
“Good Grief” 
The Unitarian Church of Lincoln 

January 24, 2016 
“Give sorrow words; the grief that does not speak knits up the o-er 

wrought heart and bids it break.”  
― William Shakespeare, Macbeth 

Gathering of the Community 
Ringing of Bell 
Welcome and Announcements 
Prelude: “The Better Land” by O.A. Paris, 1935 

Stating Intent 
Chalice Lighting: by G. Woods

	 Read by KK Munson

Opening words: from William F. Schulz

	 Read by Gretchen Woods 
Hymn: #336 “All My Memories of Love”


Time for all ages 
Story: “All I See Is Part of Me”

Children’s Song: #392 “Hineh Mah Tov”


Deepening 
Reading: “Bowls of Grief” by KK Munson

Musical Interlude: “Idumea” 


by Ananias Davisson, 1816 
Sermon: “Good Grief”

Offering and Offertory: “Ninety-Fifth” 


by Issac Watts, 1707 

Returning to Community: the work of the people 
Sharing of Joys and Sorrows 
Meditation 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/947.William_Shakespeare
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1896522


Integration and Release 
Musical Meditation: “Hallelujah,” 


Words by Charles Wesley, 1759; 

Music by William Walker, 1835 

Closing Hymn: #412 “Let Hope and Love”

Closing Words: from Annie Lamott


Stating Intent 
Chalice Lighting: by G. Woods


Sometimes our world becomes dark with grief and loss.

We may find no light for our weary souls.

At times like this, our religious community kindles a flame

To light our way forward, to warm our chilled being,

So that we may know we do not walk the path of grief

Alone.


Opening words: from William F. Schulz


Come into this place of peace

and let its silence heal your spirit;

Come into this place of memory

and let its history warm you soul;

Come into this place of prophecy and power

and let its vision change your heart.


Hymn: #336 “All My Memories of Love”


Time for all ages 



Story: “All I See Is Part of Me”

Children’s Song: #392 “Hineh Mah Tov”


Deepening 
Reading: “Bowls of Grief” by KK Munson

My father died last July, with Alzheimer’s. My mother 

cared for him at home all through the long, slow 20 year 
slide of his illness, and for the last 6 1/2 years of it, I joined 
her. 


Alzheimer’s is a disease of loss. Every illness and 
disability is. But with Alzheimer’s, it’s over and over again. 
Loss of brain cells, leaving empty holes in the brain in a 
specific pattern, starting in the center and spiraling out into 
more and more areas. Therefore loss of brain function, first 
one ability and then another. By the end, my father was not 
only having problems finding the words to express himself, 
he was having a great deal of difficulty understanding 
language, too. Even just getting his attention was hard. 


Each ability lost is an occasion for surprise and for 
grief. Another piece of the person you know has now 
slipped away. That part of who they are, or rather, who they 
were, is now gone. And dammit, that also means more work 
for you. 


So my mother and I were in near continuous grief, grief 
over his losses and grief over yet more responsibilities for 
us. We would sit up at night after my dad had gone to bed—
until he stopped going to bed—comparing notes to find out 
what had been lost today. And commiserating together. It 
didn’t take too long to learn that too much commiserating 
got in the way of dealing with the new normal. 


But it was still important to share our experiences of 
loss, to acknowledge them. And we missed the man that 
was. And we had a lot of current needs to deal with. We had 
to let go, pick ourselves up and move on. 




There was—is—one sadness we never did let go of. 
My father created the most amazing art, the marriage of 
great knowledge and skill with great imagination. He lost all 
of that. Near the end, he was compulsively picking up and 
bringing in sticks and smoothing them off, sawing and filing, 
for firewood, he said. We were glad, because it gave him 
something to do, something meaningful to him and on his 
own initiative. But we were very aware of the difference 
between this and this. [show] 


His helpers, who hadn’t known him when he was still 
creating art, could of course see the difference. But they 
weren’t attached to his past skill, and could better 
appreciate the humor in his stealing sticks from neighbors’ 
yards. Those helpers are wonderful, caring people who 
loved him and miss him. But when they were telling stick 
stories, their eyes didn't sting with tears over the loss of 
who he had been, as an artist, as ours did. 

Musical Interlude: 
Sermon: “Good Grief”


What a powerful set of observations about grief by one 

of your own! Thank you, KK. Grief truly does amazing things 

to people. Despite the pain, it opens us in ways unforeseen 

and unimaginable.


	 Let me begin with a story from my own life:


When I was eighteen years old and a freshman in college, 

my maternal grandfather, who had been very important 

during my childhood, was diagnosed with inoperable, 



terminal cancer shortly before Thanksgiving. I was able to 

be home from college through most of his rapid decline. He 

died before the New Year. Contrary to custom at that time 

(Hospices did not exist that we knew.), my grandmother was 

allowed to take him home to die, and I helped her some 

during his dying. I remember great confusion in my own 

feelings, and the experience had lasting impact on my life. I 

was immersed in grief, but unaware of its toll on me.


