Love, Remembrance, and Death

UU Church of Akron

November 1, 2009

Pam Garn Nunn

PART 1

A little more than six years ago, I got a phone call from my friend and colleague, Karyn. “Let’s meet for lunch; she said. “I want to see how things are going for you.” As much as I wanted to see Karyn, I really didn’t want to “do” lunch. My husband had died 2 months earlier, and I was enmeshed in both grieving deeply and in the unending bureaucracy that accompanies the death of a loved one. How could I do lunch? I was overwhelmed by the thought of talking over all the difficulties with finances, death certificates, and credit hassles, while trying to maintain my composure. Because that’s usually how we think death should be handled in our culture: with composure and a stiff upper lip. Never mind that grief is a totally normal psychological and biological response to a catastrophic event in your life—never mind that it can take several years to truly recover from the death of a loved one. Americans are simply very uncomfortable with grief.  You need to “go on,” you need to “get past it,” and to build a new life.


But back to Karyn. I said yes to lunch anyway because Karyn was and is a good friend and a rare combination of earth and quintessential Jewish mothers. She’s a caring person and a listener, and she knows how to comfort people in pain. And pain was what I was in; sometimes it felt like a whole piece of me had been torn away and that the bleeding would never stop. 

So we met for lunch, and it was sad but also heart-easing. Karyn asked about how I was feeling, and she asked about the problems I was facing with banks and insurance companies. Her responses were, “That’s awful,” “That’s so unfair,” “I’m so sorry.”  They were a balm to my bruised soul. She didn’t try to solve my problems or make judgments about my emotional responses or offer any platitudes like: “It’s for the best.” or “You’ll get over it in time.” She simply offered acceptance and comfort. She knew then what I was still learning: that even though it’s very difficult to help another person grieve—that to do so is the best gift you can ever give someone. It is truly a gift of love. With Karyn, it was okay to get angry, to cry, to say how I was really feeling. And I left that lunch feeling better, not because anything was solved, but because another human being had shared and accepted my pain. “Let’s do this again next month,” she said, and we did. Every time I saw Karyn, there was acceptance of my feelings and permission to grieve. 

Six years later, I have done a great deal of healing, but it’s not something that you “get over” or ignore. I didn’t heal “cleanly.” For me (and I suspect many others) there will always be an emotional scar. Sometimes that scar hurts and makes me sad, and sometimes it makes me smile with good memories. Sometimes, I don’t notice it at all. What helped me the most in the process were friends who accepted my grief, who knew that it was a normal response that deserved validation. They knew that: if you have loved someone and lost them, you will grieve. Again, if you have loved someone and lost them, you will grieve. They understood that sometimes grief will literally grab you by the throat when you least expect it. They didn’t criticize how long it took me to grieve and begin to rework my life. They just loved me and stood by me so I could heal.

I know that I am a better friend to people in pain than I was before Gary died. But I don’t believe that it was the “purpose” for Gary’s dying—his death was just a senseless, tragic accident. Still, now I know to approach, and not pull away, from people who are expressing their grief. I know the value of listening quietly and affirming the validity of how they’re feeling. I know that healing takes a very long time. And I know that acceptance and real comfort in grief are priceless gifts. Before you can build a new life, you must heal from the loss of that old life that will never be again. Love lost, love and support shared—what better place can we find to do this work than in a church?
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I want to thank Pam Garn-Nunn for her wise and courageous words about grief and about the need we all have for love, friendship, and community. The death of a loved one wounds and scars us, and in our time of grief and sorrow, what we need most is a shoulder to lean on, not a stiff upper lip. Pam’s friend Karyn was that shoulder - a shoulder that wasn’t paralyzed by fears of not knowing what to say or of saying the wrong thing. Karyn understood Pam’s needs – the need to be heard, the need to be cared for, and the need to be loved.


As Pam pointed out, love and grief are deeply, deeply connected. In our culture of quick fixes and stiff upper lips, we often think of grief as being an emotional malady, a kind of roadblock that we must push past so that we can move on with our lives.  But grief is not a problem to be fixed or solved.  Rather, grief is a product of love – the love that connected and still connects us to those in our lives who have died.          


In many ways, I think we often misunderstand death and its relationship to love.  Death is the end of a life but it is not the end of love.  Love lives on in the hearts, in the minds, and in the souls of the living. And that’s precisely why we grieve – because love is ultimately stronger than and outlasts death. As that famous passage in the Christian scriptures states – “Love bears all things, endures all things, because love never ends.”


So where does the power and presence of love, a presence that remains with us long after death occurs- where does the persistence of love leave a grieving person?  Does the love we continue to feel for someone who has died consign us to a life of enduring sorrow and pain? In my own experience with grief, I must say that while the love I felt for those who have died certainly led me to pain and sorrow, over time it also led me to a place of comfort and healing.  And how did love do this? By guiding me along a path leading to memory – memories of joy and sorrow, memories of good times and adversity, memories of the love I felt and still feel, for the beloveds in my life who have died.


And that’s why it’s so very important to be intentional about remembering, to take the time to honor those who have died and to celebrate the love we feel for them. I believe there is a basic human need to remember, to remain connected to those who have died, and to honor those we have loved and still love. That’s why I think so many religious traditions and cultures set aside time to honor and remember the dead.  All Souls Day, Samhein, the Day of the Dead, and the many other holidays, rituals, and prayers that mark this time of year all point to the fact that people throughout history and across very diverse religions and cultures have recognized that although death marks the end of life, it is not the end of memory and of love. 


Friends, as we mark this day of remembrance and love, may the memories of your beloveds and the love that you carry in your hearts – may those memories and that love journey with you, bringing you comfort and shining a light of healing and hope on your life, on the lives of those you love, and on the world.        

Blessed Be
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