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1f you weep alone,
you may drown In griel.

1 you do not weep,
yvou may become hard,

So weep with Jesus
and find comfort and hope!



Introduction

1987-1994. Within this period of seven years my mother died, my
son committed suicide, and I lost my father, my husband, and my god-
parents. Happily there remained my twin daughters, also grieving, their
spouses, and numerous grandchildren. In my own life, these events en-
compassed my fiftieth through fifty-seventh birthdays.

The greatest anguish came with the death of our son. Born when my
husband was fifty-four and our twin-daughters were 8 years old, with
three miscarriages in between, Charlie’s very existence seemed like a
miracle. If love i1s measured by affectionate attention, no child could
have been more loved. After his death, I would learn from psychothera-
pists, that few suicidal teen-agers were sufferers from neglect or abuse.

Charlie was nineteen when, in a state of depression, he cast himself
off a bridge toward the Pacific Ocean. It seemed that the tears of my
husband and myself would never cease.

Fach death 1s as different as the relationship on earth that is lost.
Some deaths, especially those that come after long illness, bring release.
After some deaths there is a strong sense of the helping presence of the
one who passed on to another life. What joy this brings! Some deaths
bring acute pain; others dull and grey misery.

Expressions of grief also vary greatly from culture to culture. In
many societies death is followed by loud public wailing, sometimes over
a long and specified period of time. In others tears after the first few
weeks are a cause of embarrassment to others. But even if the pain 1s
mward, it is surely grief. Some prefer to avoid the word “death,” and
substitute “passed away,” “went home,” or “went to the Lord.” An amus-
ing way of talking about a dead person I found in an old Irish practice of
describing the dead person this way: “he (she) got away from us!”

Opver the years emotions concerning loss undergo subtle shifts. For
example, in the case a spouse where there has been as much storm as
peace, for a certain amount of time the death of one could bring fresh
energy to the one left behind. After a time, though, along with the wel-
come absence of the bad, there could come a grey sense of all that is
missing of the good that spouse brought to the relationship. The pain of
loss in the case of such uneasy marriages, instead of being acute could be
a depressed sense of being shook up and insecure.

Feelings after a death could combine pathos and humor. For in-
stance, a few months after my husband’s death I kept a dental appoint-
ment. Always an ordeal for such a pain intolerant person as I am, I was
brought almost to tears by the touch of the dentist’s hand on my face as
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he injected the local anesthetic! Many people had hugged me since 1
became a widow, but none had touched my face as a husband would do.

From my own experience of bereavement and observation of others
mn pain over death, I came to the conclusion I placed on the first page of
Weeping with Jesus: the Journey from Grief to Hope. If we weep alone,
we may drown in grief. If we repress grief, we can become hard of heart.
But if we weep with Jesus then we can receive comfort and hope. Over a
period of time we can better understand why, after the Fall, God permit-
ted death. Hiding in the wounded heart of Jesus we will come to accept
the deaths of loved ones as something that weans us from this world,
making us more ardently desire eternal life. We will understand that
Jesus truly is what He said he was: “the way, and the truth, and the life.”
(John 14:6)

My sub-title, “the journey from grief to hope,” does not mean that
grief from the death of a dearly beloved person ever entirely ends.
Rather, with the help of God’s grace, the gradual increase of hope for
reunion in eternity makes the grief more bearable.

Of course, since my season of losses, I have met grievers with quite
different kinds of losses: still-born babies, sudden death syndrome, acci-
dental death of children, unexpected “early” deaths of siblings, grief for
the aborted (footnote Rachel’s Vineyard www.rachelsvineyard.org) There
1s no way I can describe the deaths I did not experience myself with the
same accuracy and breadth of detail as those that were mine. I believe,
though, that the insights into grieving that came from the deaths in my
own life will be meaningful to you even if the one that causes you the
most misery is not in prominence.

In the past the word grief was used only to describe the sorrow of
loss through death. Nowadays pain coming from other kinds of losses
such as rejection and divorce are also seen to mvolve grieving. Even
though Weeping with Jesus is not designed to help with such forms of
grief, what you read could help you encounter the personal love of Jesus
for you 1n any kind of heartbreak.

‘When Patty Mitchell, an editor of Word Among Us asked me to
write a book for the grieving, it seemed like a heavy but do-able project.
Working on Weeping with Jesus has made me even more aware than
before of how much Jesus wishes to be our consoler and hope at these
crises of the heart. If your grief is raw and overwhelming, perhaps it
would help you to read a few sayings right now that I have found the
most helpful:

“You will never feel better until you know in your heart that your
loved one 1s with Jesus in a better place.”

“Would you prefer that the one who died had never lived so you
would be spared this grief?”
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“Would you rather be so cold that you would not have to grieve?”

“No one ever came to Christ unless his heart was broken.”

“You cannot escape the anguish of loss, but with Jesus’ love, you
can survive it.”

“Never picture those who died alone and floating in space - always
picture them with the arms of Jesus around them.”

At the end of each chapter I will include questions for personal re-
flection or group sharing. This will help you open yourself to the Holy
Spirit to lead you on your journey.

My prayer as I close this introduction:

“Jesus, you who wept for Lazarus and at those death Mother Mary
shed the purest tears, may every griever receive comfort and hope from
reading book.”

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Fa-
ther of mercies and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our
affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any afflic-
tion, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.
For as we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ we
share abundantly in comfort too.” (2 Corinthians 1:3)

For Personal Reflection and Group Sharing:

e  Can you recall the first death that you knew about? What were the
reactions of those around you? What were yours?

e Write down the names of those whose deaths you grieved.

e Were you able to meet Jesus in those times of grief?

e Are you grieving now? If so, write a prayer for hope.
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The Pain of Loss

“Out of the depths I cry to Thee (Psalm 150:1)
“I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint. My heart
1s like wax, 1t 1s melted within my breast.” (Psalm 22:14)

“A voice was heard i Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel
weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they were
no more.” (Matthew 2:18)

In this chapter we will view the pain of loss through the prism of ac-
counts by different writers. Then we will reflect on the necessity of suffer-
ing bereavement. We will distinguish between good advice and sugges-
tions that can be hurtful even if well meant. We will end with questions
for your personal reflection or group sharing.

The Experience of Grieving

Before we have experienced grieving ourselves, we might imagine
that it 1s a phenomenon that takes place at the time of the death, at the
funeral, and then for a short time afterwards. Not so. We don’t say “I
had grief today,” but I am grieving, implying a long journey, sometimes
lasting until ones own death!

In this chapter of Weeping with Jesus I have assembled descriptions
of the pain of grieving, coming from past centuries to present day la-
ments. The emphasis will be on the pain rather than hope. A Christian
believer reaches out to Jesus in every circumstance in life, but in the case
of grieving at first the pain is in the forefront, not usually the consolations
of faith.

