




Pick Up Your Mandolin

“What is there to sing about?” Penelope Cruz asks Nicholas Cage in the movie Captain Corelli’s Mandolin. It is wartime in Italy. Cage and other soldiers are caught between Italian Patriots and Axis invaders. Corelli (Cage) has an answer worth remembering. “There is singing when babies are baptized, when people get married, when soldiers march into battle. And there is singing when people die.”


The theme of despair and misery is always too close to the human condition. “Life is a comedy to those who think and a tragedy to those who feel.” Somewhere between comic and tragic is where we strive to be, but we are never far from either extreme.


Let me illustrate with a light message I picked off the Internet recently: “I don’t usually pass on sad news like this, but sometimes we need to pause and remember what life is all about. There was a great loss recently. Larry LaPrise, the Detroit native who wrote the song “Hokey Pokey” died last week at the age of 83. It was extremely difficult for the family to keep him in the casket. They’d put his left leg in and…well you know the rest.” (My apologies to those who don’t dance the hokey pokey.)


After a good belly laugh, we are ready to address the more serious issue of pain, despair and suffering. A simplistic inspiration, if that is not an oxymoron, struck me recently: how dark was the world before Christ? In the night of death, in the valley of darkness Christ is our beacon. Actually, mankind was never wholly abandoned to evil and sin. God always wooed us through his prophets, and his angels are never far from us.


Another illustration comes to mind from popular TV fiction in a recent episode of Touched by an Angel. A prisoner about to be executed is the epitome of despair. His mother tries to see him and he refuses her pleas, telling her he will see her in hell. The background story is that the condemned man was abused by his father who frequently beat him with a belt, giving him seven strokes. His mother kept count out loud.


After the man kills his father and is on death row, an Angel reveals to him that his mother had, in fact, helped him to the best of her ability. Her husband had been abused by his father who always administered twenty strokes. The mother pleaded with her husband, trying to take all the punishment on herself. He agreed to let her accept thirteen of the twenty strokes. In short, the condemned man accepts a final visit from his mother, is reconciled and asks her forgiveness.


You and I have a happier life and a happier end to look forward to. Christ took the strokes for our sins and died the death of a condemned criminal, all the while praying for those responsible. “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep shadows – on them light has shone” (Isaiah 9:2-4).
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