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#55 Second Verse
David's Desk is my opportunity to share thoughts and tools for the spiritual journey. These letters are my personal insights and opinions and do not necessarily reflect the sentiments or thoughts of any other person in Lorian or of Lorian as a whole. If you wish to share this letter with others, please feel free to do so; however the material is ©2011 by David Spangler. If you no longer wish to receive these letters please let us know at info@Lorian.org. Previous issues of "David's Desk" are posted on www.lorian.org.
SECOND VERSE


The wheel of the year has turned and here we are in the Holiday season once again, the festival time when Christmas, Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, the Winter Solstice, and New Year’s all converge to remind us there is a spiritual dimension to the world that is every bit as important as the outer events we read about or see on television.  It is a time of renewal, of sharing joy and love.

With this in mind, I should have saved my David’s Desk on creating joy for now!  But joy inspired me last month, and I couldn’t say no to it.  But in thinking of what to write this time around, I find myself reluctant to hold forth on some topic or other when the spirit of the season itself calls for merriment and celebration.  No matter what theme I think of, it lies flat on the surface of my mind, resisting my efforts to blow life and depth into it.  

So, I’m going to do something different and offer you a story.  It’s from my anthology of Christmas stories, The Story Tree.  I hope it will be a fun diversion for you this happy Season.

The Second Verse


In the end, he was penniless.  Even a fortune as great as his had been could not last forever, not with all the charities he supported, the good works he sponsored, and the gifts he gave.  Tonight, after ordering the last of his gifts to be delivered, he had had just enough money left for the soup he had eaten and for the small candle that now burned on the nightstand beside his bed, casting flickering shadows but little heat in the wintry cold of his room.


He would not have had it any other way.  He was content.  Though he had nothing left except the old, drafty house in which he lay abed, he felt richer than he ever had when he had been surrounded by his coppers and his gold, a frigid old miser, unloving and unloved.  He had wonderful memories now that filled him with satisfaction and joy, and he had countless friends.


Indeed, he knew that if he but let be known the severity of his impoverished state, he would be the recipient of many offers to render assistance, not least from his nephew and his lovely wife.


But he would not let it be known.  His reticence was not due to pride.  He had long ago lost that particular burden, though not his dignity.  No, never his dignity.  It was simply that he knew, in the way that it is sometimes given us to know, that his time on earth would come to an end that very night.


For many of us, knowledge of our imminent demise would be dismaying, as it had been for him many years before on this very night when the ghosts had first appeared.  But since then, the knowledge of his mortality had troubled him not at all.  There is nothing like hobnobbing with spirits to take the sting away from death.


He leaned over and blew out the candle.  The illumination in the room hardly changed, for it was only a tiny candle, a ha’penny’s worth, and the light of a full moon was flooding through the window.  He had lit it out of habit as much as out of need.  He lay back against his pillow and closed his eyes.  He would die in his sleep, he thought, in his own bed, happy and at peace.  A man could hardly ask for a greater gift.  That he was alone bothered him not at all, for he had had a habit of being alone all his life, and he felt the solitude as an old and trusted friend.  If he had any regret, it was only that there were other men in the world like he had been, tight of heart and purse.  He knew that for all his work, he had not reduced their number.


He slept.


Then he awoke.  Everything was bright and still.  He wondered if he had crossed over the last threshold, but then he realized he was in his own bed, the covers snuggled up to his neck, the moonlight filling the room with a silvery glow.  He was still alive, and he felt a momentary pang of disappointment.  What had awakened him?


He suddenly realized the old clock in the sitting room had just struck the first hour of the day.  The hour of the first ghost, he thought, and then wondered why he had thought of that.


He raised his head and peered into his room.  Surely, it was too bright just to be moonlight?  As he sat up, he realized it was even getting brighter.  Perhaps his clock was wrong and the dawn was breaking?


Then he saw them, three indistinct shapes merging into the moonlight.  No, he corrected himself, they were emerging out of the moonlight.  As he looked more closely, even while his hand fumbled on the nightstand for his spectacles, he realized it was only one figure emerging.


As it had done years before, the spirit stood by his bed and beckoned to him.  He sat up even more, pushed back the covers, and swung his legs around to put his feet on the floor.  A breeze slid up under his nightshirt, wafting across his boney knees, but instead of being winter cold as it should have been, it was summer warm and soothing.  He looked up at the shimmering form and trembled nonetheless.


“Though it has been many years, I know thee, spirit.  You are the Ghost of Christmas Past, first harbinger of my present happiness.  But why, O specter, have you come to me now?  Have I left something yet undone?  Have you more to show me?”


“Take my hand, Mortal,” the spirit said, and he did as he was told.  This time, instead of finding himself drawn into the world of his own memories as he had been once before, he saw a collage of uncounted images, all bright and glowing, all shifting and sliding around each other like the shards of colored glass in his nephew’s kaleidoscope.  Confused, he raised his free hand to cover his eyes.


“Spirit!” he cried out.  “What mystery is this?  What is this phantasmagoria such as a madman might see?”


The spirit’s voice was calm.  “Look again.  Look closely.”


He lowered his hand and looked again.  This time to his relief the images moved more slowly.  He could see that each was a scene, some outdoors, some indoors, in which people stood or moved about.  “Why,” he exclaimed in recognition, “there is Bob Cratchit and his son, Tiny Tim!  And there is my nephew!  And over there, the fishmonger who stands on the corner of old Threadneedle Street!  And there, the fruitseller and Old Martha from whom I bought my soup tonight!  And there are others, many others I know...”  He looked more closely.  “But many of these people are strangers to me.”


