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A few weeks ago, I was on my way back from 

my mother’s house in North Carolina, after making 

arrangements for my father’s Memorial Service 

(sniff!).  I boarded an impossibly small plane at the 

Ashville airport and began looking for my assigned 

seat.   You know, you are walking down the aisle, 

counting ahead along the rows to find your spot….8, 9, 

10….there it is!  Let’s see, seat 10F…drat!  Window 

seat.  I like the aisle.  Oh well.  There was an Asian 

lady seated in the aisle (my seat!), looking a bit 

preoccupied.  When I indicated I was next to her by the 

window, she smiled graciously and hopped up.  

Noticing my laptop, she offered to help me put it up in 

the overhead compartment.  I thanked her, but 

demurred.  I like to shove everything under the seat in 

front of me—not always easy as my lap top is thick 

and my purse is basically a small piece of luggage—

neither are particularly suited for these tiny planes, but 

I was determined, so I forced it under there and then 

braced it with my foot so it wouldn’t fall over and 

encroach on her side.  It was only a short flight.   
 

I glanced over at her, speculating that she was 

probably Chinese, but I wasn’t particularly in the mood 

for conversation.  Truth be told, I was a bit down about 

having to leave my mother’s side so soon after my 

dad’s death.  The flight attendant (there was only 

one—like I said, it was a small plane) was busy 

attending to all manner of pre-flight duties; sorting and 

stowing and checking seatbelts…. now she is 

undoubtedly among those in the service industry who 

probably don’t get paid nearly enough for the angst 

they deal with on a daily basis.  Travelers can be 

crabby.  The lady next to me was anxious—I could just 

tell.  Afraid of flying?  Personal problem?  I had no 

idea, but I had a feeling before the 50 minute flight was 

over, I’d find out.  We barely made it to cruising 

altitude before she smiled nervously and asked me a 

couple of halting questions about arrival time and gates 

and I pieced together that she was concerned about 

being able to make her connecting flight to San 

Francisco.  Her English was pretty good, but it clearly 

wasn’t her native language.  Getting through airports is 

hard enough for me—and I know English, so I felt 

compassion for her plight about the flight.  So, I 

explained to her that if she missed her connection, she 

should go to the gate agent and they would help get her 

booked on the next available flight.  I assured her (um, 

several times) that if it wasn’t her fault they were 

obligated to help her.  I pulled the in-flight magazine 

out of the pocket and flipped to the layout for Charlotte 

airport so she could locate her connecting gate—she 

flashed me a delighted smile and touched the page in a 

bit of wonder, as if I’d done something remarkable.  

Her finger traced the path of where she needed to go, 

and she sat back and sighed in obvious relief.  She said 

air travel was much more complicated in the US than 

in China (see, I told you she was from China!).  I 

would imagine so.  Everything is always more 

complicated when you have more choices.   
 

Now that she was obviously calmer, I asked 

her where she was from and it turns out she was a 

university professor from Hunan Province who taught 

English to Chinese students.  She was in the US on 

some sort of academic whirlwind tour, taking in the 

sights and the different dialects of English and hoping 

to take back some wisdom and insight to impart to her 

students—she said this last part in a hushed and 

reverent tone, as if to herself—she seemed very 

determined about that and I found her dedication rather 

touching.   It is a pretty gutsy endeavor to travel 

extensively through a foreign country on your own; I 

admired her courage.  Since we were taking off from 

Asheville, North Carolina, (which she said had been 

her favorite place so far—so pretty!), I asked her if a 

southern accent made it difficult for her to understand 

English.  She smiled politely, obviously not 

understanding what I meant.  I did a quick imitation 

straight out of Hee Haw and she giggled, but I’m not 

really sure she understood me.  So, I showed her a 

picture of my daughter and we talked about where she 

had been born in China (8 hours west of Guangzhou) 

and she spoke fondly about her country for a while—I 

spoke fondly of it too—where we had been, what we’d 

seen, noting how big and modern both Beijing and 

Guangzhou have become in recent decades, and how 

the different regions have different dialects and 

personalities (not so different from the north and south 

in the US).   
 

