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I am very grateful to be invited to be in this sacred community to share my story of loss, my 
experience of hope, and words of encouragement. I am grateful as well to be a participant in 
liturgy, scripture, music, and ritual as a way of honoring and remembering those we loved who 
have died as well as other living losses we may have experienced.  
 

Let me begin with my loss story. This is the 37th holiday season since the death of our young son 
Ryan. Our first and only Thanksgiving and Christmas with our son was spent at the side of his 
crib in the neonatal intensive care unit. Born three months premature, the NICU was his home 
and ours with him for six of the nine months of his life.  
 

Through his short life, there were small victories and large miracles. He defied many odds. He 
was able to breath on his own after months of being on a ventilator. He was able to come home 
from the hospital.  He was able to smile and giggle. He was able to gaze on us and we on him 
with deep love.  
 

And then, after we thought he was on the other side of his struggle to survive, he suddenly and 
unexpectedly died, and our hearts were broken.  
 

After he died I decided I was going to grieve well, which to me in those days meant I would do 
the hard work that grief required so I could return to a state of mind that seemed similar to 
how I felt before he died. I had been trained as a professional counselor in what to expect of 
this grief process. I anticipated I would march through very defined steps and stages so my 
broken heart would be healed - and the sooner the better.  I expected of myself how I have 
come to describe many grieving clients I have worked with: I wanted to be a “high achiever 
griever”. I wanted recovery. I expected closure. I wanted to get my grief right. But what I had 
been taught about how grief was supposed to work was profoundly different from what I 
experienced as a grieving dad.  
 

This early chapter of my grief story then was a time of confusion and self-criticism. I was doing 
all I knew to take my grief to the finish line, but my mourning persisted. What I was telling 
myself and my clients about how we should grieve was not working.  My belief that I was not 
grieving correctly added a layer of stress and shame on top of my deep sorrow from the death 
of my son.  
 

In these early years of my loss, I mistakenly believed the idea that my grief was a psychological 
problem to cure, rather than understanding my sadness was a sacred story of God’s gift of my 
love for my son.  I came to realize that if I could stay open to this story of love and my sorrow of 
loss, God’s comfort and peace would come - not to end my sadness - but to accompany me 
though all of the many thoughts and feelings that were the expression of my love for my son. I 



began to understand that my sadness was not a symptom to cure but a story of love to 
embrace. As I began to discern that grief was about love, I was able to shed the shame I felt 
about the intensity and length of my sadness. The length and depth of my grief for my son was 
not because I was grieving incorrectly, but because I loved him deeply. The size of my sadness 
was quite simply the size of my love for my son. And dear folks, know this- the size of your 
sadness is the size of your love for your loved one.  
 

We cannot love without the risk of grief. And, all grief is proof of that love. As one writer put it, 
“grief is love weeping”. It is perfectly normal to want to resist sorrow because of the fear 
sorrow will overwhelm us. I slowly came to understand God’s spirit - the Comforter - could not 
embrace me if I tried to rush, escape, deny, or shut down my grief. I also came to know my fear 
of losing myself in the pain of loss would lessen if I could stay open to remembering the 
foundation of my grief - which was God’s gift of designing me to love and be loved. This is the 
great paradox –  opening ourselves to the losses we experience does not condemn us to a life 
of only sorrow. By acknowledging and embracing our sorrow, we are more able to eventually 
experience joy and to live and love more fully.  
 

I have learned that by embracing my story of love and the pain of sorrow, I will be transformed 
by each loss that occurs in my life. This is never to say I look forward to loss so that I may 
experience that transformation. I do not have to seek more loss, it will come. And when it does, 
that loss will deepen my relationship with God and deepen my love for those I cherish in my 
life. 
 

And now about hope. 
When I was asked to speak at this year’s Hope for The Holidays, I began to reflect on the word 
hope and how my experience of hope has evolved from the time I was a new parent of an ill 
child, and then a bereaved parent, and now in this later stage of life with many more losses 
experienced in the passage of these decades  
 

Hope is defined as this: “to desire, to believe, to trust. To feel that something desired may 
happen”.  As a young father when our son was alive, my hope, my desire, my belief, and my 
trust, were clearly defined: that my ill son would become well and live. What I hoped for did not 
happen.  Yet, in the darkness, sadness, confusion, and disappointment of my hope not being 
realized, a deeper sense of hope slowly began to form inside me in the months and years to 
come. 
 

And that is that God, in his abiding love for me and in designing me to be capable of love for 
others, does provide His Spirit to comfort- to be my companion when the outcome I hope for is 
not fulfilled and sorrow comes. Compassion is His promise and gift when loss occurs. 
Compassion literally means to suffer with. God enters into the pain with us. The full experience 
of hope – desire, belief, and trust - will be realized in this grace. I will continue to hope for the 
long life and a peaceful death for those I love.  I continue to have hope in difficult circumstances 
while at the same time remembering and respecting the gift of life and the fragility of life. Some 



hopes for the outcomes I desire will be realized and I am grateful for that gift. If my hope is not 
realized, I am not hopeless because I am able to fully hope with expectation for God’s comfort.  
 

