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Ruth had almost forgotten that during the last day at school she had entered her name for 

giving moral support to patients in the local hospice. Therefore when there was a telephone call 

for her this chilly winter morning she did not expect this sudden request at all. She stammered, 

“Yes, indeed madam, Ruth Van der Laan speaking, but…oh, yes, of course, I will come…yes 

madam, three o’clock this afternoon suits me…yes, oh, very well. And thank you.” 

She was not prepared to fulfill this request just before Christmas Day, though it was 

possible. If you made a promise, you had to face the consequences, whenever that would be. Of 

course. 

Outside it snowed, and a strong wind howled around the house in Arnhem. Her father was 

upstairs working on his sermons. Mother and Ruth’s sister Lea were busy in the kitchen. 

The message had been simple. There was a young Christian woman in the hospice, all 

alone in a room. She was going to die of cancer. Dina Klinkenberg had no parents anymore, no 

brothers or sisters, no other relatives or friends. She had been in an overcrowded hospital and 

was sent to De Aronskelk where the staff was used to “these cases.” 

Ruth did not want to disturb her father by asking for his advice. A bit nervous, she stood 

before the window biting at her lower lip, looking at the snowflakes that began piling up on the 

windowsill. The light was strange and grayish. 

Ruth got her rubber boots ready and took her pocket Bible from the music stool. She took 

two candles and a piece of holly, which she had picked from the garden yesterday. 

She prayed and asked God to give her wisdom. 

* * * * * 

“Your visitor is here,” said the nurse and stepped aside. Ruth entered and closed the door 

behind her. 

She saw a snug room and gazed at the sound face with a kind smile. The patient had a 

guinea pig on her lap which was nibbling on a piece of salad. How many people might have 

considered that this young woman might be lonely—one or two perhaps? Ruth could not move 

indifferently through a world where people suffered and were forgotten. 

She looked at the half closed curtains, and then she met the eyes of Dina Klinkenberg. 

“Don’t think that I have pain,” she said. “I know that the Lord is waiting for me, and I 

will forever be with Him. I don’t know when it will happen. Pity, I cannot take this lovely 

creature with me. Do you mind taking care of her when I have to leave?” 

Ruth looked surprised at her, swallowed quickly and said, “Yes, of course, I will do that. 

By the way, my name is Ruth Van der Laan.” 

“I know. I’m glad they found someone my age willing to sacrifice time for me. Everyone 

who I knew has gone. I have more time to think about what was going on. I have a tumor in my 

head and I have had two operations. They cannot do more.” 

Ruth was dumbfounded for a moment, but took her vanity bag and grabbled in it until she 

found the two candles, the holly and a piece of ribbon. 

“I don’t know what you are used to and I am not handy, but I thought I should at least 

give you something. Would you like it if I put this somewhere in your room?” 



Dina nodded, obviously grateful. Their eyes met with great tenderness. Then she said, 

“Ruth, that is very thoughtful of you. There is an empty candleholder on that cabinet in the 

corner. If you want to light the candles, there is also a matchbox there.” 

Ruth fought to keep her feelings under control, but her fingers trembled. It was clear to 

her that she could have been Dina facing death. In theory she knew it all so well, but now she 

was suddenly confronted with the reality of life and death. Dina looked so content, so calm, so 

happy. Would she be able to act like that? She lit the candles and put the holly next to it. Then 

she looked into the wooden box filled with hay and straw that was on an old chair. She saw 

baskets with water, mixed grain, a carrot and a piece of brown bread. 

“She must not be put too close to the radiator,” said Dina. She likes to keep herself 

warm.” 

Ruth took her coat off and asked, “Can I sit here, opposite you?” 

“Oh, of course, I have bad manners. Go ahead, sit in that easy chair,” answered Dina. The 

little guinea pig licked her fingers. 

From the corridor came the sound of muffled footsteps. 

“I was in training to become a nurse, but I often became dizzy and I got headaches,” 

related Dina. “For some time I had a boyfriend, but I noticed he was not really a Christian. He 

stopped going with me to church, and he started to criticize everything that had to do with 

religion. So, I had to break up with him. Do you have a boyfriend?” 

“No,” answered Ruth. “I am in my first year studying law at the university. My father is a 

minister. I know some boys and girls, mainly because I am a member of a youth society of the 

church. I am the secretary and organize some of the events. I joined a choir, but I discovered that 

my voice is not good enough and I did not want to pull the others down with my poor efforts.” 

Dina smiled and shook her long brown hair. “My head is bald, because of the treatment, 

but they gave me a wig—close to my hair color and style.… Ruth, sorry, I feel tired and would 

like just to rest a while on my bed. Keep talking. Could you put my little companion in her 

house?” 

Ruth did as she was asked. The guinea pig quickly started drinking some water. Ruth 

stroked her gently with a finger over her head. Then she went back to the chair. She noticed that 

Dina was lying on her back on the bed in the middle of the room, with her hands folded. 

With a light trembling in her voice she said, “Would you read Luke 2 for me? My eyes 

have not been very good for the last couple of weeks.” 

“Of course,” answered Ruth, and took her pocket Bible out of her bag. The guinea pig 

gave a peeping sound. 

Ruth felt a strange tension and cleared her throat. She was not yet in what many people 

called the Christmas mood. Never before had she been in such a position as at this moment. She 

started reading: 

And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from 

Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed. (And this taxing was 

first made when Cyrenius was governor of Syria.) And all went to be 

taxed, every one into is own city. And Joseph also went up from Galilee, 

out of the city of Nazareth, into Judea, unto the city of David, which is 

called Bethlehem; (because he was of the house and lineage of David:) To 

be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child. And so it 

was, that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that she 

should be delivered… 

http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?version=KJV&passage=Luke+2


Ruth looked up and she saw that Dina had closed her eyes. She continued reading: 

And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling 

clothes, and laid him in a manger; because there was no room for them in 

the inn. 

And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, 

keeping watch over their flock by night… 

She stopped. She thought that if Dina had fallen asleep, she should not disturb her by 

talking. But, somehow she wondered… 

Ruth went to the bed, felt Dina’s pulse…but there was none. She quickly pushed the 

alarm bell on the wall. 

It was clear what had happened. Dina Klinkenberg had gone home. 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol 63 No 11 December 2004  


