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The Hebrew Psalms are intended to give comfort in times of suffering and loss.  The 23
rd

 Psalm, 

a poem of consolation in times of loss, says: “Even though I walk through the valley of the 

shadow of death, I fear no evil; for you are with me.”  The UU minister Rev. Dr. Forrest Church, 

in February 2008 sent a letter to his All Souls NYC congregation telling them he was dying of 

cancer.  Then he sat down to write his 24
th

 and final book: LOVE & DEATH, My Journey 

through the Valley of the Shadow.  He wrote: “Death is central to my definition of religion.  

Religion is our human response to the dual reality of being alive and having to die…  Death is 

not life’s goal, only life’s terminus.  The goal is to live in such a way that our lives will prove 

worth dying for.  This is where love comes into the picture.  The only thing that can’t be taken 

from us, even by death, is the love we give away before we go.”  This is a Unitarian Universalist 

theology for finding comfort in times of loss. 

 

Forrest Church writes: “There are so many instances in our daily lives when our fears stand in 

the way of our potential to love.  How many ways we find to armor and protect ourselves.  We 

sense the risk, of course.  That is the main reason we act in the ways we do.  Every time we open 

ourselves up, every time we share ourselves with another, every time we commit ourselves to a 

cause or to a task that awaits our doing, we risk so much.  We risk disappointment.  We risk 

failure.  We risk being rebuffed or being embarrassed or being inadequate.  And beyond these 

things, we risk the enormous pain of loss.  For instance, however much we try, we cannot fully 

protect our loved ones from fatal illness or accidental death.  However much we love them, we 

cannot insulate them from failure or disappointment.  However much we wish to, there are times 

when we are powerless to heal or to save.” 

 

You’ve heard my stories of suffering and loss.  I won’t tell them again here.  Martin Thompson 

and Lisa Underhill have been good enough to add their stories this morning.  As Lisa said, “A 

good death is a blessing and a sacrament, but far too often, death is not peaceful.  It is a rending 

and a tearing that leaves behind an unfinished life, often with ragged, unanswered questions.”  So 

where do we find comfort when living on the ragged edge of those unanswerable questions?  

How do we find the strength to make meaning from the losses in our lives?  What can we do to 

move on from despair?  We all suffer adversity, loss, or despair, but we need not suffer alone.  

As Dr. Church says, “Everyone suffers, but not everyone despairs.  Despair is a consequence of 

suffering only when affliction cuts us off from others.  It need not.  The same suffering that leads 

one person to lose all hope can as easily promote empathy, a felt appreciation for other people’s 

pain.  Grief, failure, even death, can thus be sacraments.  Not that suffering is valuable in and of 

itself.  If one suffers alone, suffering is no elixir.  A sacrament symbolizes communion, the act of 

bringing us together.  Suffering brings us together when we discover the lifelines that connect 

our hearts.” 
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This is why I love Oriah Mountain Dreamer’s invitation to intimate sharing in community.  In 

terms of how we deal with losses in our lives, what we do for a living is irrelevant, instead we 

ask what makes our hearts ache, and what is our hearts’ fondest desire.  Are we willing to risk 

being a fool, at our age, for the adventure of being alive?  Have we done the soul work to touch 

the center of our own sorrow, to have our hearts broken open by our life’s betrayals, or has our 

fear shriveled and closed us off from further pain?  Can we sit with pain, yours and mine, 

without moving to hide it, fade it, to disown it, or fix it?  We want to know if we can live with 

our failures, our disappointments, our heart-break, and still stand in awe at the edge of the lake, 

watching the moon emerge in the sky, and say a hearty “YES” to life each and every day.  Oriah 

says, “It doesn’t interest me to know where you live or how much money you have.  I want to 

know if you can get up after the night of grief and despair, weary and bruised to the bone, and do 

what needs to be done to feed the children.  It doesn’t interest me who you know or how you 

came to be here.  I want to know if you will stand in the center of the fire with me and not shrink 

back.  It doesn’t interest me where or what or with whom you have studied.  I want to know what 

sustains you from the inside when all else falls away.  I want to know if you can be alone with 

yourself and if you truly like the company you keep in the empty moments.”  Talk about the 

depths of honest intimacy we need. 

