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December 1987 I sus-
tained a paralyzing
spinal cord injury, fall-

ing from a roof while installing
Christmas lights. In the follow-
ing weeks I encountered medical
challenges in every body system:
breathing, circulation, skin care,
nutrition, bladder/bowel, kidneys,
even keeping toenails healthy.

Physical functions taken for
granted for 36 years suddenly re-
quired careful attention. I learned
to be wary of minor infections,
illnesses, cuts and other once in-
significant ailments. [ even had to
practice coughing.

I couldn’t move around indepen-
dently, couldn’t even roll myself
over in bed. Someone turned me
every two hours to prevent bed-
sores. Over a few weeks’ time inad-
equate breathing created a danger-
ous situation: I developed pneu-
monia. For someone who doesn’t
move around much, the infection
can lead to serious complications.

A pulmonary specialist joined
my medical team. Every two
hours respiratory technicians
mserted a tube that sucked fluid
from my lungs. IVs delivered mul-
tiple antibiotics, and X-ray tech-
nicians appeared frequently, but
nothing seemed to help.

As the infection progressed, 1
lapsed into a semicoma.

I opened my eyes in stillness.

I lay on my right side. I couldn’t
see. I felt as though I floated in a
dark void. I wasn’t afraid, even
though I could see nothing to help
me orient myself. A peace had set-
tled around me. I closed my eves.

Eyes open again, the same
calm, serene blackness. I glanced
toward my feet and perceived a
vague shadow. Someone stood be-
side me, a presence felt more than
seen. As my eyes adjusted to the
darkness, I discerned a faint out-
line. A man, standing very near,
head bowed. Even in the silence,

I sensed he was praying. I closed
my eyes again.

When I opened them, he was
still there. No sound, no move-

ment, just standing, immersed in
prayer. I waited, serene and con-
tent, no desire to do or say any-

thing. Everything seemed restful,
somehow just as it was supposed
to be.

#’s Jesus! I thought. Jesus is
standing beside me. This must be
beaven. P've died, I'm in heaven,
and Jesus is praying over me.

No fear, no questions, just tran-
quility and calm. Everything was
just as it’s supposed to be. I took
a deep breath, smiled, and closed
my eyes.

Sunlight streamed through open
hospital blinds.

“Rich, you’re awake.” I rec-
ognized Julie’s voice. “Wow, you
had a tough night. Everyone was
really worried about you.”

Frowning, I tried to get orient-
ed. Oh, yeah — hospital, injury,
pneumonia.

“You've been a little out of it
for a couple of days. How are you
feeling?”

I muttered something, still unsure.

She continued, “The docs
came in carlier. They said vour
lungs look better and your fever’s
down.”

“What happened last night?”
whispered.

“The doc changed antibiotics
again, but things got worse. They
discussed moving you to intensive
care. You were quite agitated, but
you didn’t wake up.”

She paused. “Angela decided to
call your pastor. I guess he arrived
late and stayed most of the night.
Apparently vou calmed down.”

I smiled. “So that’s what it
was,” [ whispered to myself.

I did improve over the next few
days, and the pneumonia cleared.

When Pastor Al visited me days
later he said, “The last time | saw
you we weren’t sure you were go-
ing to make it. 'm happy to see
your smiling face.”

“S0,” I croaked. “Have you
been doing any more cosmic trav-
els impersonating Jesus?”

He locked puzzled. I laughed
and told him the story. “[ thought
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