So at age 40 when I had my cholesterol levels checked, it was no surprise that they were high.

This time I did pay attention.  I tried to control it with strict diet and exercise.  But that didn’t work, so I went on medication.  The drugs did what they were supposed to do.  The reports from my periodic blood tests were good.  And I felt fine.  So once again, I became complacent.

Then the loudest call yet.  About two years ago, while shoveling snow, I noticed a dull ache in my chest.  Now that caught my attention.  You see, my grandfather’s heart attack came while he was snow shoveling.  I went to the doctor, who quickly diagnosed my discomfort as a digestion problem, and prescribed an antacid.  But by now I was taking the calls of my heart seriously, and remembering my family history I requested a stress test.  The doctor acquiesced.  

Well, I’m in pretty good shape so I didn’t have much trouble on the treadmill.  By the end of the test though the ache was back, and I felt certain that no antacid would cure this pain.  But I had to wait for the results.  They came from a new person in my life.  My cardiologist.  He was pleasant, encouraging and in a hurry.  “The results of your stress test look pretty good,” he said, “but there’s this one little area – it could be nothing – still, let’s do a heart catheterization just to be on the safe side.”  Memories of my Dad’s bypass surgery came flooding back.  His heart catheterization resulted in an immediate ride on a Life Flight helicopter 75 miles to the Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia.  Like the Poe story, the calling of my heart was getting steadily louder.

Those of you who have gone through this or other medical procedures can relate to the surreal experience of pain and anxiety in cold operating rooms,  It’s as if your body is placed on a conveyor belt that runs through a series of bizarre, torturous machines.  All control is handed off to impersonal technicians who mechanically move you from one station to the next.  For the procedures I was going through they wanted me awake, so fully conscious I experienced it all.  

My first stop was in the cath lab where injected dye and x-rays revealed two serious blockages in the arteries around my heart.  Suddenly like my Dad, there was urgency.  They quickly routed me to the next operating room for angioplasty.  While I was relieved they weren’t talking about bypass surgery which would involve opening my chest, I was still frightened.  I felt like a helpless child in an incomprehensible and uncontrollable whirlwind.  Strapped to an ironing board of a table, I felt the unbelievably strange sensation of a tube being snaked through the arteries to my heart.  Little balloons were inflated to open the blockages and tiny wire culverts called stints were inserted.  Occasionally they would hit me with a dose of nitroglycerin which caused my head and body to throb.  Finally, dazed with pain and confusion, they pointed me to an x-ray screen where images of my once blocked arteries were being kept open by the stints.  The calling from my heart had become a frantic pounding 

Then it was over.  I was wheeled out of the operating room into ICU.  There I spent an uncomfortable night.  The next day I went home where I had a few days to recover and reflect on my experience.  Knowing how much worse it could have been, I felt the reprieve of someone who just survived a near fatal disaster.  I was humbled.  Slowly, I resumed my former life.  That’s when I noticed that the calling of my heart had changed.  The physical call was now louder and always present.  But there was something more.

At this point, I’d like to acknowledge something that many of you are no doubt thinking.  I was very lucky.  Angioplasty is a relatively minor procedure.  And I was very fortunate to have the care available and the insurance to pay for it.  Lots of you have had to deal with much more serious health issues.  The fact is most every one of us will face the same upheaval.  “Welcome to the club,” I can hear many of you say, “It’s all part of growing older.”

No, I’m not complaining.  But I would like to remind us of the less visible changes that those experiences can create.  The way they alter our approach to life everyday... how we can no longer take tomorrow for granted.  How in my case, the call of my physical heart was now joined by a new call from my emotional heart.

For one thing, my choices have narrowed considerably.  For instance, I’ve worried about the recent economic downturn more than any other I’ve lived through.  I know that if I were to loose my job – a distinct possibility - I’d also loose my health insurance.  And now I’m considered uninsurable in the private market.  In years past, I’ve been able to freelance.  This is no longer an option.  

There are other stresses.  I can’t afford to be complacent about my diet or exercise.  I’m on the “If It Tastes Good Don’t Eat It” diet.  And I’m tied to the regimen of medications that keeps my blood flowing. 

