
 
  
  
 In May, the New York Times shared the story of John Shields, a British Columbia 
man with a rare and incurable disease called amyloidosis, which causes proteins to build 
up in the heart and painfully damages the nerves in his arms and legs. In the end, he 
would lose all feeling and basic use of his arms and legs before shutting down his heart. 
He was the topic of the Times story because last June the Canadian government legalized 
what it calls “medical assistance in dying.” Shields qualified because he could reasonably 
believe he was “near death and suffering intolerably from an irremediable illness.” 
 
 What stood out to me in the story, however, was the poignant scene that happened 
at Shields’s bedside the night before he had decided to end his life. He had arranged a 
wake, a memorial, while he was still living. He had his family and friends order in 
chicken from his favorite restaurant, “Swiss Chalet,” and invited everyone to what was 
dubbed “John’s Farewell Party.” 
 
 “Efforts had been made to convert what normally felt like a doctor’s waiting room 
into a place worthy of the occasion. A pale green hospice blanket served as a tablecloth 
over two adjacent coffee tables, which were decorated with a vase of simple daisies and 
daffodils and strewn with cue cards, each of which bore one of Mr. Shields’s favorite 
quotes in colored ink.  
 
 “Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?” – Mary 
Oliver.  
 
 The ritual they observed was the placing of a blessing into a scarf, passing it 
around and speaking the blessing aloud: 
 
 “My name is Penny. I offer the blessing of a courageous heart.” 
 
 “My name is Robin. I bring the blessing of community, of justice, of peace and of 
having been the partner of a wise and beautiful loving man.” 
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 “My name is Sarah. And I love you.” 
 
 “One after another, proclamations of love, admiration and gratitude poured forth. 
They thanked their host for opening his door when they were brokenhearted. They 
thanked him for his friendship. They thanked him for his courage. 
 
 “My name is Heather. And I thank you for the gift you are giving us tonight.”1 
 
 He was getting to hear his eulogy while he was still alive, words raining down over 
him like blessings. To cultivate our souls while we are still alive, to go beyond making a 
living to making a life, to go beyond building with bricks and mortar to building a 
virtuous heart – this is the ultimate purpose of our lives. 
 
 David Brooks says, in his book The Road to Character, that the eulogy virtues are 
the ones that mean the most to us, and around which we can build lives of purpose and 
meaning. He contrasts these eulogy virtues with what he calls “resume virtues, which are 
“the skills you bring to the job market and that contribute to external success.” 
 
 The Book of Genesis contains two creation stories, likely written in two different 
time periods and combined by the author of the text. We therefore get the benefit of two 
images of why we were created and what the ultimate purpose is for our living. Rabbi 
Joseph Soloveitchik, who inspires David Brooks’ reflections, calls them Adam 1 and 
Adam 2, and uses them to describe the resume virtues and the eulogy virtues.  
 
 Adam 1 is the Adam of the first story, the culmination of the orderly creation. God 
creates with words, God names each thing, declares that what God creates is good, and 
the narrator says, “And it was evening, and it was morning, the first day.” On it goes, 
until the sixth day, surrounded with light, sun and moon, the birds of the air and the 
beasts of the field, the wide sea and expanse of land, all stands orderly and ready for the 
last thing. “Let us make humankind in our image…male and female God created them.” 
 
 The purpose of their creation? To fill the earth and subdue it. To have dominion 
over all things. To be fruitful and multiply. In other words, to work, to produce, to be 
good stewards of these manifold gifts…to make a good score on the ACT, to go to 
college and a good job, to go after promotions and raises, to own your own home and be 
a productive member of society, to save for retirement, to play a sport and aim for a 
scholarship, to fill every moment of free time with activity that will build, build, build…a 
resume. That’s Adam 1.  

                                                           
1 New York Times, May 25, 2017. At His Own Wake, Celebrating Life and the Gift of Death. 



Don’t misunderstand Brooks here. Adam 1 is necessary. We all need Adam 1 to 
build societies and get things done and provide for those we care for. The problem comes 
when we think that Adam 1 is all there is. Resume virtues are necessary, but, Brooks 
asks, to what end? What is the purpose of our building and achieving and educating and 
saving? To what end? 

