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That morning in September, I arrived
at my tiny office tucked behind the
sanctuary of a large downtown church
in San Rafael, California. John had been
sleeping in the doorway when I arrived,
backpack for a pillow. Jan was sitting on
the stone wall by the sidewalk sipping a
cup of cold tea, writing in her journal.
Ron was strumming his guitar, leaning
on the pine tree. Inviting them inside, I
flipped on the light and plugged in the
coffeepot. Opening the small window,
Sue and Bob stood up from their camp in
the bushes below, leaned in and greeted
me with a weary cheerfulness: “Good
Morning, Chaplain!” Then, a phone call
stunned us with the news of an unfold-
ing tragedy in New York City. The rest of
that day was a blur, in part because of
my immediate focus: to be present for
people, these people, here and now.
That’s what a chaplain does.

The sky was clear and quiet, no
planes in the air, reflecting the somber

stillness on the ground, only interrupted
by … everything; people living and mov-
ing and being what they are. That day
was not like any other, yet it was.

That day – honestly, I don’t remem-
ber much about it. Of course, the images
we saw on the office computer screen
were seared into our minds. But to imag-
ine those hours, I have to piece together
a collage of memories from the days be-
fore and after that September day: That
day, a young man was found dead up the
street in a city park. That day, a family
was evicted and our chaplaincy staff
picked them up in our van to carry all
their possessions to a storage unit. That
day, we walked with an older woman,
living in her car, contemplating suicide.
That day in September, children were
running through the free dining room at
St. Vincent dePaul, laughing and play-
ing tag. That day, some diners stood
around the old piano singing an old
hymn with tears and hugs for New York,
for the nation, for all of us. Suffering was
shared, human vulnerability was palpa-
ble. Among the poorest, most powerless
people, the power of community, of one
another, was all that mattered. And I
was privileged to be in the midst and
mess of humanness, that day.

I’ve listened to several interviews

with Chaplain Sparks who received
bodies at Dover airbase in Delaware that
day. I always listen closely to how a
chaplain describes what they do, and it
was good to hear him talk about the val-
ue of being with people in their pain, lis-
tening, asking about loved ones they’ve
lost. Chaplaincy is not about words. 

There is a current effort to bestow
sainthood on a gay Franciscan chaplain
who died in the World Trade Center that
morning. As a chaplain who has known
many chaplains, I suspect he would dis-
courage that. Chaplains, like many in
the helping professions (counselors, so-
cial workers, first responders, other
clergy), aren’t interested in lofty titles
and frankly don’t have the time to be
praised or raised above others. The
work goes on because the needs of peo-
ple go on, day after day, year by year. In
my view, the highest honor a chaplain,
or any public servant, can receive is to
welcome more to the “circle of care” –
more who feel a responsibility to the
community, maybe to the nation or even
the world. 

Several months after that awful au-
tumn day, I “let go” of my ordination and
left the Church but not the people, still
serving as an interfaith chaplain be-
cause credentials don’t prove credibility

and religious affiliation doesn’t guaran-
tee compassion. In the midst of the un-
certainties of that time, walking with
fearful and wounded people, lives
crumbling before my eyes, presented
deep moments to touch human resil-
ience. It’s foggy, yet I recall sitting on a
park bench with an older Muslim man
reading the Qur’an. Shaking his head in
sad disbelief he whispered: “bismillah
al-rahman al-rahim,” the words begin-
ning each surah of his holy book: “In the
Name of Allah, the Compassionate, the
Merciful.” He looked at me with tears: “It
was not Islam.” 

Strange as it may sound, I mark that
month, 20 years ago, with two quite
wonderful things. I was falling in love
with a chaplain serving the immigrant
community, a woman who would one
day become my wife, and my first book
had just been published. The little col-
lection of wisdom from naturalist John
Muir contains this phrase: “[In the
mountains] you blend with the land-
scape and become part and parcel of na-
ture.” And so it is in our human fragility,
through the best and worst of times, in
life and in death. 

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. Learn
more at chighland.com.
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Dear Grandparenting: I need to vent
and you’re elected to be on the receiving
end. In a word, grandparenting is over-
rated. 

I don’t dislike small children as a rule.
But I also make exceptions when de-
served, and I’m pretty sure my grand-
children qualify.

I consider myself fortunate to live far
enough away (a good four-hour drive)
that it takes some effort to visit. I actu-
ally prefer to visit them so I can split
when I’m ready.

My son comes home dead tired. His
missus paints watercolors day and
night and can’t sell a single one. My
grandkids are left to their own devices
way too often. What do you get? Noisy,
inconsiderate, messy, demanding –
take your pick.

But I do take heart from what my own
father used to remark, to the effect that
childhood is an illness most of us out-
grow. I’m running against the wind here.
You’ll probably tar and feather me, but
that’s my story and I’m sticking to it. 

– Walter Stenhouse, Lima, Ohio 
Dear Walter: We plead guilty to a

positive spin to grandparenting, and
why not? The joys of grandchildren are

shared the world over. 
Universal yes, but hardly unanimous.

Your sentiments will resonate with
readers who endure the bedlam and
mishaps of the younger set, hoping to be
rewarded by someone capable of intelli-
gent conversation when they are grown.

Boundaries and limits, two key com-
ponents of modern childcare, benefit
young and old alike. Youngsters need
learn who’s the boss – it’s not them! –
while grandparents need their space
and creature comforts. 

Truth be told, we suspect a majority
of grandparents prefer visits or occa-
sional overnights, versus more pro-
longed dealings with young grandchil-

dren. Love them as we do, they can run
us ragged. 

Grand remark of the week

Jimmy Davis from Everett, Wash., re-
ports that his two granddaughters
“know how to find my sweet spot. They
make me laugh, even on those days
when I don’t feel like cracking a smile.”

Dee and Tom, married more than 50
years, have eight grandchildren. To-
gether with Key, they welcome ques-
tions, suggestions and Grand Remarks
of the Week. Send to P.O. Box 27454, Tow-
son, MD, 21285. Call 410-963-4426.

GRANDPARENTING

Boundaries and limits benefit young and old alike
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