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Claire Feingold Thoryn 
Theme: “Connections” 
Homily: “Heartbreak” 

October 18, 2015 
 
 
Call to Worship: 
 
In our month of Letting Go, we let go of the long days of summer, and we embrace the dark slide 
of autumn.  
 
(Meditation adapted from words by Mark Belletini.) 
Less light. A time of rest for eyes weary of bright lights all competing for our attention. 
Less light. A time to focus carefully on things that the spotlight has missed. 
Less light. No need to squint. Eyes wide and alive. 
Less light. No need to look frantically for what we might be missing. 
Less light. A blessing to all who never quite find time to sit in the dark silence during the noisy 
summer. 
Less light. A reminder to all those who need help remembering that few paths in this life are 
clearly lit. 
Less light. A time to notice shapes and textures as well as color. 
Less light. A gift of the tilting earth. 
Less light. A blessing, a reminder, and a time of opportunity. 
Blessed is the light that wanes.  
Blessed is the time of darkness. 
 
The Unitarian Universalist flaming chalice is a light in the darkness for many, and this morning 
Susan Brefach will kindle our flame. 
 
Reading: Regret by Louis Jenkins 
 
There’s no use in regret. You can’t change anything. Your mother died unhappy with the way 
you turned out. You and your father were not on speaking terms when he died, and you left your 
wife for no good reason. Well, it’s past. You may as well regret missing out on the conquest of 
Mexico. That would have been just your kind of thing back when you were eighteen: a bunch of 
murderous Spaniards, out to destroy a culture and get rich. On the other hand, the Aztecs were no 
great shakes either. It’s hard to know whom to root for in this situation. The Aztecs thought they 
had to sacrifice lots of people to keep the sun coming up every day. And it worked. The sun rose 
every day. But it was backbreaking labor, all that sacrificing. The priests had to call in the royal 
family to help, and their neighbors, the gardener, the cooks.... You can see how this is going to 
end. You are going to have your bloody, beating heart ripped out, but you are going to have to 
stand in line, in the hot sun, for hours, waiting your turn. 
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Sermon: Heartbreak 
 
“It was backbreaking labor, all that sacrificing.” All that letting go just to see the sun rise another 
day. Sometimes at church we think we should only bring our sunny selves. That to show up, we 
have to put on a mask or build a wall to protect others from the messiness of our lives, from our 
heartbreak and sorrow.  And we can think that we are unique, that everyone else’s mask is their 
true self, and we alone are hiding our messiness.  
 
The first Sunday of our month of “Letting Go” we asked you to write down something you want 
to let go of on an index card. As I went through them, I was really moved by how profound many 
of them were, and how deeply similar.  
 
We all have a lot of stuff underneath the sunny surface. Here are a few things you want to let go 
of:  

• Envy, jealousy, certainty 
• ... projection, expectation, fear, judgement, outcomes, aging, my future, my intimate love 

relationship... 
• expecting my kids to follow my path instead of theirs 
• Disappointment my kids aren’t more like me 
• Snap judgments 
• Anger. Justified, yet toxic and counterproductive.  
• Lingering anger at and mistrust of someone 
• Anger with my father 
• wanting things/people to be better than they are. Wanting them to be how I think they 

should be 
• Let go of my expectations of how things should be and accept how things are 

 
So much heartbreak, so few words.  
 
I find it kind of comforting to know that everyone has their own private heartbreak. I’m worried 
that might be just another way of saying misery loves company, which is not exactly pastoral. 
What I mean to say is, we are not alone.  We all have something that is breaking our heart. We 
are together in this tough work of letting go of heartbreak. And heartbreak is age-old. Two years 
ago in a sermon on a similar topic, I dared to quote Phil Collins, the modern master of the 
breakup song. But long before Phil wept at his piano, Johannes was weeping at his—Johannes 
Brahms wrote the waltzes our soloists are singing this morning, using the lyrics of folk songs and 
love poetry, to soothe his heartbroken heart.  
 