Enter Adam 2. This is the Adam of Genesis 2, the Adam who is not so much 
spoken into existence as sculpted by the dirt-stained hands of a God who gathers up clay 
and forms the earth-creature – the adama – and then does this most remarkable thing. 
God breathes into the lifeless dirt the breath of life, and the man becomes a living soul. 
That’s what “soul” is to the ancients, the breath of God filling our lungs. Later in the 
story the woman will be formed from the flesh of the man, formed by God and therefore 
filled with the same breath. 

Notice this couple is not told to subdue, but rather to tend, to till and keep. Tend 
the garden. Enjoy the garden. Eat from the garden. Adam 2 is a soul-full creature, one 
who is to recognize and tend to the very presence of God deep within, as near as his next 
breath.    

 Brooks writes, “We live in a culture that nurtures Adam 1, the external Adam, and 
neglects Adam 2. We live in a society that encourages us to think about how to have a 
great career but leaves many of us inarticulate about how to cultivate the inner life. The 
competition to succeed and win admiration is so fierce it becomes all-consuming…the 
noise of fast and shallow communications makes it harder to hear the quieter sounds that 
come from the depths. We live in a culture that teaches us to promote and advertise 
ourselves and to master the skills required for success, but that gives little encouragement 
to humility, sympathy, and honest self-confrontation, which are necessary for building 
character.” 

No one regrets on his or her death bed that he or she didn’t spend enough time at 
the office. It is rare that you hear at a funeral service that Bob kept a spotless yard. And I 
can say I’ve never once heard a eulogy that led off with someone’s G.P.A. or A.C.T. 
scores. None of these things are bad – in fact they can be quite necessary and good. But if 
they become the end rather than the means, if the Adam 1 within us is all we ever see or 
cultivate, then we have missed what God intends for us. We miss the chance to find that 
breath, that soul, within ourselves, and tend it, or to see it and name it and tend it in 
others.  

I shared with the Sunday school class studying this book that when our daughter 
Chandler got accepted into the program to go to Cambodia, the first thing I thought, and 



the first words out of my mouth were, “That’s going to look great on your resume.” And 
it will look good on her resume. And resumes are important. But if she goes all the way 
to Cambodia and doesn’t take the opportunity to become kinder and braver, more honest 
and faithful, to form deep and lasting relationships, to become more compassionate and 
aware, then she will have only skimmed the surface of the possibilities the experience 
offers, far beyond a resume. 

Our youth are going to Detroit soon. We will be commissioning them in a moment. 
I’m sure they know and have already heard from others that these service hours will look 
good on their college applications, on their resumes. And they will. But why? Why do 
colleges want students to have such hours? I’d like to think it is because colleges want 
students who are more than a GPA or an ACT; they want students with character.  

I pray they in their service in Detroit will cultivate that breath that resides in each 
of them, that comes from the heart of God, who longs to, by grace, craft them into 
disciples of character – to serve others with no thought of reward, to be compassionate 
and humble, to be authentically connected to others, especially those whom society 
pushes to the side. I pray that our youth, and we ourselves, will move beyond the Adam 1 
motto of “success” to Adam 2’s motto of “charity, love, and redemption.”  

One day we will be in the position of having a eulogy spoken about us, either 
formally or informally. If we are fortunate, we might, like John Shields, have people in 
our lives now who will speak those words while we can hear them. Regardless, those 
things we want people to say about us are the ones we should strive daily to cultivate, and 
not race down the dead-end track of a life consumed only by Adam 1. 

 
Christ taught us no less when he said that the kingdom of God is within us. Tend to 

the breath of God residing within and you will have found a kingdom not made with 
human hands. Tend to the breath of God in those you encounter and you will participate 
in the beloved community God intends for all. And then, when you breathe your last, you 
can die having truly lived and awaken anew in the presence of the God who is always 
present to you. Can you picture the scene? Your friends and family have gathered, 
someone approaches the lectern, clears his or her voice, and begins to speak about 
you…What do they say? Amen. 


