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            Call Your Spirit Back

                                           Rosemary Phelan

in the pale, hopeful light 

after a night devoid of stars 

the voice of my dis-ease whispered to me 

it said: listen!

. . . call back your song 

it’s your voice, your spirit 

call it back and don’t ever let the darkness near it

it’s yours! 

it lives to be shared 

it’s a light, it’s a flare for the direst emergencies 

it’s a bright shield against life’s dangerous insurgencies 

it’s the promise in the sunrise 

it’s the realness on the inside 

of you and of everything . . .

                                                  —Phelan, from “Call Your Spirit Back”

Illness is a great equalizer. 

As a community nurse working in the core of a large, multicultural urban centre, I’ve held the hands of the dying in well-appointed bedrooms vibrant with sunlight and the scent of fresh flowers. And I have held the same hands while perched on newspapers to shield me from cockroaches, in stench-filled buildings grey with squalor and the hollow echo of abandon. The same hands. Beautiful hands, all forged in the same miraculous fire, emblazoned with stories as unique as fingerprints.

We human beings are far more alike than we are different. Yet we often fail to acknowledge our sameness, those things that bond us — that make us family. In North America and elsewhere, we strive for individuality above all, we encourage it in our young. We dot the surface of the earth like tiny islands, wired for sound, wrapped in our metal-armour conveyances, alienated from all the other islands in view. But here is what I know: The retired surgeon breathing his last in an elegant Post Road mansion longed for only this: love, connection, meaning. The young artist dying of AIDS in the corner of a crowded rooming house yearned for the same—nothing more, nothing less. Through our disregard for this sameness, we divorce ourselves from our innate sense of belonging, and from our inclination to love and to care. One day, we may all come to understand how tragic the consequences of this separation have been, and how far-reaching the repercussions. There are those among us who already know.

Illness is no respecter of persons; it is impeccable in its impartiality. It is a perfect teacher.

Who doesn’t learn from illness? Whether we’re conscious of it or not, we all do. It tests (and hopefully strengthens) our endurance, our understanding, and sometimes our faith. It instructs and shapes us, whether we are the afflicted or the standers-by. Ask anyone who has survived a life-threatening disease or accident whether it changed the course of his or her life. Most will tell you it did—for the better. Why? The insights gained give life rich new meaning.

Illness saves lives. I know it saved mine.

The world is filled with more wonders than any of us can conceive. Yet many would agree that as a species we have become disconnected from our gifts of appreciation and inspiration and so have lost our way. How else to explain the critical imbalance of resources distributed among the Earth’s people, the rise in chronic diseases attributable to our pollution of the planet, the constant wars and immeasurable suffering we bring to bear upon one another? We are creative, intelligent beings! How have we allowed this to happen? More important, why do we continue to live in denial and behave as if the solutions to our problems are a mystery, unattainable? We are afraid and overwhelmed; the magnitude of the present world crisis is such that we feel paralyzed in the face of it. If we did not cultivate such separateness, we could realize our combined power for good. We would be filled with hope and feel empowered to act. How can we begin to reconnect with one another and reawaken our sense of belonging? I find much truth in this quote from the Dalai Lama:

“The goal is to cultivate in our hearts the concern a dedicated mother feels for her child, and then focus it on more and more people and living beings. This is a heartfelt, powerful love. Such feelings give us a true understanding of human rights that is not grounded just in legal terms, but rooted deeply in the heart.”

I have often witnessed something profoundly moving emanating from children who are gravely ill. Their youth lends a true innocence, and at the same time, the confrontation with mortality nurtures a mature knowingness unseen in many adults. Devoid of affectation and cynicism, a suffering child’s innocence marries with this new wisdom very naturally. The combination of these qualities creates a rarified atmosphere so exquisite I can hardly bear the beauty of it, yet I believe this is what all human beings are meant to be like. How do we lose so much altitude, so much purity, in the course of a life?

When I have been with the dying, I’ve sometimes witnessed a return to this innocent wisdom of childhood. Much of what constitutes the physical, emotional, and mental tenor of their previous “healthy” life is stripped away, and the dying remember what it is like to be real again. Life in all its intensity and immediacy is laid bare. Such people look into the eyes of others and see the truth, just as young children do. They sense who really loves them and can read the intentions of those present with calm clarity.

my world has grown so small 

a bed, a room, that’s all 

and all of the rest 

of hell and holiness

is invisible

i drift between far shores 

one’s the life i knew before 

the other draws my will

toward a harbour that is still 

invisible

        and love is all 

        rise or fall 

        love is all is love is all

hey, I’m still here 

now my vision’s growing clear 

you talk amongst yourselves 

while I sip from hidden wells 

and become invisible

          and love is all… 

I see your radiant souls 

ancient monuments of gold 

you see only night 

though you’re standing in the light 

the bright invisible

          and love is all… 

                                                               —Phelan, “Invisible”

What would happen if each one of us took steps to regain our clear vision, stripping ourselves bare of encumbrances every day, not waiting for impending death to do it for us? How much more valuable it would be to break through, to truly see, while we still have life in our bodies! There is so much we could do. Yet this isn’t an easy task; we need to stay one step ahead of all that overwhelms and numbs us by reconnecting with that “core” daily, before we become inundated by whatever dramas the day may hold. Seizing a moment in the quiet hours of the morning for reflection, meditation, or prayer gives us a chance at success. As with all things, continued practice makes for broader, smoother pathways and a lightening of effort.

