What I Learned From My Mama Pink Sunday UUCS
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All Hallows Eve is Wednesday, when, in the Celtic earth-based traditions, the veil between the worlds of the living and the dead is thin.  Christian traditions celebrate All Saints Day and All Souls Day, the two days after Halloween.  As the darkness takes up more of the day, those traditions that were earth based focus on harvest, on counting what you have for the winter, on sorting and organizing and hunkering down while nature sleeps. 


Each of us is a storehouse: of memories, lessons and stories. The places we are from and the people we are from make up a good part of who we are. We are not our ancestors, but they are in us. This is the day we remember them, the day we realize both how present they are and how gone they are. Like us, the people we came from were right, and wrong. They were weak and strong, kind and hard, smart and unaware, limited and amazing. It’s an affirmation of a life to tell the truth about it. It does no one any favors to remember them incorrectly. Each of the lives that have been lost to us were complex and multi-layered, even if they were infants in the womb.  Today we will remember some things about them.  I lost my mother to breast cancer in 1979, when I was 23 years old. 
I feel like I talk to you all the time about my Mama.  Most of you know that she grew up in India while her mother and father preached to the Hindus and Muslims and Sikhs in and around Lahore, which is now Pakistan.  Most of you know she taught second grade, and so she told elephant jokes.  Her jokes, for instance. Elephant jokes. “How do you stop a charging elephant? Take away its credit cards. Why do elephants have grey skin? To keep their insides together. What weighs 5,000 lbs and wears glass slippers? Cinderelephant.”
Q: How do you get an elephant into a Volkswagon Beetle?
A: Open the door, insert elephant, close door.
 

 

Q: How do you get 4 elephants in a Volkswagon?
A: Two in the front and two in the back
Q: How do you know if an elephant is visiting your house?
A: There is a Volkswagon parked outside with 3 elephants in it.
Mama probably wouldn’t have been able to get through telling that joke without breaking up helpless giggling so hard that talking was impossible. 
She was very cute. She wanted to be tall and elegant like our neighbor, Karin Gunderson, but she was short and cute.  She was the kind of woman who wore sensible shoes and white cotton under things, nothing shimmery or shiny, sequined or fringed.  One year a student’s family gave her an ounce of Joy perfume. We marveled at it, sitting on her dresser, at how much it had cost, at how deluxe it smelled. It never occurred to us to wear any.  Mama, I guess, was saving it for a time when she would be called upon to be that shimmery kind of woman, luxurious, polished, elegant. It sat on the dresser so long it eventually evaporated. She should have put that Joy on, even in ordinary times.  
She took us camping every summer, sometimes out West, sometimes in Europe or Scandinavia.  She didn’t get rattled by little things like getting lost. She figured if you knew you were in Spain, and there were maps somewhere, you could find your way to where you were going.  That sense of being at home in the world reminds me of UU theology. There isn’t a way to be dangerously, perilously lost. If you are awake and alive, searching, you will find your way. And there are many ways. I like having learned that from her. 
There are things she taught that I have had to let go of: that you have to worry about what the neighbors think, that God is ready to teach you ungentle lessons if it suits his purposes, that you should stay with a person you married even if you are deeply unhappy. 

Some of the things she taught me have been lifesavers. Some, she thought were lifesavers but they were not. As it turned out.  

 She kept smiling when she got a lump in her breast. First she tried to not confront it. I’m sure she prayed. The lump didn’t go away. She waited a year to go to the doctor. He performed a mastectomy and radiation. Then another mastectomy. She was in and out of the hospital for the next five years. We kept hearing the caner was gone and then it would come back. I learned not to hope. She always did, though. She said, “Meggie, everything that happens to me is good, because it is from God, and God is good.” I remember arguing with her one time about that, and then deciding that her faith was more important to her than arguing the truth of what she believed. If believing that was comforting to her, I needed to support her in it. 

 
She never did tell the truth about dying. She was always paying for healing, claiming that she was really healed this time. Her faith won out over her experience and common sense. She didn’t talk about dying until right at the end. She called where I was in seminary and said “I think the Lord is taking me.” A kind student drove me the hour and a half home and I got to sleep by her sofa through that last night. She would drift and we would call her name, and she’d say “Just a minute, I’ll be right back.” She died the next morning early, waking up to a new kind of life. 


 I value all the things I learned from her. I value choosing to be positive. I value music, laughter, manners, adventure, and making a difference in people’s lives by being a teacher. I’m glad for what I learned to do from watching her do it and what I learned NOT to do from watching her do it. My values are different from hers, but I carry her with me. It is my hope that, on this Mother’s Day, we can all bless our mothers for what they have given us and let go of the things they tried to give us that aren’t workable in our lives. It is my hope that those of us who are parents can remember that we have given our children many treasures, and that we also have given them things they will let go of as unworkable for them, and that is how it should be. 
Breast cancer is the most common cancer among American women, except for skin cancers. The chance of developing invasive breast cancer at some time in a woman's life is about 1 in 8 (12%). It is estimated that in 2007 about 178,480 new cases of invasive breast cancer will be diagnosed among women in the United States. Women living in North America have the highest rate of breast cancer in the world. At this time there are about 2.5 million breast cancer survivors in the United States. 

In addition to invasive breast cancer, carcinoma in situ (CIS) will account for about 62,030 new cases in 2007. CIS is non-invasive and is the earliest form of breast cancer. 

Breast cancer incidence rates showed a rapid increase in the 1980s, although the rate of increase slowed in the 1990s compared to the 1980s. In the years from 2000 to 2004, incidence rates decreased slightly. 

Breast cancer is the second leading cause of cancer death in women, exceeded only by lung cancer. The chance that breast cancer will be responsible for a woman's death is about 1 in 35 (about 3%). In 2007, about 40,460 women will die from breast cancer in the United States. Death rates from breast cancer have been declining since about 1990, with larger decreases in women younger than 50. These decreases are believed to be the result of earlier detection through screening and increased awareness, as well as improved treatment.