I asked her where else she was going in the US 

after San Francisco and she thought hard for a minute 

and finally suggested, “Wy—om—ing?”  with a 

furrowed brow.  Wyoming?  Seriously?  My forehead 

mirrored hers.  Nothing against the ‘Cowboy State,’ 

but…really?  I was assuming she was headed to 

Cheyenne, which lovely though it may be, it isn’t 

exactly on most people’s top ten places to visit in your 

‘once in a lifetime’ trip to the US.   Then again, if they 



are looking for the exact opposite of San Francisco in 

every conceivable way, that would have to be it.  But 

then she offered tentatively, “Yellowstone?” struggling 

a bit over the l’s.  Of course!  (I felt silly for not 

realizing—of course she was going to Yellowstone, not 

Cheyenne).  So, I tried to explain to her the difference 

between San Francisco and Yellowstone, but where do 

you even begin with that?  I finally just gave up and 

started talking about how much I enjoyed Chinatown 

in San Francisco (no, not in Cheyenne—I’m sure they 

have Chinese restaurants in Wyoming 

 but a whole town?  No way).  Eager to 

converse and obviously encouraged by my interest, she 

added that she was also headed to the Grand Canyon, 

so I told her about my rafting trip down the Colorado 

River and she told me about her husband who also 

taught chemistry at university.   I was about to ask if 

she had children (well, the one child anyway) but by 

then, we could hear the landing gear coming down and 

the murmur of the pilot’s voice giving us information 

about our descent into Charlotte—none of which was 

decipherable by the way, because the tiny plane’s 

engines were so loud, the flight attendant had given us 

most of our emergency instructions using sign 

language.  ‘In the event of a water landing,’ she just 

held her nose and made bubble noises.  (Okay, she 

really didn’t, but wouldn’t you like to see that just 

once?)  My seat cushion may indeed actually be a 

flotation device--in a backyard pool--but if this thing’s 

going into the drink, detaching my cushion isn’t likely 

to be an issue. 
 

On to more pleasant thoughts….as we gathered 

our belongings, I said it had been nice talking to her 

and I hoped she found us Americans friendly.  She 

nodded eagerly, ‘Oh, yes.  People very friendly.’   

Good.  We should be.  I would have been willing to 

walk with her to her next gate, but it was on the 

opposite side of the terminal from mine (aren’t they 

always?) and my connection was a bit tight, too.  I 

never got her name, but it was refreshing to think that 

two women from opposite sides of the world, with 

different native languages, could share conversation so 

easily.  I hope she made it to San Francisco, 

Yellowstone, the Grand Canyon, and back to Hunan 

with memories to share.  Kinda wish I had her email.  I 

paused out on the tarmac to think about asking her, but 

the crowd carried me along to the terminal and I just 

went on.  I’m sorry now that I didn’t.  It would be nice 

to have a pen pal on the other side of the world, in my 

daughter’s home country. 
  

 After I boarded my connecting flight, I was 

seated by the window (again!) near the back.  Along 

the way, I’d noted a biker chick in leather, a couple of 

people who looked as if they’d come straight from the 

beach—was that a whiff of Coppertone?--the requisite 

number of business travelers anxious to get to their lap 

tops and tablets, a young couple snuggling together and 

talking in hushed whispers, lots of Steeler caps and at 

least one cowboy hat.   I was enjoying people 

watching, but I was not particularly in the mood to be 

talkative.  The inevitable questions would have me 

explaining my grief to strangers, and that inserts 

awkwardness into the conversation, but then again, so 

does telling people I’m a minister.  Sometimes that 

makes me sad.  Ministers are people, too.  Well, 

usually.   
 