	 No one among us can get through life without some 

loss that brings us grief. Even if we live in isolation, we make 

some connection that is important to us, and which will, in 

time, be broken. For better or for worse, grief over loss is 

part of life – and the religious process. F. Forrester Church  

told us that religion is the response of human beings to the 

fact of being alive and knowing they will die. I would add 

that religion should help us to make sense of, not only our 

own death, but also the deaths and losses we experience 



throughout out lives, so that we may eventually experience 

“good grief.”


	 This is a powerful issue for me personally, not only 

because my grandfather died at home, but also because I 

discovered during my Clinical Pastoral Education that most 

people have unfinished grief work haunting their lives. I 

served as a chaplain in an orthopedic wing where people 

endured longer hospital stays. I felt that would be closer to 

what I would experience as a parish minister. I would be 

able to relate to patients over longer periods of time. After 

addressing the presenting problem that hospitalized them 

and the usual difficulties of being hospitalized (loss of 

privacy, loss of autonomy, etc.), invariably the next issue 

that surfaced was unfinished grief. 


I was astonished at how few of the patients I met had 

reached acceptance of their loss, though they may have 

been many years past the event. Few of them had actually 

experienced “good grief.” Today, I offer reflections on the 



causes of grief and the stages through which we generally 

proceed, so that we may come closer to knowing “good 

grief.”


First, though, I often find it helpful to expand our 

comprehension of the causes of grief. While the most 

obvious cause for grief acknowledged in our culture is the 

death of a loved one, there are many other losses that 

cause grief. Divorce is a significant cause of grief, as is loss 

of employment, moving from one area to another, illness 

and/or loss of physical capacity, loss of trust through 

betrayal, change of schools, retirement – just to name a few.


Grief is linked to separation anxiety. Therefore it can 

also arise from positive changes in one’s life, such as 

reaching a major goal or getting a better job. Despite the 

positive aspects of such a change, we may also experience 

a sense of loss that creates grief symptoms that often go 

unnoticed or unacknowledged. I once counseled a Ph.D. 

candidate who couldn’t figure out why she couldn’t finish 



her dissertation. When I wondered aloud about grief and 

fear of the changes that completion would bring, the insight 

enabled her to finish with flying colors. The point being that 

any loss that has emotional impact on one’s life may cause 

grief and a need to engage grief work.


What are the stages of grief work? Most of us are 

somewhat acquainted with the answers of Elizabeth Kubler-

Ross from her work in the 1980’s. To her studies, I add the 

pioneering work of Erich Lindemann, who, from the 1940’s 

through the 1960’s, conceived the following stages: shock, 

denial, preoccupation with the loss, guilt, anger/hostility, 

dislocation of behavior patterns and, if all are addressed, 

acceptance.


According to Lindemann, shock may not be properly 

identified, for a person may appear to be functioning. In 

fact, people in grief shock may seem to be doing 

remarkably well: making decisions and arrangements, 

planning a memorial service, caring for the rest of the family 



and friends. Since our society values this functional 

response, it is encouraged and rewarded. Still shock may 

last ten days to two weeks, at a minimum. The problem is 

that the funeral or Memorial Service is often rushed through 

during the stage of shock, and its value to the whole grief 

process is lost. I strongly recommend that a memorial 

service take place at least a week after a death, so that the 

initial shock may have eased a bit, and the service may 

better aid the grief work.


The stage of denial takes different forms. One is simply 

denying the loss. The bereaved still looks for the person at 

meals or other traditional times of contact. He or she may 

believe they see the deceased on the street or in their home. 

Another form of denial is denial of the depth at which the 

loss is felt. “Oh, I am doing fine. Yes, she’s dead, and I’m 

going on with life.” This seems to be especially common 

among Unitarian Universalists who feel they should be able 

to handle anything that happens in their lives. While, in 



some cases, this may be true, especially after a long-

delayed divorce or a long illness of the deceased, more 

often the person is going to go through the stages of grief, 

despite their protestations. I shall never forget a 

performance artist who noted, while describing a 

particularly tragic cause of grief, “There are times when it is 

inappropriate to cope!”


Preoccupation with the loss takes many forms also: 

including obsessing about the loss to the point of being 

unable to think of anything else, wearing the clothes of the 

person, assuming characteristics of the deceased, directing 

one’s attention toward places where one usually saw the 

beloved, and even calling out for him or her (Walker and 

Lattanzi, Understanding Grief and Loss. Pp 4 – 6.). These 

are natural, but may cause the bereaved to wonder if she or 

he is going crazy. Of course, observing intensity and 

duration of this stage for possible pathology is useful, but 

often it is simply the normal passage of grief.




It is also normal to feel guilt while grieving. This usually 

is guilt over not having said or done something for the 

deceased while he or she was living that one now no longer 

has the option to do. Sometimes it is guilt over having been 

harsh or hard on someone shortly before she or he died. 