But first, more about my feelings at the loss of my son. Pain at the
loss of a child is usually pure, sharp and clear. Never have I felt such
piercing all-encompassing grief. Before leaping to his death, my son sent
us a letter of farewell, thinking it would arrive after the deed was done.
We read the letter only to receive a phone call from him telling us he
was on the way home from his retreat. Did he want to hear our voices
one last time? I told him I would be flying from Los Angeles up to Mon-
terey to help him drive home. My husband called the police. At the San
Jose airport I called 911 to see if the police had rescued him. They told
me they had no news. As it turned out they had found him half dead at
the bottom bridge and were trying to save him. I guess they didn’t want
any interference from a hysterical mother. When I had almost arrived
that foggy evening at the monastery where he had been making a retreat,
I stopped at a pay phone. The police checked out my identity and then
said “That one. He’s dead,” and then proceeded to ask me questions for
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their report.

After calling my husband, I began to wail. I was allowed to see him
before the autopsy the next morning. A miracle? Would Jesus raise him
from the dead as He had Lazarus? No.

My husband was too prostrate with grief to come to Monterey. He
decided to honor Charlie’s desire to die at sea by having the body cre-
mated with the ashes to be dispersed to the ocean. Later I learned that
this practice 1s contrary to Catholic teaching. Cremation is allowed, but, if
at all possible, the body or ashes should be buried in a Catholic cemetery
where Masses are said every day for those interred. Meanwhile, my twin
sister and brother-in-law had come down from Berkeley to help me.

At the monastery, I pulled my rosary out of my purse and started
holding it all the time. “Pray for us sinners now, and at the hour of our
death,” became much more than a pleasant repetitious petition prayer.
At my daily Mass I sat next to a replica of the Pieta feeling close to Mary
who knew what it was to look upon a dead son’s body.

For the first two months my husband and I would wake-up early in
the morning and lie awake crying, holding hands and wishing we were
dead also.

Then came numb resignation, and finally deep sadness punctuated
with bouts of unbearable pain and tears. I thought my life should be
over. How could I be a speaker and teacher if my wisdom couldn’t save
my son? Instead I became a witness of survival.

My husband died suddenly of cardiac arrest two years after the
death of our son. There are marriages where the partners are so close
that the pain of loss at the time of the death of one of them is as poignant
as the loss of a child. My marriage was more complicated. Because as a
teacher I am always grading students, I like to joke that our marriage
went from A plus at the honeymoon stage, descending to C- by ten years
after, and then ascended up to B+ by the time we were separated by his
death.

My husband was 20 years older than myself. We always thought he
would probably die first. Because he was a victim of chronic asthma with
frequent seemingly fatal attacks, I was more prepared than many widows
when death came. But it was a cardiac arrest, not a long drawn out lung
disease that got him. I screamed as the paramedics tried to revive him
and then, manifested an old Jewish archetype by “rending my garment” -
ripping my dress. Since an earthquake hit my area a few months after-
wards there was little time for grief as the extended family we were living
with needed to move with all the fuss and distraction that always entails.
I think this was the main reason why pain of his loss was less immediate
and more gradual.

One form my sense of loss took was unexpected. It was indecisive-
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ness. Many widows report the same malady. Before Martin’s death 1
thought of myself as extremely decisive to the point of obstinacy. My
husband differed with me about some major values. I expressed my own
opinions vociferously and championed my ideas about what we should
do as a couple as if my opinions were absolutes. It was like a tug-of-war
with me pulling frantically on my end.

After his death, without the counter-force of his resistance, I fell
limp to the ground. Once everything was totally up to me to decide, 1
began to doubt. Did I really want to stay in this place or that? Should I
leave this job for another? No husband to sort out the mess if I made a
mistake.

In her book Gently Grieving, psychotherapist Dr.Constance M.
Mucha writes about how the bereaved feel out of balance. “lacking stabil-
ity. Nothing 1s the same after a loved one dies. Your world as you knew it
moments ago 1s now changed. Your place in the family changes. Your
sense of emotional and financial security 1s in disarray.” (p. 13)

A related source of pain after my husband’s death was the loss of
the benefit of his virtues. Like many other married people, annoyance
with my spouse’s faults often outweighed gratitude for his good traits.
Yes, my husband was more worldly, but he was also more savvy. When 1
lost $10,000 in a stupid car deal, I had to realize that Martin would never
have made such a mistake.

Yes, my husband was more laid-back, but after his death I would
have given a million dollars to see him relaxed in his recliner emanating
jJovial love of life and affection for our family.

In the passages to follow you will see how grieving has been experi-
enced by people 1n different relationships. As you read, allow yourself to
feel consoled by the knowledge that you are not the only one to suffer in
ways that might seem extreme. In reading passages from the lives of the
saints you may be surprised. I always imagined that they would be so
trusting in the Lord they would have little grief. When I researched the
lives of the saints with grieving in mind, I found that, for the most part,
their hope in God did not take away grief, only purified it.

Here is a part of St. Augustine’s famous account of the death of his
childhood friend:

“...my friend fell gravely ill of a fever...he was baptized as he lay un-
conscious...I felt that our two souls had been as one, living in two bodies,
and life to me was fearful because I did not want to live with only half a
soul. ...I lived in a fever, convulsed with tears and sighs that allowed me
neither rest nor peace of mind. My soul was a burden, bruised and
bleeding....

“Neither the charm of the countryside nor the sweet scents of a gar-
den could soothe it. It found no peace in song or laughter, none in the
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company of friends at table or in the pleasures of love (this was before
Augustine’s conversion), none even in books or poetry. Everything that
was not what my friend had been was dull and distasteful. I head heart
only for sighs and tears, for in them alone I found some shred of conso-
lation.

“But if I tried to stem my tears, a heavy load of misery weighed me
down. I knew, Lord, that I ought to offer it up to you, for you would heal
it. But this I would not do, nor could I...especially as I did not think of
you as anything real and substantial....(this was before his decisive con-
version)

“...and If I tried to find a place to rest my burden, there was nothing
there to uphold it. It only fell and weighed me down once more, so that I
was still my own unhappy prisoner, unable to live in such a state yet
powerless to escape from it. Where could my heart find refuge from
itself?

“Where could I go, yet leave myself behind? Was there any place
where I should not be a prey to myself? None. But I left my native town.
For my eyes were less tempted to look for my friend in a place where
they had not grown used to seeing him.”

(Later, after his own turning his life over to Christ, he 1s able to un-
derstand that grief in a new light.)

“....the grief I felt for the loss of my friend had struck so easily into
my inmost hearts imply because I had poured out my soul upon him,
like water upon sand, loving a man who was mortal as though he were
never to die...Blessed are they who love their friends in you and their
enemies for your sake. They alone will never lose those who are dear to
them, for they love them in one who is never lost, in God.” (Confessions
of St. Augustine (p. 75-81)

Another famous account of grieving comes from a discourse of St.
Bernard’s to his monks about the death of his brother, Gerard:

“Why should I dissemble what I feel?...the excess of my grief takes
from me all liberty of spirit, and the blow which has fallen upon me has
quenched all the light of my soul....Hitherto I have striven, I have been
able to master myself, fearing lest the sentiments of nature should over-
power those of faith....

“T wished to concentrate my sorrows within myself; and they be-
came only more intense and acute. How...my sufferings must needs
come forth and be seen by others...that they may have compassion on
me, and may the more tenderly console me....It would have been better
for me to die than to lose you.