On the other hand, my doctor told me I should never shovel snow again.  Now if I could just get him to ban me from raking leaves…

But most important has been the calling of my heart for friends and family.  I’m not proud to admit that there have been times in my life when I took them for granted.  That’s changed.  I’ve come to see those relationships as the precious gifts they are.  Small irritations that were once a source of aggravation, no longer seem very important.  And I long to spend all the good times I possibly can with them.  

What I wish is that I had listened to my heart years earlier.  I wasted valuable time.  I would have made wiser choices.  And I wouldn’t have taken life so seriously.  

When I quoted Kurt Vonnegut earlier, I left part of the line out.   The complete line goes like this:  “Maturity is a bitter disappointment for which no remedy exists, unless laughter can be said to remedy anything.”

When Patty told me we were going to be talking about the heart, I didn’t want to talk about my own health problems.  But my heart wouldn’t let me talk about anything else.

This is a poem by Rick Campbell entitled Heart.

My heart was suspect. 

Wired to an EKG, 

I walked a treadmill 

that measured my ebb 

and flow, tracked isotopes 

that ploughed my veins, 

looked for a constancy 

I’ve hardly ever found. 

For a month I worried 

as I climbed the stairs 

to my office.   The mortality 

I never believed in 

was here now.   They 

say my heart’s ok, 

just high cholesterol, but 

I know my heart’s a house 

someone has broken into, 

a room you come back    

to and know some stranger    

with bad intent has been there 

and touched all that you love.   You know 

he can come back.   It’s his call, 

his house now. 

Rhythms of the Heart
Patty O’Shea

Oct. 18, 2009

Warren began our exploration this morning with a journey literally into the heart, and after it all, he arrived at a more open, aware, loving and grateful place than when he began. I, too, am interested in the health of the human heart, and how we sometimes get off the path of balance, gratitude and wholeness that can ensure our spiritual well-being-- and how we can get back on that path again. 

I have been dialoguing with an old friend lately. I met him in kindergarten and we were friends from then into our twenties. Then, we lost track of one another. His life has been very different from mine. We discovered one another again last April. (Facebook!) We are stuck with email as a mode of communication, but even though it pales in comparison to real face-to-face communication, it is what we have. In our conversations, it has become clear that we are very different people, and yet the love that made us friends in the first place remains, amazingly conveyed across the miles even when we don’t agree with one another’s words. The other day he wrote that I engage life on a much more spiritual level than he, which leaves him flummoxed. (That is a great word.)  He went on to say “I am just not built that way.”

I must respectfully disagree. While I do not question his awareness of who and how he is right now-at this moment in time-I have very strong feelings that we are built that way—that we as little tiny babies in all our newness and potential are built to take on the world with a perfect balance of mind-body-spirit.   As O’Donohue tells us in this morning’s reading, babies are blessed in the Jewish tradition so that “the new child will never become trapped, caught, or tangled in the inner workings of negativity, resentment, or destruction toward self.” I would further assert that we would do well to bless these children so that their extraordinary powers of love and perception of all that is magic remain intact all the days of their lives.  
One of my favorite scenes in any film is a scene from German filmmaker Wim Wender’s movie Wings of Desire. In this story, set in Berlin near the end of the Cold War, angels are standing by, invisible compassionate beings in trench coats, hanging out in libraries and other public places to offer pure love to those who need it most. The main angel in the story falls in love with a trapeze artist, and so he finds himself sitting in the bleachers at the circus one day.  Nobody can see him--until he sits down next to a little girl, who immediately turns and begins chatting with him. She can see him because she has retained the most valuable lessons of the heart with which we come fully equipped at birth. She can see him because he exists. 
. 

Why do we unwittingly divest ourselves of these supernatural powers of unmitigated love and magic? How do we re-member that when a hole is left in our heart by a loss or betrayal, we have the power to turn that hole into a spaciousness that is empty only in a good way, in that it leaves space for love and enchantment to grow and flourish?
Poet Derek Walcott urges us not to shrink from the broken heart that may make us want to hide, or cease to love, or build emotional barriers around ourselves. He says:  Break a vase, and the love that reassembles the fragments is stronger than that love which took its symmetry for granted when it was whole. 

