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A figure appears in the doorway 
The crippled silhouette starts moving toward me 
His arms driving his body forward 
Like a steam engine drives the wheels of a train 
He moves closer and I can see his face 
A smile broadens as my grandfather sees me 
Flopping down in the Lazyboy, he props up his feet 
He glances at his watch and flicks on the TV 
Images fly by until the channel stops on the ‘Skins game 
We cheer vigorously as our team clinches the win 
We laugh together at jokes, told billions of times before 
Still, they hold that special touch 
That will always lift the spirits 
The day was great 
 
As he leaves, I think of how it must have been 
To be a teenager with polio 
I remember the story he once told me 
Of how he got up the steps of his high school 
He sat on the bottom step and pulled himself up with his arms 
 
I often think to myself 
“Now there is someone who could have given up 
And thrown his life away 
But instead, he made the best of what he had 
And never said a word about it.” 
 

 
I wrote these words over 20 years ago for a middle school poetry assignment.  As I recall, we were 
asked to write a free-verse poem about someone whom we admired – someone we “looked up to.”  
I chose to write about Richard Price, the man I knew for most of my life as “Granddaddy Dick.”  
Those of you who are regulars have probably heard me speak about him before.  He has had 
perhaps the biggest impact on my life of any person outside of my parents.   
 
During a recent event here in the Valley, new seminary president Jeff Carter asked a small group 
of which I was a part to reflect on our mentors – those who have impacted and helped to give 
direction and shape to our lives, and what it was that these persons did (or did not do) that earned 
them this distinction in our hearts, minds, and memories.  As is typical whenever I reflect on 
persons who have had a hand in shaping me, I thought immediately of him.  But I struggled a bit to 
articulate what it was exactly that made him so unique and different and special to me.   
 
In truth, I have been thinking a lot about him lately.  For one thing, it is football season, and flicking 
on the ‘Skins game on a Sunday afternoon always takes me back to Sunday afternoons growing 
up with him.  But the past few weeks have provided even more reminders, most notably learning 
about a month ago that my Grandmother was selling the house that she and Granddaddy Dick had 
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bought when they got married during my first year of life.  As need be, Grandma has been going 
through the house in preparation for her move and weeding out what to give away, what to throw 
away, and what to try to take with her to the Retirement Community.  I made a point of letting it be 
known that, if it was possible and no one else wanted them, I’d appreciate having the set of 
Encyclopedia Britannicas that had sat on the bookshelf next to Granddaddy Dick’s Lazy Boy, and 
which I remember him referencing seemingly every time we visited.  (For you kids out there, 
Encyclopedias were these big sets of books to which people used to turn to learn about things 
before Google and Wikipedia).  So now I have two book shelves full of those well-worn 
Encyclopedias – 32 gold-embossed, leather-bound volumes with fragrant pages I will rarely read, 
but which will remind me daily of a man whom I respected greatly and loved dearly.   
 
What was it about him that created such an impression on me?  Is it more than nostalgia and love 
that leads me to now cling to these books as sacred treasures?  As I have reflected on this 
question, I have come back to that poem I wrote during my adolescence.  At that point in life, I 
really didn’t know much about the disease that had compromised and deformed my Grandfather’s 
legs.  I just knew that in all the time I had known him, he had not been able to walk on his own.  My 
earliest memories were of him using crutches, but by the time I wrote that poem, he was 
transitioning to using his motorized wheelchair pretty much all the time.  
 
It has been said that adversity doesn’t build one’s character, but rather, it reveals one’s character.  
If that is true, then I suspect I know why Granddaddy Dick created such an impression on me.  
Because while we all face trials and adversity in our lives, not everyone carries them with them 
throughout their lives, and in such a visible way.  And because of that, I was able to see more of 
my Grandfather – more of his character and more of his heart – than I might have otherwise.  
Because he couldn’t escape his past illness and its effects on his body, and he couldn’t hope for a 
better future in which he could run and jump and play sports and all that, I was able to witness, 
even in his later stages of life, the ways in which he dealt with the adversity that polio and its 
lingering effects had brought to his life.    
 
