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Saints and sinners: When a baby dies on Christmas Eve

Whatdo you say toamother and father whose
1-year-old son dies on Christmas Eve?

What do you say to yourselfif you are a cler-
gyman who has been telling people that Christ-
mas means God loves us?

These were the questions haunting the young
priest.

“When I finished speaking, the family rose
and came down the aisle and stood by the cas-
ket. Then the father, the mother and each of the
children bent over, kissed the baby and turned
and walked to the back of the church.

“And through blurred vision, I followed the
server back to the sacristy.”

And the question stuck like ahard lumpin his
throat:

“Why, God, of all times, on Christmas Eve?”

He thought of what the Church would say —
that “God is taking baby Robbie to a happiness
even greater than he had known in his family.”

Butrightnow, although he may have believed
that, he couldn’t buy it.

“Why, God, on Christmas Eve?”

And through countless Christmas Eves after
that, the question always came back.

Now, older and wiser, the priest still has no
answer. Buthe feels that the question itself was
wrong.

“We spend too much time asking questions
about the meaning of life and the meaning of our
own existences. The meaning, “ he has discov-
ered, “is in living itself.”

And that, no doubt, is true.

Studdert-Kennedy said that when he stood
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before the eternal judgment seat, he expected
God to ask him just one question: “Well, what
did you make of it?”

Not “How did life treat you?” so that those
who didn’t do so well on earth would have it
made up to them in heaven. Not that, but, “What
did you make of it?”

What did you make of the suffering and sor-

rows? Did they remain sufferings and sorrows
or did you change the quality of them so that, in
the end, they blessed your life?

Did you bring your best to life — “courage
for the conflict, patience for the long striving,
love enough to forgive and to begin again”?

The meaning of life is in living it.

And what does Christmas say to us about
these things? Mainly this—thatno matter what
befalls us, we are not alone, do not have to man-
age for ourselves by ourselves.

The road may be steep and lonely at times,
but God is with us. We can always go tohim and
be helped by him.

He will give us all we need to face life—and
more than that, to come through with honor and
acrown.

What shall we say on Christmas Day — this
Christmas Day?

Only the old story in the old way — God’s
love is with us still.

And wander as we will, and far as we may
stray,

Oh, never doubt, His love will search us out

On Christmas Day.

Though faith may falter, with her banners
furled,

Still, still across a grim and darkening world,

He follows there.

So take your Father’s hand, you will not lose
the way.

Love will be near—and love will understand

On Christmas Day.

— Virginia Tunstall

Portable chaplain kit simplifies support for American troops in the field

By Jay Lindsay
Associated Press Writer

NATICK, Mass. — In 17 years as a
military chaplain, Lt. Col. Ben Richard-
son has turned truck hoods into altars and
[raqi hotel balconies into pulpits. Loose
cartons have served as office furniture.

Now he has all a chaplain could need
in one plastic box.

Looking something like a footlocker,
the 30-by-28 1/2-inch case is meant to
be an all-in-one portable kit for chap-
lains. Those who’ve tested it say it makes
work easier for chaplains and worship
services a better experience for soldiers
of all faiths during deployment.

The box, developed at the U.S. Army
labs in Natick and expected to go into
service next year, can transform into an
office or altar and is good for storing lin-
ens, books and other tools of the chap-
lains’ trade.

Chaplains say it’s important to the
military to make spiritual comfort more
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accessible to troops, and the new kit is
part of that effort.

Worship matters to troops who now
face uncertainty in the tumultuous times
after the Sept. 11 attacks and rely on faith
to get past their fear, said Maj. James
Caraway, a Protestant chaplain in Ft.
Hood, Texas, who has tested the box.

“When you’re fearing your mortality
and bullets are flying, people get real
religious,” he said.

The durable plastic kit has handles on
each side and weighs 80 pounds when
empty — loaded it weighs up to 150
pounds and takes two people to carry.
With a couple of turns and twists, parts
detach to make a chair and workstation
table, complete with padded drawers
thatcan holdfiles, laptop computers and
small printers.

A few more turns and the telescoping
legs turn the table into a 40 inch-high
altar.

The box can also hold Muslim head
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coverings,communion wine and wafers,
and sacred books of all religions. A
pouch stored under the table carries al-
tar linens colored red, green, purple and
white for the seasons of the Christian
year.

The Army plans to add woodland
camouflage and desert camouflage tothe
package of religious linens and items to
make sure the brightly colored altars
don’t serve as enemy targets, said
Richardson, now the chaplain at the
Natick facility, about 15 miles west of
Boston.

The package enables chaplains in re-
mote locations to perform the liturgy and
rituals important to different faiths in
ways that simply aren’t possible when
the items can’t be easily carried.

“It’s all about the quality of services
you provide,” Richardson said. It also
makes the chaplain’s administrative
tasks a lot easier, he added.

The package was developed over two

years and built to withstand harsh field
conditions, according to project engi-
neer Bob Granny.

Rain was poured on the box arate of 4
inches per hour in winds of 40 miles per
hour to ensure it was waterproof. It was
also blasted with a fine silt to make sure
it was sealed from the dust whipped in
desert winds, he said.

Caraway was one of two dozen chap-
lains worldwide who tested the kit, us-
ingitwhenhe was stationed in the desert
at the National Training Center in Fort
Irwin, Calif., this spring

“Wind and sand kind of go together
with Army training,” he said. “It kept
stuff out.”

Caraway said the handles were a bit
low and made carrying awkward. He
alsoneeded tofindacord to secure some
ofhisitemsinthe box. Butoverall, Cara-
way said, the package was an asset be-
cause itmade life and worship more con-
venient.
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A couple years ago, the Army intro-
duced a “containerized chapel,” with a
tent, folding chairs for 100 worshippers
and generator-powered heat, air condi-
tioning and lights. The 8-by-20-foot con-
tainer even contains Bibles, Muslim
prayer mats and Jewish prayer shawls—
in camouflage, no less.

Bin Laden edges

PROVIDENCE,R.I.(AP)—Asurvey
of North American religion reporters,
issued Wednesday, named Osama bin
Ladenthe year’s topreligion newsmaker,
edging out President George W. Bush.

Bin Laden demonstrated how easily
religion “can can be hijacked to serve
political ends, substituting hatred and
intolerance for the compassion encour-
aged by all of the world’s wisdom tradi-
tions,” one writer commented.

The top three events in 2001 stemmed
from Sept. 11: The resulting upsurges in

Now, combined with the portable
chapels already in use, the chaplain kits
move worship services in the field a step
closer to services back in the States,
Richardson said.

“When are soldiers are deployed, we
have something that sustains them and
feels like a church at home,” he said.

Bush in survey

worship and religious questioning; U.S.
Muslims’ fears of abacklash giving way
to non-Muslims’ friendship; and, Bush
saying the war is not on Islam but on
those who distort it, though many Mus-
lims overseas disagreed.

Other events, in order: the stem cell
debate; increasing Israeli-Palestinian vio-
lence; Bush’s “faith-based” charity plan;
Americans’ new interestin understanding
Islam; Pope John Paul’s visits to Syria,
Greece and Ukraine; pop books like; and
missionaries freed in Afghanistan.
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