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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO NAME YOUR PAIN?

By Pastor Susan Diamond
Senior Minister, Florence Christian Church

Several years ago, I ran across a book that's title
was so intriguing I just had to purchase it. Pain:
The Gift Nobody Wants, by Dr. Paul Brand and
Philip Yancey, is about how our relationship with
pain can be vital to life, not just metaphorically,
but quite literally. Dr. Brand began his medical
practice working in India in the mid-20™ century
with leprosy patients. Those of us who have grown
up in the church have heard about leprosy and
how Jesus healed the outcast lepers. Leprosy is a
highly infectious disease that causes severe, |
disfiguring skin sores and nerve damage in the
arms, legs, and skin areas around the body. One of the problems with leprosy is
that the victim feels no pain and therefore does not know when they injure
themselves, sometimes resulting in death.

Through his work, Dr. Brand came to understand how important pain can be. In
our culture today, we tend to run and hide from pain, but Dr. Brand shows how a
pain-free life can actually lead to disaster. He writes, “Pain is not the enemy, but
the loyal scout announcing the enemy. On my travels I have observed an ironic
law of reversal at work: as a society gains the ability to limit suffering, it loses the
ability to cope with what suffering remains...The average Indian villager knows
suffering well, expects it and accepts it as an unavoidable challenge of life. In a
remarkable way the people of India have learned to control pain at the level of the
mind and spirit and have developed endurance that we in the West find hard to
understand. Westerners, in contrast tend to view suffering as an injustice or
failure, an infringement on their guaranteed right to happiness.” (pp. 187-88)

Contrary to what society and the media tell us, feeling and naming our pain can be
life-giving...for pain tells us when something isn't right. That not only applies to
physical pain; it also is the important indicator of the dis-ease of heart and soul.
That's why it is important to name our pain. It has the potential of bringing life.

In this issue of Abundant Magazine, we are going to hear some courageous stories
of those who have struggled with pain. They are raw. They are real. In some cases,
they are ongoing. But by naming their pain, each of these individuals is opening
themselves to the possibility of finding deeper meaning for themselves and their
journey of faith.

Songwriter Amanda Cook once said that “You can’t heal until you feel.” I hope

these stories of pain will give you the courage and faith to name your own pain
and journey through that pain with God.
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~ Pastor Diana with her father at her High School graduation.
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I tried so hard not to reflect my pain back at fheir well-

"meaning greeting. I couldn't do it. I now feel badly for all
~_those people who casually encountered me on my college
~ campus the week after Thanksglvmg and before finals.

They . were politely engaging me in :itofnmonplace

‘pleasantries. In response to their everyday question, I
“responded with snark, anger or just burst out into tears. It

was not what they expected, to say the least.

,Of course, they had no way of knowing ‘that over

Thanksglvmg break of my senior year of coIIege my father
suddenly and unexpectedly died a few days after a routine
surgery.” While my professors had been notified, we
Q:ouldn’t~no_tify the whole campus or everyone I ever knew
or the whole world that my life had been so significantly
changed. : ; §

There I was at age twenty, having had a parent die, and
not knowing how to handle the immense pool of grief,
sorfow, anger, and fear. And every time someone asked
me how my break went, or, even once they knew about

‘my Dad'’s death, how I was doing, I had no idea what to

say. And it hurt..Every..Single..Time. Having to say again
and again that he died. It was like pouring alcohol on an

open wound, again and again and again.

There was such pain in the simple pleasantries because
my life had been turned upside down, but theirs had
remained the same. How could I ever find a way to even
have simple'cdnversatiohs with people again?
|
“For me, my entire world has changed. For
others their worlds are still the same. I just want
to lash out at people around the silliest stuff..
The grief is there all the time just below the
surface. You never know what tiny little scratch
will pierce the pain and set off a volcano of
emotion. Although, a volcano is not quite the
right image. Volcanoes are hot, )/am/'n‘g. Pain, as
I experience it, is more like fee//'hg a bitter cold
“wind. The cold is all you can faicug on. It is all :
encompassing. Every day is filled with a dull -
: ache Does it ever go away?” f -{ '
2 Pastor Dsarta s Journal
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~ Fortunately, I sIQwa found a way té recogmze the pam

~was there regardless of their |gnorafwcé of the situation.
1 out on them..




was doing. In the middle of the campus deli, I exclaimed in
a leud angry voice with tears filling my eyes and running
down"my cheeks, “How do you think I .am doing? My dad
just died. I hate that question: I don‘t know what to say. I
know you care about me. But, it's just not helpfull”

Fortunately, she was used to big emotions .and calmly
asked, “What question can I ask which would be helpful and
show I care?”

