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Introduction

All of you here in this church, I’m sure, came with a certain sadness in your hearts, mourning the loss of your dear friend. 

Yet, we came here today not to mourn my mother, but to commemorate and celebrate her life and spirit. 

I ask you all to now take a deep slow breath, and listen into your heart until you hear that quiet voice of Viola’s. Feel the warmth of her smile, and let the energy of her spirit flow to you and then through you.

Viola’s spirit is present in this holy place today. Feel the child-like sense of joy she always brought to you when you were with her. Feel the touch of her radiant hands on yours, sense the healing power of her smile, and caress the widest oceans of infinite possibilities in her bright blue eyes.

Know that today, Viola would not want any of you to be saddened by her passing, but rather, she is only passing her vitality, her beauty, her power, and her grace on to you at this very moment. She is using this gathering to give you her greatest gift of all – the joy of giving love – which was the essence of her life on this earth.

Certainly all of us will truly miss her, but she can be with us all forever .... if today we make a divine commitment to embody the wonderful powers she possessed, and multiply her love of life and graciousness a thousandfold unto the world. Let’s use this precious time to appreciate and understand her spirit, and the joy she brought forth in her world: to her family, to her friends, and to her community.

Overview
My mother’s wondrousness manifested in the way she loved, her sense of grace and beauty, and her crusades for the community she loved so dearly.

All who knew my mother were immediately struck by her steadfast sense of caring; you knew you were in the presence of a truly unique and special woman.

Love of Family, Friends, and Nature
My father sensed this special loving quality, and their love affair grew deeper every day. My father adored Vi, and often painted portraits of her in a variety of modes of dress. Yet it was as if no painting could ever quite capture her elusively expansive essence. He was always entranced by her, she was his perfect balance. They did everything together.

Viola was deeply committed to her family. As children my brother and I always knew how unconditional her sense of caring was for us. Mom would never hesitate to sacrifice her time and her own needs to be sure we were always well cared for. 

This love stretched to all the many friends she had. As a young boy, I will always remember the old schoolhouse slate-board that hung in the kitchen. Across its surface was written in her handwriting: To a Friend’s House, the Way is Never Long. All her friends knew they could always count on Viola for lending a hand, or if they just needed someone to talk to when grappling with a difficult personal problem. She saw friendship as an opportunity to fill our lives with beauty, joy, and grace, making the world we lived in a better and happier place. One of our neighbors told me a story just this morning, of how mom reached out in her last days, when she could only talk in a faint whisper, calling to give moral support in a moment of extreme anguish for our friend and neighbor.

This love also extended into her expansive gardens, which were a metaphor of her life. Every year, the yard grew bigger as mom and dad reclaimed the overgrown fields that surrounded our house. For mom, this meant more flowers – petunias, peonies, daisies, daffodils, chrysanthemums, geraniums, honeysuckle, marigolds, a myriad of others. Life without her gardens would have seemed so barren. She loved their color and their beauty, spending countless hours keeping her life filled with the joy a garden brings. Indeed, she knew how to smell the roses. 

Living in the country also brought us not only the traditional array of pets – dogs and cats – but also some quite unique little critters:  racoons, turtles, a pet skunk we got from the wild (heavens only knows how we avoided getting a good dosage of skunk spray), ducks, baby chicks, and, the ultimate of all pets: a real live turkey my brother won in a turkey shoot when he was only about nine years old. If you’ve never had a turkey, they are aptly named. But my mother somehow had compassion for the beast, taking it inside when the weather turned cold. She was shocked when that big bird woke her with thunderous squawking half an hour before sunrise. 

She encouraged my brother and I to love nature (although I’m sure never really appreciated the snakes, toads, and frogs we brought home). Together, we’d save little sparrows and robins that fell from their nests, feeding them with an eye dropper until they were nursed back to health. One little robin we rescued followed us around the yard like a dog. Mom was always there, teaching us how to care for the disadvantaged.

But perhaps nothing topped that day in March, a day much like this, as winter was becoming spring, when my brother and I found a cocoon in the nearby field. Expecting to see a butterfly emerge from the cocoon, we brought it in the house, and left it on the kitchen counter that evening, hoping that the warmth of the house would begin the hatching process. We couldn’t wait to present a beautiful butterfly to my mother as her prize. Imagine the horror the following morning as my brother and I entered the kitchen to get breakfast before trotting off to school, only to find that our cocoon was not the womb of a butterfly, but of several thousand baby praying mantises that were crawling all over the sink, counters, refrigerator, stove, and kitchen cabinets. Fortunately when mom found us scrambling all around the kitchen trying to round up the horde of those little buggers, she just laughed and pitched right in. She just understood the nature of things.

Even around the house, mom never seemed to complain about the immense job required to maintain our large house and grounds. She just threw herself at the task with loving devotion. She epitomized the idea that “work is simply love made visible.”

So many of us knew my mother as a beautiful woman, and certainly by physical standards she was. But her most timeless beauty was in her giving — of her time, from her heart, and with her soul -- these sparkling gifts are our timeless treasures of inspiration.

Sense of Grace and Devotion
During the wake last night, I heard so many, many people comment that my mother was “the classiest lady I ever knew,” the “perfect lady,” “always charming.” One of her doctors remarked that she was the only patient he ever had who came for treatments dressed in high heels. Just where did this graciousness come from? 

Grace has been defined as the outward expression of the inward harmony of the soul.  While it took me years to finally understand, I’m now seeing that she let her soul be the guiding force in her life – giving direction to all that she did. Neither ego nor needs for self aggrandizement ever seemed to interfere with her love of life itself. It was this humbleness and devotion that so touched each and every one of us in this church today.