In short, and with acknowledged over-simplification, he didn’t let it get him down.  He didn’t let his 
crippled legs keep him from ascending the stairs in his high school and he didn’t let his disability 
destroy his spirit or overly determine his life.  Just during my own lifetime, he got married – for the 
first time – to my grandmother and became an instant grandfather.  He bought and cared for their 
house – mowing the lawn and caring for it inside and out, even climbing up onto the roof to fix the 
antenna (much to the consternation and anxiety of my Grandma).  He helped my parents build 
their house, painting and doing trim work and building a ramp for the main entrance so that he 
could enter with more ease.  He cared for his own mother in her old age.  He took us grandkids 
almost every year to Hershey Park, and one year took the whole family to Disney World, where he 
and my Dad took me on my first roller coaster.  He taught me to play chess, and cards, and to root 
for the right NFL and baseball teams.   
 
Before my time, he had a long career as a draftsman for Fairchild Engine and Airplane Corporation 
and through his work and connections there, he had obtained his pilot’s license and owned and 
flown his own small plane for many years. If I have my story straight, I think the airplane, along with 
his hunting and fishing cabin, was one of the casualties of his relationship with my Grandma.  But I 
never heard any complaints. 
 
In fact, I never heard complaints about much of anything from Granddaddy Dick, and that was 
really remarkable when I think about it.  I knew that he faced multiple health issues, complicated by 
the onset of symptoms of post-polio syndrome.  I knew that he had fallen in his home multiple 
times before finally transitioning to full-time use of his motorized wheelchair.  I know that his last 
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years, stuck in a hospital bed in his living room with Grandma trying to care for him, were a torment 
to his pride and to his spirit.  But he swallowed any bitterness that he might have felt, and he 
continued to be an example of fortitude and grace to his end.   
 
I share all of this because for me, Granddaddy Dick’s life was a living example of what Jeremiah’s 
words to the exiles living in Babylon were all about.  Jerusalem had been devastated and 
subjugated by the Babylonians under King Nebuchadnezzar II in 597 BCE, and many of the “best 
and brightest” from the kingdom of Judah – 4600

1
 in all including the royalty, court officials, military 

leaders, and skilled artisans – were eventually deported and taken into exile in Babylon.  They 
were settled in slums along broken down and unused Babylonian canals that had deteriorated into 
swampland.   
 
Jeremiah’s words were coming just a few years into the Exile, and the people still hadn’t come to 
terms with their situation.  In such circumstances, the exiles had at least three options for moving 
forward: 1) They could look backward, lament what they had lost and nurse their anger and 
bitterness; 2) They could cling to the hope that they would be quickly delivered from their 
circumstances.  Or 3) they could accept their fate, settle down as best they could and make the 
best of their situation by being faithful and becoming productive.  The direction their choices would 
take the exiles from among these options had immense significance both for the future of their 
people and for our faith.   
 
We see evidence of the pull of the first two options preserved in the scriptural record: the book of 
Lamentations gives clear witness to the despair and hopelessness that gripped the hearts of the 
exiles –crying out that “the joy of our hearts has ceased”
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 and “the Lord has become like an 

enemy.”
3
  Psalm 137 contains some of the most vivid portraits of heart-wrenching lament in 

scripture, as well as perhaps the most harsh and uncensored expression of anger and desire for 
revenge, with its final line declaring, “Happy shall they be who take [Babylon’s] little ones and dash 
them against the rock!”

4
  And within Jeremiah, we see evidence of other voices competing for the 

hearts of the exiles, with prophets such as Hananiah claiming to bring an optimistic word of the 
Lord and promising that the exiles would be back home in no more than two years.

5
 

 
By contrast, the words of Jeremiah were not really warm and fuzzy, and while they did not deny the 
pain and misery that had brought them to Babylon, nor the anger that naturally came in such 
circumstances, Jeremiah’s words to the exiles here looked neither backward to their painful past 
nor forward to an unrealistic future.  Instead, Jeremiah told the exiles that their peace and their 
welfare was not to be found in returning to home, land, and family, but in settling into exile and 
building homes, farms, and families there.  Rather than giving up and throwing their lives away in 
never-ending resentment and bitterness, or pining for a rescue that would not come before all 
those listening and reading were dead and gone, Jeremiah charged the exiles to find their life now 
in this new and difficult place, assured that life is possible – that home and family, food and shelter, 
blessing and peace – the things that support and keep human beings human – are  possible, even 

outside the customary parameters.
6
 

 