“(Gerard)...thou hast found far greater consolations; thou dost en-
joy the immortal presence of Jesus Christ and the company of angels; but
what have I to fill the void which thou hast left?....” (Ratisbonne, St. Ber-



The Pamn of Loss

nard of Clairvaux, p. 41 ff.)

Later, St. Bernard, writing about the death of a friend, insisted that
he did not lose him, only sent him before to our Lord. (See Ratisbonne
p. 426)

St. Jane of Chantal at the death of her great spiritual friend St. Fran-
cis de Sales wrote:

“(my heart) adored God in the profound silence of its terrible an-
guish. Truly, I have never felt such an intense grief nor has my spirit ever
received so heavy a blow.

“My sorrow 1s greater than I could ever express and it seems as
though everything served to increase my weariness... The only thing that
1s left to console me is to know that it is my God that has done this, or at
least, has permitted this blow to fall. Alas. My heart is too weak to sup-
port this heavy burden, how it needs strength.

“...1t has pleased (God) to take from us that great flame that lit up
this miserable world and let it shine in his kingdom...I am certainly too
msignificant to merit...the contentment I had in seeing my soul held in
the hands of such a great man who was truly a man of God.” (Francis de
Sales and Jane de Chantal, Letters, p. 74)

St. Elizabeth Seton tells us about another type of grief in her writings
after the death of one of her beloved daughters:

“It would be too selfish in us to have wished her mexpressible suffer-
mgs prolonged and her secure bliss deferred for our longer posses-
sion...though in her I have lost the little friend of my heart.” (Chervin,
Quotable Saints, 150)

Venerable Cornelia Connelly lost a little son two and a half years
old in a tragic accident:

“Tohn Henry was the darling of the family, adventurous, light-
hearted, and gay....He had run into the garden in the keen morning air
with a huge Newfoundland dog. They had played together and some-
how, between the large good-natured clumsiness of the dog and the
young, mexpert limbs of the child, he had climbed up and fallen, or
been pushed, into a boiler which was used outside the house for convert-
ing the raw maple juice into sugar. He took a long time to die. For forty-
three hours, scalded and in agony, he lay in his mother’s arms.... Three
words record the night....’Sacrifice! Sacrifice! Sacrifice!” “ (The Case of
Cornelia Connelly, p. 37-38)

Venerable Conchita (Concepcion Cabrera de Armida) of Mexico
tells us this about the death of her husband:

“...this sword pierced my soul, without any assuagement, without
any consolation. This very night, the Lord presented tome the chalice
and made me drink of it drop by drop to the dregs....Oh! If I had not
been sustained by Him, then through my great weakness, I would have
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succumbed....

“What a model husband! What a model father! What an upright
man! What finesse, what delicacy in his relations with me, so respectful
m all his actions, so Christian in all his thoughts, so honest, so perfect in
everything he did!”(Conchita: A Mother’s Spiritual Diary) p. 49-51

Of particular help to many 1s the experience of C.S. Lewis with the
death of his wife, recounted in his book A Grief Observed, and made
mto the film Shadowlands. Joy, an American living in England, was mar-
ried first in a civil ceremony to Lewis only as a ruse to allow her to re-
main in the country.

She was then only his good friend. During a seemingly terminal bout
with cancer, Lewis discovered how deep his love for her really was.
They were married by an Anglican priest. Joy had a remission long
enough for the love in their late marriage to blossom and deepen.

When his wife died despite all their ardent prayers, the famous
Christian apologist went through a severe crisis of faith. As you read
these citations from A Grief Observed, you may find they resonate with
your own:

“No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear...the same fluttering
in the stomach, the same restlessness, the yawning. I keep on swallowing.

“At other times it feels like being... concussed. There is a sort of in-
visible blanket between the world and me...I dread the moments when
the house 1s empty...” (p. 7)

“(Grief feels) like suspense. Or like waiting; just hanging about wait-
g for something to happen. It gives life a permanently provisional feel-
ing. It doesn’t seem wroth starting anything. I can’t settle down. I yawn, I
fidget, I smoke too much. Up tll this I always had too little time. Now
there 1s nothing but time. Almost pure time, empty successiveness.” (p.
29)

“One flesh. Or, if you prefer, one ship. The starboard engine has
gone. I, the port engine, must chug along somehow till we make har-
bour. Or rather, till the journey ends.” (p. 29)

“...this apathy, this dead flatness....Does grief finally subside into
boredom tinged by faint nausea?” (p. 30)

“(We are told) people get over these things.... Then comes a sudden
jab of red-hot memory and all this ‘commonsense’ vanishes like an ant in
the mouth of a furnace.” (p. 7-8)

“No one ever told me about the laziness of grief. Except at my job -
where the machine seems to run on much as usual - I loathe the slightest
effort...It’s easy to see why the lonely become untidy; finally, dirty and
disgusting.” (p. 8-9)

He writes about feeling that he was embarrassing everyone he met
who doesn’t know what to say and also being avoided by those who don’t
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know what to say “Perhaps the bereaved ought to be isolated in special
settlements like lepers.” (p. 12-13)

When no longer connected to his wife as her lover, his body felt
“like an empty house.” (p. 13)

He observes that even if there may be some new form of communi-
cation with the dead person, it doesn’t come immediately and constantly,
so the pain of separation is inevitable. (p. 15)

To remember her voice turned him into “a whimpering child.” (p.
16)

“What pitiable cant to say ‘She will live forever in my memory!’
Live? That’s is exactly what she won’t do. I was (she) I loved.” Not my
memory of her.” (p. 19)

In a fascinating analysis Lewis explains that memory is selective.
‘What we want is the real person who can contradict our fantasies about
them....Kind people have said to me ‘She 1s with God.” But what I am
mourning for is her earthly reality with me.” (p. 22) We don’t get over
the pain, Lewis writes, any more than a man whose leg 1s amputated 1s
over it when he has a wooden leg to get about on. He will hardly ever
forget it. (p. 43)

In our chapter about doubt and depression, we will read more from
C.S. Lewis, but lest you think God left Lewis in this bitter state of mind,
after much honest description of his grieving he reported that eventually

“My heart (became) lighter...For one thing, I suppose I am recover-
ing physically from a good deal of mere exhaustion.” (p. 37)

And then he got some mysterious instantaneous sense of her - not
an encounter but an impression. He realizes that he is remembering her
better because he 1s grieving a bit less. He got to want to salute her and
laugh somehow together. But then the pain came back with all the mis-
ery. It recurs. It doesn’t stay put. “Sorrow is not a state but a process.” (p.
46)

Finally, Lewis began to want to praise God for his wife and see her
as a gift. (p. 46-49) He was able to see that what he loved in her was the
mmageof God, and got the grace to believe, in the words of Blessed Julian
of Norwich, that “all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner
of thing shall be well.” (p. 51)

Here is a fictional account of another man’s grief after the death of
his wife, whom he had tended in a long illness. (Anne Tyler, Digging to
America p.107)

“He thought, Why, this 1s just unbearable. He thought, I should
have been allowed to practice on somebody less important first. I don’t
know how to do this. He forgot that he had practiced, on four grandpar-
ents and two parents. But there was no comparison, really. He had
tended her illness for so long that it had become second nature, and now
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he couldn’t believe that she could manage without him. Was she com-
fortable where she was? Did she have everything she needed? He
couldn’t stand to think she might be feeling abandoned....He kept her
voice on the answering machine because erasing it seemed an act of vio-
lence. (A daughter calls just to hear her dead mother’s voice again and
again.)”