While we are strong and well, we can choose to “die” to all the flotsam and jetsam that bog us down and cloud our sight, and to remember our birthright: all is possible. This is not a religious exercise; the cyclic reconnection with our deepest hopes, beliefs, and values is a real need, not unlike putting oil in our cars. One can ignore the task only for so long before the consequences become apparent. Our neglect of this most basic act of self- maintenance has resulted in mass spiritual burnout. For so many, the well has run dry. How do we begin to correct this, and why is it important?

i come to you, still 

in my nightclothes 

warm, wrinkled skin 

from the enfolding nest 

i come before 

the curtains are opened 

not yet fully loosed 

from my heart’s fragrant interior 

i come while 

the colours of dreams pool 

in liquid rainbows, just before 

they melt away

. . . i come 

before time solidifies 

and bridges must be built 

i come to you 

still

                                                             —Phelan, from “Still”

In striving to navigate the frantic pace of life with its din, much of our innate wisdom, intuition, and common sense have been left behind. Illness slows us down and offers us a chance to retrieve a portion of that inheritance. Acknowledging and accepting the life lessons brought on by serious illness requires courage, and courage happens to be one of the keys to reclaiming—and maintaining—our inner knowingness. As we cultivate courage, the pathway of inspired action unfolds before us. We begin to experience a peaceful certainty, and we form a clear intent for life. Personal plans and philosophical ideals can easily unravel when we’re under duress; deep-rooted intention is the fiery chariot that will carry us through to our highest goals. From here it becomes easy to imagine the positive effect we could have, individually and collectively, upon one another and the world.

We are so much more than we know or believe ourselves to be. When I was severely ill and weakened, humble and simple as a child in the face of possible death, I began to ask important questions. Relieved of the burdens and responsibilities of normal life, I opened my heart with new bravery, let go of my “old” life, and began to see things that courage alone allows us to see. The utter magnificence of life became a fiery reality that burned in every cell of my being. I suddenly wanted—still want—nothing except to serve this unspeakable beauty with all my heart.

We are all artists, co-creators. To me, every human being is miraculous, a walking cloud of stars, a universe in miniature. No one alive can escape being bound to this earth in the physical sense, but the horizon that beckons us now is an interior one, and therefore boundless. Who can circumscribe the borders of the human spirit? Spirit: “the incorporeal part of humans,” the part that is missing when we see a lifeless body, the same part that shines in the eyes of people in love, that swells with valour or with compassion. It does not matter so much where you believe this portion of us goes when the body is no longer; clearly it is with us while we live and breathe, and we need to pay it due attention. If we feed ourselves the best foods and provide ourselves adequate rest and exercise, we’ve done well by our physical body. But what happens to us when we ignore our spirit’s need for nourishment and expression? How can this most cherished part of us, our intrinsic worth, our true identity, find a voice? How can it thrive? We are weakened in the extreme when in such disregard of our essential nature; we operate at a deficit, lacking conscience, will, foresight, conviction, honour. We lose hope, and we question the purpose of life. We deprive the world of our gifts, of added colour and meaning.

Call your spirit back. Save your life.

I know many individuals who are healthy and well off and have time to spare in their daily schedules. Still, they do not want to take the time to connect with the “incorporeal part” of themselves, perhaps believing that this part will somehow take care of itself. I suppose that would be like owning a car that regularly motors off to the nearest gas station and changes its own oil. Yet these people often wonder why their lives seem to be lacking in dimension and in happiness. I have also been privileged to know individuals in the direst of circumstances whose inner life is rich and deeply fulfilling, and who teach, by example, everyone they come in contact with. Mr. O was one such individual, and his story is worth sharing.

One day I was working my regular shift as a visiting nurse in the city. It was steamy midsummer, an asphalt-melting day, and the traffic was awful. On top of that, I was sick and wasn’t coping well with the demands of my heavy caseload. All in all, I was meeting the difficulties of the day with not as much grace and goodwill as I would have liked.

Minutes before the end of my shift, my pager went off. I was asked to make an extra visit to an elderly patient who needed extensive wound care to both legs, because his regular nurse had been called home on a family emergency. The dressing change would take a good hour. Somehow I summoned up the will to make that last visit, my seventeenth of the day.