After I took a deep breath, I replied, “Well, ask how I am
today. Right now. It changes from_moment to moment, day
to day.” And from that moment on, she showed her care by
asking how I was in that moment, that day.

And I began to reframe the simple pleasantries other
people asked in this way. Even if they didn't know that my
dad had died or if they had forgotten or asked, "How are
your parents? Are they coming to graduation?” I replied
with-how I was in that moment, that day or just about my
mom.

As [ began to appropriately journey through the grief of my
father’s death, I began to have enough space in my-life to
move beyond my own emotions and experience. I realized
that just because people didn't know all my story, it didn't
mean they didn't care or that I could respond in anger or
take my pain out on them.

As we journey through life, we will cause people pain
through pleasantries and others will do the same to us. Yet,
even in the midst of pain, connection can happen, and we
can acknowledge where we are today, this moment, and it is
through that human connection that pain becomes more
bearable.
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Be Careful What You Say

By Phyllis Reed
Health Ministries Coordinator

As my brother and I walked up the steps to bed, the
lady who had us by the hand (I don't remember who
she was, though I will always remember what she
said) said, “Everything’s going to be OK.” My 6-year-
old brother immediately brightened and said, “You
mean Daddy’s not really dead!?” Because, you see,
the only way anything would ever be OK again was if
Daddy were still alive. At twelve, I knew our lives
were changed forever. In the seasons that followed,
there were many other memorable messages, but
few were comforting.

Platitudes do nothing to validate our profound
sadness, sense of loss and anger. You have heard
them and probably have said them. They come with
the best of intentions and a sincere desire to do
SOMETHING to help. These are just a few:

*  Oh, he’s in a better place.

*  God needed another angel.

*  You can always have another baby.

*  He lived a nice long life.

*  Be strong. She wouldn't want you to cry.
*  [t's God’s will.

Regardless of the rationale, theology, or belief
behind these statements, they are simply not helpful.

When you want desperately to help someone who is
experiencing a loss, here are some alternative
messages to provide comfort and care:

* [ am so sorry for your loss.
* I'd be happy to bring you supper on Wednesday.

*

May I check on you later this week?

*

I'm usually up really late/early; please call me if
you need someone to listen.

I promise to keep you and your family in my
prayers.

*  May I just sit here with you for a while? We don't
have to talk.
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A Broken Heart

By Damian Wallace
Ministry Partner, Florence Christian Church

Damian, Mollee, Abby, Lucy and Delaney

My life was stable. I've always lived in this area, even
my college years were at home. Mollee and I got
married in 2001, bought a house later that year and
found out we were going to have Lucy. Two years later
we had Abigail: "By 2010/I"had been at the same job for
about 12 years and very happy there. It was family
owned and the place you could really see yourself
retiring from down the line. The only thing I guess that
didn’t fit into the cookie cutter mold was that I had
gotten married at the age of 21 and divorced by the
age of 24. That was tough but I thought I had
rebounded nicely.

Then in 2010 everything got shook up.

At my annual checkup, the doctor said that they
needed to take my EKG again; something didn't look
right. It came back abnormal. I was born with a hole in
my heart that never closed up, but it had never been a
major worry. So I went to see my cardiologist about
this new development. After more tests, I was

I always joked that I was

going to pass away at the

age of 38, based on a dream

I had when I was young.
That joke was starting to
feel less funny.

diagnosed with Hypertrophic Cardiomyopathy. This
is a thickening of the inner wall of the heart - the heart
does not have as much room for blood in the
chambers causing pressure to build up until the blood
forces its way through. As this happens the heart
creates scar tissue. My heart was thickening and also
damaging itself — a catch 22.

