An Anatomy of Humanity  

by Geo Beach

[HOST INTRO:]

Commentator Geo Beach lives as far from downtown Manhattan as you can – upcountry in Homer, Alaska.  He’s trained as a fire-medic, but on September Eleventh, he had to start learning a new Anatomy of Humanity.                   
T

his is a short course in our anatomy, and like any map, it’s just a picture, it’s not the thing itself.  Nothing changed, everything was revealed.  

And right in the beginning I’ll tell you I don’t know the answers to the world more than you do.  That’s part of the answer.  

On September 11th somebody said it was all too much for words – but there are words for all of it.

I listened to everything on the radio.  And I saw that the video age is not suited to tragedy, and that words -- thoughts, literature, our composite cultural legacies -- might be able to compost darkness and turn it over into a new light.  Television can only give us the instant replay.  Sure, it’s instant, but then it’s just the same old truth, over and over and over.  After awhile it’s not true anymore, because humanity doesn’t just bleed.  We clot and scab and scar.  And heal. 

*   *   *

I admit the soft southern inflections of Carl Kassel often lull me back toward the dreamtime, as this edge of the earth is still tucked in night and Washington is well awake.

But in the early Alaska morning that day, Bob Edwards’s voice was absent its characteristic lilt and humor, and his words pulled my consciousness right off the pillow.  Airplane crashed into the Pentagon.  Airplanes crashed into the World Trade Center.

I felt sick to my stomach.  I’m trained as a firefighter and a medic, and I’ve worked the fires and plane crashes and drownings that visit a small town, and I knew that across a longing continent we all were risen to a grave day.  My job was to help, and now --- 5000 miles away -- I was helpless.  God, I was frustrated: I know how to navigate the topography of flesh and its dark interiors and to mitigate the thousand ways a body can go wrong.  But in truth, even when I’m right there, I can’t make it right, I can only endeavor to remove the negative, and then let life try for itself.    

I used to live in New York, and once you’re grounded into a place, there’s a plane on which you never travel far.  One of my daughters still sleeps beneath a print of Swan Lake danced in Central Park with the Plaza Hotel as backdrop.  My other girl has a poster of lower Manhattan’s skyline seen from Brooklyn, a flight of architecture that is now as much a fantasy as a dancing bird.  

I didn’t feel protected or safe or smart to be in Alaska that day. I felt like you -- an almost magnetic pull on my affinities.  The world went to New York September 11th, transplanted.

As Tuesday wound on to next day I began to palpate another anatomy, one that you couldn’t dissect, BodyMindEmotionSpirit articulated and accelerating, the way you feel pulled in the cars of a carnival ride.  The phone rang and it was Stephen, my old roommate. The Reverend Stephen now, Episcopal priest and chaplain at a downtown hospital which for thirty-six hours had been a fractured mosaic, shards of Guernica and Sistine’s Chapel.

Stephen didn’t talk long.   He sounded tired, hadn’t slept or been home for a day and a half.  He gave me a brief on the devastation.  He took care to note that there were many stories of joy.  Then he asked me to pray, for his city and his patients and – unabashedly – for him, for strength to continue his ministering.

That’s not as easy for me as grabbing the Jaws of Life and going to work at a car crash.  I haven’t charted the vital signs of spirit -- and I didn’t remember how to pray.  I knelt down and I argued and I wished.

I wrestled the globe of death and life that had been unwrapped and dropped into our laps.  Weariness and elation fastened onto my bones, like early grandchildren on my knee.  I don’t think I was too good at praying.  But I did keep trying.

Who had not seen this coming?  Who had let his King James and his Shakespeare grow so dusty that he actually believed in the end of history, the end of humanity’s evil and goodness?

Many weeks later Stephen phoned again.  I was working what I thought was a late Saturday night.  It was past ten o’clock and I wanted to get home.  But in New York it was 2 AM and Stephen called to praise the moon bright over Ground Zero as the firemen and ironworkers labored on the recovery.  He was there volunteering as a fire chaplain.  He told me he imagined Alaska’s clear air, and that he was strengthened by my prayers.  He sounded very much present and somehow serene.

Our calls became a regular routine over many months time, interrupted with a sad frequency as Stephen was called to administer last rites. I know that, spiritually, we all needed those firefighters to physically pick through the rubble.  I came to understand that the firefighters needed Stephen right there, physically conveying the spirit, laying on his hands, though they were digging the dead, digging dreams.  

Then I got the final small epiphany: I wasn’t useless – a minister needed a medic far away, in a land as clean as stars and snow.  My job this time wasn’t to jump on the ambulance and race to disaster.  I had different orders.

I still don’t think I’m too good at praying.  But maybe you don’t have to be.  I was just beginning to figure out who to pray to.  Some people say God’s name is I Am.  When I started praying for Stephen, the only truth I knew as a medic was that every baby comes onto this planet crying that exact same name, I Am.

*   *   *

That’s one anatomy, one part of what is.  And like a man’s skin, what you see on the outside isn’t so important.  Your blood is in here too, somewhere, isn’t it?  And maybe something more.

Nothing changed, everything was revealed.  You look out on the world and you know it’s true and you can’t explain it.  One day, maybe today, you discover a piece of something bigger, not changed, just miraculously transplanted.  Funny, lots of times you’re the recipient, but every once in a while without even knowing it, you’ve become the donor.

[BACK ANNOUNCE:]

Poet and firefighter Geo Beach comes to us courtesy of Tempest studios in Homer, Alaska.  

Geo Beach - "An Anatomy of Humanity" is part of public radio's special coverage, Understanding America after 9/11.
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