Sometimes it is over a pattern of behavior between the 

bereaved and the deceased that cannot now be changed. 

All these are parts of natural grief.


Probably the most difficult aspect of grief for Unitarian 

Universalists is anger or hostility. Many of us have been 

taught that anger is unacceptable in any case (“After all, 

anger is not rational! – except when it really is.), and it is 

especially unacceptable when it arises over something now 

lost forever. Yet, it is perfectly normal to be angry at a loss, 

at the lost person, and/or at God for letting the loss happen. 

Anger often leads to a crisis of faith, be we theist, naturalist, 

or humanist, because we have not been given the tools to 

release anger without hurting our selves or others. Anger is 



an important part of “good grief” and may offer us an 

opportunity to develop such tools, learning to release anger 

in ways that are not counterproductive to relationship.


Dislocation of behavior patterns may include 

hyperactivity, disorganization, and depression. I know a 

respected minister whose beloved wife of many years died. 

About six months later, he took a vacation trip with a woman 

of questionable integrity. While most of his congregation 

thought he had taken leave of his senses, it appeared to me 

that his grief led to a dislocation of his normal behavior. I 

just hope neither he, nor the woman, nor the congregation 

was terribly hurt by the incident, which passed quickly.


Grief can cause us to do strange things. We need to 

know this, even as we need to know that the stages of grief 

do not pass in orderly fashion. We may find ourselves 

jumping from one stage to another in quick succession, in 

no particular order, or remaining stuck in one stage for a 

long time.




Still, if one is willing to do the hard work of grief, 

moving through the stages as they arrive and working with 

them honestly, one can come to acceptance of the loss. Dr. 

Lindemann notes that three elements are present in 

successful grief work: 1) emancipation from bondage to the 

deceased, 2) readjustment to the environment from which 

the deceased is now missing, and 3) formation of new 

relationships (as quoted by William L. Nute, Jr., in “The Cup 

of Mithradites,” in Death and Ministry: Pastoral Care of the 

Dying and the Bereaved. P. 83.) Lindemann offers a 

wonderful image of a “resurrection” of the loss within the 

bereaved person, so that the lost lives on within the 

bereaved, but the bereaved also has the possibility for other 

rich relationships.


For a bereaved person to come to acceptance, 

however, there is a long period of real “grief work.” 

Unfortunately, Western society expects that, almost as soon 

as one has experienced a loss, one should begin to come 



back up from the depths of grief. In fact, after a serious loss, 

a person continues to grieve ever more deeply for six 

months to as long as a year and a half. This reality is rarely 

acknowledged and may also cause the bereaved to wonder 

if she or he is going crazy. Not so! They are simply 

experiencing the real “work” of grief, which includes dealing 

with memories, sharing feelings, working through fears, 

verbalizing guilt, formulating a new relationship to your loss, 

and finding resources for new behavior patterns and new 

relationships. 


During this period of grief work, previous losses and 

old conflicts may also resurface and need to be worked 

through. One may find one’s self working not only the 

present grief, but past grief as well. This may be confusing 

at first, but all of it provides an opportunity for powerful 

personal growth. If a person is willing and able to stay with 

the work  - and work it is, make no mistake about that - 



there are rich possibilities for creating a whole new way of 

being!


As Unitarian Universalists who care for each other, we 

are called to help facilitate this work for one another. How 

do we do that? 


First, we need to be clear in ourselves about our own 

boundaries and needs, so that we don’t get lost in the grief 

of the other person. Unless we are clear, we may drown in 

our own unfinished grief without even realizing it, and 

become confused and less than helpful. Some of us have  

too much unfinished grief to be effective with that of 

another. We need to acknowledge and accept that reality, 

referring the bereaved to another with greater skills and 

resources at the time. 


Mostly, we need to hold fast to the reality that every 

human being has now, has had, or will have grief as part of 

his or her life process. It is inescapable on the human 



journey through life. Let us be patient, respectful, and 

compassionate with one another through our grief.


Perhaps the wisest counsel comes from Mary Oliver 

when she writes:


To live in this world

you must be able

to do three things:


To love what is mortal;

to hold it

against your bones knowing

your own life depends on it;


And, when the time comes to let is go,

to let it go.


May we do our grief work well, so that we achieve 

“Good grief,” with respect, with responsibility, and with 

relish for the process.


So Be It! Blessed Be!	 


Offering and Offertory: 

Returning to Community: the work of the people 
Sharing of Joys and Sorrows 
Meditation 

Integration and Release 
Musical Meditation 



Closing Hymn: #412 “Let Hope and Love”

Closing Words: from Annie Lamott


“You will lose someone you can’t live without, and your 
heart will be badly broken, and the bad news is that you 
never completely get over the loss of your beloved. But this 
is also the good news. They live forever in your broken heart 
that doesn’t seal back up. And you come through. It’s like 
having a broken leg that never heals perfectly—that still 
hurts when the weather gets cold, but you learn to dance 
with the limp.”  