The guy on the aisle was a nice looking 20 

something in a shirt and tie, with an empty seat 

between us.  I scanned the crowd filing in and 

wondered absently if I could pick out who would sit 

next to me….then a flash of color caught my eye and I 

focused in on a pair of…well, of what I can only 

describe as psychedelic swingy, spandex pants, in a 

rather gaudy zig-zag pattern of colors you’d see on a 

Caribbean island.  It was retro 70’s flair with a 

surprisingly sophisticated edge—I suppose you’ll have 

to trust me on that.  The wearer was a leggy blond, just 

edging into middle age.  She was pretty, with an open 

face, a dark tan, and a bright white smile, her sun 

bleached hair drawn up into a perpetually messy yet 

stylish clump on the top of her head.  After several 

men offered to help her stow her carry on, including 

the young man on the aisle seat (to my best 

recollection, no one has ever offered to help me stow 

anything….wait a minute, that isn’t true, the Chinese 

lady did….still, you know what I mean).  But, I 

couldn’t really be resentful—there was something 

peaceful about her.  She sat down next to me, flashing 

a bright smile, her dangly earrings swinging.  As she 

crossed her legs, I noticed through the flash of color 

that she had pastel toenails peaking through her sparkly 

sandals, with matching nail polish on jeweled hands.  I 

automatically curled my bare nails into my palm, my 

perpetually black and while clothes looking rather dull 

and clerical next to her ice cream colors.  She set about 

fastening her seat belt, her honey toned skin next to my 

blue veined pallor.  I looked over at her outfit both 

envious and intrigued.  She got those pants from a 

catalogue I thought--or one of those exclusive boutique 

stores that sell unique ‘wearable art.’  You can’t get 

stuff like that at Macy’s.  If I went to get my nails 

done, I mused, I would be stymied as to what color to 

tell the nail tech—umm….red, maybe?  But I had a 

feeling that such decisions were a delight to this 

woman, ‘Okay, Tammy,” I could imagine her saying, 

“how about Tahitian pink with coral polka dots this 

week!”  How about it?  I wonder how your life changes 

when you have nails that look like that?  Surely it 

makes some sort of impact on the tone of your day, on 



your mood—or on that of other people—it was 

certainly impacting mine and in a good way. 
 

The pants, I suspected, were a suitable match 

for her personality—colorful, sweet (like the swirls of 

ice cream they resembled), joyful—friendly.  It 

occurred to me, that very few women could have worn 

that same ensemble and carried it off with the panache 

that she did.  Certainly not me, I had to admit ruefully.  

Not because I’m not sweet or full of joy or whatever, 

but because I am too focused on how I’m perceived.  

Though my imagination is full of bold colors and 

patterns, alas, my wardrobe is not.  She impressed me.  

I could tell, she wasn’t going to push herself on me, but 

she was letting me know by her body language, she 

would be open to friendly conversation if I gave her 

encouragement.  I almost did, but something held me 

back and I regret that now.  When I opened my book, 

she graciously accepted that and turned to the guy on 

the aisle, who, unlike me, was eager to talk.  They 

struck up a very friendly conversation—I tried not to 

listen, but I caught a phrase here and there--she was 

from some suburb of Pittsburgh and so was he.  She 

had just come from Florida, which made sense because 

she had an air of relaxed openness about her—like you 

have when you sit under a palm tree.  After a while I 

stopped listening to the words and just reflected on her 

aura—I know that sounds kind of new age, but I don’t 

mean it that way.  She had a gentle perfumed scent 

about her, and despite the close proximity of the plane, 

I found it pleasing.   
 

My book was open, but I wasn’t paying 

attention to it.  Someone who dresses like that, my 

thoughts continued, has a confidence—an assurance, 

and I think a rather impressive commitment to, well, to 

just being herself—and those pants were clearly her, 

perhaps in the same way my pants are me.  There I 

was, buttoned up inside safe, predictable black.  That’s 

okay—the world needs neutrals, but I envied her 

confidence.  Later, as I sipped at my Sprite Zero (even 

my soda is a neutral color, groan!) not at all surprised 

to watch her request one of those little bottles of 

Cabernet—bold red—full of life!  ‘Life is a Cabernet 

ole chum….’  She seemed to embody that wonderful 

motto of Carpe Diem, “Love like you won’t get hurt, 

eat like you won’t gain weight, and dance like no one’s 

watching.”  I admire that.   She was clearly eager for 

company, but I didn’t get the feeling it was because she 

was lonely or needy, or that it was simply an excuse to 

talk about herself.  No, it seemed more like she had a 

desire to make the little ‘in between’ moments count.   
 

Reflecting on all the eager offers to help her 

stow her bag, I was sure she was used to being told she 

was pretty, but I sensed she wasn’t conceited about it.  

I wondered if she had ever imagined the beauty and the 

color of her spirit; of her soul?  She made me wonder 

how people see us when they visit our church?  Are we 

colorful, warm, open, and full of joy like she was?  Are 

we available to people, but not pushy, respecting their 

right not to open up but making it clear they can?  Are 

we, by faith, a people who know who they are and 

aren’t afraid of it—not because we think we are 

perfect, but simply because, like her, we have chosen 

to accentuate the positive and be joyful?   Of course, I 

didn’t really know that about her, I’m was just 

surmising—she could have been riddled with 

insecurities or problems that I knew nothing about, but 

that sure didn’t seem to stop her from being warm, 

inviting, and yet respectful of the boundaries other 

people set.  As you can probably see, she sure made a 

good impression on me.  
  
