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Summer

en years ago Melinda Mayton was sitting in a small Bible

Tstudy. As part of the study a question was circulated
through the group: What would you do if you were given a million
dollars?

That’s a great question. Customary answers from the group
followed. “I would pay off all my bills,” one said. “I would buy my
mother and father a new house,” another chimed in. “My family
and I would travel the world,” still another offered. When the
question made its way to Melinda she answered, “I would take
children with cancer to the beach.”

At the time Melinda was an oncology nurse at a children’s
hospital in Atlanta, Georgia. Every day she saw the overwhelming
impact on these children and their families who were grappling
with a cancer diagnosis. It was more than physical. Fighting the
good fight against disease threatened to tear these families apart.
In Melinda’s mind, a week of retreat might just do the trick for
these precious souls. Let the family recharge their batteries. Let
mom and dad rediscover one another. Let the siblings of a sick child
get caught up on some parental attention — all while enjoying the
beauty of sand, sun, and ocean.

Melinda dreamed of giving parents and children a week without
hospital visits, without chemo treatments, without needle sticks

and without the financial, emotional, and spiritual exhaustion of
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fighting cancer. She didn’t let the lack of a million dollars stop her.
Leaving her successful career in medicine Melinda founded the
Lighthouse Family Retreat. Since 1999 she, with a committed
group of volunteers, has provided week-long respites for some 500
children with cancer and their families.

Recently I participated in one of these retreats at Seaside,
Florida. There were a dozen or so sets of moms and dads and their
kids. The children were at all different stages of sickness and
recovery. Some were newly diagnosed. Others were cancer free and
had been so for months. It was a beautifully diverse group.

In the group was a coltish little girl named Summer. Summer is
a ten-year-old from Dublin, Georgia, with the spirit and tenacity of
a championship prize fighter. She has a difficult prognosis but you
would not know it if you met her.

While at the beach Summer wanted to be baptized. I was
honored to lend a hand. She and I stepped into the warm Gulf of
Mexico early one morning, surrounded by her family, the
participants in the week of retreat, and even a few strangers out for
their morning walk.

“I baptize you, my sister, in the name of the Father, and the
Son, and the Holy Spirit,” I invoked as I dipped her perfectly bald
head under the water. She emerged with a million dollar smile to
the cheers of the scores gathered on the beach. It was one of the

more awesome things in which I have ever participated.
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We are tempted to wipe the tears from our eyes and say, “What
a nice thing to do because time is running out for this child.” But I
disagree. Summer’s decision was not the decision of one who is
dying. Rather, this was a decision of faith and hope, a decision
made by someone very much alive. A person doesn’t make a
commitment to follow Christ without believing she will be there to
keep up her end of the deal. She believes in this Christ who calls
her to himself; a Christ who can and will do incredible things in her
life — because she will let him.

A sporadic blessing. A once-in-a-while epiphany. A blue moon
movement of God. That is what most of us are living on. But God
wants us to experience so much more. He wants us to experience
what “eye has not seen, what ear has not heard, what imagination
cannot contain.” And we will experience this kind of life, if only we
believe and follow. Like Melinda. Like Summer.

I do not know what the future holds for Summer, no more than
I do for you or me. But I wish her life. I wish her wellness. I pray
that she have many years on this earth living out her faith. Still,
even if her time is short, her faith is great. And that faith has made

her alive — more alive than many of us ever will be.

Addendum: In the time that this world had her, Summer taught

us much. She is now alive and well in the presence of God.
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Homesick

his past summer friends of mine sent their eight-year-old

Tdaughter to camp. This camp was a primitive affair with
lodges, sleeping bags, and creatures of the night. Conspicuously
absent were all the comforts of home. Air conditioning, television,
soft mattresses, beloved pets, video games, fast-food: Not here. This
was the roughing-it world of swarming bugs, cold showers, drill-
instructor-camp-counselors, and homesickness. Terrible
homesickness.

My friends’ nostalgic daughter mailed home a letter worthy of
comparison to “Greetings from Camp Hiawatha.” It did not begin
with, “Hello Mother, hello Father...” No, she cut to the chase: “I
wish I was home with you.”

The letter, a mere two dozen words, made inquiry about her pet
cat and best friend and eloquently concluded, “These tents are
hotter than hell at night.” Now there’s a child longing for home.

Aren’t we all longing for home?

The Teacher of the Old Testament wrote, God “has planted
eternity in the human heart” (Ecclesiastes 3:11). Inside each of us
the Creator has placed a sort of homing device. The coordinates are
preprogrammed. Our destination — called heaven or nirvana or
swarga or paradise — is a return to the God who made us, for only

there are our souls truly at home.
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The extraordinary conclusion of the Christian Scriptures is the
apocalyptic book of Revelation. While much of the book is
perplexing, not all of it is so. Revelation 21 paints a beautiful
picture of the future heavens and earth. It is a place where there
will be no more tears, no more death, no more crying or pain. There
will be no more cold camp showers, no more miserable sleepless
nights, no more homesickness.

The earth and heaven will be re-created, made new, made as
one. The universe will be washed clean of all that is wrong with it.
And it will be a place that we will call home with the God who
made us. The writer of the book of Revelation does not invent this
scene or these words. Largely he is quoting the Jewish prophets of
the Old Testament who a millennia before prophesied the same
thing.

The prophets envisioned a world where everything — everything
— that is now wrong will be made right. It will be made the way God
first made things, when he looked out on his creation and said,
“This is very good.” This good world that we will call home will have
no more kids with cancer. There will be no more looting of the
earth’s resources. There will be no more broken relationships or
failures to forgive. There will be no more government corruption or
religious hypocrites.

I will rejoice over the demise of all funeral homes and hospitals.
I will celebrate the closure of all courts and police forces. I will

cheer with you as the doors are locked on all soup kitchens, all
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psychiatrists’ offices, all environmental protection agencies, and all
military installations. Why will such organizations go out of
business? Because their services will no longer be needed:
Everything will be put back into place.

Of course this all sounds well and good: Perfection, justice,
wholeness, a brave new world, all this waiting on some far away
horizon. But isn’t this a bit like trying to explain the joys of college
and career to a kindergartner? Isn’t this like telling an eight-year-
old that she can survive two weeks of camp without electricity?
Relief and home are so far away. Isn’t this little more than a
teasing mirage in the distance? No, it is not.

If I believe anything at all, I believe this promise of God: That
while the world certainly appears to be one long, hellacious night,
the cool of morning is coming. Like campers sweating it out in the
darkness, we are waiting for the new creation of God to dawn.

Yet, we are not merely marking time. We live with the hope of
eternity always before us. We live, no matter the sufferings or
injustices we face, knowing that we are just passing through on our
journey, aliens and strangers in a strange land. Somehow, all of
creation — the heavens and the earth, human beings, all that is — is
in process. It is moving toward the destination of renewal and
redemption. It is moving toward home, a home where everything

will be as it should.
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