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Peace, Love, and Good Neighbors is the title for our August sermon series. This past week, our 

family received a note from a former neighbor. Twenty years ago, we lived across the street from 

Karen for but one year. She wrote: 

 

Although our lives crossed for a short time…, I never forget the open and heart 

centering talks I had with your wife and mother. Barb was like no one I’d ever 

met before – or since. Her graciousness, her empathy, her smarts and her smile 

always pulled me in and made me feel safe and heard…” 

 

* * * * * * 

 

She did not feel well in May. Allergies. A sinus infection. The crud that so many had this spring.   

Exhaustion from the past 18 months. At least that’s what we thought. It’s what the doctors 

thought. But she wasn’t getting better. So, on Sunday, June 20th we went to the hospital. And 

nine days later, Barb died. She was in the intensive care unit, getting the best care possible. And 

she died. From complications of cancer that we did not know she had. 

 

Too soon. Too sudden.    

 

When we added a visitation at the funeral home to what was originally just going to be a service 

here at church, the funeral home printed memorial cards for us. And on the inside cover of those 

cards was the 23rd Psalm. The 23rd Psalm, words that I’ve spoken at countless funerals: 

 

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 

He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: 

for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 
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Experiences of grief and loss are as varied as we are. Each of us walks our own path. What I 

share today is my experience. And while the 23rd describes God’s great care for us, it does not 

speak to my experience of grief. For me, for now, Psalm 23 is not where I am.    

 

“The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want…” No, I want. In my grief. In my loss. I want.  

 

So much of life was on hold for the past 18 months. Barb and I were figuring out what was next 

for us. And now… Now, I want her physically present with me for that next chapter together.  

 

Our adult children value their mother’s listening spirit, her wise counsel, encouragement, 

comfort, and love. I want them to still be able to pick up the phone and call her. I want her to be 

physically present with them.  

 

I want Barb standing next to me, physically next to me, for our daughter’s wedding in October 

2022. 

 

Barb loved being a grandmother to Sasha, 8 years old, and Nora, 22 months. I want Barb fully 

present with them, to play, to laugh, to care, to comfort…   

 

“The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want…” No. I want. 

 

Fortunately, the Psalms hold in them the breadth of human experience. They invite us to be 

honest with our feelings. And while the 23rd Psalm does not express my experience of grief, 

the 22nd Psalm does: 

 

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me… 

I cry by day, but you do not answer; and by night and find no rest.  

(I’m told that eventually I will sleep through the night again). 

 

I have grieved losses with many of you. Ten years ago this past week, my oldest sister died of 

ovarian cancer at age 57. Since then, I have grieved the deaths of both my mother and mother-in-

law. And until this past month, I did not know that grief could be physically painful, that loss 

could cause me to physically ache… 

 

My strength drains away like water; 

all my bones are dislocated. 

My heart is like wax; 

it melts away inside me. 

The roof of my mouth is dry 

my tongue sticks to my gums. 

You set me in the dust of death.  

 

Psalm 22 is the scripture that speaks to my experience of grief. 

 

* * * * * 

 



So then, what helps? Let me begin by sharing what does not help.   

 

It does not help when people tell me that Barb’s death is part of God’s plan, that her too-soon, 

too-sudden death is somehow a part of God’s plan that we just don’t understand. Untimely death.   

Unexpected death. If we can believe it is somehow part of a plan, a plan that perhaps we just 

aren’t privileged to know, then perhaps it is somehow less threatening. And if this works for you, 

fine. But don’t ask me to buy it.    

 

If the death of my wife – a loving, caring, wise, wonderful woman with so much still to give so 

many – is a part of God’s plan, then what does that say about God? It does not help me to be told 

that Barb’s death is a part of God’s plan. I don’t believe that anyone knows enough to say that.  

Ever. 

 

To suggest that everything, including that which is painful and heartbreaking and tragic, is 

somehow God’s plan contradicts my fundamental understanding that we have been created 

in love for love and that we bear God’s divine image.     

 

Now, being made in God’s image means we have autonomy and agency and the ability to create. 

It is what makes possible art and beauty and music and science and love…and on the flip side, 

evil, injustice and oppression, in any number of forms.   

 

I think that the autonomy and agency we have as those created in God’s image is present even at 

the cellular level. Which means that cells can mutate, sometimes for the good and sometimes not. 

Cells mutate. And malignancies develop and spread undetected. And those we love die. It 

happens. And it is tragic and difficult and sad. Death is a reality. And when it comes, it is 

painful.    

 

And I believe that when our hearts break, God’s heart breaks with ours. Rather than a God who 

is an inscrutable puppeteer, I chose to believe in a God who weeps with me.     

 

* * * * * 

 

So then, what helps? Where am I finding healing and hope? 

 

Barb and I watched the T.V. series West Wing. Several times. (If you know the show, you now 

know our political leanings). We watched it when it was on broadcast television from 1999 to 

2006. We watched it on DVD; we own the boxed set of the series. And most recently, because 

our kids tell us that watching DVDs really makes us seem old, we watched episodes streaming 

on Netflix.    