Historians speculate he was inspired by his frustrated love for his friend’s wife. (Just a little 200 
year old gossip for you.) The translations of the beautiful songs we have heard today say, in part: 

Nr.7: How lovely was my life and my love; through a wall, through ten walls, my friend 
could see me. But now, however close I stand to the cold one, neither his eye nor his 
heart pay any attention. 
 
Nr.17: Don’t go walking out in the fields, light of my life, your feet would become too 
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wet. The paths and the bridges are all flooded because my eyes have been weeping so 
much. 
 

In modern day songs, that first one might be Gotye’s “Now you’re just somebody that I used to 
know” and the second might be “Cry Me a River”—either Diana Krall’s or Justin Timberlake’s 
version.  
 
What is breaking your heart right now? It could be a romantic partnership, or a friendship, or 
some other breaking point that has come between you and someone you loved. It could be you 
thought you knew someone and they really knew you—you could see each other through a wall, 
through ten walls—and then you find out something about them, a secret they kept or a belief 
they hold or something they have done and that totally turns your understanding of them on its 
head. It could be something that is part of your life and so much bigger than your life, like gun 
violence, racism, domestic abuse. Or it could be you have lost a cherished self-image, or were 
denied a longed-for goal. It could be the loss of a dream job, or the natural ending of a career. It 
could be a miscarriage or infertility, the loss of a life that could have been. 
 
 “Your mother died unhappy with the way you turned out. You and your father were not on 
speaking terms when he died, and you left your wife for no good reason.” We all get our turn to 
have our bloody, beating heart ripped out. 
 
Writer David Whyte says,  

Heartbreak is unpreventable; the natural outcome of caring for people and things over 
which we have no control, of holding in our affections those who inevitably move 
beyond our line of sight. Heartbreak begins the moment we are asked to let go but cannot, 
in other words, it colors and inhabits and magnifies each and every day; heartbreak is …a 
path that human beings follow through even the most average life. Heartbreak is an 
indication of our sincerity: in a love relationship, in a life’s work…in the attempt to shape 
a better more generous self.  
 

If we care for anyone or anything, if we have any sincerity and hopefulness, we will experience 
heartbreak. 
 
Many great religious leaders don’t have a lot to say about heartbreak. Jesus, after all, was a 
single guy, too busy changing the world to take a break for a love affair. (Unless, of course, you 
read The DaVinci Code as a non-fiction book.) 
 
In Unitarian Universalism, our sacred scripture can be found in the course of human life, not just 
in ancient books written by ancient men. And so while it may not seem very scholarly, I am a 
religious reader of advice columns. There the human experience, messy and heartbroken  
and yearning, is splashed out across the page. One of my favorite columns is called “Dear 
Sugar,” written by the author Cheryl Strayed, who recently became well-known because her 
memoir Wild was made into a movie.  
 
In one column, a woman wrote to “Sugar” describing how she was mourning and raging  
after her husband had an affair with her friend.  
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She was filled with anger and hatred, and she wanted to know how she could find forgiveness.  
 
She wrote, “Dear Sugar, I have a monster in my chest that consumes me every day. How can I 
find my way back to the joyful life I once had? How can I find one shred of peace?”  
 
In the response (of which I had to cut out all the swear words—Dear Sugar is not exactly Dear 
Abbie), Cheryl writes: 
You asked for help with forgiveness, but I don’t think that’s what you need to reach for just yet.  
You know how alcoholics who go to AA are always using that phrase one day at a time? They 
say that because to say I will never drink again is just too … much. It’s big and hard and bound 
to fail. …I suggest you forget about forgiveness for now and strive for acceptance instead. 
 