 

When I arrived at Yale, William Sloan Coffin, then university chaplain, was a larger-than-life 

role model.  He went on to be the beloved senior minister at Riverside Church in NYC, where he 

preached a sermon ten days after the death of his son Alex in a car accident.  He began, “As 

almost all of you know, a week ago last Monday night, driving in a terrible storm, my son – 

Alexander – who to his friends was a real day-brightener, and to his family ‘fair as a star when 

only one is shining in the sky’ – my twenty-four-year-old Alexander, who enjoyed beating his 

old man at every game and in every race, beat his father to his grave.”  And Coffin talks about 

what a person should say in such circumstances: “When a person dies, there are many things that 

can be said, and there is at least one thing that should never be said.  The night after Alex died I 

was sitting in the living room of my sister’s house outside Boston, when the front door opened 

and in came a nice-looking, middle-aged woman, carrying about 18 quiches.  When she saw me, 

she shook her head, then headed for the kitchen, saying sadly over her shoulder, ‘I just don’t 

understand the will of God.’  Instantly I was up and in hot pursuit, swarming all over her.  ‘I’ll 

say you don’t, lady!’ I said…  The one thing that should never be said when someone dies is ‘It 

is the will of God.’  Never do we know enough to say that.  My own consolation lies in knowing 

that it was not the will of God that Alex die; that when the waves closed over the sinking car, 

God’s heart was the first of all our hearts to break.”  We all need this blessed assurance in times 

of loss. 

 

Rev. Coffin also makes a distinction about the death of a child versus a parent.  He says, “When 

parents die, as my mother did last month, they take with them a large portion of the past.  But 

when children die, they take away a large portion of the future as well.  That is what makes the 

valley of the shadow of death seem so incredibly dark and unending.  In a prideful way it would 

be easier to walk the valley alone, nobly, head high, instead of – as we must – marching as the 
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latest recruit in the world’s army of bereaved.  Still there is much by way of consolation.  

Because there are no rankling unanswered questions, and because Alex and I simply adored each 

other, the wound for me is deep, but clean.  I know how lucky I am!  I also know this day-

brightener of a son wouldn’t wish to be held close by grief (nor, for that matter, would any but 

the meanest of our beloved departed) and that, interestingly enough, when I mourn Alex least I 

see him best.”  While we will never know the day or the time, there is a time for living and a 

time for dying, a time for grieving and a time for putting aside grief, so love triumphs after all. 

 

In subsequent sermons Rev. Coffin said, “Without death, we’d never live.  Without discovering 

the limits of our talents, we’d never discover who we are…  The one true freedom in life is to 

come to terms with death, and as early as possible, for death is an event that embraces all our 

lives.  And the only way to have a good death is to have a good life.  Lead a good one, full of 

curiosity, generosity, and compassion, and there’s no need at the close of the day to rage against 

the dying of the light.  We can go gentler into that good night.”  Finally, he wrote that “Death 

cannot be the enemy if its death that brings us to life.  For just as without leave-taking there can 

be no arrival; without growing old there can be no growing up; without tears, no laughter; so 

without death there can be no living.  Death also enhances our common life.  Death is the great 

equalizer, not because it makes us equal, but because it mocks our pretensions at being anything 

else.  In the face of death, differences of race, class, nationality, sexual orientation all become 

known for the trivial things they ultimately are.”  Death, of a child, a parent, a loved one, or 

ourselves becomes an integral part of life itself. 

 

Oliver Sacks, an 82-year old author and professor of neurology, died on August 30th of this year.  

Six months before his death he wrote in a New York Times op-ed: “I feel grateful that I have been 

granted nine years of good health and productivity since the original diagnosis, but now I am 

face to face with dying.  The cancer occupies a third of my liver, and though its advance may be 

slowed, this particular sort of cancer cannot be halted…  Over the last few days, I have been able 

to see my life as from a great altitude, as a sort of landscape, and with a deepening sense of the 

connection of all its parts.  This does not mean I am finished with life.  On the contrary, I feel 

intensely alive, and I want and hope in the time that remains to deepen my friendships, to say 

farewell to those I love, to write more, to travel if I have the strength, to achieve new levels of 

understanding and insight.  This will involve audacity, clarity, and plain speaking; trying to 

straighten my accounts with the world.  But there will be time, too, for some fun (and even some 

silliness, as well).”  What can we learn from our grief and our losses? 

 

The Rev. Dr. Forrest Church would say: “Everyone suffers but not everyone despairs.  Fear Not!  

For only love survives death.  Suffering brings us together when we discover the lifelines that 

connect our hearts.”  The Rev. William Sloan Coffin would say that when our hearts break, 

God’s heart breaks right along with ours for we share in the heart of divine mystery.  There is a 

time for living and a time for dying, a time for grieving and a time for putting aside grief, but 

ultimately love triumphs after all.  Death, whether of a child, a parent, a loved one, or ourselves 

becomes an integral part of life itself.  As Oliver Sacks wrote six months before his death, “I 

have been able to see my life as from a great altitude, as a sort of landscape, and with a 
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deepening sense of the connection of all its parts.”  Dealing with grief and loss is also a time for 

making meaning of life and death; ideally a time to seek new levels of understanding and insight.  

May we face death with audacity, clarity, and plain speaking; trying to straighten out our 

accounts with the world, so that in the end love still triumphs after all.  I love you all dearly.  

Amen and Blessed Be. 