From the woman’s side of losing a spouse I offer you this descrip-
tion by Sue Norris:

“To be bereaved (as a widow) is to die without dying; it is to lose
everything you have known up to that point, but to continue as though it
were not in fact all passed; it 1s to find that life has stopped but you have
to continue walking seemingly legless; it is to love your children and
friends still, and yet to have no heart, no feeling; it is to hear sounds and
yet have no understanding of their meaning....I'm not myself, but who
then am I?.... “Somehow I knew that I just had to live day by day - not
to push myself into anything but to live gently - quite a change from the
energetic person I had been! But it was right, and somehow a new peace
entered me, along with the sorrow. (Sue Norris, Holding Hands with
God, edited by Ronda Chervin, p. 55-56)

Another woman, Leigh Mazaleski, wrote this poem about trying to
comfort her mother at the time of the death of her brother, her
mother’s eldest son:

“No longer my mother she became a helpless child

Weeping as she lay across my bed

I stumbled through the first few hours

moving everyone through the reality we loathed to face

feeling frantic but with nowhere to go

needing to move, and so I paced

she lost her first precious child

the risk taker who always knew he could win

the one who never stopped needing her love

And she buried him never to hold him again.”

(When Words Have Wings, p. 62)

In the same volume, Mazaleski, writes this about the look of the
grieving:

“They move through the motions with bewildered eyes that tell the
tale of death. Eyes weakened by tears, made expressionless by disbelief.
They speak though their words are held captive by shock. They move
though their bodies seem stiff and frail.... They have ...the kind of grief
that lingers long after everyone else has returned to life. Now the strug-
gling family must begin to crawl back to life from the deepest grave of
sadness. They must find a new life as all was changed, in the blink of an
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eye. And in this dark moment, they have little energy to begin anew.
They will yearn for the comfort of familiar surroundings while facing a
different horizon.” (p. 53)

Under the title “A Hidden Loss: Miscarriage,” a mother, Katherine
O’Brien-Johnston, (Holding Hands, p. 73ff) writes about the grief of
miscarriage:

“A child, a second-child, had been given to me, a child that I hoped
to see and hold in just a few more months... Thanksgiving morning...the
first sign of trouble appeared. At first I felt like I had a stomach ache, but
then I began to feel like I was in labor...(the doctor thought the pain was
a cyst but by Christmas it was clear she had miscarried)....How is a
mother ever consoled for the loss of her child?...Miscarriage 1s a hidden
loss - there is no body, no funeral, and many people think the baby isn’t
‘real’ until born. They act and speak as though there had never been a
baby...(years after) we still speak of her - and we still cry...the aching hole
i our hearts longs to be filled. God has not given us another child vyet.
We wait, we hope, and we pray.”

I had six miscarriages and I want to add to O’Brien-Johnston’s ac-
count that there 1s pain also for the siblings if have looked forward to that
baby.

When my daughters told me years later about their grief over the
miscarriages, [ remembered a beautiful phrase I heard about newcomers
to the family. A mother of twelve children used to announce a new con-
ception to already born, to help with sibling rivalry, she would say “soon
there 1s another baby coming to our family to love you.”

Here are words about the accidental death of a son in a car accident
by his mother, Shirley Schalk (Holding Hands p. 98 {f)

“No, no, no, not my Mike...the call came at around ten PM, January
12, 1992 - a car accident, and he wasn’t expected to live the night. Dear
God keep him alive till T get there. I screamed, 1 yelled, I cried...how
could T wait till morning? There were no planes from Florida to Michi-
gan till morning. Oh God, oh God, not Mike....(when she got to the
hospital the next day) my son was so swollen, tiny nose, slits for eyes. He
was unrecognizable...I watched my son shake uncontrollably with no
explanation from the doctors as to why....I prayed. The Lord said a war
was going on for Mike’s soul...During the rosary, I told Mike “Don’t be
afraid, let go and let God finish the plan for your life, whether it is to take
you home with him or keep you here with us...He lived one week in a
coma. (When he died) life went out of me. I miss him very much. (I
believed he said yes to Jesus) but still there was a deep, deep agony of
separation.”

And should grief for the death of a best friend have no place here?
The poem Funeral Blues by W. H. Auden puts the pain of loss in less
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exalted terms:
Stop all the clocks, cut
Off the telephone,
Prevent the dog from
Barking with a juicy
Bone,
Silence the pianos and
With muffled drum
Bring out the coffin,
Let the mourners come.
Let aeroplanes circle
Moaning overhead
Scribbling on the sky
The message He 1s Dead.

He was my North, my
South, my East and West,
My working week and my
Sunday rest,

My noon, my midnight, my
Talk, my song;

I thought that love
Would last forever: I
Was wrong.

The stars are not wanted
now; put out every one,
Pack up the moon and
dismantle the sun,

Pour away the ocean and
weep up the woods;

For nothing now can ever
come to any good.

The Necessity of Grieving

So much for descriptions of the pain of loss. Grieving is real and
even inevitable in some form in the case of real bonds of love. Neverthe-
less, in our culture, and deeply embedded in my own psyche, there 1s the
idea that grieving should be as short as possible. What presumably
counts most 1s getting on with one’s life, one’s work, one’s other relation-
ships. Psychologists of grieving tell us that trying for closure too soon is,
paradoxically, an obstacle to recovery. Repressing grief, in an effort to be
cheerful or attractive or productive quickly, can lead to anxiety, depres-
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sion and other negative states. When we don’t weep enough we are in
danger of becoming hard. Sometimes less open to love with its vulner-
ability to loss?

Being a workaholic personality, after each of the deaths that took
place in that seven year period, I prided myself on my resilience. I
needed to slow down and process my feelings but this journey was
blocked by some idea that long grieving would be a maudlin clinging to
the departed one; a giving in to self-pity. I needed to learn that grieving 1s
a necessity for the truly loving.

In his book Love is Stronger than Death, the philosopher Peter
Kreeft describes our usual reactions to death as a spectrum where we
may see death as a stranger, enemy, friend, lover, and, eventually, a
mother. We may, indeed, arrive at such hope i Jesus that we can see
our own future death and also that of beloved persons, as a friend, a
lover, or a mother. Usually, however, we will simultaneously know death
to be a stranger and an enemy with such related forms of grief as bewil-
derment and a sense of defeat.

In order to understand why grieving will almost always accompany
the loss of a loved one, it is important to come to grips with an opposite
theory. According to some, if we were more holy, in the case of the
death of a good person, we would rejoice that he or she 1s with the Lord,
mstead of grieving over our own loss. In this connection, there is a book
written about the religious attitude toward death by the great Catholic
philosopher, Dietrich Von Hildebrand, that helped me understand my
own grieving and that of others better. The book is entitled: Jaws of
Death: Gate of Heaven.

