

















clergy. These men and women of God drop what they're doing
and come on the run when there is trouble. These are the local
heroes who show up, armed only with faith, who respond to
calls in the middle of the night, the middle of dinner, the mid-
dle of already busy days to bedsides and roadsides, intensive
care and emergency rooms, nursing homes and hospice wards
and family homes, to try and make some sense of senseless
things. They are on the front lines, holy corpsmen in the flesh-
and-blood combat between hope and fear. Their faith is conta-
gious and emboldening. Their presence is balm and anointing.
The Lutheran pastor who always sang
the common doxology at graveside:
“Praise God from Whom All Bessings
Flow,” his hymn sung into the open maw
of unspeakable sadness, startling in its
comfort and assurance. The priest who
would intone the Gregorian chant and
tribal Latin of the In Paradisum while
leading the pallbearers to the grave,
counting on the raised voice and ancient
language to invoke the heavenly and
earthly hosts. The young Baptist preach-
er who, at a loss for words, pulled out his
harmonica and played the mournful and
familiar notes of “Just As I Am” over the
coffin of one of our town’s most famous
sinners. “Between the stirrup and the
ground,” he quietly promised the heart-
sore family and upbraided the too
eagerly righteous, “mercy sought and
mercy found.”

My friend Jake Andrews, an Epis-
copal priest, now dead for years but still
remembered, apart from serving his lit-
tle local parish, was chaplain to the fire
and police departments and became the
default minister, the go-to guy for the
churchless and lapsed among our local
citizenry. Father Andrews always rode in
the hearse with me, whether the grave-
yard was minutes or hours away, in
clement and inclement weather, and
whether there were hundreds or dozens
or only the two of us to hear, he would
stand and read the holy script such as it
had been given him to do. When crema-
tion became, as it did, the norm among
his townspeople and congregants, he
would leave the living to the tea and
cakes and ices in the parish hall and ride
with me and the dead to the crematory.
There he would perform his priestly
offices with the sure faith and deep
humanity that seems to me an imitation
of Christ.

It was Jake Andrews’s belief that pas-
toral care included care of the saints he |
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was called on to bury and cremate. Baptisms and weddings
were, he said, “easy duties,” whereas funerals were “the deep
end of the pool.” I think he had, as we all do, his dark nights of
the soul, his wrestling with angels, his reasonable doubts. His
favorite studies were on the book of Job. But still, he believed
the dead to be alive in Christ. He met the mourners at the door
and pressed the heavens with their lamentations. It was Jake
who taught me the power of presence, the work of mercy in the
showing up, pitching in, bearing our share of whatever burden,
and going the distance with the living and the dead. He taught
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me that a living faith founded on a risen corpse and empty tomb
ought not be estranged from death’s rudiments and duties.

“He never made the trip but always wanted to go” is what

his family told me. They knew my writerly duties often
took me to the British Isles. “Take him with you the next time
you go,” his third wife said. And so I did. I'd been invited to
launch a book at the Edinburgh Festival.

When the x-ray at the airport showed “some dense packag-
ing” in my carry-on, I told the security guard it was Hughey
MacSwiggan’s cremated remains and asked if she'd like to
inspect them further. She shook her head and let me pass. I did
not declare Hughey at customs in Heathrow and kept my own
counsel on the train ride north and checking in at the Channings
Hotel. I considered the gardens off Princess Street or maybe
some corner of the castle grounds, but the mid-August crowds
made those sites impossible. I toyed with the notion of leaving
him in a public house near Waverley Station on the theory that
heaven for Hughey might mean that he could drink again.

But it was the view from Dean Bridge, the deep valley, the
“dene” that names the place, the river working its way below
under the generous overhang of trees—the valley of the shad-
ow of death. I thought—that beckoned me further in my search.
I worked my way down into Belgrave Crescent where I found
an open, unlocked gate to the private gardens there. But it was
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a little too perfect, a little too rose-gardenish and manicured,
and I was drawn by the sound of falling water. So I went out and
around past the Dean Parish Church and the graveyard there.

I made my way down to the water by the footpath, and
working back in the direction of the bridge I found a wee
waterfall, apparently the site of an old mill. Kneeling to my
duties, I poured Hughey's ashes out—some into the curling top
waters and the rest into the circling pool below. I remember
the quick pearlescent cloud, the puff of white it made in the
rush of current, almost like you'd see when salmon spawn. And
watching what remained of him disappear downstream, what I
thought of was the thing they said whenever the masked man
rode off at the end of the cowboy show [ watched as a boy: “A
fiery horse with the speed of light. a cloud of dust, and a hearty
‘Hi-yo, Silver!” . .. The Lone Ranger!”

There goes Hughey now, I thought—hi-yo, Silver, away. The
little bone fragments, bits and pieces of him, glistened in the
gravel bed of the Waters of Leith while his cloud of dust quick-
ly worked its way in the current downstream to the eventual
river mouth and out, I supposed. into the Firth of Forth and the
North Sea and the diasporic waters of the world. One with all
of the elements now—the earth, wind and fire, the water and
air—Hughey was like the Holy Spirit of God: everywhere or
nowhere, in everything that lives or in nothing at all, endlessly
with us or always alone; blessed and blissful, nonetheless |
prayed, at his first glimpse of whatever is or isn’t. o«
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