This hit me like a ton of bricks. The docs told me that I
had to quit working out - my only real hobby and
outlet. And, in the back of my mind I thought about my
Grandfather who passed away at my age, 36! I always
joked that I was going to pass away at the age of 38,
based on a dream I had when I was young. That joke
was starting to feel less funny. In the middle of all this
my company was bought out, so my livelihood was up
in the air also.

For-someone-whodoesn’t-like-changethis-wastoo
much to take. I felt lost, lonely, scared and angry.
Everything I had worked for felt like it had been a
waste of time. I would look at my girls Abigail (6) and
Lucy (8) and all I could picture was what I would miss
out on. I wouldn't see them go to high school, have
first dates, fall in love. I wouldn't be able to walk them
down the aisle one day, which is something I always
thought was a big daddy-daughter moment. When I
would look at Mollee all I saw was what would happen
to her and the girls. I was the bread-winner. Mollee had
stayed home with the girls while they were young to
give them a solid home life and was working part time
in the evenings. They would not be able to stay in the
house we were in. The girls would have to switch
schools and leave all their friends. Everything we had




built would go away and Mollee would be left with two
small girls and no solid income...and it was all my fault.
I had made a promise to them and I was not going to
be able to keep it. I was the cornerstone of the family.
The one everyone counted on and I wasn't going to be
here. But it wasn't my choice, and that made me angry.

My Mollee tried to fix it by reading and researching,
but I didn't want to hear it. I was too angry; thinking
“poor me.” In my mind I had 2 years left and I was
going to enjoy them. Well, when communication
breaks down, and one person is in a devil-may-care
mood, relationship breaks down fast! I started hanging
out with my ex-wife. Life is fun again, like old times.
Life at home is sad and things, of course, got rough. I
know, I know. I was selfish and quite an a**.

In my mind, no one understood me. I risked losing my
family, my parents, my sister and extended family. I
was running wild because I didn't believe anyone could

understand me. One day I had a bad heart :-W

wn

that put me in the hospital. Mollee hglg@: ;
settled in. After she left I waited the g ‘
NO

no one came to see me. My family

up before. But not that night, no on e at all. I had
never felt so lonely and unloved Dhe A o had

been with me my whole life. Well ¢ { se made
me mad because that was the state} ( ady | ’

The night before my surgery was foug i ared,
angry and so disappointed in ‘ﬁw g to
sleep but couldn’t, constantly i ng I
started talking about all the brok@h n my
life and faithful, honest Molleg {&-m DO out
that I had put myself where I @ g

didn’'t want to hear that so I hea e v
take a walk. I was so lost, I too »-.1‘

‘ to Go
as [ walked. I talked about ho dnt ‘v be here '\

Id|dnt
d to go

anymore. How I had messed ~ h I had
hurt everyone that I had ev
‘il

see any way to fix it. I wa

into that surgery and neve me back o ould be )'

leaving a lot of loose endg [but I wouldn ®be able to
make anything worse if ij wasn't here/ *hoped that
God would take my deal. khad already s&id goodbye td

my daughters, they stayed at my sister's so they could
go to school, and I would be able to say goodbye to
Mollee and my parents at the hospital. After that I went
into the house and finally fell asleep.

I'm here today to tell this story, so God obviously did
not take my deal. The story of my recovery and the
restoration of my family is one for a future issue of this
magazine, for I have been restored to a life full of
grace, love and beauty because of the forgiveness my
family showered upon me.

Image courtesy of stockvault by Jack Moreh




October 4, 2017 started like any
other work day, but it sure didn’t
end like one...

On my way to work at Florence Christian Church
Discover Zone, where I was an Administrative Assistant,
I was hit head on by a distracted driver.

My life would forever be changed. I had multiple open
fractures of my left forearm and wrist, meaning my
bone broke the skin. My left upper leg bone, the
femur, was shattered above the knee, which was also
broken. My right arm was broken into multiple pieces
including the end of my elbow. The first 6 ribs on the
right side of my chest were broken by the airbag. I
also had lost consciousness and had a brain bleed.

