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ALIVE, WAl In Spirit . . . by marie oden

A lovely thing it is, to bond with another human being; when
understanding and empathy are exchanged, when one feels safe
enough to be transparent. It refreshes the spirit; it fosters courage,
it eliminates a sense of isolation.

Foisted into the medical world where every sort of misery and
trauma existed gave me early on as a simall child a bird's eye view
of suffering humanity. Although | was initially admitted into the

hospital and given a bed in a polio ward, still, during my other numerous hospitalizations, | got to know amputees,
children with bone marrow diseases, accident victims, children with deformities, people with spinal cord injuries and
brain tumors; as well as children with various affects of polio. Of course what influenced my consciousness was an
ongoing discovery of how individuals cope with disability, how they grieve, how they transcend, or not. | didn't get to
know the disease or trauma in each case as much as | got to know personality and spirit. It didn't occur to me at the
time that | was in the classroom of life; | didn't know | was being schooled in the fine art of empathy. The on-going
exposure to a less than perfect world where there is no scarcity of trial and difficulty forged a sort of well-spring
within, a little river of wisdom | could dip into and partake of when | was called upon to impart comfort or bestow
advice or lighten the load. Some divide the world as rich and poor. | classify people as full of heart or seemingly
heartless; in possession of empathy, or not.

It was my privilege throughout life to know an eclectic set of people who had polio, outside of the hospital setting.
In elementary school | had a dear friend who had poalio, Karen Ebling. WWe would meet on the playground where all of
the other children were enthusiastically playing baseball, jurmp rope, and tag; on the bars and rings, riotously running
and skipping while Karen and | happily engaged in getting to know one another, developing the skill of interaction and
communication.  She would share her nightmares and | would share mine. WWe would look deep into one another’s
eyes and see beyond the words, beyond the exchange at hand. There is no doubt that we imparted courage to one
ancther, and a sense of camaraderie. The level of understanding and unity exchanged often far exceeded that of
peers and parents.

So, over time, it became my contention that legs and physical prowess are not necessarily the most essential gifts
in life. Not that | underestimate the value of physical strength and capability. However, when one starts life fairly
early on without the advantage of good working legs or arms, one learns to compensate. Within our polio community
the levels, ways and means of compensating are remarkable. The fruit of one’s life is not dependent on physical
mastery; it is instead reliant on a harvest of courage, imagination, insight, faith; wisdom, creativity, empathy and
humor. The physical body is nat all there is! The fruit of everyone's life will reflect the extent to which love,
compassion, kindness, hope and peace are nurtured within and dispensed to a suffering world.  Now, more than
ever, the ability to comfort, the inclination to impart hope and peace are of remarkable value. The world needs what
we have to give! So, | reach out for your hand and heart. You in turn reach for the hand and heart of a fellow sufferer
and we do forma circle of caring and spirit building that keeps on bearing a harvest of the sweetest fruit imaginable.