Here are some passages from Von Hildebrand’s study for you to re-
flect upon:

“the “natural” aspect of death 1s horrible and makes life seem point-
less, but unlimited life on earth would also be dreadful and hellish.”
(Jaws of Death, p. 2-4)

(There 1is) “the misery of losing a beloved person because with such
persons I experience life in its fullness. (p. 6)

“Communication is gone, I cannot gaze mto her eyes...dreadful
emptiness...desolation....and then the monotony of routine life!” (p.6)

Even if we believe in immortality, death still leaves the separation
and loneliness. (see p. 6)

Only faith in God and in Christian Revelation can help. The sting is
removed but there is still the fearfulness and it 1s still true that death is a
punishment and that we are afraid of the unknown. (see p. 18)

“Death is a terrible break with life, not a transition, (p. 60)

In line with this analysis 1s the fact that with death comes the loss of
the part of ourselves that came alive in the presence of that person.
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While some features of our personalities are the same with everyone,
there are other aspects that only emerge as a response to some particular
characteristic of the one we love. One friend may be able to make us
laugh as no one else can. A baby brings out a tender coo-ing silly person
that rarely comes out with other adults. We feel stretched in our souls
when we are with a holy mentor. This loss of a part of ourselves in death
1s often the greatest in the case of the spouse of a long, good marriage.

Comforters can tell us that God will surely send us others to replace
those who have left us in death. Surely, we will be grateful for love from
any new person at this time of crisis, but there i1s no such thing as re-
placement. I love my grandsons dearly, but they will never be substitutes
for my son.

A holy mentor of mine, Charles Rich, wrote a lot about death. Con-
verted to the Catholic faith from a Jewish background at age thirty-three,
he was so ecstatic at the promises of eternal happiness that comes with
faith in Jesus that he wanted to die right away. He lived until he was
ninety-nine! For more about his life and writings see
www.friendsofcharlesrich.com. Many of the meditations that this lay con-
templative wrote every day of his life concerned death and heaven. You
will find quite a number of excerpts from his unpublished writings in
Weeping with Jesus. Here 1s one concerning the necessity of grief:

“It is God’s will that when we hear that someone has died we should
feel the loss as keenly as we can, for does not St. Paul say we are mem-
bers of one another...Hard is the heart of the man who is not compas-
sionately affected by the sight of someone who has died. We are all in
need of God’s compassion and kindness in the way that we are all sub-
ject to the same sad end...How can we help being affected by the sight of
a fellow human being brought to nothing by death?” (Charles Rich,
“Give  me your Heart”: Preparing for FEternal Life - see
www.{riendsofcharlesrich.com)

A counselor with Survivors of Suicide who 1 saw after the death of
my son, brought me to understand another reason for the pain: depend-
ency. Generally we think of children as being dependent on their parents
for the basics of care as well as for loving affirmation. This is true. But,
often the parent 1s dependent on the child in a different way. In our fan-
tasies this person we gave birth to or reared and educated 1s going to be
everything we cannot be. For the sports’ fan, the son might be slated to
be a baseball star; for the paramedic the daughter could be a famous
surgeon. In our case, my husband, who was too poor as a child to take
music lessons, wanted our son to be the musician he wished he could
have been. I wanted the same boy to be like St. Francis of Assisi. The
counselor helped me see that such expectations could weigh heavily on a
child; even make him or her feel doomed to failure.
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So, with the death of a beloved child, we can no longer depend on
someone else to carry our goals to fruition. It is now up to us to be that
“star” or “saint,” and to humbly accept that God has a different plan for
our lives than we anticipated.

This insight about dependency and loss is part of why most of us
feel much less pain at the death of older parents than that of spouses or
children. The elderly parent is usually dependent on us not we on him
or her.

Bad and Good Advice

Out of compassion many relatives and friends will be eager to give
us advice as we grieve. Some of these suggestions are really helpful.
Some, even though well-meant make it more difficult. We can add guilt
to sorrow if we think we are not grieving in the approved manner!

From my own experience I would generalize by saying that any ad-
vice that makes you feel worse or that squeezes you into a box that fits
others but not yourself is bad advice for you. It is best to warmly thank
the advice-giver saying that you will ponder what was offered, but then
put it in a sort of mental “pending file.” Perhaps, if not now, it will be
relevant on your journey.

There 1s such a wide spectrum of ways people cope with death. The
most extreme I ever heard about was Queen Victoria of England’s re-
sponse to the death of her beloved Prince Albert. Apparently she n-
sisted that his room remain intact with evening clothes laid out for dinner
and a place setting for him at the royal table. On the other extreme
would be someone throwing out everything associated with the person
who died.

Most of us are in between somewhere. An enemy of clutter and
lover of simplicity, in each of the deaths I went through I wanted to get
rid of most of the accumulated stuff, but save special precious objects as
mementos. From my mother I saved a blue and white kimono she had
worn at the birth of myself and my sister and kept for the rest of her life.
I treasured photos of her pregnant and then with us wearing that ki-
mono. Later when Charlie died I wrapped a lock of his hair, cut from his
corpse, in a piece of my mother’s kimono and stuck this strange looking
object into my bra near my heart.

One of my daughters wrote about what her father’s bathrobe meant
to her before and then after his death:

“Whenever 1 felt sick or sad, I took my father’s robe....The robe
was soft and thick and far too warm. Sweat hides like an animal in its
folds....It is no sooner put on then you begin to seek escape....For two
years I periodically stole the robe. The robe was nothing less than the
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entire symbol of my father’s love for me: not even thinking, in the dark
and afraid, no time for delving into subconsciousness, I fled to the robe
at every crisis, knowing I must have it in the wordless way a baby reach
for a favorite toy to replace Mama’s arms in the night. When my father
died, T couldn’t bear to sort through his possessions for a long time.
Fach object carried a weapon aimed straight at the hole I struggled to fill:
the mortal wound of my grief, unscabbed again. The robe, however, 1
wore....It hangs on the hook in my closet, and I wear it when 1 feel sick
or sad.” (The Fabric of Our Lives, ed. Ronda Chervin, p. 141-143)

My father made the process of remembrances for those he would
leave behind simpler . A few years before he died he insisted that all
guests tell him which things they wanted. These he labeled with their
names on the back so his executor could give them to us right away.
Happily there were no conflicts.

I believe that the person who was chosen as the executor of the dead
person’s will, has a right to decide about minor items. I wouldn’t have
wanted to hear well-wishers telling me that I should save piles of things
not valuable to anyone in the family as a sign of love. On the opposite
side, I am sure Queen Victoria didn’t want to hear any hints that her
grieving was excessive in her mode of expression.

“Bad advice” can also come from insufficient consideration of the
character of the bereaved person with respect to the contemplative/active
polarity. A very thoughtful inward person may desire long periods of
quiet prayer after the death of a loved one. A more extrovert person may
need to be as busy as before, even though eventually he or she will need
to pray in depth.

Those like me who do well with group processing will benefit from
grieving programs in the parish or elsewhere. Others could not bear to
speak out their feelings even to family no less than to strangers. Sugges-
tions can be offered but bereaved people don’t need pressure.

Nowadays it 1s common at funerals for the family to plan the occa-
sion, often with special touches. Among the most unusual I have heard
about 1s the showing of a film made by a man a few months before his
death. In the video he speaks to those who will attend the funeral, ex-
pressing his deepest wisdom and singing a holy song. Since he was a
Hollywood actor, this came out as a beautifully constructed personal
statement moving and inspiring to family and friends.