In the first 4 days, I had four surgeries and was
constantly sedated. When I woke up, I learned I would

8 | Abundant, Winter 2020

;u
= < \\ g By {|s M
M|n|stry Partner, Flor@nce i\nstlan Church

/ﬂ\

be non-weight bearing for 12 weeks on both arms and

my left leg.

I was devastated. I couldn’t do anything for myself. I
had to depend on others to be fed, bathed, dressed
and put on a bedpan. The rehab was grueling and

painful, but I was determined to get better. I had to
learn new ways to dress myself and brush my teeth. I
was set on learning how to tie my one shoe so I could
navigate to therapy, propelling my wheelchair down
the hallway using only my right leg. My one good
limb, my right leg, got very strong. Four+ hours of
physical and occupational therapy will do that.

When I came home to my family room, we adjusted to
a new normal. The room was transformed into a
hospital room. My days were filled with PT, OT, and
home health. My husband and my sisters bathed me,
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fed me and entertained me and so much more. They
preserved my dignity. They made me laugh. Jeff was
so very patient. With great effort, he would undertake
what should have been a simple task like a drive,
packing me and the wheelchair into the car, so I could
We all
became much closer and now there is a bond that will

feel like a part of the human race again.

never be broken.

“I couldn’t quiet my
thoughts and kept re-living
the day of the accident.”

Most days were fine, as I had visitors and sunlight to
cheer me. But when Jeff and my grandchildren went
upstairs for the night, I was left downstairs by myself. I
was lonely and depressed. I couldn’'t quiet my
thoughts and kept re-living the day of the accident. 1
My
granddaughter Elizabeth started sleeping downstairs

couldn’t sleep more than 2 or 3 hours at night.

on the couch. It worked out beautifully for both of us.

Every step (more like shuffle) was excruciating, but I
was walking by that Christmas and had a wonderful
day at my daughter’s house surrounded by my family.

Now, in early 2020, I have had a total of 11 surgeries.
My elbow deteriorated and I needed an elbow
replacement in August 2018. In March 2019 my upper
left leg was lengthened because my left leg was over

an inch shorter than my right. (My husband actually

Right Arm

LEFT ARM

found the piece of my thighbone in the dashboard of
my car!) That surgery was the most painful of all, but I
am back to my 51" height.
another surgery will be done to remove the rod that

In March of this year

helped lengthen my leg. I have rods, pins and plates in
both arms and my leg.

My right hand remains mostly numb and my pinky and
ring fingers are numb along with my thumb. I have
difficulty gripping objects and holding onto them. I
drop things daily, have a terrible time turning
doorknobs and fixing my hair. Printing is very difficult
but cursive is worse. I grieve for the beautiful
handwriting I once had. I grieve for the job I gave up
because I can no longer type and perform the duties of
an Administrative Assistant. I grieve for my Salsa Red
VW Beetle...a car I wanted most of my adult life. 1
grieve that I can no longer walk 2 miles in 27 minutes,
or walk easily around the zoo, which was my happy

place.

I am thankful for every day, no matter how difficult
some can be. My faith was tested and strengthened
I am thankful for the

paramedics, the trauma surgeon, the best nurses,

because of the accident.

assistants, physical therapists and occupational
therapists who encouraged me every step of the way.
I'm thankful for Pastor Susan, Pastor Diana, the Elders
and my friends at Florence Christian. Their visits and

prayers of encouragement meant the world to me.

I am thankful to my entire family who put their lives on
hold to help me get better. I don't know why my life
was spared on that fall day in 2017 but I can't wait to
find out!

Upper Left Leg
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Jax was 2 years and 3 months old when my dad, his
“Pap” died of cancer. Pap had been sick for 18 months
prior, most of Jax's short life. Jax didn't get to
experience Pap at his best, but they still enjoyed their
time together. They both love animals, and they would
sit together on the couch scrolling through pictures of
whatever animal Jax was interested in at the time. Dad
was rejuvenated when Jax was around and could muster
up strength for walks in the woods or a game of toss.

