
Once upon a time, in a land not too far away, there lived a 
little boy named Ben.   Ben was a smart and sensitive and 
charming little boy who loved puppies and dinosaurs and Legos 
and guinea pigs.  Ben lived with his family in a big, colorful 
house, with lots of stairs and windows and hiding-places, and he 
had his own room upstairs with lots of toys and pictures of 
puppies and a light-up rocket ship on the wall.  He was a happy 
little boy who loved to ride his scooter, play with his sister on 
the jungle-gym his dad had built out in the backyard, and run 
around and throw the ball for his little poodle, Peaches.

Ben loved his family.  Ben's dad was the biggest and 
strongest and smartest daddy Ben could imagine, and Ben was 
happy that his dad was always there to play with him and hold 
him and protect him when Ben got a little scared.  Ben's mom 
was soft and beautiful and even smarter than his dad.  She knew 
all kinds of things about animals and plants and dinosaurs and 
trucks, and Ben loved the songs his mom sang to him when he 
went to sleep at night.  Ben knew that other kids had mommies 
and daddies, but he thought that he had the best mommy and 
daddy in the world.

Ben also loved his little sister.  Ben had lots of friends but she 
was his very best friend, even though she was his little sister. 
Ben loved to laugh and play and chase his sister, and sometimes 
they would wrestle, but not too rough because she was only 
little.  Even though she was only just a little girl, Ben thought his 
sister was always very brave.  He remembered how one time she 
was even brave enough to touch a spider with her hand, and 
another time she petted a giant millipede that was crawling 
across the floor.  Ben liked doing things with his sister, and 
always wanted to share everything with her.

Ben had lots of friends in his neighborhood.  He knew lots of 
grown-ups, too.  His favorite grown-ups were his grandparents. 
He loved all his grandparents because they knew lots of things 
about cars and trucks and flowers and always had time to play 
with him and his sister and let them eat as much ice cream and 
cookies as they wanted too, but also broccoli because that was 
Ben's favorite food next to chocolate.

Ben also loved his grown-up aunts and uncles who always 
wanted to play with him.  Most of the time Ben didn't like 
monsters in his house.  But it was okay if the monsters were 
uncles, because then it was fun to run away from them and 
protect his sister from them, because the monsters were just 
playing, and really they were only just his uncles anyway.  The 
best thing about seeing his aunts and uncles was when his 
cousins would come over to play, because they knew how to 
play best, especially when they played dress-up, or danced, or 
helped his uncle light sparklers on the Fourth of July.

One day, around the time of his sixth birthday, which was his 
favorite birthday because he was finally six, Ben didn't feel quite 
right.  He didn't know why but he seemed to bump into the walls 
a little more often, and he needed two hands on the railing  to go 
up the stairs.  His mom and dad took him to see some doctors, 
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 which was fun but also a little scary. They told him that the 
doctors said he had a tumor inside his head and that the tumor 
was making it hard for him to run and play with his sister.  But 
they told him not to worry, and that the doctors were going to do 
some things to try and make the tumor smaller so that Ben could 
run and play again and not need two hands on the railing.

After his treatments at the hospital, which weren't really too 
bad and everyone said he did a good job but all he did was lay 
super quiet on the bed really, his mom and dad told him that he 
could have a wish, and that he could have or do anything he 
wanted.  Ben thought of all the things in the world that he 
wanted and decided that the very best thing would be a squirt 
gun to shoot his sister with.  Everyone laughed and said that he 
could have as many squirt guns as he wanted and that he should 
think of something else, something bigger.  Ben thought hard 
and after a long time he decided he would like to go to the zoo 
and feed the elephants, which were the biggest things he could 
think of next to dinosaurs which he knew didn't exist anymore. 
His mom and dad smiled and said that was a good wish, and 
they hugged him and cried a little, which Ben didn't completely 
understand.

Ben had a fantastic time at a giant party his school had 
thrown for him with pizza and spaghetti and ice cream and all 
his friends and a real band with songs that were sometimes too 
loud, and he was thrilled to have been made an honorary police 
officer with a real badge and everything.  It was neat to see all 
his friends from school dancing and playing with his sister, 
though he still felt a little tired at times.  And he had a great time 
on his trip to Legoland and the zoo in California with all his 
cousins and the rest of his family, and it was fun and a little 
scary when he got to feed the elephants.

But he was starting to feel funny again, and once more felt 
like he needed two hands on the rail to get up the stairs to his 
room.  His mom and dad took him back to see the doctors.  They 
hugged him and told him that the tumor in his head was back 
again and that he might need to do some more treatments.  But 
Ben was okay with this because although he didn't like the tumor 
at all, he remembered how he liked the watermelon-flavored gas 
the doctors gave him before he went to sleep, and afterward he 
really liked waking up in the Finding Nemo room too.

* * *

I will always treasure a memory from our family's Christmas 
party last year of Ben walking to the table with an entire heaping 
plate full of broccoli, which he proudly announced was his 
favorite food.   I ask you: How many parents can claim broccoli 
as one of their children's favorite foods?  Ben and Madie have 

grown up in the company of devoted, loving parents and family. 
On the family blog recently, Dean wrote of the importance of 
"just being dad".  As a new father myself, I am only beginning to 
learn what the other parents in this room already know: that "just 
being dad" or "just being mom" is perhaps the greatest challenge 
of our lives, the most difficult and most rewarding task we will 
ever undertake.  Yet faced with this challenge, Dean and 
Melinda have excelled beyond measure.  Full of patience and 
perspective, quick to laugh and overflowing with love, I have 
watched them raise Ben and Madie to be the kind of happy, 
confident, sensitive, and intelligent people that other people 
naturally want to be around, that other children follow, and other 
adults admire.

At one point, at the hospital, when he was first diagnosed, 
Ben told his mom and dad that he was "a leader in his family". 
Hard to forget are the moments when children speak in grown-
up voices.  At times somewhat shy, I nevertheless I like to think 
that at that moment, and in his own way, Ben was aware of the 
challenges that lay ahead of him and his family, and knew that 
there would be times in the coming days and weeks when he 
would have to stand in front, to walk ahead, with his family and 
friends following behind him.  I like to think that somehow Ben 
knew and accepted that he was walking faster down the road that 
all of us must eventually travel, and that he knew that he now 
had a lesson to share with all of us about patience, and courage, 
and accepting the challenges that life puts in front of us with 
dignity, compassion, and with as much laughter and love as we 
can muster.

In the last weeks of his life, Ben made frequent requests for 
Chinese food.  I think it took a little while for us to realize that it 
wasn't the beef with broccoli, but rather the fortune cookies that 
Ben was most interested in.  Of course, every six-year old likes 
cookies, but we soon learned that Ben was just as interested in 
the fortunes as the cookies.  Like little treasures, Ben would keep 
every fortune from every cookie.  He told us once that he could 
give the fortunes away, too, "to people who needed them".  I 
don't know if Ben found hope or reassurance for himself in the 
brief glimpses of the future that those fortune cookies provided. 
But I do know I that I am grateful for having had the opportunity 
to know such a kind, sensitive, loving little boy who tried his 
best to save those treasures, to store up those little bits of hope, 
and who cared enough to share that hope with anyone who 
needed it.

Ben's last days came quickly.  He passed from this world 
without pain, surrounded by his family, in the arms of his mother 
and father who adored him beyond measure.   He was born 
during an eclipse and he died during an eclipse.  That the sun 
itself was willing to stand aside and make way for both the 
arrival and the passing away of Ben's light should tell us 
something of the kind of spirit he possessed.  God has called 
home one of his own.  And his little sister will forever have an 
angel watching over her.
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