This suggests that the loss, brokenness, sadness and grief can somehow, someday, be transformed into a beautiful new whole and that we do not need to assume that to have a broken heart is to have a broken-down heart. The cracks and fissures add to the texture of our hearts, and it is through these cracks and fissures, maybe even because of them, that our hearts remain open. 
I often refer to my college days as “the best 25 years of my life.” But when I finally completed a BA in Philosophy and decided that I wanted a Master’s in counseling, people, even family, warned me that I was too sensitive to be a counselor, and that it would be too difficult for me to remain objective and unscathed. I may have believed it on some level, but something in me protested, resisting even the premise. What is the purpose of remaining unscathed anyways, I thought?  I think I wanted to be scathed; somehow intuitively knowing that it might be in that scathing that the path to my own spiritual health and wholeness would emerge.  

Similarly, my niece, Gretchen, decided a couple years ago to leave a good job as a sales rep. to pursue a nursing degree. She entered an accelerated program, and began taking classes to raise a GPA from her earlier college years, lower, perhaps because back then she had lacked the passion that now seemed to drive her. Now she began getting A’s in all her classes. When her clinicals began, she bonded with the patients she was serving, truly loved them.  But,  I got the sense that she might be getting some similar messages to those I got when I decided to follow my heart-concern that she would become “too involved” emotionally with patients; concern that she might be “too sensitive” to become a good nurse. 
Author and activist Parker Palmer urges us to bridge the divide of what our soul longs to do with what we actually choose to do. He calls it “rejoining soul and role.” He says that our hearts and souls have a plan to live out our passions, but we often circumvent these passions because following them is too difficult, too risky, too unpopular, too unusual. But I assert that nothing is more risky than failing to heed the call of the heart, whether it is the tell-tale beating and painful pressure that warns us of imminent physical danger, or the insistent voice, that begins with a whisper, telling us that there is something for which we were born, or that even after the most difficult times and the darkest night, we will be able to feel whole again someday.. .
Warren heeded the call of his heart and it saved his life. It also transformed his life. Gretchen heard the insistent voice and began her transformation as well. She will find the balance between caring and serving, and her patients will never doubt her allegiance to them. I have no doubt that she will figure out the best ways to recharge her batteries so that she can continue to do the work of her heart. I have no doubt that she will not be unscathed, but will learn to love the cracks and fissures in her heart that make her wholly who she is. 
If you are hoping for a list of how to mend the broken, weary, or chaotic heart, I have no such list.   But I can tell you another story. 

My sister Mary has an uncanny way of giving me books and music that will become absolutely essential to me in time. In 1994, she gave me a book by Steven Levine called Meetings at the Edge. In it are vignettes Steven has written of work he has done with people with chronic and terminal illnesses, in the throes of grief and loss. When Mary gave me the book, our father had just died and our mother was gravely ill. Mary, my older sister Kathy and I were taking turns staying with my mother so that she could have round-the-clock care. I was not sleeping well on the nights I was not with my mother. One night, very late, I awoke from a troubling dream. I looked over at my German Shepherd Carlos and said, “Carlos, I feel as though my heart has turned to stone.”  You see, my father had died, but none of us had grieved, because we were too busy caring for my mom. So, since Carlos was offering no words of wisdom, I picked up the Levine book, sitting on the bedside. I opened randomly and immediately my eyes fell on a quote by Thomas Merton. It read, “Prayer and love are learned at the hour when prayer has become impossible and your heart has turned to stone.” That was a moment I will never forget, because someone really understood, across the divide of time and space, what was happening in my heart. It helped me to begin to understand the paradox--that our wounds can help us heal, and that moments devoid of love might teach us to love in earnest. In that moment the love flowed, for my sister Mary, my father, my mother, my sister Kathy, and Thomas Merton.  In that moment I began to grieve.  
So where does that leave us? A friend of mine believes we are all part of a vast matrix, gradually making our way to one another.  Today I am going to introduce my dear friend Warren to my dear niece Gretchen. Both have traveled on the matrix to this place and time. Both have stories that give us hope that we can change and grow from heeding the call of our heart, from heeding the urging of  the insistent voice that we are part of the same magic that helps the little girl see the angel, effortlessly and unabashed.  They give me hope that the essential magic in our lives can be reclaimed, and that after we embrace the heart turned to stone, love and prayer can become possible once again. 