Though he had some short lived experiences with Dad,
most of Jax’'s experience with Pap is through the stories
we tell and the pictures we have. We explain that Pap
isn't here anymore because he died. We say that Pap
lives in heaven now with God and Sullivan. (Sullivan is
my sister’s toy poodle who died before Jax was born.)
Jax sees pictures of him and has formed false memories
of him. Pap and Sullivan were inseparable in life, so
most pictures of Pap also have Sullivan in them, usually
on Pap’s lap or, as seen here, on an afternoon walk.

At some point Jax learned about the concept of spirits,
which he seems to understand as invisible beings
without bodies. Spirits are “lucky” because they can do
things that people can't, like fly way up in the sky. When
Jax sees interesting cloud formations or colorful sunsets,
he remarks that God and Pap made those just for him.
He explains that God taught Pap how to make clouds
and colors in the sky. They serve as communication
between Jax and Pap.

“Is my Dad a spirit? Is he with
God in heaven? Does heaven
really exist?...I just don’t know,
and not knowing is painful and
scary and sad.”

I am incredibly envious of Jax's ability to process and
exist with his understanding of Pap’s death and how at
peace he is with this new relationship he has with Pap.
When Jax talks about this, it's all very matter of fact.
He's formed these explanations and now they are his
truth, and he can explain it to other people. Jax can look

Photo courtesy of Lori Potraffke

up at the sky, and see clouds and colors and
immediately know that Pap is there, painting the sky for
him. He has Pap all the time, every day.

I, on the other hand, have lost my Dad entirely. I don't
have him in the sky or on the other end of the phone or
any place tangible. And I am not at peace with that. I'm
envious, but also incredibly fortunate to have this little 4
-year-old window to the afterlife through which I can
see and continue to experience my dad. It's
heartbreaking and comforting at the same time, which is
confusing for me, even at 37 years old.

I think the source of my envy of Jax, is that while Jax
knows that Pap is still “here” in a way, I really don't. I tell
myself that Daddy is with God in heaven, but there's a
certain cynical, science-minded, beaten-down part of
me that wonders, is that really true? Is my Dad a spirit?
Is he with God in heaven? Does heaven really exist?
Does God really exist in the sense that we understand?
Will T ever see my Dad again? I don't know these things
for sure in my heart, so I have no peace. I have no
certainty that my Dad isn't completely gone. I have no
assurance that the last time I saw him - the morning of
my 35" birthday when he died in a hospital bed in my
parents’ bedroom - wasn't the last time that I will ever
see him. I just don't know, and not knowing is painful
and scary and sad.

Talking with people about my questions hasn't been
especially helpful. My mom and my sister are certain
about these things, and so is my brother, but not in the
same way. Are my mom and my sister right about the
existence of heaven and the afterlife? Is my brother
completely right in thinking that when we die we're just
gone? How can that be? How can three people who I
know and love so well have such dramatically different
positions on this incredibly important topic that
eventually affects all of us? And why can’t I make up my
mind like they have? It seems that being certain one
way or the other would be far more peaceful than the
constant confusion and wondering that I experience. Or
maybe I'm wrong about that too; maybe we can never
actually be at peace with the death of a loved one, no
matter what we believe.
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Worden's Tasks of Mourning
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Task #1: To Accept the Reality of the Loss

This means knowing that the deceased person is no longer alive and won't be
part of our everyday lives.

Task #2: To Work Through the Pain of Grief

This means that we may experience a variety of intense feelings and begin to
work through them as part of the grieving process.

Task #3: To Adjust to an Environment in Which the

Deceased is Missing

This us where we struggle with all of the changes that happen as a result of the
person being gone, including all of the practical parts of daily living and all of
the effects their loss has upon our sense of who we are and how we see the
world.

Task #4: To Find an Enduring Connection with the

Deceased While Embarking on a New Life

This means that we begin to value the relationship we had with the deceased
and all that we learned or loved or respected or disagreed with about them.
We recognize that we don't 'forget’ them and that it is okay to care and
connect with other people and continue to live our lives even though we miss
them.