“They are all those whose lives have been touched by your generosity which has rippled out like a Christmas tide even to those who are unknown to you,” the spirit explained.  “Their Christmases past have been brighter than they would have been otherwise, and I am now brighter because of it.  You have done well.”


The spirit released his hand.  The visions disappeared.  His sight was still dazzled, though, so he missed the approach of the second specter whose massive presence bid fair to fill the room.  When he could see again, his eyes widened in happy recognition of this apparition, and he smiled broadly.


“And you, fair spirit, can be none other than the Ghost of Christmas Present.  But you have grown mightily in girth and stature since last I saw one of your brothers!”


The booming voice filled the room like an avalanche of merriment.  “That is because my brothers and I have been well fed since then.  Joy and compassion are our meat and loving kindness our drink.  You have supplied us with both in hearty measure all these years.  You have done well!”  With that, the great spirit patted him on the shoulder, making him glad he was still sitting, for he surely would have toppled over had he been on his feet.


A third figure approached, robed and hooded as he remembered him but no longer a figure of dread.  The Ghost of Christmas Future held no terrors for him now.  “And you, good spirit, who showed me the dark future I might have had and thus saved me from it, what have you to show me tonight that I do not already know?”


The head within the hood was unseen, but he had a feeling it had bowed toward him.  Then the spirit opened its robe, and he saw a snow-filled graveyard.  A fresh tombstone stood there, as yet bare of snow, and he didn’t need to see the name carved upon it to know that it was his.  But what drew his attention were the people crowded around, some singing softly, many weeping, filling the cemetery in all the directions he could see.


“So many people,” he said softly in wonder.  “For me?”  Again he had the impression the figure nodded.  Then the picture disappeared and in its place was simply light, a light so inviting, so lovely, so embracing that he ached to leap into it.


“If this is my future,” he said, “then this time let it be as it is shown.  I am ready.”


“We know,” said the Ghost of Christmas Present.  “That is why we have come, to take you on to your destiny.  But first, we would ask if there is any boon we might grant in gratitude before you leave this mortal coil?”


He thought for a moment, then he grinned.  “Why, yes,” he said, “now that you mention it, there is.”


He found Marley floating in limbo, much as he had last seen him on the Christmas Eve he had been reborn.  The chains were still wrapped about him, the coin boxes still attached.  “Hello, old friend,” he said, flying up to him.


“It’s you!” the ghost exclaimed.  “But how come you here?  I had heard you had changed.”


The man laughed.  “And I did, thanks to you.  Do you see any chains on me?”


Marley stared.  “Nary a one.”


“Then you must let me help you with yours.”  With that, the man took hold of Marley’s chains and began to loop them around himself.


“But this is not allowed,” Marley exclaimed.  “These are chains I forged myself.  They are my weight to bear throughout eternity!”


“No, my friend, only until one loves you enough willingly to bear them with you.  And in the name of the One who was born to free us from all our chains, I do love you, Marley.  You made possible my salvation, and now I return the favor.”  He pulled more of the chains onto himself, hardly feeling any weight at all from them, and as he did, they slid off his old partner and onto him.


“I am free!”  Marley breathed in wonderment.


“Yes, my friend.  So be on your way and find the heaven you have longed for.”


Marley began to fade as limbo lost its hold on him.  “But what of my chains?  What will you do with them?”


The man laughed long and heartily.  “Oh, I think I shall find some use for them, not having any of my own.”


The clock on the desk struck ten.  The big, black-bearded man sighed and set aside the contract he had been working on, his eyes scowling under bushy brows.  Tomorrow, he thought, tomorrow Fothringhall will sign this contract, or I shall have his business.  Then he remembered that tomorrow was Christmas, and the scowl became deeper.  “Humbug!” he muttered, rising from his chair and blowing out the light from the single candle on his desk.  It would have to wait.


The man let himself out from his office, his clerks long gone.  Probably out getting drunk, he said darkly, his beard quivering with indignation.  He locked the door with a heavy key and started down the quiet, snow-filled street toward his home.


As he walked, he thought he saw a beggar sitting in the shadows of a building.  He frowned fiercely in the man’s direction so that he would know not to approach.  Where were the police?  What was becoming of London that beggars were allowed to accost honest, hard-working men?  They should all be swept up and hauled out of the city like the refuse they were.  He would write a letter to the Times tomorrow, Christmas or no Christmas. 


Finally, he came to the front door of his house.  It was an old house with an old door.  No one seeing it would know that a man of wealth and property lived within, and that was how he liked it.  He took out another heavy key, inserted it in the lock, and reached for the handle of the door.  As he grasped it and pulled the door part way open, he was startled to see the old brass doorknocker begin to flow as if made of melting wax.  Transfixed, he watched with growing horror and amazement as the metal transformed itself into the head of a man.  A familiar man.  Who was it, anyway?  


The face looked at him and winked, and he suddenly knew.  It was that old man who kept badgering him about giving to the poor.  It was...


“Good Heavens!” he exclaimed, “It’s Ebenezer Scrooge!”


And from the dark depths of his house, he thought he heard a dry chuckle and the clinking whisper of old chains being dragged across his floor.
