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Eulogy For Charles Reynolds

Ian Reed Twiss

God, give us each our own death,
the dying that proceeds
from each of our lives:

the way we loved,
the meanings we made,
our need.

	These words of the poet Rainer Maria Rilke, which you'll also find on the back of your service leaflet, suggest that the kind of death we desire is one that reflects our unique way of living and loving and creating meaning.  I can't think of anyone who fulfilled this desire more thoughtfully and intentionally than Charles.  So I'd like to share with you some of the qualities that marked his thoughts and interactions over the past few months as a way of shining a light backwards onto the whole life lived: the way he loved, the meanings he made, the inimitable Charles-ness of his existence.
	Needless to say, dying of brain cancer at forty-nine is not a thing to celebrate or wish for, so please don't misunderstand me when I say that there were, nonetheless, some small gifts that came out of this process.  One of the most surprising of these was that Charles lost his inhibitions as time went by, sharing more memories from his past and even at times seeming to revert to a younger, more mischievous self.  I think that impish quality sparkles a bit in the photo on the front of your service leaflet.  When I look at that picture, I think of the story he liked to tell about a bike race he was in some years ago.  Someone in the peloton (that's biker-talk for the pack) bumped someone else's tire and started to go down.  Charles managed to wobble around the fall and keep going, but he glanced back over his shoulder to see this utter pileup of twisted bikes, splayed limbs, and bodies flying in all directions.  Every time he told the story, he painted that picture with almost gleeful detail--himself pumping away into the final stretch while misfortune and chaos ensued behind him.  
	And there were other stories like that that he seemed to enjoy reliving--a rider upbraiding a cab driver with some choice words, high school pranks involving cherry bombs in toilets--stories in which Charles was always part of the action, but not directly involved.  Slightly above the fray in a certain Charles way.  Accomplice and witness, but not culprit.  
	These tales speak to a thrill-seeking quality and a toughness that he had all his life.  And yet, anyone who knew him well knew what deep sensitivity rode just beneath that toughness.  For example, he would often reminisce about spending time with his grandfather, who taught him how to shoot a gun and had a target range and an "arsenal of weapons," which was, in Charles' word, "awesome."  And yet when his high school friend Kevin convinced him to go squirrel hunting and he actually killed a squirrel, he said that he felt guilty about it for years.  Years!  Over the death of a squirrel!  (On a video Brenna made, he tells this story, gazes at the camera for a moment, and then deadpans, "Kevin had no reservations about shooting squirrels, however.")  
	Charles preferred to enjoy the outdoors in a gentler way, as he did on his fishing excursions with his grandfather, and later taking his own kids mountain biking and camping in northern Michigan.  He reminisced quite a bit about those trips, and what good memories they were of the whole family, even the time Jake fell into the campfire in Marquette.  He recalled how much he enjoyed swimming with the kids, and watching movies, and just hanging out.  And they remembered how much he taught them, how to cook and iron and fix a bike and give a firm handshake when meeting someone.  At one point a few months ago, he told Brenna, "You guys were the best thing that ever happened to me."
	That sensitivity certainly came out in his music, too.  On the down side, he could spend several hours on a Sunday afternoon berating himself for musical mistakes that no one in church had even noticed.  But that same sensitivity also made him such a responsive worship leader.  Church music was not just a job for Charles.  It was a calling.  He loved the repertoire.  He loved a well-ordered liturgy, and a thoughtful sermon.  What was said and who was there, the community that made up the church, really mattered to him.  Charles would not have counted himself a Christian in any strict sense, but there's no doubt that the church was one of his true homes, integral to his more Buddhist-leaning spirituality which, in the words of Rilke's other poem for today, had him giving himself to "widening circles that reach out across the world" and bend around God, the "primordial tower," as "a falcon, a storm, or a great song."  In my book, he was a great song and one of Jesus' "other sheep that do not belong to this fold" but that are part of the "one flock" anyway.
	Finally, the way that Charles faced into the news of his terminal illness itself also shone a light into how he lived and who he was.  It was paradoxical in a wonderful, Charles way.  On the one hand, he insisted on being open, clear-headed, and accepting of the facts.  He read books of philosophy about death.  He refused to spend his remaining days chasing after "miraculous" cures.  He would not keep playing music at the church past his ability to do so well, and when people asked me about his status, he wanted me to tell it like it was.  I really admired this about Charles.  He had standards below which he would not dip, and dignity, and a commitment to the truth.  Like today's poem, "Let Evening Come," by Jane Kenyon, who also died young of cancer, he had the courage to look death in the face.
	On the other hand, and paradoxically, he would not give up on life.  He was still doing Occupational Therapy and lifting weights well past the time he could no longer button his own shirt.  The week before he died, he was scheduled to pick up a three-wheeled recumbent tricycle that he had ordered, with notions of riding it around the neighborhood into the winter.  He resisted planning his own funeral.  "Read some Rilke and a passage from the gospel," was the most I could pry out of him.  And when he found out, the day before he died, that his family had scheduled a Hospice intake, his question was, "Why was I not consulted on this matter?"  
	Call it denial, call it hard-headedness, say it contradicts the openness and acceptance for which I just praised him, but this too is part of what I admired about him.  His drive never left him.  He did not give up on his body but continued to train and plan for what he hoped he could still do with it.  Like the endurance athlete that he was, he kept himself going strong until the end was really upon him, and then he didn't linger but slipped quickly from his life.  As Becky said to me the other day, he did it his way.  He died the way he lived.  And I can just see him as he pumps past the finish line, looking back impishly but with love at the messy pileup of a world he's left behind, and then widening his circle like a falcon, a storm, or, indeed, a great song.
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