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Reading/Story: Ghost Wings  by Barbara M. Joosse 

 

Reflection:  “We Remember” 

 

I discovered grief when I was 9 years old.  I knew before then that all living 

things die, and that we miss the ones we love, but I didn’t really know.  Nearly 

half a century later, I still remember the exact moment when death and grief 

stopped being just in my head, and first found their way into my body. 

 

It was a book.  Little Women.  If you haven’t read it or seen the movie - spoiler 

alert for the next few seconds.  Beth, the sister who became ill as a teenager, 

and died a few years later.  Now, I thought Beth was somewhat oppressively 

saintly, but still, she was alive for me.  And with her death, it suddenly hit me.  

Everyone I know and care about will die, and some will be way too soon.  In 

that moment, even before personal experience of great loss, I knew.  My 

body knew.  I was grieving.   

 

It probably won’t surprise you that my grief, rooted in a fictional character, 

didn’t inspire a lot of sympathy.   There are some pretty set ideas about when 

and how grief is supposed to happen, and there’s a tendency to discount 

certain grief - it was just a pet, just a distant relative, a long time ago, or it 

hasn’t even happened yet.   But grief doesn’t follow anybody’s rules.    

 

And yet, you know what it feels like when grief takes up residence in your 

body.  Because we all grieve.  We grieve those we have lost, people we 

loved, people who chased away our monsters… who helped shape our lives, 

whose songs we still hear. 

 

Grief today is exacerbated, perhaps even overwhelmed, by the overarching 

grief of our context.  There have been many deaths this year - mostly without 

a chance to gather and say goodbye together.  And other losses: 

relationships, opportunities, health, financial, a sense of safety .... Many have 

lost some faith in this country, our fellow citizens, and our ability to pass a 

livable planet and a more just world to future generations.  All these losses 

have come so fast, one on top of the other, with no end in sight, there hasn’t 

been time for, or much attention to, grieving.  Some, maybe all, of this is in 

each of our bodies, right now, along with the people whose names are in our 

hearts and perhaps spoken here today. 
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What are we to do with all this grief? 

 

New Englanders have a reputation for not dwelling on hard things.  You may 

be one of the exceptions, but for many of us there is a tendency to decide 

we’re over it and move on.  But, we don’t get over our deep losses.  We carry 

them with us.  Although the quality of grief changes over time, we don’t put 

our pain behind us.  

 

What we can do is “make it sacred.” 

 

“Making the pain sacred” is the language of Serene Jones, President of Union 

Theological Seminary and very wise person.  She makes a distinction between 

grief and the healing process of mourning.  Grief, she says, is “a place of sheer 

loss,” an “eternal present” where we can become locked in.  But grief can 

become mourning - a place where we acknowledge the loss, we know that it 

cannot be fixed, and yet we “make sacred the pain so that the rest of [our] 

life is transformed by it. [Mourning],” she says, “allows the possibility of a 

future.”1 

 

My 9-year-old self found her way into that eternal present of sheer loss.  Not 

that I had those words, or any words, to describe it.  But my body knew.  

Perhaps yours does, too.  I’ve been to that hard place many times since then.   

Sometimes, from that place, a future has emerged, a life transformed, pain 

made sacred. 

 

I want to be careful here, because we’re bumping up against big questions 

about the meaning of suffering.  Many do find comfort and meaning in a 

belief that pain comes into our lives for a reason - to punish or test us, or to 

teach us something, or to bring about a greater good.  That’s not where I’m 

coming from.  I do not believe that there is wider purpose or something 

inherently beneficial about suffering, including grief.  I do believe that with 

suffering can come opportunities for learning and growth, even 

transformation.   

 

The transformation, when it comes, can be subtle - hard even to notice in 

ourselves.  For me, it has at times felt like a softening, a bodily remembering of 

interconnection, the experience of a love that is big enough to hold the loss.   

 

Or the transformation can be obvious to everyone:  Parkland students who 

became gun reform activists; grieving parents who create and lead 

organizations that work for peace and justice. 

 

 
1 Serene Jones, On Being, Dec. 5, 2019,  https://onbeing.org/programs/serene-jones-on-grace/ 
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And there’s a lot of space in between.  My Aunt Pat died 15 years ago.  She 

was, for a while, a Catholic nun, and after that devoted her life to teaching 

music and helping others live into their talents through the arts and debate.  

And she was good company - she and I once drove 1300 miles together in a 

chevy vega (a deservedly short-lived car that some of you might remember) - 

she was undeterred by the fact that she didn’t actually know how to drive a 

stick shift.  It was after her death that her life and her loss changed me - this 

was part of what led me to leave my law career and begin the path that has 

wound its way to ministry.  Wherever I live now, her picture hangs above the 

desk where I write - a reminder of her ongoing sacred place in my memory 

and my life. 

 

Our task is not to avoid grief, or to get over it, but to make it sacred, moving 

into a future in which we allow it to transform us. 

 

There is no timeline for this work, and it’s certainly not a linear process.  Like the 

despair that Rev Carolyn spoke about last week, grief is sneaky -  we can 

make a return visit to that eternal present of sheer loss when we least expect 

it.  Some of this is out of our control (a matter of grace, some would say).  But 

not all of it.  There is something we can do.  We can remember. 

 

Not just as a fleeting thought, but intentional, grateful, deep remembering, 

with our bodies.  Like the child in our story - remembering through her 

community’s embodied practices of tending gravesites, visiting places where 

those who have died feel closer, telling their stories, singing their songs. 

 

As we’re doing today, in this communion of memory - speaking names, 

lighting candles, holding one another’s pain, even laughing and crying. This 

practice of remembering - together - keeps present those we have lost and 

sustains us spiritually.  Not so we can get over grief, but so we might make it 

sacred. 

  

At All Souls, there’s a tradition of this service of remembrance transitioning into 

a children’s Halloween costume party, right in the sanctuary, worship 

blending seamlessly into Halloween.  When I first heard about this last year, I 

thought it was a little odd, but I soon realized how wrong I was.  This practice is 

a reminder that our remembering together carries us into a future, and that 

future refuses to be cowed by the pain of being human.   

 

As with many things right now, the party is on hold.  But there will be photos of 

young people in their costumes to share with you next Sunday.  And in future 

years, for this service and Halloween, we’ll all be back in Unity Hall. 
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In the meantime, let us remember, intentionally and deeply, those we have 

lost.  Here in this community, may we always know that we do not grieve 

alone.  And as we grieve, may we be transformed in ways subtle and perhaps 

radical, offering healing to ourselves and this hurting world, making sacred the 

pain. 

 

May it be so. 

 

Amen 

 