I assure you this experience of the hope of God’s comfort does not always come easily for me. 
When death and other forms of loss come, I feel a familiar darkness descend and say to myself 
“not again”. I will be a mess and I will feel lost. The intermittent ache of my previous losses 
reappears as a sharper pain. It is through the love of others who enter into my pain with me 
and embrace me, cry with me, sit with me and graciously receive my story that the darkness 
begins to recede just enough for God’s light and peace to enter. And through the weeks, 
months, and years to come, that play between darkness and light will continue. Peace begins to 
touch the emptiness. This experience of the gradual merging of grief with joy and gratitude will 
grow. 
 

As the spiritual writer and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote: 
There is nothing that can replace 

the absence of someone dear to us, 

and one should not even attempt to do so. 

One must simply hold out and endure it. 

At first that sounds very hard, 

but at the same time it is also a great comfort. 

For to the extent the emptiness truly remains unfilled 

one remains connected to the other person through it. 

It is wrong to say that God fills the emptiness. 

God in no way fills it but much more 

leaves it precisely unfilled 

and thus helps us preserve — even in pain — 

the authentic relationship. 

Furthermore, 

the more beautiful and full the remembrances, 

the more difficult the separation. 

But gratitude transforms 

the torment of memory into silent joy. 

One bears what was lovely in the past 

not as a thorn but as a precious gift deep within, 

a hidden treasure 

of which one can always be certain. 

 

And finally, encouragement. 

 

Know that you may emotionally prepare yourself for the obvious moments of the holidays and 

functions you will attend but there will be moments you cannot be ready for. A sight, scent, or a 

sound you did not see coming may trigger as intense of a response as sitting down to 

Thanksgiving dinner or being in church on Christmas eve. Be careful not to criticize yourself for 

these moments even if this sudden surge of grief is in public. We knew our loved one in a shared 

environment that is full of sights, scents and sounds and those sensory experiences may intensify 

during the holidays. Embrace these experiences as a connection to your loved one.  



 

In a season fraught with overindulgences, be careful to not numb the feelings of loss through 
unhealthy escape behaviors. Yet, know it is not possible to stay in the emotional intensity of 
grief without some relief, so give yourself permission to engage in healthy distractions. The key 
to a healthy distraction is a behavior that allows you to pause your feelings for a time, so that 
you may come back and be truly present to them later.  
 

Be intentional about scheduling time during this hectic season to be with your feelings of loss. 
Create rituals that represent the unique relationship you had to the one who died such as 
listening to his or her favorite music or reading a favorite poem, or looking at photos. Light a 
candle or ring a bell to mark this special time of remembering and reflecting. Visit the cemetery 

or mausoleum if doing so is meaningful to you.  

 

If you become exhausted by the social demands and pressure to act better than you feel by being 

“up” for the season’s events, be willing to modify your holiday engagements. To recharge 
yourself from the drain of these activities, spend ample time with those with whom you can be 
your authentic self and who will support you just as you are without judgement.  
 

Enter this season with a spirit of “both and” rather than “either or”. By that I mean know that in 

this time, sorrow does not exclude all joy; and, celebration does not eliminate all sorrow.  

Find space within you for the mix of joy and sadness this season may bring in whatever form it 

comes. The story of the Magi as told in the gospel of Matthew can help us here.  

 

The three Wise Men come from the east, following a star to find the Christ child. When they find 

Him they worship Him and present three gifts – gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 

Theologians and Bible scholars have offered ideas about the symbolic meaning of these gifts. A 

common suggestion is that gold represented the kingship and divinity of Jesus, frankincense 

symbolized His priestly role, and myrrh is a foretelling of His pain and suffering. One of the uses 

of myrrh in that day was for embalming the dead. 

 

The beauty of gold and the lovely aroma of frankincense is experienced in the heartache of 

myrrh. We may feel pressure for the holiday season to be one of only gold and frankincense. Yet 

God ordained there were three gifts, not two. Those of us who mourn must make room for our 

personal myrrh in the midst of all the gold and frankincense.  

 

May our loved ones be in a place of refreshment, light, and peace. 

May you have the full hope that God will enter into your pain to be a companion with you and 

comfort you.  

May you be available to enter into the pain of others and provide them companionship and 

comfort. 

May you find safe places to tell your story of love and loss in these holidays.  

May you always remember that you grieve because of your unique story of love for the one who 

has died. 

And, may that story of love remain a part of you forever. Amen. 
 