I had never met the patient I’d been asked to see, but found the address in a rundown west-end neighbourhood. A volunteer from Meals on Wheels arrived at the door of the ramshackle Victorian at the same time I did, and as there wasn’t any answer to our repeated knocks we opened the door and stepped inside. The volunteer went first with the meal tray, and I came close behind with my medical bag and supplies. The scene was surreal: in the darkness loomed boxes and garbage bags, bicycle wheels and rusted tools, newspapers and broken bits of furniture piled from floor to ceiling. There was a narrow path through the debris, just passable. Tiny shapes skittered through the shadows at our feet, and the smell was nauseating. I stopped to put on a surgical mask and offered one to the volunteer. Halfway through the front room, the volunteer began to tremble. She set down the tray, uttered a breathless apology, and bolted for the door. At least there was safety in numbers, I thought. Now I was alone. I decided to push on.

In the kitchen I came upon a lovely, white-crowned gent fast asleep in a chair. All around him the counters were littered with small piles of garbage, dirty dishes covered in mould, old food containers and the like.

I greeted Mr. O by name, but he didn’t respond. I called out to him; still no response. I I went closer to check his vital signs. Finding that he still had a pulse, I yelled into his ear, and he finally stirred. Once awake, he was lovely and gracious, and almost completely deaf. The old fellow laboriously extricated himself from his chair and led me to his bedroom, where he could lie down for his treatment. Here I found a tiny, sun-filled porch room that Mr. O’s nurse had set up for him to receive his care in. Bless her heart; it was clean and orderly, and all the necessary supplies were there. What ensued was a long session of bending over the low bed, cleansing and dressing his leg wounds while shouting at the top of my lungs in response to Mr. O’s friendly questions, all in 35-degree heat.

I was completely drained by the end of the visit. Mr. O, now perched on the edge of the bed, continued his friendly chatter as I cleaned up the room and got ready to leave. Finally he asked, “May I tell you some- thing?” Then he waited.

“Of course, anything.” He went on, “I have a sister in another city. She’s very wealthy . . . has lots more money than I’ve ever even seen in my whole life. But she won’t even speak to me because I’m poor and have to live like this; she’s embarrassed by me. But you know what? She’s the one who’s poor. She thinks she’s rich, but she’s poor, because she has a bitter and selfish heart. I’m the one who is rich. Would you like to know why?” He smiled at me with the look of a child bursting with a secret. His heart and soul shone in his eyes.

“Why?”

“May I sing for you?” he asked me, the innocent smile never leaving his face. I was a bit taken aback. But it seemed to mean so much to him, so I steeled myself, smiled, and told him I’d be delighted to hear him sing.

That was all he needed. The room rang with a voice sweet and extraordinary, the utter beauty of it searing, crystalline . . . and so profoundly incongruous in that impoverished environment. My tears came fast and I felt deeply humbled. Encouraged by my reaction, Mr. O sang on and on, and in his songs and hymns were the mountains and rivers and flowers of his native Wales, unfolding in colours more real than any that could have been captured on canvas or film.

I stood transfixed, lifted into Mr. O’s world. He had spoken the truth: he was, indeed, a wealthy man.

Like Mr. O, we are all rich. Why are we so afraid to acknowledge the vast wealth that lies within us? We play the role of carthorse; meanwhile, the very wagon we are pulling is full of treasure. If we all claimed our talents, our unique vision, our many gifts, there would be so much goodness and fulfillment in the world that we would not recognize it.

Only humans erect complex webs of selfish and self-serving illusion that then entrap us all. Our boundless potential founders while we are too distracted to notice. Real life is stunningly, awe-inspiringly simple; to be true to our nature should be as easy as breathing. In making a stand for this, our birthright, we gradually rediscover our intrinsic uniqueness as individuals, as we also realize what connects us. The desire to create artificial differences between us fades away as we realize we can’t fail to be original. There is no longer room in our lives for insecurity, jealousy or competition. The empty spaces within us are filled, and we can once again open our hearts without fear, and reach out in love.

the world is full of the walking dead 

hearts with no songs, 

heads full of wants 

don’t be one of the haunted

call back your song

                                          —Phelan, from “Call Your Spirit Back”

Have courage! Open your heart to brave new concepts. Dare to believe in the magnificence of life and of your own spirit. Cultivate joy. Whether you are healthy or suffering from illness, you can save your life now, one day at a time. Do it for yourself, and for all of us. Then, when- ever your time comes to pass from this world, you will know you have truly lived.

you say we’re all pieces of the stars 

that long ago lit up the endless dark 

i don’t know but I swear from time to time

 i feel something deep inside me shine 

and i’m overwhelmed, overwhelmed

some say we’re all formed of dust and clay 

touched by grace, risen up and walked away 

i don’t know but I swear I feel it when 

the earth she tries to pull me back again

and i’m overwhelmed, overwhelmed

i heard an angel speak my name 

his wings were light, his eyes were flame 

he said i know you well my love 

and one day you too shall rise above 

and i was overwhelmed, overwhelmed

                                              —Phelan, “Overwhelmed”
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