Viola’s graciousness seemed to glow from within her. I believe this came from “devotion,” which was a love and dedication for something higher than herself: an ideal, a beauty, a goodness that transcended  the mundane and her own needs. St. Francis said “it is in forgetting oneself that one is found.” I think my mother saw herself not as the cause of anything, but as an instrument or vehicle through which some greater power could be exerted to achieve a higher purpose. This sense of devotion allowed my mother to always be present to each of us “in the moment,” never to be a enslaved by an endless chain of judgements. That’s  how she could touch our hearts and souls, feel our pain, and support our dreams.

She was never holier than any of us, but always by our side. Thus she never saw the distinction between the educated elite and the common person, for my mother always saw people as soulful spirits with infinite possibilities. My father described this as “softly feminine, while gracefully resolute.” She could be supportive of so many people in moving things forward. 

She knew so well what so few ever learn:

$ 

that happiness does not come from the wealth of possessions, nor from power and prestige – happiness never comes from the “outside.” 

$ 

that happiness comes from the “inside,” from the soul, and a willingness to let the soul rule our lives.  

$ 

that happiness comes from giving, and the more she gave, the happier she was. 

In this respect she was one of the wealthiest women in the world, for she possessed one of the greatest riches sought by all the kingdoms of time – a peace of mind and a love for all human kind. In all my days, I never knew her to speak ill of anyone. She knew that money could buy everything ... but happiness.  


Crusading for the Community
Such unique qualities were the foundation for what made my mother a very dynamic crusader and community leader. While Viola engaged in many community activities, none is perhaps more illustrative than her crusade to save the Governor Sprague Mansion from the wrecking ball in 1966. 

Unlike most historic preservationists, who saw buildings as worthy relics of the past, mom experienced historic buildings as living things to be appreciated as opportunities for people to have joyous experiences in the present,  as holding marvelous possibilities for the future, as vehicles for people to better appreciate and cherish their homes, to experience their community, and to work hand in hand to regenerate into the present ... the beauty of the past. 

When demolition of the Sprague Mansion seemed inevitable, Viola was undaunted. Her vision was to give to the community and the state, not just a preserved artifact, but a living treasure – a place where weddings, receptions, parties, educational programs, and a multitude of other activities could take place, in an elegant and uplifting environment. 

As she tackled this mission she was so beautifully naive. She simply did not, or would not, acknowledge how hard the task would be, but took on the job with the grace and energy that was so typically Viola. People were swept into the thrill of her enthusiasm.  She would invite people to fund-raisers, saying: “I’m going to be your hostess, and I’m looking forward to seeing you.” There was never any brow-beating, or making people feel guilty if they did not come.

When mom started the Save the Sprague Mansion campaign, Mayor Taft was in Washington on a trip raising money from the US Department of Housing and Urban Development with the intention of putting an Elderly Housing Project on the site. He was informed by his staff of a woman who was ready to block his plans to tear down the building, and he imagined “an old battle ax” he would have to confront when he returned to Cranston. Imagine the surprise on his face when he met mom: a vivacious, petite, indefatigable, and charming blond with an endearing smile, who would not take “no” for an answer!

For mom, no task was beneath her. She would call governors and senators, lick stamps, then get on her hands and knees and clean floors. From her I learned that two phrases were totally alien to her vocabulary:


“It’s not my job.” 


and


“It can’t be done.”
Her passion, her perseverance, her zeal, and her unflagging commitment turned the tide. She raised hundreds of thousands of dollars, organized committees, and through seemingly daunting challenges, rallied the community to make the Sprague Mansion a fulfillment of her dreams. To realize her vision, she catalyzed excellence and achievement in others. Her accomplishments will continue to enhance our community and enrich our lives for generations to come.

She taught me about how we should always be committed to the Greater Good of the Community. And Never Quit, even when the odds seem overpowering. Those who watched her in her final days know mom just wouldn’t give in, even to a disease like cancer. What many do not know, is the story of how she participated in a real miracle that brought her from the brink of death last November, to experience a beautiful and heartwarming Christmas. In this respect, she was always a champion.

Guiding Principles
In the insert in today’s program, I’ve attempted to distill the core values and principles that made Viola such a splendid person. Please share them, copy them, give them to your friends and children. 

But most of all, live some part of your life by them, for this is how her spirit will be regenerated a thousand fold unto the world. By manifesting Viola’s Guiding Principles in your lives, you to will both enrich your world and yourselves.

We Thank You
Viola, we give our most heartfelt thanks to you: 

$ 

for what you’ve done for your family, your friends, and your community -- this is a garden of flowers we shall all cherish.

$ 

our thanks for your glowing beauty which radiates from your giving — you have always given of your time, from your heart, and with your soul -- these sparkling gifts are our timeless treasures of inspiration.

$ 

our thanks for your tender kindness that has touched so many of here today, and has shown us what true happiness is –we have learned from you no reward from your gifts can match the sweet reward of giving of yourself.

$ 

our thanks for your every act of love and goodness which affected each of us immensely -- these are the blessed stars sparkling in our heavenly sky.

$ 

we thank you for the childlike spirit that has graced so many you have touched. 

$ 

we have all been so deeply enriched by your presence.

Stand for a Big Hug in Remembrance and Tribute to Viola
Know how powerfully Viola’s presence is in your hearts today. Know she wants you to remember her with a smile on your faces and joy in your hearts.


She believed that a real meaningful hug was more valuable than a thousand  words. So, in commemoration of:


 my mother, 


my father’s lover, and


your dear friend,

I ask that you all to please stand, 

give someone a tender and loving “VIOLA  HUG,” 

while we hear my father’s favorite love song of remembrance: 


You Belong To My Heart. 

