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Even as we seek hope and resilience, we are living with grief.  

The names of those lost, listed in the New York Times today, remind us 

of the humanity behind the numbers. Remind us of the people we are 

trying to protect with our social distancing.  

Revolutionary Love activist Valarie Kaur wrote recently, 

“…with grief, there is no fixing it, only bearing it. And even in this time 

of physical distancing, we can find ways to bear it together.” 

Since I can’t read all the names of those lost, I will call us to worship 

with a poet’s response to loss. Billy Collins wrote this poem in the wake 

of 9/11, it is titled, “The Names.” 

 

 

 “The Names” by Billy Collins 

Yesterday, I lay awake in the palm of the night. 

A fine rain stole in, unhelped by any breeze, 

And when I saw the silver glaze on the windows, 

I started with A, with Ackerman, as it happened, 

Then Baxter and Calabro, 

Davis and Eberling, names falling into place 

As droplets fell through the dark. 

Names printed on the ceiling of the night. 

Names slipping around a watery bend. 

Twenty-six willows on the banks of a stream. 



In the morning, I walked out barefoot 

Among thousands of flowers 

Heavy with dew like the eyes of tears, 

And each had a name -- 

Fiori inscribed on a yellow petal 

Then Gonzalez and Han, Ishikawa and Jenkins. 

Names written in the air 

And stitched into the cloth of the day. 

A name under a photograph taped to a mailbox. 

Monogram on a torn shirt, 

I see you spelled out on storefront windows 

And on the bright unfurled awnings of this city. 

I say the syllables as I turn a corner -- 

Kelly and Lee, 

Medina, Nardella, and O'Connor. 

When I peer into the woods, 

I see a thick tangle where letters are hidden 

As in a puzzle concocted for children. 

Parker and Quigley in the twigs of an ash, 

Rizzo, Schubert, Torres, and Upton, 

Secrets in the boughs of an ancient maple. 

Names written in the pale sky. 

Names rising in the updraft amid buildings. 

Names silent in stone 

Or cried out behind a door. 

Names blown over the earth and out to sea. 

In the evening -- weakening light, the last swallows. 

A boy on a lake lifts his oars. 

A woman by a window puts a match to a candle, 

And the names are outlined on the rose clouds -- 



Vanacore and Wallace, 

(let X stand, if it can, for the ones unfound) 

Then Young and Ziminsky, the final jolt of Z. 

Names etched on the head of a pin. 

One name spanning a bridge, another undergoing a tunnel. 

A blue name needled into the skin. 

Names of citizens, workers, mothers and fathers, 

The bright-eyed daughter, the quick son. 

Alphabet of names in green rows in a field. 

Names in the small tracks of birds. 

Names lifted from a hat 

Or balanced on the tip of the tongue. 

Names wheeled into the dim warehouse of memory. 

So many names, there is barely room on the walls of the heart. 

 

Let us bear our sorrows, and share our joys, together. Let us worship.  

 

Prayer – Claire 

William Blake told us 

Joy & Woe are woven fine 

A Clothing for the soul divine 

Under every grief & pine 

Runs a joy with silken twine 

It is right it should be so 

Man was made for Joy & Woe. 

Loving God, 

In our joy and in our sorrow, in our grief and in our hope, be with us.  

Help us to truly feel our joys.  

Help us feel the lift inside our bodies, help our eyes open,  

our mouths smile, our hearts beat with true happiness.  



Help us discard any entitlement or resentment and find each joy,  

large and small, an undeserved miracle. 

Help us hold our joys up to the light and revel in their beauty.   

Spirit, help us to truly feel our grief.  

Be with all those who have lost a loved one. 

May their memory be a blessing. 

Give us the strength to carry grief’s fluctuating weight. 

Help us discard any denial or blame and find that grief,  

large and small, comes with its own gratitude.  

May our grief remind us of all we are connected to,  

and that love and loss belong to us us all.  

Spirit, in our prayers we lift up those most hurting in this time.  

Through systemic racism and oppression, some are insulated from 

suffering, and many are not.  

Even as we honor all our joys and all our grief,  

may we find that our joys are magnified  

and our grief alleviated  

when we care for the most vulnerable in our world.  

And may joy and woe clothe all our souls divine. 

Amen.  

 

Reading – Community Poem 

Inspired from a piece on NPR.  

 

What I’m learning about grief... 

Grief is a tangled knot, in my body, in my heart, in my soul.  

I must carefully tease it apart, one strand at a time.  

Grief lives in my body, bindweed tendrils wrapped around my spine and 

nervous system, white trumpet-flowered vines twining counter-

clockwise, climbing upwards, seeking light. 



What I’m learning about grief is it can slam you in the gut, create a dull 

ache in your lower back, or a general feeling of offness.  

Is that it encircles your heart and makes it pound relentlessly when you 

awake  

Grief suffocates your breath and all your words get choked off 

 

What I’m learning about grief is that it can be overwhelming and filled 

with heartache at times, like waves crashing, and then surprisingly, 

subsiding. 

Grief is sometimes a boulder and at other times a stream with both 

branches and beauty.   

It can be white hot or a shade of gray. 

 

What I am learning about grief is that it is numbing  

And that it too wants to be free and flow towards compassion, and that it 

takes courage to feel the oh so painful tenderness as it moves. 

 

What I am learning about grief is that it is raw and tender and 

unpredictable. 

