Pink Carnations
I did my best to duck, I had practiced the move plenty of times, but at ten years old I was too slow and the belt my mother was swinging at me hit me in the face twice and left two purple welts which appeared across my nose and forehead. I wasn’t even sure what it was that I was supposed to have done this time. Maybe nothing, sometimes my mom just needed someone to hit and it was me - again. My older sister hid in her bedroom where she listened to her record player with the volume turned up; she told me many years later that she couldn’t bear to listen to the beatings.

At school the next day, no one asked me about the purple stripes on my face which was a good thing because I didn’t have an adequate lie to explain them. This was in an era before child abuse was reported and none of my teachers dared say a word.

Many times at night when my sister and little brother were asleep in their beds, I was made to stand in front of my mother while she sat on the couch sipping a beer and telling me why I was no good. As a young child, I didn’t yet have a good sense of time, but these lectures seemed to go on for hours. I would stand there wondering what I could say that would bring the torment to an end so that I could go in and go to sleep. I would stand there staring at her and not speaking, hoping she would wind down, until eventually, black and purple dots would appear in front of my eyes and at last she would say those magic words: “Go on in and go to bed.”

At ten years of age I had no way of knowing what went on in other children’s homes, I had no way to compare. I just knew that I was in trouble with her so often that I lived with a great sense of guilt. Many nights at the dinner table, mom would walk by me and I would instinctively duck or flinch because I thought I was going to get smacked again. I suffered from hives and asthma and depression and failure to thrive syndrome.

By the time I was twelve I found a way to get back at her; I learned how to raise my arm fast enough so that the belt would repeatedly wrap itself around my arm because that didn’t hurt as much and I could take it without crying and I also learned that without saying a single word, I could stare my mother down. When she made me stand in front of her and look at her and listen to her lecture me about how I was no good, I could just be quiet and stare her right in the eyes, until she looked away and sent me to my room. It wasn’t much, but it was all I had.

Three years later I turned fifteen and I ran away and never went back. Well, actually I did go back, one time at Christmas to try and do something nice for her. It failed like everything else I tried.

It was Christmas morning and I had saved some money from my dish washing job and bought my mother a bracelet at the drugstore. It was all I could afford. I got on my bicycle and peddled over to her apartment. When I got there I was excited because I wanted her to like the present which I had brought for her.

I gave it to her and held my breath while she opened her present. I guess I thought she would see that I wanted to love her, I was wrong. She opened the present and then put it down and accused me of stealing it. She said that she had had a bracelet just like that and it had been missing. She said she knew I had taken it and then she walked into the other room. I left her apartment got on my bicycle and rode down the street to a vacant lot and when I could peddle no more, I just sat in the dirt by myself and cried and cried and cried.

As I grew older, I realized that I had completely crossed my mom off of my emotional list. I didn’t love her and I didn’t hate her, I felt nothing at all. By the time I reached my twenties although I had found God and had made a commitment to live as I thought He wanted me to live, there was still something missing; I was having problems with half of the human race. I got along just fine with all men, but I had real problems with women; I didn’t trust them at all.

By twenty-five I had failed at my first marriage and my second was on rocky ground. I loved God with all my mind, heart, and soul, but somehow I just couldn’t seem to make my marriage work, so I agreed to get some counseling with a Christian counselor.

On the second or third visit to this nice counselor, she asked me a question about my mom. I got up and left her office with no intention of returning. There must have been a part of me that knew this was going to be painful and I just wasn’t ready for it.

After several more months of prayer and painful living and no sign of things getting any better with my marriage, I finally decided to return to this counselor and hear what she had to say. I met with her alone as she asked me poignant questions about my mom.

I had thought that I had no feelings left for my mother; I had begun to believe that if she ever died, I would not shed a tear. I thought that all of that was behind me; I was wrong. I hated my mom.

I was given an assignment to go home and write down on paper what I really thought and felt. There were no rules; I could write anything as long as I did not give it to my mom. I was to bring it back to the counselor.

I took a day off of work and sat down with pen and paper. I felt silly as I began, but soon my pen began to fly across the paper as I let her rip, saying all those things I had held inside that I had always wanted to say to my mom.

Near the end, I could no longer see the page in front of me as it was blurry and the tears were falling. I just kept repeating out loud, “Mom, all I ever wanted was for you to put your arms around me and to tell me that you loved me.”

The writing was hard enough, but then I had to take it to that counselor and she had me read it to her. That was a very long session. This wonderful Christian counselor explained that my mother was not well. That is, my mother suffered from substance abuse and she had been abused emotionally herself when she was a child. I was told to look at her from an adult point of view instead of from a child’s point of view. I left the counselor’s office and felt better, but not yet healed.

A few days later, my mother called, and when I answered the phone I got that familiar knot in my stomach which told me that I wasn’t yet free. I felt I had done all that I could, what else did God want from me, what?

I just accepted the fact that maybe I would have to carry the anger forever, but I was willing to let it go if there was any way.

About a month later, I happened to read an article that said in essence, that if we really want to get free from resentment, we need to pray for our enemies and that this would free us. Right about this same time, I read in a book that we should give our tithes to God, and that we should give our ‘first fruits’ to God.

Something started to click inside of me. I thought to myself, “Why don’t I give of my first prayers to my enemy?” I made the decision that from now on each morning and each night before I prayed for anything else or anyone else, I would give my first prayers for my mother. It was worth a try.

At first I didn’t feel any of it. I felt like I was just pretending, but I persisted. “God, please give her happiness, please give my mom peace of mind.” I felt like a phony, but I continued at night. “Please Father, let her find peace, and give her the Grace that you have given to me.”

Something strange and wonderful began to happen during my prayer-time. I began to mean it! I began to really wish for her happiness above my own. I began to wish for every good and perfect gift to be hers.

Some months passed and one night my mother called again. I picked up the phone and we had a pretty nice conversation and it wasn’t until about fifteen minutes after the phone call when I was suddenly shocked by the inner realization that for the first time ever, I had not felt that knot in my stomach when I heard her voice; it was gone! The anger was gone, the pain was gone, I felt nothing but genuine love for her and a desire that God bring her to His Love in whatever way He would. I was free!

It was suggested to me that I go and see my mother. By now she was living on skid row in an old hotel room and drinking herself to death. I determined that I would find her.

One day I went to that old hotel, picked up my mom, and took her to a nearby park. I brought my guitar and sang a few songs for her. When she asked me to go get her bottle out of her purse, I went and got it for her. You see, I was free. For the first time in my life it wasn’t necessary to make my mom over. I didn’t have to change her, or convert her, or do anything but love her exactly as she was; drunk and all.

I spent the entire day just loving my mom as best as I could and she felt it, I knew it, I could see it in her clouded eyes. I told her I loved her and I took her back to her hotel room. 

Thirty days later, she died. They found her body in that old hotel room; she had drunk herself to death. But I had loved her.

I am forever grateful that God had showed me the way to forgiveness and that I had gotten free from all that anger inside. I am so glad that I had that day of loving my mom.

I discovered that forgiveness is not for the other person, forgiveness is for us; it sets us free. And free, we can love, and love the entire human race.

My mother used to love pink carnations and I believe that the love we feel for those that have departed can still be felt by them. These days, whenever I think of my mother or I pray for her, I try and hold a thought of pink carnations, a big bouquet and I secretly send it to her.

I hope that there are thousands of you reading this and that you are all thinking about pink carnations, and “Mom, I love you, and these are for you”…