In our family there are poets, artists and a sacred dancer: veceee my
sister. At our family funerals the artistic ones make collages of photos
taken from the beloved person’s life. Poems composed for the occasion
are read and we are invited to a ritualistic dance.

Others might find all such displays to be theatrical and even sacrile-
gious! They don’t need to hear advice on how to do it up. They need to
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have the quiet simple funeral of their choice, emphasizing the need for
prayers for the soul of the deceased. That will also give the sorrowing
the greatest peace.

We need to ponder carefully what is good to say and what some-
times hurts others inadvertently. For example, a friend told me that when
her mother died when she was still a child, her father told her that “God
took her.” This led her to an abiding fear of God who could snatch
anyone away at any time. It would have been better to say “Probably we
will live long lives, and one day you’ll see your Mom in heaven.”

As to good advice, I will pass on to you some that helped me.

Talk not only about the trauma of the death, but about the good
times in your life with a person who died.

Before birthdays of the deceased and other family holidays, work
out a strategy. Expect to feel depressed as birthdays and holidays loom
on the horizon. Christmas without him or her - unbearable! Quite a few
friends have confirmed my experience on this: the horrible feelings pre-
cede the occasion. At the time of the actual celebration there 1s some joy
even 1f it is less than when that loved one was part of it. The first few
holidays I was unprepared for this prelude of more intense grief. Then I
began to expect it and prepare more by making sure I was doing some-
thing that would help in the weeks before or on the day. I had a tape of
my son Charlie’s musical compositions and I would choose a different
friend each year to listen with me as I wept for him. Of course this drew
me closer to those friends willing to go through this ritual with me.

Having Masses said for the souls of the departed on the anniversary
or as close as possible add the feeling that I am doing something for him
or her of supernatural value.

Because grieving is so long a process, we cannot hope it will just get
better quickly. A psychotherapist, Joseph Nicolosi, told us that the sor-
row lessens i such tiny increments that it’s hard to realize it 1s getting
more bearable. Looking back I realize that with each important loss at
first I would think of him or her every moment I was awake; then maybe
fifty times a day, and then slowly less and less. Never gone is the sadness
or tears, but slowly diminishing all the time piercing desperate grief of
the onset.

When friends say, “I don’t know what to say,” realize that it is not
words you are looking for but love. You are missing the felt, visible signs
of love of the person who died. A hug or a kiss will usually mean more
than “consoling” words.

Expect that in your pain you may make some mistakes trying to find
compensatory love. Common examples are widows or widowers making
a child into a pseudo-spouse with heavy unreasonable demands. We
widows can also get ensnared by exploitative men and widowers by ma-

i
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nipulative women. With attachments to good people, ee can set our-
selves up for wounding rejection if we try to make others meet needs of
ours that do not fit in with their God-given characters or life-plans. If
psychologically harmful or sinful patterns become repetitive and destruc-
tive there may be need for professional counseling, as well as sacramen-
tal confession, spiritual direction, and contemplative prayer.

As a widow I went through many years of turmoil with recourse to
psychotherapy and heavy spiritual direction. Much healing came from
such helping counselors and mentors. Still, I found myself trying one
place after another in relation to my work as teacher and speaker. 1
thought of myself as a kind of pilgrim soul. Perhaps. But an even more
telling image of myself, if more pathetic, was that I had become like an
Indian Asian beggar going about with a bowl to fill with rice. The rice 1
sought was the missing love of my husband and son. As soon as my bowl
was empty I would leave for another place hoping for more love. Pres-
ently I am living with a daughter, her husband, and five children. This
seems like a more stable way to receive not only the perfect supernatural
love of Jesus, but also the more earthy family love that was part of my
vocation before those deaths.

There i1s much helpful advice on grieving from professionals.

In preparation of this part of my chapter on pain of loss, I went to
the web to see what good advice I could cull from the work of Elisabeth
Kubler-Ross (1926-2004) Ross was a Swiss born psychiatrist whose major
work took place in the United States. Her book On Death and Dying
published in 1969 became a best-seller. Even though I had lost interest
in her when I heard that she was involved with New Age 1deas and prac-
tices, I remembered that she had significant insights into the process of
dying and of grief.

Here 1s a brief summary of her suggestions for the grieving with my
comments in brackets:

Attend support groups

I went to three different grief groups after the deaths of my son and
husband. One was a simple parish group; another was supervised by a
professional counselor; another was run by intern M.A. counseling stu-
dents at a Catholic University. Each one provided needed help, espe-
cially to realize how many shared the same kinds of suffering.

Go to a trained mental health specialist

I found insight and new ways of coping with the challenges of the
suicide of my son and, then, with my new state in life as a widow from
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three therapists. Two of these were not Christian believers, but they
could be helpful because many of my problems had more to do with
emotional log-jams than with moral issues or problems of spirituality.
The last was a Seventh Day Adventist with an ecumenical outlook who
combined standard psychological methods with healing prayer.

Journaling

Ross recommends this for those who like to write. Since I have
done journal writing for many years, I can recommend it with conviction.
(One of these journal books is published under the title Becoming a
Handmaid of the Lord including notes from the time of the deaths in my
family - see bibliography. Other journal books spanning later decades of
my life can be obtained by writing to me at rondachervin@gmail.com)
What I write in my journal is a record of impressions and thought in
relation to prayer. It is helpful to have a record to special graces given
to read when dark times threaten to overwhelm one.

Fating Well and Resting

Grieving is draining physically as well as emotionally. I find that eat-
ing good nutritious regular meals vs. snacking aimlessly, and sleeping a
lot, even if T have to take a mild sleeping pill, is necessary to avoid be-
coming sad and moody.

Exercise

Yes. This always helps even if it is only to clean the house vs. mop-
ing around.

Help from Faith Communities

Our Christian faith 1s all about hope and eternal hife. What better
time to immerse myself in Christ’s mystical body, the Church, than when
bereaved.

Create Rituals

It 1s very important to me to pray regularly for those who died in my
family. There will be more about this in later chapters. I like to play fa-
vorite music of my husband and commune with him as we did together
when he was here with me. Those who live near the graves of their be-
loved death find solace in visits.
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Allow Emotions

All experts on grieving advise letting the tears flow. I find that this
expression is not something I can force. They come suddenly and often
unexpectedly because a memory is triggered by a present event. Over
time I have also become grateful in new ways for how much my parents
or god-parents gave me that I took for granted.

Farlier on I cited a book about grieving by a nurse-psychotherapist
Constance M. Mucha. (GENTLY GRIEVING: Taking Care of Yourself
and Telling Your Story (New York: Paulist Press, 2006) Here I will add
suggestions she made 1n the book not covered by the parts of Kubler-
Ross’ advice already given:

It is good to tell the story of the person who died over and over
again - about their life and their death. (p. 4)

You need to be gentle with yourself and with others. For instance
you may not be able to send thank you letter or make phone calls for
awhile. Let a friend do it for you.

Balance tears with fond memories.

Remember that children and teens will often blame themselves for
deaths of parents or siblings. For instance a six year old can think I could
have told my Dad the truck was coming). (p. 5) They need reassurance.
In the case of death of a sibling they also need to be told over and over
again that the parents don’t wish they had died instead!