                                                
1 Jeremiah 52:30 
2 Lamentations 5:15 
3 Ibid 2:5 
4 Psalm 137:9 
5 Jeremiah 28:3-4 
6 New Interpreters Bible Commentary  
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Perhaps most remarkable of all of Jeremiah’s advice is verse 7: “seek the welfare of the city where 
I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your 
welfare.”  Or if we use the Hebrew word here translated as “welfare” – “seek the shalom  of the 
city…for in its shalom you will find your shalom.”  Not only are the exiles not instructed to pray for 
the shalom of Jerusalem as we might expect, but Jeremiah encourages them to seek and pray for 
the shalom of Babylon, the city of their enemies, the home of their captors, the very seat of the 
power that has robbed them of everything they held dear.  Long before Jesus taught us to pray for 
our enemies, Jeremiah challenged his fellows exiled in Babylon to seek the welfare of the city in 
which their enemies had placed them.  For it would be in the peace of that city, not in some act of 
divine vengeance or in some hoped for return to their homeland, that the exiles would find their 
peace.  
 
Commentator Donald Musser asserts, “the exiles’ creative flourishing is possible only if they 
reconcile themselves to their long-term circumstances.  Even though they despise their plight, their 
future depends on their acceptance of it.  The ‘thorn in their flesh’ is not to be removed.”

7
   

 
“The thorn in their flesh is not to be removed.”  Reminds me of my Granddaddy Dick.  Like him, 
and like the exiles from Jerusalem long ago, we all have times in our lives when things do not go 
as planned, when we find ourselves in places we do not want to be – when physical or mental 
disease has crippled us, when trauma has splintered our lives, when our homes have been divided 
or our families fractured, when the things we hold dear have been yanked away from us, when our 
economic well-being has been shattered, when we have found ourselves faced with circumstances 
that have left our future doubtful and our spirits angry and despairing.  At least I know that I have 
had such times.  As have my parents.  And my grandparents.  And all of those whom I have been 
blessed to know as mentors throughout my nearly 35 years.   
 
Faced with such times, like the exiles in Babylon, we always have options.  Choices.  And when I 
think about the witness of my grandfather, who provided me with an example of a life well-lived 
even in the midst of extended and lifelong “exile”, I know which option I would wish to pursue.  But 
the question remains – how do we seek “the welfare of the city” –in such circumstance?   
 
It may be that it is our answer to this question that ultimately defines us.  And like the exiles in 
Babylon, and like my Granddaddy Dick, it just may be in such times that our true character is 
revealed, and we shall find the peace – the shalom – that we all seek. 

 

 
 
 

                                                
7 Feasting on the Word, Year C, Vol. 4. p. 150. 
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PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE 
 
Silence 
 
Spoken Prayer 
 
Eternal God – 
God of all Creation – 
God of our Mothers and Fathers –  
Ground of our Very Being –  
 
At times, in prayer and contemplation, we have the sense that our lives and our stories are 
somehow bound up together with those that have gone before us.  We sing songs that our 
ancestors sang, and it seems that they join us in harmony.  We hear the stories of our faith, 
and it is almost as if we were there.  We read the ancient words of scripture, and we get the 
feeling that they are somehow meant for us too.   
 
And so when we read the words of Jeremiah, speaking with your voice and saying that you 
know the plans you’ve made for us, and that they are for good and not evil, that you want to 
give us a future filled with hope, we take heart.  And when we hear your instructions to build 
houses, and plant gardens, and start families, we rest a little easier with the affirmation that 
these things to which we give so much of our time and attention and in which we invest so 
much of our energy and resources, are important to you as well.   
 
But it works both ways.  And so when we hear the story of the destruction of Jerusalem and 
the exile of your chosen people in Babylon, it also resonates with our own stories, stories of 
times when we found ourselves in places we never thought we’d be: 

 Stories of marriages that went south when the handsome groom became the violent 
drunk and left another woman battered and bruised 

 Stories of children born with special needs and parents stretch to their emotional limits 

 Stories of finding a lump, and the resulting procession of surgery, treatments, and the 
never-ending fear that the cancer will win 

 Stories of teenagers and young adults finally coming to terms with who they are and 
who they love, only to face bullying and abuse by peers and rejection by parents who 
can’t accept that their child is gay 

 Stories of depression and anxiety and addictions that we might manage to keep well-
hidden, but that still rob life of much of its beauty and joy 

 Stories of jobs being cut and meaningful work that is hard to come by 

 Stories of crisis and trauma, of broken relationships and shattered dreams, of anger and 
betrayal, of loneliness and disease, of growing old and growing jaded 

 
These are our stories, O God.  But at times, we sense that they are not just our stories.  And at 
such times, when our tears mingle with the tears of the exiles by the waters of Babylon, we 
might sense that we do not walk this road alone.  And in that, we take heart. 
 
Amen. 


