Many of you knew the woman before us today as the wife of a well respected minister.  Some of you may have seen her as a bit old fashioned and some may have considered her odd, with her Pentecostal hair style and brightly colored church dress.  Most of you found her to be quite, humble and reserved.  She loved and respected her husband and willingly went with him anywhere he chose to go.  Having been her daughter, I got to know a different side of her than most of you did.  

The woman that I knew accepted what life handed her, but she also laughed and cried.  The reserved woman that many of you knew really came alive under home lights.

As many of you know, my parents wanted a child of their own.  After a miscarriage followed by the birth and death of a daughter named Carla Sue, they made the decision to adopt a child, one that no one wanted.  Momma told me about the mountains of paperwork that she and Daddy had to fill out, the endless home visits, and finally hearing the much anticipated words, “We have a baby for you.”  By that time, Momma was expecting a baby of her own, but she and Daddy agreed, without hesitation, that they still wanted to adopt the baby.  They opened their homes and hearts to the responsibility of raising a child that wasn’t their own, giving it their name, and treating it like it was.  They didn’t stop and think about the consequences or the financial obligations or the fact that their lives were about to change.  They simply opened their arms and hearts and we became a family.  I couldn’t have asked for a better set of parents.  Momma probably didn’t get quite as fair of a deal.  She had an image in her head of what she wanted her child to be like.  She wanted a little girl with dark curly hair, who would be lady like in every way and things certainly didn’t go as planned.   Sometimes, in exasperation, she would chase me out of yet another tree and demand to know why I couldn’t sit still and act like a little lady.  I would answer with typical wild child spirit, “because I just got too much energy, Momma.”  Momma would just shake her head at her silly little girl.  Throughout the years, in typical mother-daughter fashion, she and I butted heads on many issues.  She wanted my hair curly and I wanted it straight.  She wanted me to play the piano and I preferred to blast my stereo.  She wanted me to keep my room clean and I wanted to move into the shed or up into the attic.  She wanted me to slow down and I wanted to driver as fast as I could.  She wanted me to stay little and I wanted to grow up.  Now I have kids of my own and I see my mother in me everyday.  I actually found myself waiting up on my teenage son this past month.  I also heard myself say, “Kid, you are going to pay for your raising someday!”  

Although reserved in public, Momma was very different at home.  I remember days of  laughter and wonderful smells coming from the kitchen.  I remember the sound of her sewing machine, and how cool she liked to keep the house in the summer.  I remember home cooked meals, with table piled high with fresh vegetables from Daddy’s garden.  I remember homemade ice cream in the summer and snow cream in the winter.  I remember winter nights of putting puzzles together and playing games like Chinese checkers and Sorry.  As a teenager, going through the normal rebellion that teens go through, Momma and I disagreed about most issues, but at the end of the day, I still loved her and knew that she still loved me.

I’ll never forget the look of pride on her face, and the smile spreading from ear to ear when she proudly brought her sister to the hospital to meet her firstborn grandson.  While she and Aunt Cynthia put on their surgical gowns and covered their hair, Daddy slipped in behind them and got to hold the baby first.  When they finished fussing over their gowns, and turned around, there set Daddy beside my bed with little Zachary in his arms.  I still remember the look on her face when she ordered my father to “Give her that baby!!!”  Daddy was the leader of the family, but he knew that when Momma spoke like that, he had better comply.  He just laughed and got up so that she could sit down.  Both women ran at him with their arms out like he was going to drop the baby. 

As the years passed, time wasn’t really kind to momma.  Her health began to fail somewhere around 1994.  By that time I had grown up and had a child of my own.  I began to notice how tired Momma looked when I came home, and how her life was changing.  She wasn’t able to attend church anymore and missed the deliveries of her four youngest grandchildren.  I know that in the case of my youngest child, it really broke her heart, because she cried because she couldn’t go with me.  She felt it was a mother’s responsibility to be with her daughter while she was going through childbirth.  I explained that she couldn’t go in to the surgical suite with me anyway, but it didn’t help.  She was inconsolable.  In 2001, my world abruptly turned upside down as my middle child was diagnosed with a brain tumor.  My brain was swirling with survival percentages and how’s and “why’s” and “what ifs” When I spoke to my Dad on the phone, I could hear my mother crying in the background.  Somehow it made me feel better just knowing that she was there and crying with me.

Momma had a habit of writing snid-bits of thoughts down.  For instance, in a letter she wrote me in the early nineties about holiday plans, in the middle of a paragraph she wrote, “That Zachary, he’s such a sweet boy.”  Last year while planning the menu for Christmas dinner, I found some letters she wrote me when I first married.  She had included recipes for such basic things as “canned corn” and “apple crisp.”  I found one letter that said, “Sissy, I believe if you take those curtains down and run them through the dryer you won’t need to dust as often, and it will make the room brighter for you and your husband.”

As days passed, there were times that I didn’t think that my mother knew me, but she was always glad to have me visit.  At the end, after the massive stroke, my father called and I drove to Poplar Bluff.  I arrived at the hospital late at night and slipped into her room under the radar of the nurses.  Momma looked startled when I popped into her room and held up her right hand to me and said, “Oh, I love you!”  During the next few days, I watched her sink lower and lower and sometimes the sadness seemed to close in.  At those times I tried to remember how long she had been ill, and hoped that she would find her peace.

I believe that she has found peace now.  She has gone to a much better place, with her parents and daughter, and her God.  She leaves behind a family that loved her, and wanted nothing but happiness and peace and rest for her.  We will miss Momma, but we will also celebrate her life.

In closing, there is a poem that I would like to have read.  It says:

Do not stand at my grave and weep.

I am not there; I do not sleep.

I am a thousand winds that blow.

I am the diamond glints on snow.

I am the sunlight on ripened grain.

I am the gentle autumn’s rain.

When you awaken in the morning’s hush

I am the swift uplifting rush

of quiet birds in circled flight.

I am the soft stars that shine at night.

Do not stand at my grave and cry.

I am not there. I did not die.
written by her daughter – Susan Johnson