Grief Counseling and Grief Therapy, J. William Worden
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“Taking Care of the Environment Is
Taking Care of Yourself

By Glenna Galbraith
Green Chalice Church Coordinator, Florence Christian Church

One day I stormed into Rev. Sue Bishop's office

complaining about all the cigarette butts that people
were dropping outside the front of the church. Rev.
Sue said, “You can't expect people to take care of the
earth when they don't take care of themselves.” In all
our human brokenness, we must make changes within
ourselves before we can change what is happening to
our environment.

Richard Rohr says this about change: “Jesus’ first
recorded word in at least two Gospels, metanoia, is
unfortunately translated with the moralistic, churchy
word repent. The word quite literally means change or
even more precisely “Change your minds!" (Mark
1:15; Matthew 4:17). Given that, it is quite strange that
the religion founded in Jesus' name has
been so resistant to change and has tended to love
and protect the past and the status quo much more
than the positive and hopeful futures that could be
brought about by people agreeing to change. Maybe
that is why our earth is so depleted.”

During my career at Procter & Gamble we did an
archetype study of behavior patterns. We concluded
that the United States is an adolescent society. As you
know teenagers are usually self-centered and focused
only on their needs! You can see this adolescent

attitude at play in the way the United States uses
natural resources and the way we do not prioritize
protecting the earth. Our poor habits, our greed and
our short-sightedness have taught us to be, as one of
my friends said, “a throw-away society.” We think all of
those resources will always be here for our use. We
have to move away from this thinking as Christians.
China, for example, is making sweeping policy changes;
they are banning all one-use plastics by the end of this
year!

In “The Kentucky Christian,” our regional Disciples of
Christ newsletter, Rev. Carol Devine, Minister of Green
Chalice, wrote: “The Christian Church (Disciples of
Christ) recognizes change has to happen and has
responded by calling our denomination to go carbon
neutral by 2030 (GA 1724)..We are justice people who
strive to live out our faith by caring for ‘the earth and
everything in it (Psalm 24).”

We have a challenge ahead of us but we can make
changes as we continue our spiritual growth and allow
Jesus to heal our brokenness. It is our calling as
Disciples of Christ to strive for wholeness in a
fragmented world. We were created on purpose for a
purpose — to take care of God's amazing earth (Genesis
1:28). Let us take care of ourselves, take care of each
other and take care of our earth.

If you are interested in helping to make a change in our oceans, go to https.//4ocean.com
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By Melissa Stephens
Communication Coordinator
Florence Christian Church

“Culture is a pattern of shared basic assumptions
learned by a group as it solved its problems of
external adaptation and internal integration,
which has worked well enough to be considered
valid and, therefore, to be taught to new
members as the correct way to perceive, think
and feel in relation to those problems.” Edward
Stein, Organizational Culture and Leadership

That's a pretty heady definition. Can I boil it
down to this: Culture is agreed upon assumptions
that seemed right at the time. These
assumptions get passed along from generation
to generation, usually without awareness, and
mostly without critical analysis of their continued
value or their capacity to harm people who don't
make the same assumptions.

Folks who can't or don't conform to cultural
assumptions, live on the margin of society. They
are relegated to places where they can't be seen.
They are punished for not having the financial,
emotional, or intellectual resources to rise above
their challenges. They live without the safety nets
of family support, transportation and physical or
mental health in unsafe or precarious places. Life
on the margin is a daily struggle in stressful and
dangerous situations.

Here are a few stories about people who know
life on the margin: a woman struggling to put life
back together after 9 months in jail took
everything from her, a man who was assigned a
female gender at birth and, finally, the daily
struggles of one of our shower guests
experiencing homelessness.

Living on

Mary starts her story with the disclaimer that she
never got in trouble a day in her life. She grew
up in a loving family that was stable, provided for
her needs and taught her how to love. She
assumed her life would continue on this course
because that is how it had been for her parents
and most of the adults that she knew. That is the
culture that she grew up in.