 

What I am learning about grief is that it isn’t only about death. 

 

Grief comes at 3 a.m. like bad news and shakes me awake and shows me 

a long list of beloved people lost recently and long ago 

 

sometimes it is gentle and wrapped in good memories 

sometimes it’s a gut punch that leaves me breathless and nauseated  

 

Grief is the loss of things that haven’t happened yet and won’t. 



Grief taught me what forever means. 

 

Grief is illusive 

I thought I had mourned you; why are you here, now? 

Grief is change 

it will simply never be the same 

 

What I’m learning about grief is that my pain and suffering can look and 

feel so different from yours; suffering is suffering. 

 

Grief is the inescapable corollary of love, beginning with our first howl. 

Grief teaches me 

that without love 

loss is an empty space 

the deeper the love 

the deeper the grief. 

 

Grief makes life more real: 

when I find it in the cracks  

between moments  

in this long soft spring  

when I smell the wild apples. 

 

What I’m learning about grief is that sometimes it comes on slowly and 

catches you by surprise. 

 

Even when I am free from it, the sounds of others wailing haunts me. 

 

 

 



Homily – What I’m learning about grief 

 

On my sabbatical walk with the poet David Whyte, he said something I 

wrote down and have pondered often this month. He said that “ritual is 

what we have built up to ensure we won’t die.”  

We greet the sun, we greet each other, we mark milestones,  

we have special objects and special arrangements for those objects,  

we have special words, places, behaviors,  

all rituals built up to ensure we won’t die.  

 

Every human, spiritual or secular, religious or cynical,  

has some form of ritual in our lives.  

Rituals can be elaborate or simple— 

elaborate as the decorations and ancient words used in a Greek Orthodox 

wedding,  

or as simple as what direction to lay your prayer mat in the Muslim faith.  

As elaborate as the ritual of graduation—everyone’s name spoken, a 

walk taken, honorific speeches,  

or as simple as sealing the envelope on a final payment on a debt and 

walking it to the mailbox.  

With rituals, we set aside time from ordinary time and we say, this 

action matters.  

We will remember this. 

 

Back when I settled on Ritual as a worship theme, I chose it for May 

because our community has so many rituals in May, both in worship and 

outside of worship, from Flower Communion to the annual Cape Cod 

weekend, rituals that can’t happen in the way we are accustomed.  

And in my work officiating rites of passage, I have done one funeral and 

I’m planning two weddings with this new reality we are living in. There 



is grief in losing our beloved rituals, and the grief is both personal and 

existential. 

 

Author and Lutheran minister Nadia Bolz-Weber shared something she 

learned about letting go of false optimism and accepting grief. She 

learned from US Navy Admiral James Stockdale, who spent 8 years as a 

Prisoner of War in Vietnam, and from Damian Echols, who spent 18 

years on death row for a crime he did not commit: 

 

Bolz Weber points out, “Obviously stay at home orders and social 

distancing and the cancelling of events is not even remotely close to 

prison. But those who have grown as people and not devolved as people 

during incarceration might just have some helpful wisdom for us right 

now.” 

 

US Navy Admiral James Stockdale  

survived 8 years as a POW. When asked who of his fellow 

prisoners struggled to make it out alive he replied,  

 

“The optimists. Oh, they were the ones who said, ‘We’re going to 

be out by Christmas.’ And Christmas would come, and Christmas 

would go. Then they’d say, ‘We’re going to be out by Easter.’ And 

Easter would come, and Easter would go. And then Thanksgiving, 

and then it would be Christmas again. And they died of a broken 

heart….” 

 

So the “Stockdale Paradox” is the ability to hold two opposing but 

equally true things at once: 

You must have faith that you will prevail in the end 



And at the same time you must confront the brutal facts of your 

current reality. 

 

Faith that you will prevail in the end 

While confronting the facts of reality. 

 

Damien Echols is one of the West Memphis 3 about whom the 

documentary series Paradise Lost was based.  

As an 18 year old he was wrongfully convicted of murder. 

He was interviewed by Jason Flom who asked what wisdom 

Damien might offer as someone who spent half his life on death 

row before being freed. Echols said: 

 

 “The #1 thing that helped me stay sane was figuring out that I 

could not live for the future.” 

… 

“What it came down to for me [in prison] was having to create a 

life for myself, not making myself insane constantly wondering 

when is this going to be over?... 

 

Whether it’s news about the pandemic, or your possible upcoming 

execution date, you can’t sit around dwelling on that stuff or you 

are going to stew in fear and misery.” 

 

“With grief, there is no fixing it, only bearing it.” 

We will bear it together.  

Grief teaches us what forever means. 

The deeper the love, the deeper the grief. 

Grief makes life more real. 

Joy & Woe are woven fine 
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A Clothing for the soul divine 

Under every grief & pine 

Runs a joy with silken twine 

It is right it should be so 

Man was made for Joy & Woe. 

I pray we live within this paradox,  

That we wrap ourselves steadfast in this finely woven cloth of joy and 

woe. 

I pray we turns our faces toward the pain of reality. 

Even as we have faith that we will prevail in the end. 

May it be so. 

Amen. 

  

Benediction 

And now in our comings and our goings, 

May the light of Love shine upon us, 

out from within us, 

be gracious unto us, 

and give us peace. 

For this is the day we are given; 

Let us rejoice and be glad in it. 

Amen. 

 

 

 


