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riving home from the medical center through
Dspring rain on a dreary Sunday afternoon, I

was struck, once again, by the stunning
beauty and imperfect perfection of the world. There
was something within the wet shades of green and
brown of the trees and forest loam. There was life,
hunkered and healthy within the gloom.

Weekends are quieter at the hospital and rounds
that day mostly comprised sitting with people who were
approaching the ends of lengthy illnesses. Somehow;, in
every room, we wound up talking about life.

Alice (not her real name) was a 47-year-old
woman with advanced intraperitoneal cancer and
ascites who was admitted the previous week when
her leg suddenly turned cold and blue. After the suc-
cessful removal of an arterial clot restored circula-
tion to the limb, she developed kidney failure. When
I visited Alice in her hospital room, after the requi-
site pain and bowel update, we indulged in musings
about illness, healing, God, and love. The conversa-
tion began when 1 asked about the collection of
Rumi poems on her bedside table. We read a few
and then I shared a favorite poem and asked her to
guess who wrote it.

You do not need to leave your room,

Remain sitting at your table and listen.

Do not even listen, simply wait.

Do not even wait, be quiet still and solitary.

The world will freely offer itself to you to be unmasked.
It has no choice.

It will roll in ecstasy at your feet.

She correctly surmised it wasn’t Rumi, but was
surprised to learn the poet was Franz Kafka, the
quintessential existentialist. Existentialism sees the
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universe as cold and impersonal, leaving each indi-
vidual exposed to circumstance and happenstance,
ultimately reliant only on him or herself. Yet Kafka
recognized an esthetic intelligence within the very
stuff of reality. This led Alice and me to talk about
chaos theory, fractals, patterns within randomness,
and of God within us all and all that is. She spoke
about healing and well-being in the face of loss.

Alice’s husband arrived from their home in time
to witness, bemused, the crescendo of this brief
reverie. Knowing from our previous discussions the
remarkable story of their mid-life romance, 3-year
marriage, and expanding love through her illness, I
said that I've come to believe that love is stronger
than death. For one thing, love outlasts death to live
on within others. But the love of 2 people can also
be a fiercely defiant act, for love affirms life in the
face of death. Looking though my windshield and
the rain that day, I had the image in my mind of
Alice and her husband holding hands, beaming into
each other’s eyes.

Mortality teaches us a lot about life, if we let it.
One thing it teaches is that human life is inherently
spiritual, whether or not a person has a religion.
Recently, 1 asked a gruff elderly Vermont farmer,
whom I saw in clinic, whether he had a sense of
what comes after this life. He chuckled and replied,
“The worms go in; the worms go out.”

Half-expecting such a response, I asked. “And
where will the worms go in and out of your bones?”

“Oh, we have a family cemetery on a hill in
Thetford. We Gradys (not his real name) have been
buried there for over a century and I suspect my
grandchildren and their grandchildren will be there,
too.”

Mr Grady doesn’t pray, attend church, or believe
in God, but he has a strong sense of connection to
the land and to his family, ancestors who preceded
him and relatives who will be born into generations
to come. The meaning and value he derives from being
part of something that is larger and more enduring
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