So….why didn’t I talk to her?  Honestly, I 

think I was a bit intimidated—I knew if she asked and I 

told her my profession, she would have said, “Oh, now 

that’s interesting!”  And when I’d told her my father 

had just passed away, I’m sure her brow would have 

furrowed in genuine concern, her jeweled hand would 

have touched mine in sympathy as she said, “Oh, I’m 

so sorry!  We’re you close?”  Yes.  Yes, we were.  But, 

I didn’t say any of those things.  I just sat in silence 

and the opportunity evaporated.  Makes me wonder 

what other opportunities I’ve missed.  I’ll bet she could 

have taught me something or helped relieve my 

anxiety, like I had for the Chinese woman.  But, I 

didn’t respond to her subtle invitations.  Actually, I did 

respond and my answer was, ‘no thank you.’  I wonder 

if that is how God feels sometimes when He reaches 

out to us with joy, with healing, with hope, and we 

demur—preferring somehow to stay sullen; 

comfortable in our self-pity or just, I don’t know, 

afraid to put ourselves out there to trust.  Somehow, the 

plane landed in the midst of these jumbled thoughts 

and in the chaos of getting our things sorted out and 

getting off the plane, I lost sight of her.  I saw her again 

in the terminal and thought seriously of going over to 

her to try to, I don’t know, start over?  But, what would 

I say?  That my dad just died but I liked her pants?  

How weird would that be?  While I was dithering, she 

darted into one of those lounge clubs for frequent 

flyers—she probably has friends there.  I stood there 

feeling rather foolish.  ‘She who hesitates is lost,’ and 

like a plane fixing to pull away from the gate, that door 

was closed….forever.   
 

If I had it to do over, I would have told her that 

I admired her zig-zag pants; that they looked just right 

on her and that somehow I just knew the scent of her 

soul was sweet to the Lord.  I regret that I didn’t 

respond to her invitations to talk, but if she was that 



open to conversation with me—a darkly garbed and 

uncommunicative stranger, I’m reassured she would 

welcome a chat with the Light of the world.  Surely He 

has told her He finds her soul beautiful, too—after all, 

He created it for her—maybe that is why she is the way 

she is.  I hope so.  Hope!  Maybe it was my father’s 

death working on me, but I needed a little of that right 

then.  See, we were going to go on a cruise down the 

Amazon together, my dad and I; to visit Machu Picchu, 

hike through the rain forest, complain about the heat, 

marvel at the colorful birds, shiver at the thought of 

snakes, eating melting chocolate cake together from 

the Lido deck, as we watched the sun set over the 

world’s longest river.  We always meant to do that, but 

that door is closed now, too.  We all live with regret, 

don’t we?  And yet, the promise of faith is a 

perpetually open invitation, a door to heavenly vistas 

and glorious possibilities!  I’ll be okay.  God is good 

and hope is abundant in Him.  Funny, I can’t get those 

pants out of my mind.  Maybe that is a good thing. 
 

John 10 (ESV) 
7 
So Jesus again said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to 

you, I am the door of the sheep.  If anyone enters by 

me, he will be saved and will go in and out and find 

pasture.  I came that they may have life and have it 

abundantly. 
11 

I am the good shepherd. The good 

shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 

 

 

 

 

Revelation 21 
 

And he carried me away in the Spirit to a 

mountain great and high, and showed me the Holy 

City, Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from 

God.  It shone with the glory of God, and its brilliance 

was like that of a very precious jewel, like a jasper, 

clear as crystal.  The foundations of the city walls were 

decorated with every kind of precious stone. The great 

street of the city was of gold, as pure as transparent 

glass. 
 

I did not see a temple in the city, because the 

Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple.  The 

city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, 

for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its 

lamp.  The nations will walk by its light, and the kings 

of the earth will bring their splendor into it.  On no day 

will its gates ever be shut, for there will be no night 

there.  The glory and honor of the nations will be 

brought into it.  Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor 

will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, 

but only those whose names are written in the Lamb’s 

book of life. 
 

May we enter His gates with joy and by faith, be the 

rainbow of hope that sparkles and shines for all to see!  
 

In Christ, 

Pastor Nancy 

  

 

 


