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Good Grief 
Sermon preached by Rebecca Bryan, Intern Minister 
October 27, 2013 
 

It is late one Saturday afternoon, in the dead of winter. I am the only 
chaplain in the hospital. My pager goes off and I am called to be with a family who 
is waiting the death of their 27 year old daughter, who has taken her own life. 
Climbing the stairs, I prepare myself. Praying that I may be cleared of my own 
fears, that I may be fully present and of service to this family. I come around the 
bend in the hospital hallway. The family is large and they are in a lot of pain. They 
are looking for anything, anyone to blame. They are grieving. I find myself in the 
corner talking with the bereaved father. “She was training to be a pharmacist”, he 
tells me.  

Two hours later standing together in the hospital room. The doctors 
remove the tube from their daughter’s body. Nine days she has been kept alive by 
machines, the time has come. The doctors tell them that her chest will look like it 
is still breathing, not to be alarmed. Tube removed, her chest still moving, her 
father flings himself on her body “Come on baby. Breathe. You can do it.” Her 
mother screams, wailing, cries that cut to my soul. These people know how to 
grieve. My job is nothing more than to be with them. Not an easy job. But. We are 
not meant to be alone when we grieve. 

Still, there will be times when no one is with us. We need at those times to 
find ways to bear witness to our own grief. Writing is one of the ways that we can 
do that. The following is an excerpt from a poem that I wrote about my grief after 
being at the birth of very sick child.  A birth that happened unexpectedly and far 
too early.  After blessing this child, I returned to my desk, alone, in the dark of the 
night. I knew that I had to do something. Deciding against buying a large bag of 
candy to numb my feelings and with no one there to talk to, I began to write.  

I share lines of that poem:  

They call you Baby A 

Beautiful baby boy.  

No words can describe your worth.  

Though we may wonder why and scream out in pain.  

You were welcomed from your first.  
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Breathe of life.  

Mother, still a child herself. Her love could not fix your fate.   

Your precious little body so fragile and red.  

You captured my heart with the little hat on your head.  

I love you. I thank you with all that I have. 

For giving life the very best that you had. 

  

I will never know if Baby A lived. And yet I think of that baby today with a soft 
heart, an accepting heart. I believe that is true, because I did the work. I said 
goodbye. Welcomed the grief, felt it, spoke it and released it. 

Grief is good. It is natural and it offers many gifts. And, it is not optional. 
Grief is a part of life. Learning to grieve is essential to happiness.  Ironic, isn’t it.  

Grief is a normal reaction that we all have, when the way that we are used 
to things being, changes. It is how we are wired to respond when we experience 
loss. It is in fact amazing.  

Years ago when I was going through the beginning of my own grief recovery 
work, I was talking with my then minister, Rev. Jon Luopa. I told him how scared I 
was. How it felt like these feelings would never end. What if it was a cruel joke? 
What if feeling them only gave them more power?  

“Rebecca”, He said. “Here’s the thing. We don’t get to choose which 
feelings we feel. We either feel them all, or none at all. You don’t get to just pick 
the ones you like. The degree to which you allow yourself to grieve, to hurt, is the 
degree to which you will also allow yourself to love, and to be happy. He was 
right.  

In order for grief to be good, we have move into it, let it move into us. Feel it and 
also let it go. 

 

Wasn’t it beautiful, the names of all the people that you shared as you 
came forward this morning? Behind each of those names are countless stories, 
and yes, large amounts of grief. I am glad that here at All Souls, we have this 
annual ritual, this remembrance service, to honor our dead. Those we have lost, 
this year, and any year. This is good.  
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But grief is more than death. Grief happens with every loss that we 
experience. Sociologists say that there are 14 major losses people can have in 
their lifetime. Divorce, marriage, the loss of a job, moving, among them. I believe 
that there are actually endless number of losses that we experience. Some of 
them are substantial and some might appear to be trivial. But they’re not. 
Because over time, unresolved, they weigh heavy on our hearts. I grief every time 
my husband goes away on a business trip, and I grieve every time that he returns. 
His presence or lack thereof changes how things are. I grieve as my children grow 
older, and with every holiday that passes.  

We grieve and we live and we laugh, all at the same time. 

Some of my most surprising losses and indeed some of the most difficult for 
me to make sense of have been things that no one ever told me would contain 
grief.  

For example, no one told me that becoming a parent, one of the most 
joyous occasions there is, also involves loss. I felt like the worst mother possible 
when, upon realizing the finality of this decision to become a mother, I was not 
only happy but also sad. I was grieving the fact that my younger years were over, I 
was entering adulthood in a very real way. Calling my grandmother, tears 
streaming down my face, I confessed these conflicting feelings I was having. I 
asked her if I was a bad mother for feeling this way. She did exactly what we hope 
a person would do at a time like that - She listened. She witnessed. She didn’t fix, 
cajole or advice. She held the space. I could breathe, and the fear and sadness 
transformed. Joy and pride remained.  

Grief is talked about in all of the world’s religions. Take the Christian story 
of Job.  Job, is the most upright citizen in his town. He pays his taxes, he is a good 
father, a good partner. And then all of sudden these bad things start to happen to 
him. He develops skin rashes, his children get sick. “Aren’t you angry?” asks his 
wife and friends. “Aren’t you angry at God!?” “No.” Job says. At the end of the 
story, God pulls back the veil and shows Job, just for a nanosecond, the mystery 
behind it all. Life is a mystery that we earthlings cannot, should not, the book 
says, ever fully comprehend.  

Buddhism tells the story of a woman who wanted to know why she 
suffered. She goes to the great teacher, Buddha, and asks, “Why?”” Why am I 
suffering?” He tells her to go through the village, and find one person who has not 
known suffering. Return to him with that person’s name and he would tell her the 
great secret about why she suffered. As she knocks on the door of each home, 
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she asks, “Is there someone who lives here who has not known suffering? “ “No. 
Not here. NO. Not in this house.” No, no and then again no. She returns to the 
Buddha unable to offer a single name of a person who had not suffered. His 
response, though I’m paraphrasing, was, “Go. Be with the people. Share in their 
suffering. Take comfort in knowing that this too is part of life. Find solace in 
helping another.”  

 Everyone experiences loss and everyone grieves. Every person here this 
morning, is grieving. Something, or many things. In addition to the deaths that we 
just acknowledged.  

Again, grief is what happens when the way that we are used to things being 
changes. For the good, or for the worse. Whether we chose the change, or resist 
it. 

  How do we move through grief? How do we get to receive its many gifts? 
First, we notice it, name it. Then we must accept it. Realize that it has a purpose, 
and make friends with it the best that we can. Third, we need to share it. Our 
shoulders and our spirits are not designed to carry it alone. A burden shared is a 
burden halved, the saying goes. Share it with a friend, a trusted guide, and at a 
minimum with yourself, out loud. And last, we must be willing to be transformed 
by it. That means we must, at some point, say goodbye to it.  Grief is not all of 
who we are. No matter what has happened. If we allow it to define us, then in 
essence it runs our lives.  

Recall our reading, “Your pain is the breaking of the shell that encloses your 
understanding. And could you keep your heart in wonder at the daily miracles of 
your life, your pain would not seem less wondrous than your joy.” It takes 
courage to grieve, but I promise you it is good.   We are wiser, kinder, gentler, and 
stronger because of it. 

Here at All Souls, you are welcome, and your grief is too.  

Amen and Blessed Be.   

 