Accept that the man you love was unfaithful to you. Accept that a woman you once held in 
regard treated you with disrespect. Accept that their actions hurt you deeply. Accept that this 
experience taught you something you didn’t want to know. Accept that sorrow and strife are part 
of even a joyful life. Accept that it’s going to take a long time for you to get that monster out of 
your chest. Accept that someday what pains you now will surely pain you less....Acceptance asks 
only that you embrace what’s true.… You’re so outraged and surprised that this [awful] thing 
happened to you that there’s a piece of you that isn’t yet convinced it did.  
You’re looking for the explanation, the loop hole, the bright twist in the dark tale that reverses its 
course. Any one would be.  

 
 [Cheryl continues] It’s the reason I’ve had to narrate my own stories of injustice about seven 
thousand times, as if by raging about it once more the story will change and by the end of it I 
won’t still be the woman hanging on the end of the line. But it won’t change, for me or for you 
or for anyone who has ever been wronged, which is everyone. We are all at some point— 
and usually at many points over the course of a life—the woman hanging on the end of the line.  

 
Allow your acceptance of that to be a transformative experience. You do that by simply looking 
it square in the face and then moving on. You don’t have to move fast or far. You can go just an 
inch. You can mark your progress breath by breath. 
 
Amen, Sugar. Amen. 
 
As the poet said, There’s no use in regret. You can’t change anything. It’s past. It is 
backbreaking labor, all that sacrificing. You are going to have your bloody, beating heart ripped 
out, [and] you are going to have to stand in line, waiting your turn. 
 
The risk inherent in life is not that we will experience heartbreak. That is not a risk, that is a 
given. The risk is that in our attempts to avoid heartbreak we will start avoiding love, by 
avoiding sincerity, by avoiding reaching for a new goal, a new dream, a new friend, a new sense 
of the self.  
 
As David Whyte puts it, we think of heartbreak as something to guard against, a chasm to be 
carefully looked for and then walked around; the hope is to find a way to place our feet where 
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the elemental forces of life will keep us …from the losses that all other human beings have 
experienced without exception since the beginning of conscious time. But heartbreak may be the 
very essence of being human, of being on the journey from here to there, and of coming to care 
deeply for what we find along the way. The danger with heartbreak is that it can turn our sincere 
human need to connect, our inner softness, into something hard and bitter, or brittle and fearful. 
Many of us here are struggling with that right now. 
 
Here are a few more of the things you want to let go of, from the index cards we collected: 

• Fear 
• Anger, fear 
• Fear of uncertainty 
• fear of change 
• worry and fear 
• Worry, anticipation of difficulty 
• Insecurity, being critical and fear of failure 
• fear and shame of not feeling “enough” 
• anxiety 
• Fear of asking for help 
• Loneliness 

 
What are we afraid of? What heartbreak are we trying to avoid? Failure? Loss? Being 
uncomfortable? Learning something we never wanted to know?  
 
Those heartbreaks will come to us anyway. Heartbreak is unpreventable. The	  only	  way	  to	  
avoid	  heartbreak	  is	  to	  not	  love,	  not	  trust,	  not	  try.	  To	  be	  walled	  off,	  suspicious,	  fearful,	  
lonely.	  And	  that	  carries	  its	  own	  heartbreak.	  Living	  means	  risking	  heartbreak.	  There	  is	  both	  
freedom	  and	  community	  in	  that	  risk.	   
 
Seek freedom: 
Release the anger. Liberate yourself from fear. Discard judgements. Surrender your expectations.  
Set yourself free. You don’t have to move fast or far. You can go just an inch. You can mark 
your progress breath by breath. 
 
Seek community: 
You can show up here, messy and heartbroken. Even the Aztec priests had to call in the royal 
family for help, and their neighbors, the gardener, the cooks…it takes a lot people to bring back 
the sun. Everyone here has something they want to let go of, something that is breaking their 
heart right now. We can help each other through it.  
 
There is more love somewhere. We can keep on, til we find it. Together. Free. Ready for our 
hearts to be broken again, and again, and again, because we are not willing to stop loving. 
 
May it be so. 
 
Amen. 