In your grief take into account that when a sibling dies you lose part
of the past, present and future. (p. 5)

Expect to find things hard in ways you wouldn’t anticipate such as
replacing a husband’s name with yours in the phone book or on station-
ary. (p.6) In the case of the death of a child expect to find it hard when
strangers ask you how many children you have. Should you count the
dead one in the list or go into explanations where you don’t feel like
awakening all that grief?

Be careful not to attribute to grieving physical ills such as not being
able to sleep well which could have quite other causes that need to be
looked into. (Mucha, p. 16)

If you don’t like eating alone eat many small meals (Mucha, p. 17)

Be aware that the second year after a death may be harder than the
first because more of the numbness is gone. (p. 29)

Smiling can be good in spite of grief - like an underwater swimmer
coming up for air. Also laughing, not at the loss but other funny things in
life. (p. 43)

I believe that nothing helps so much as reaching out to Jesus for
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comfort and strength. Much more about this will be found in later chap-
ters.

For Personal Reflection and Group Sharing

e Describe the pain you experienced when people close to you died.

e What helped you endure these miseries?

e  List qualities of each beloved person who died. Then pray until you
see how those qualities are also in Jesus and others you love.

e How have you experienced the Holy Spirit as your comforter:
through Scripture, consolation in prayer, the love of others for you?
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Doubt and ‘Depression

“I moan like a dove. My eyes are weary with looking upward, O Lord, I
am oppressed; be thou my security” (Isaiah 58:14)

Besides the pain of loss, many grievers also experience grave doubt
and/or dark depression. Some have conscious anger at others such as
doctors judged to have been incompetent; relatives who failed to help in
financial ways or with their ime; God, who didn’t seem to realize that
they could not endure such a loss. About anger I will try to provide help
in the next chapter “If only...” In this part of Weeping with Jesus: The
Journey from Grief to Hope, we will study successively doubt and de-
pression.

Doubt

Consistent materialists think that death is the end. They usually
think that there are no immaterial realities such as God, angels, or souls
that could continue to exist after the heart stops beating and the brain
goes dead. Ghosts are thought to be superstitions.

Others who are not strict materialists, and who are unsure of the
soul, angels, or God, might think there 1s some sort of spiritual stuff that
lives on and that can perhaps be contacted.

Strong believers in the reality of the immaterial or spiritual, includ-
ing souls, angels and God, ought not to doubt that the soul of a dead
person could survive the end of bodily life. But even those who have
strong belief in the after-life, at the time of the death of a loved one may
find buried doubts surfacing. The issue of immortality can be abstract
during everyday life. But when it is a question of the soul of one we love
and possible reunion in an after-life, immortality becomes a most gutsy
survival concern.

As an example of an extreme battle with doubt by a strong believer,
we return to C.S. Lewis’ reaction to the death of his wife (go to p. for
particulars) As you read Lewis’ account of his desperation, you might
want to star those that match your own doubts.

Trying to pray for his wife after her death, C.S. Lewis wrote,

“I have a ghastly sense of unreality, of speaking into a vacuum about
a nonentity....You never know how much you really believe anything
until its truth or falsehood becomes a matter of life and death to you. It
Is easy to say you believe a rope to be strong and sound as long as you
are merely using it to cord a box. But suppose you had to hang by that
rope over a precipice. Wouldn’t you then first discover how much you
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really trusted 1t?” (A Grief Observed, p.25)

Yet he realized that if he doubted whether his wife existed in some
form after death, then she never existed as a person at all:

“I mistook a cloud of atoms for a person.” Since she was a person
not just a material entity she must still be” (p. 25)

Lewis’ doubts were especially surprising to himself and to his read-
ers because i his masterpiece, The Problem of Pain, C. S. Lewis pro-
vided the world with one of the best explanations of why human suffer-
ing was compatible with a God of love. But then when he, himself, was in
the deep pit of misery over the death of his wife, all his old arguments
fell by the wayside.

Bitterly he doubted the God of love and wailed, “...where is
God?...go to Him when your need 1s desperate, when all other help 1s
rain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound
of bolting and double bolting on the inside. After that, silence.” (A Grief
Observed, p. 9)

Later in the grieving process he saw that God 1s silent but not un-
compassionate - He is real but He doesn’t answer our questions directly.

The real answer undercuts the questions (see p. 56). But such com-
forting experiences came only after much deeper doubt.

At one point Lewis played with the idea that God was a demon who
hated him (p. 10 and p. 26) He considered the possibility that when
Jesus on the cross asked why God had He forsaken him, maybe He had
been forsaken.

Could God be a cosmic sadist? (p. 27)

Such dismal thoughts would be check-mated by more rational ones.
A sadist God would never have made all the love and beauty in the
world. Lewis asked himself:

“From the rational point of view, what new factor has (Joy’s) death
mtroduced into the problem of the universe? What grounds has it given
me for doubting all that I believe?...I had warned myself not to reckon
on worldly happiness. We were even promised sufferings.” (p. 31)

His problems with doubt forced Lewis to realize that his previous
belief was not that deep. But then he countered this unhappy self-
revelation with an opposite thought: why should I think that more hor-
rible thoughts after a death are truer than thoughts when I felt more
sane? (p. 33)

“You can’t see anything properly while your eyes are blurred with
tears.” (p. 37)

In this connection a mentor once told me when I was grieving the
death of my best friend, “Your leaning post has relocated, that’s why he
seems distant.”

With time Lewis began to consider the death of his wife in other

26



Doubt and Depression

terms. Could it be that they had reached the apex of their love on earth
and that God wanted to move them on to a more supernatural plane?
(p.40) He was even able to consider that the death of his wife might be a
cross sent to try him.

Finally came a decisive sense of her post-death reality. It was not a
vision or a locution but a strong sense of her mind impinging on his, an
Intimacy that was solid but not sensory or emotional. (p. 57-58)

Many years before the death of so many family and mentors, I wrote
a book called Victory Over Death. It was not about grieving, but about
how to face one’s own death in the face of doubts and fears. This book 1s
now out of print. I will include here some of the best mnsights from that
book: ideas I still think came from the Holy Spirit.

Doubt about survival after death sometimes comes from a long se-
ries of disappointments leading the feeling that maybe the promise of life
everlasting is just another illusion. (seeVictory Over Death, p. 9)

These unhappy experiences could lead to the question: Why does
everything betray me? The work mto which I plunged all my youthful
energy - how did it get so entangled in fussy details, petty problems, that
it lost its thrill and became just a job to endure? How did my first love
lose its glow? My children change from innocent flowers, young saplings,
to resentful teenagers? How did my once strong body become this dis-
tasteful, painful burden? How is it that I who gave myself so totally to
loved ones now find myself alone? ...Might not the idea of heaven be the
ultimate false promise, too good to be true?”

And yet we do hope against hope. I believe that our ever-abiding
yearning for happiness is itself a sign that even if all our earthly wishes
have played us false, yet union with God and our loved ones 1s not a vain
hope. Once I wrote this short meditative poem:

What is yearning made of?

a rubber-band stretched

from time to eternity?

