St. John the Divine

Sucked dry by the morning's comp exam questions, a graduate school rite of passage, I had an hour to recover before facing the afternoon session. The anxiety felt like caffeine rush, every muscle tense and wired, for failure to answer the reviewers' questions in a scholarly manner meant an abrupt, unscholarly end to my doctoral education. I began to self-protect, rationalizing away my fears. What did a nurse really need with a doctorate anyway?

There were four of us taking the exam and after briefly commiserating over our morning session answers, each struck out on her own to await the afternoon torment. Two went off to a student lounge to cram a few more trivial facts into their temporary memories, another was in a state of shock, and I desperately sought out some form of stress reduction, away from the controlled hysteria. Studying wasn't going to cut it.

Seeking refuge from the intensity of university life and the organized chaos of an urban campus, I found myself headed several blocks south, towards St. John the Divine. Not that I'm religious. As a recovering Catholic, I often can't decide if I'm really an atheist or just an agnostic. I do know that cathedrals are not entirely about organized religion. I was to soon find out how much they can be about the human experience. St. John's is said to be the largest cathedral in the world, its slow gestation marked by the perpetual skeleton scaffolding that illustrates its status as a work in progress. Atop the fifty some-odd steps is a busy entranceway where a continual flow of visitors crosses over into this urban respite. Despite its cavernous space, the subdued lighting and hushed quiet seemed conducive to a peacefully meditative experience. At St. Patrick's, a comparable Catholic landmark downtown, the harsh bang of the wooden kneelers, like ticking second hands of an annoying clock, intrudes on any attempt at inner peace. Maybe Episcopalians don't kneel. Or maybe they put padding on their kneelers. Either way, the noise level at St. John's was comparably quiet, like rustling leaves on a fall day, a delicate distraction.

You don't need to advance too far into St. John's before alcoves begin to appear on either side of the church. Each alcove is the size of the main altar in a small church. With thirty-five minutes to kill, I decided to move deeper into the hushed cathedral's mammoth belly. Peering into alcoves as I casually wandered down the south alley, I came upon an image that stopped me dead. In the middle of an altar-alcove were remnants of several charred beams in a tumbled display. The plaque said they were from a Brooklyn shipyard fire, where many years ago, firemen lost their lives. I was riveted by the powerful visions these charred remains evoked in my mind. Images of raging fire; with heat so intense it melted the shipyard's giant structures. Firemen working in organized confusion, prepared with equipment that must have seemed wholly inadequate in the face of such a powerful force; watching helplessly as enormous beams came crashing down, crushing and killing as they fell.

In my child-mind's eye appears the image of my father standing in the basement living room of our Brooklyn brownstone. In his dress blue uniform coat, he is preparing to leave for some formal fireman's function, a parade perhaps, or a funeral. The shiny brass NYFD buttons marching up his front beg to be touched. As my tiny hands slide up the scratchy wool of his coat, the smell of mothballs and cigarettes commit to my memory. When I was older I remember him talking about the Brooklyn shipyard fire. "So many men were hurt that day," he softly said with a far away sadness in his eyes. I don't know if he was at that shipyard, but it doesn't matter, for in my patched memory, that fire is his.

As I struggled to hold onto this fragile connection with him, a new memory appeared, a fourth grade memory.

"Daaaad.....I need your help."

"Mmmmm....just a minute," he said, staring intently at a huge paint-by-number of the Last Supper. He slid his dime-store brush across the tiny numbered space. "What honey?" he asked as he admired this new sliver of color, his first stab at artistic expression since retiring from the fire department.

''Dad...I need to write an essay about what I want to be when I grow up... for school. I don't know what I should be."

"Well, what do you want to be?" he asked as he pulled back to get a fuller view of the twelve apostles.

"Uhhh....a ballerina?"

"That'd be fine ... oh, no, don't be a ballerina," he said as turned to me, as if noticing me for the first time. "Ballerinas have ulgy calves. I went out with a ballerina. She had too many muscles in her legs."