Circumstances being what they are, the expense
of legal aid and biases of law enforcement
resulted in Mary spending 9 months in jail. It was
“miserable.” Mary experienced culture shock
daily, lived in fear, sleeplessness and loneliness.
She felt little hope.

Now, Mary is emerging from that experience
having to overcome the loss of everything (tools
from her previous profession, housing, family
pictures, financial security, and a clean
background check), in addition to managing the
trauma that prison imprinted upon her. She
never expected to have to depend on food from
food pantries or meals at the mission. She finds
the daily struggle of a 2 ¥2 hour commute on
public transportation to work leaves little time for
meeting her basic needs. Temp work is the
easiest work to find, but between child support
garnishments, student loan debt, and the temp
agencies cut of her wages, she is left with little to
live on.

The team of the Mission Behind Bars and Beyond
ministry of Florence Christian Church has walked
with Mary through this journey. They have
provided transportation, companionship, a
willingness to learn along with her and the love
of Jesus when she was so broken and living in the
margin.



the Margin

THE MARGIN OF
GENDER DYSPHORIA

American culture is polarized and polarizing in
regard to gender roles and expectations. Girls
are sugar and spice, and everything nice. Boys
are snakes and snails and puppy dog tails. For a
girl to grow up rough and tough and dirty in the
60's brought shame on the child, the parents and
family when she didn't outgrow being a
“tomboy.”

John was named Bonnie in 1955 at his birth and
assigned female. He grew up having to wear
dresses and received dolls for Christmas. John
liked to play dress-up in his father's closet and
could intimidate every kid on the block when
they messed with his little brother. Good at
sports and tumbling, everyone assumed he would
outgrow his masculine attributes, marry a man
and have babies.

In 1967, Christine Jorgensen published her book
"Christine Jorgensen: A Personal Autobiography”
and America was talking about “sex change”
surgery and labeling people “transsexuals.” John,
at 12 years old, found hope in the idea that he
could actually live as a man. But John's father
said “that's the dumbest damn thing I've ever
heard of." For a young person, who loves and
adores their father, confessing their truth would
have been much too painful. The resulting
decades left John living in a body, cultural
expectations and relationships that never “fit.”

After John's parents were gone and he was 57
years old, he began the process to reassign his
gender to male. He has done hormone therapy
for 8 years and had a bilateral mastectomy. His
testimony now is that when he looks in the
mirror, the image looking back at him is “right.”
He has left the margin of gender dysphoria to live
gratefully in the good-ole-boy’s club.

THE MARGIN OF HOMELESSNESS

The cultural stigma of homelessness is ugly:
dangerous, lazy, selfish and self-absorbed,
addicted. No one grows up hoping to be
homeless and most of us reading this article will
never be threatened with the reality of it in our
lives. The Shower Ministry at Florence Christian
Church has provided 63 people the dignity of a
hot shower, a snack and, mostly, a generous
welcome. We don't ask how they got there and
don’t assume that we can change them. We just
hope that a few minutes of respite is a ministry to
their weary souls.

Here is a typical day in the life of one of our
shower guests. At dark, he retires to his tent that
is set up in the woods near one of the
manufacturing plants in Florence. He has a fitful
night's sleep interrupted by any noise that is out
of the ordinary and could warn danger. He has
to keep his fire tended and his body aches from
injuries not adequately doctored. When the sun
comes up at 6 AM, he wakes up, but stares at the
clock until 9:30 when he gets up to come in for a
shower. He spends an hour or so in the warm
company of the shower community at Florence
Christian. He walks over to the library until Mary
Rose Mission opens for dinner. He has his
evening meal and heads back to his camp for
another night of restlessness.

We may ask why he doesn’'t get a job to fill his
day. If you could choose between work and the
lifestyle described here, wouldn't you choose
work?  Of course. That leaves us logically
assuming he can't work instead of culturally
assuming he doesn’t want to work. Not knowing
his mental capacity, emotional health or physical
ailments, we cannot transpose cultural norms on
him, but must love him and admire his
resourcefulness to live another day relegated to
the margins.
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