 

In an early season, after Josh Lyman, an aide to President Bartlett, begins counseling for PTSD, 

post-traumatic stress syndrome, his boss, Leo McGarry, an addict in recovery, tells him this 

story: 

 

This guy is walking down the street when he falls in a hole. The walls are so steep 

he can’t get out. A doctor passes by and the guy shout’s out, “Hey you, can you 



help me out?” The doctor writes a prescription and throws it down the hole and 

moves on. Then a priest comes along, and the guy shouts up, “Father, I am down 

in this hole, can you help me out?” The priest writes out a prayer, throws it down 

in the hole and moves on. Then a friend walks by. “Hey Joe, it’s me, can you help 

me out?” And the friend jumps in the hole. Our guy says, “Are you stupid? Now 

we’re both down here.” The friend says, “Yeah, but I’ve been down here 

before and I know the way out…”1 

 

In writing to the Philippians, Paul used what most scholars suggest are words to an early 

Christian creed when he told them, and I paraphrase:  

 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was fully 

God, let go of it all, to be with us, fully human, even to the point of dying our 

death.  

 

The day after Barb died, the most helpful phone call I received was from a friend. I was ignoring 

most calls, the sound on my phone was turned off, but I saw Melanie’s name and so I answered.   

When I answered, what I heard was sobbing. Melanie did not offer platitudes. She didn’t quote 

scripture. Honestly, I can’t really tell you much about what was said. What I can tell you is that 

we were both sobbing throughout that call.    

 

On this journey in grief on which I am a most unwilling traveler, the comfort and hope I 

am finding is with those who are in this hole with me… Those who say nothing, but simply 

stand with me and allow me to literally cry on their shoulder, and whose own sobs I feel and hear 

echoing mine. The cards that include a note, even if just a few words that speak Barb’s name, 

recall her presence, and speak of the sender’s own sense of loss. 

 

The comfort and hope I am finding is in the words of the 22nd Psalm that give voice to the 

pain, the groaning, the sense of being poured out, melted, dried up… Words that tell me 

that I am not in this hole alone. 

 

The comfort and hope I am finding are in the words of the 2nd chapter of Paul’s letter to 

the Philippians. Words that tell me that the God I know in Jesus is in this hole with me.  

 

* * * * * 

 

Here again these words from Psalm 22: 

 

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 

    Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning? 
 O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; 

    and by night, but find no rest. 
 Yet you are holy, 

    enthroned on the praises of Israel. 
 In you our ancestors trusted; 

    they trusted, and you delivered them. 



 To you they cried, and were saved; 

    in you they trusted, and were not put to shame. 
 Yet it was you who took me from the womb; 

    you kept me safe on my mother’s breast. 
 On you I was cast from my birth, 

    and since my mother bore me you have been my God… 

I feel forsaken. I cry. I find no rest.  

And yet, when I cry out, it is to my God, a God I have known in the past, who has been 

with me throughout my life…   
 The God who took me from the womb; 

    who kept me safe on my mother’s breast. 
 On whom I was cast from my birth… 

 

My God. Still, my God.   

 

I find hope in knowing that I am not in this hole alone, that others are with me, and that 

God is with me. And I find hope in knowing that I am not the first to experience the pain, 

the disorientation, the agony of profound loss. 

 

Loss. Darkness. And yet, glimmers of light. From those who hold light and hope for me when I 

cannot. From whose who have trod this road before me. Including many of you. 

 

While Barb’s primary ministry was in counseling, she did occasionally preach. As I grieve her 

death, I am finding comfort in reading and listening to words she offered in a variety of settings, 

including here at Birmingham First. In 2016, Barb was the preacher at the Michigan Area annual 

conference memorial service. In that sermon, Barb quoted singer songwriter Holly Near: 

 

I am open and willing,  

for to be hopeless would seem so strange.  

It dishonors those who go before us,  

so lift me up to the light of change. 2 

 

To quote a song, a hymn, that may be more familiar in this setting: 

 

O God our help in ages past, our hope for years to come,  

Our shelter from the stormy blast, and our eternal home. 

O God our help in ages past, our hope for years to come; 

Be thou our guide while life shall last, and our eternal home. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Barb died. And I am wounded. The road ahead is one that I cannot see clearly. But I am not 

alone. And I won’t be alone. Ever. 

 



Thank you to those walking this road with me. Thank you to those – many of you – who have 

walked this road ahead of me and offer witness to hope. Thanks be to God, with me, even in the 

darkness.    

 

Barb ended her sermon that she preached at that conference memorial service with these words: 

 

God’s love and grace surround us; Christ’s healing power walks with us on 

this journey. And so, we find a way through (not around or over – through). 

(We find a way through) death, grief, and loss to each other and to God 

because that’s who we are, in Christ’s name and spirit.3 

 

May it be so for me. May it be so for you. May we all continue to find our way to each other and 

to God. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 
1 The West Wing - Noël - Down in a Hole. n.d. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VM56KXM4y4c>. 
 
2 Near, Holly. “I Am Willing.” Show Up. 2006. 
 
3 Lewis-Lakin, Barbara. Finding A Way. Sermon. East Lansing Michigan: Michigan Area United Methodist Church, 

2016. 
 