The sound of a pot banging the metal stove top erupted from behind as my mother sounded her displeasure at the mention of any former girlfriends.

"Yes," my father whispered with a half-sided smile, "she was cute, but too many muscles. Why don't you be a .... mother? "

"Nah....I need to be something, ya know, a job."

Clank, bang.

"Well, how about.. ..a nurse? Why don't you become a nurse? That's a good one. They’re never out of work, even during the Depression, nurses had jobs.

"A nurse. Hmm, a nurse. That might be okay. What do nurses do?

"Take care of sick people. You can take care of me when I get old."

"Ohh, alright, I'll be a nurse." Images of long blue capes and white caps danced through my mind as I headed off to write my essay. Funny thing, every time someone asked me what I wanted to do over the next few years, I didn't really think about it, just told them "a nurse." Especially after he died. It just seemed like the right thing to do. And now, though he's been dead thirty-eight years (he died five months before Kennedy's assassination), my childhood
image of him is strong and unencumbered by the adolescent strife that sometimes muddies those memories. And here he was again, reminding me, in the middle of St. John the Divine, that being a nurse was okay. I'd forgotten to call on him during my comp exam trials. I smiled as I remembered where I was. I drifted back to the present, bringing my secret ally along for the ride.

Awakening to real-time, I scanned the altar-alcove and then the larger cavernous cathedral Space. "How amazing to have come across the fireman's memorial on this particular day, right in the middle of my exam experience," I whispered to myself. Mission accomplished I thought. Stepping down from the alcove, I decided a few minutes of dispassionate viewing would allow me to gracefully emerge back into the real world. I was almost done with St. John’s, but it wasn’t done with me.

A few steps down the aisle I came across another altar-alcove, this one an AIDS memorial. I stopped, captured by its power and beauty. Reverently climbing the few steps, I had a close-up view of several adult-sized stone silhouettes bending forward as if bearing some invisible burden. I stared at the solid, smooth shapes that seemed to be inviting my touch. Positioned just out of my reach, I was forced to suppress my tactile needs and instead circle the sculpture, caressing its enticing curves with my eyes. Mesmerized by the tragedy, pain, despair, and sorrow moaning from the lonely group, I was again pulled into a vortex of personal images. Drawers and doors in my nurse-mind's secret storage slammed open like beams of sunlight shouting into the cracks around darkened windows. Hidden feelings, previously bundled into sealed compartments of work were suddenly freed of professional boundaries. No protection here from the conflicted memory of past patients. From a nurse's perspective, trying to understand patients' lives was like looking through a keyhole into a locked mom, seeing only what might accidentally fall in my direct line of vision. Shadows, whispers, cries of pain and laughter filter in, while visions dance by, but I never really get to see the whole picture.

A disquieting memory emerges. When I was just 19, I was still naive enough to believe that I could make my patients' lives better if I was a good nurse. I thought that if I tried hard enough, if I was efficient, smart, gentle, kind and perfect, my patients would love me. I thought that if they loved me I must have done a good job. On one particular day in the spring of 1970, in my last term as a nursing student, I was assigned the typical eight patients, one of whom was a young man in his mid-twenties. Although he wore the same blue stamped hospital pajamas that the others wore, he was different. He was young and he was angry. The rest of the patients were in their 60's or 70's, with granddaughters my age. They quietly and gratefully accepted my ministrations, smiling as I busied myself giving them medications or straightening their sheets. They would sigh gratefully as I rubbed lotion into the small sore area of their lower backs. They rewarded my efforts with aaahs and ooohs, hoping I would spend another 10 seconds pressing out the wrinkles of bedridden time etched on their sweaty stiff backs. But this young man wanted no part of the game.

"I already took a shower," he snapped as I tried to hand him a clean towel and pajamas.

I smiled kindly. "Is there anything I can get you?"

"Yeah, you can me out of here!" he retorted, jerking his IV pole so hard the bottle hit the metal with a clank, the bruises from previous IV's tattooing both his arms. Later in the morning a new patient was admitted to that four bedded room, right next to the young man. I opened the new patient's assigned closet to find it neatly filled from top to bottom with thick binders, stacks of what appeared to be manuscripts and important looking books. "What are you
doing?" the young man demanded as he raced across the room. "That's mine."

"Oh ... well we need to make room for Mr. Barrett's things and this is his assigned closet. Don't worry I'll help you move your junk to another space," I said consolingly.

"Junk! Junk!" he yelled, "That's not junk, that's my life, my entire life is in that closet and you aren't moving it anywhere... JUNK!!!" He slammed the closet door, locked it, and stomped back to his bed.

I was devastated. I stammered, "I..I. .. I didn't mean it was junk, it's the word I use for my things, it's just a word, I didn't mean... " He interrupted, "Get out of here!"

I rushed out to find the head nurse. "I did a terrible thing," I cried, "I called his papers junk. I didn't mean to get him upset, I didn't mean .... "

"I'll take care of it," she said as she confidently strode to his room. She sat on his, bed and talked to him for a half hour validating the ignorance of my statement and listening to what was really going on in his life. He wouldn't look at me or respond for the rest of the day. I couldn't have felt worse if I had given the wrong medication to someone.

The head nurse found me in the medication room. "Don't worry about it, it happens. He's just having a hard time. You know he has leukemia."

"I know." I mulled the incident over, and over, in my mind, losing sleep at night and letting it creep into my daytime thoughts. By the next week, when I returned, I was prepared to apologize again and double my nice efforts. But
someone else was in his bed. Someone older.

"He died over the weekend,” the head nurse said, tssking as she shook her head sadly. "What about his things?" I asked.

"We packed them up and sent the boxes to security,” she explained.

There was no one to pick them up. He didn't have any family. He didn’t have any friends. He had leukemia. He knew he was dying. He watched his life get chipped away, piece by piece. I didn't like being a part of that process.
I hated the way it all turned out. The whole thing was too painful. Eventually, I locked that memory away. The St. John's sculpture pried it open again.

Those stone shapes eluded passionate personal tragedy as powerful and timeless as Shakespeare. Here was my bridge to a world walled off from the aseptic view of clinics and hospital rooms. Here, in private, I could get in and try on the pain, anger, and injustice. I could forgive myself. Those shapes were not going to rebuff me; they stood still so that I could imprint their suffering at my own pace. Feel. Grieve. Think. I took my time. Deeply touched, I stepped back into the reality of the art-altar-alcove, then to the cavern-cathedral, awakening to the presence of others in this sacred space.

Time was up; I needed to return to my own now seemingly insignificant trial. My respite was complete. I left the cathedral calmed, opened and expanded, wearing invisible protection against the crushing urban world outside.  My father came with me.

The midday experience was pressing on my mind as I sat waiting for the afternoon exam to begin.  The dreaded question was a simple request for a creative curriculum design for nurses. The questioners were looking for a “revolutionary” approach.  The answer was obvious I felt like I was cheating.  I wrote about the need to teach not only anatomy, physiology, prevention and state of the art treatment but to engage students more fully in their patients' lives.  Assign them literature; Tolstoy's The Death of Ivan Illych, Murphy's Body Silent, Karr’s The Liars Club. Give them readings that would touch their souls with a deeper understanding of illness conditions. Give them images that would frame pathophysiology in the context of human experience. Send them to museums I wrote, to art galleries. Send them to St. John the Divine. Widening a nurse's world is not accomplished by revolution but by education. Was it coincidence? Did my father lead me there? I'm still not sure if the whole experience was serendipitous, planned by some greater force, or just a sudden burst of insightful interpretation. What I know is that I passed.
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