Not so compact as a wish,

nor as straight as an arrow,

yearning spreads yet

encompasses no object,

bursts through flesh

yet is that flesh’s cry.

Yearning,what are you made of?

are you echo of God’s sigh?

In his famous poem, The Hound of Heaven, Francis Thompson

(1859-1907) shows us how it 1s only through having to let go of our illu-
sions of human happiness that we can embrace the absolute source of
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love who has been waiting for us.
“I fled Him, down the nights and down the day;
I feld Him, down the arches of the years;
I fled Him down the labyrinthine ways
Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears
I hid rom Him, and under running laughter.
Up vistaed hopes I sped;
And shot, precipitated
Adown Titantic glooms of chasmed fears,
From those strong Feet that followed, followed after.
But with unhurrying chase,
And unperturbed pace,
Deliberate speed, majestic instancy,
They beat - and a Voice beat
More instant than the Feet -
“All things betray thee, who betrayest Me.”....
‘Whom wilt thou find to love ignoble thee,
Save Me, save only Me?
All which I took from thee I did but take,
Not for thy harms,
But just that thou might’st seek it in My arms.
All which thy child’s mistake
Fancies as lost, I have stored for thee at home:
Rise, clasp My hand, come,”
Halts by me that footfall:
Is my gloom, after all,
Shade of His hand, outstretched caressingly?
“Ah, fondest blindest, weakest,
I am He Whom thou seekest!...”
(The Treasury of Catholic Wisdom, p. 605-609)

Yes, we hope that our deepest yearnings will be fulfilled by God in
eternity. Yet, surrounded by materialism we can half think that anything
we can not see and touch cannot be real, including, of course, the so-
called souls or others that are supposed to escape from the death of the
body. At funeral Masses we are reminded of Jesus raising Lazarus from
the dead and of His own resurrection. Our hearts take hope. But then
in the dark of night in our bereavement, doubt can come back.

I find it helpful at such moments to recall what philosophers such
as Plato, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas , basing their conclusions on rea-
son, teach us about the reality of the immaterial soul and its immortality.

Here 1s the way I like to summarize such perennial teachings about
the soul and its survival:
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Consider your essential self, the “me” that persisted from concep-
tion to the present. What is this self? I cannot just be the body, for bi-
ologists tell us that over a seven year period every cell in our bodies has
been replaced. Yet you are the same person. If not, how explain mem-
ory, culpability, praise? Do do not say that the “you” of 2006 remembers
a different “you” of 1990. You don’t refuse to pay a traffic fine on the
grounds that you are no longer the same person, or refuse an award be-
cause you are no longer the same you who did the praiseworthy deed.

But all such continuity of the self means that an immaterial (non-
physical) self persists amidst change. The essential self could, then in
principle, continue to exist, even after the physical change we call death.

A further proof that we have a part of us that is not physical 1s that
we cannot measure the soul. A saint doesn’t have a five pound soul and a
sinner a one pound soul. A thought in your mind is immaterial - a seri-
ous one “weighs” no more than a trivial one, a truth no more than a lie.

‘What cannot be measured because it has no parts, cannot fall apart
as does the measurable physical part of us that comes to pieces. And the
soul? By nature what 1s not matter cannot be destroyed by matter.

That spirit is different from body and therefore capable of surviving
death can also be shown by examining the soul’s tenacity in the face of
physical suffering. The following 1s excerpted from the book by Richard
‘Wurmbrand, Sermons in Solitary Confinement. Wurmbrand was a 20th
century atheistic Jew who became a Lutheran pastor. He was imprisoned
by the Communists in his country of Roumania and tortured in a solitary
cell because he was so successful in converting even hardened commu-
nist jailers!

He 1s what he wrote to his own soul: “The body needs few things in
order to be fully satisfied, simple food, warmth, exercise, rest, and a
partner of the opposite sex. My body had all these things (before conver-
sion) but, notwithstanding, I was no happy; I sighed for something more.
‘Who was this “I,” dissatisfied when the body had plenty of all that it
needed. It was you, my soul.

“It was you who wished to know, out of purely scientific interest
about galaxies far away, and about facts of prehistory which have abso-
lutely no influence on my bodily state. It was you who took delight in art
and philosophy...

“Don’t you see, my soul, how right Jesus was in saying that ‘man
does not live by bread alone’® (Now in prison) I get one sliee of bread
every Tuesday. And what bread! But I do not just vegetate. I lLve. I
sometimes laugh heartily at jokes which I tell myself, being alone in my
cell....I lead a life of worship. All this 1s you. Say, my soul, ‘I am.” You
saw me dancing when I was in unspeakable pain. You saw me chancing
with heavy chains around my ankles. Who was that one who exuberantly
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rejoiced? It was not my body. My body had no reason to dance...

“Take knowledge of yourself, my soul, and take knowledge of your
incomparable value. The body will die. Around me prisoners are dying
because of the great hunger, the cold, and the tortures, but who has ever
seen a soul die? I have lost everything I had in the world, but if you are
saved, I shall have kept the pearl of greatest price.”

‘Wurmbrand’s stunning argument links logic and experience. Others
believe in the immortality of the soul based on heightened moments of
seeing the beauty of the soul of a child in his or her eyes. Others are
mmpressed by accounts by those who “died” and were resuscitated whose
souls roamed around the hospital and later reported information they
could not have known from their death beds.

I liked reading this slightly sarcastic passage from a letter by a 3rd
century holy Father of the Church to a skeptical friend:

“When you have put off mortality and have put on incorruption,
then you shall be worthy to see God. For God will raise up your flesh
immortal with your soul; and then, having become mimmortal, you shall
see the Immortal, if you will believe in Him now; and then you will real-
ize that you have spoken against Him unjustly. But you do not believe
that the dead will be raised. When it happens, then you will believe,
whether you want to or not...” St. Theophilus of Antioch, The Faith of
the Early Fathers, Volume 1 (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical
Press, 1970), p. 73-74)

“Yes, yes, yes,” you may respond. “But, but, but, still with the pain
of this suffering, I wonder. Why would God allow this much pain if He
loves us? Behind this doubt, I think there is an assumption that life on
earth should be happy. We know that God could remove all suffering on
earth. Jesus did heal people. But not always; more as a miraculous sign.
Why not admit that, after the Fall, it is not God’s purpose to eliminate
suffering on earth. He brings good out of it. What He wants is more love
of God and neighbor, not less suffering. But He did send Jesus to prom-
1se an eternity of happiness for those who put their faith in Him.

Here is a different way of putting it from the writings of an ardently
Christian Russian writer, Dostoevsky, who was riddled with doubt for
much of his life:

“My mmmortality 1s necessary if only because God will not be guilty
of mjustice and extinguish altogether the flame of love for Him once
enkindled in my heart. And what 1s more precious than love? Love is
higher than existence, love 1s the crown of existence, and how is it possi-
ble that existence should not be under its dominance?...1f there 1s a God,
then I am immortal.” (Dostoevsky, The Possessed, trans. Constance
Garnet (NY: Macmillan, 1931), p. 623)

In another novel, Dostoevsky has a holy saint respond to a woman
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obsessed by doubt, that the only remedy is active love. Why is that? St.
Thomas Aquinas taught that we can only love ourselves loving. When we
show love to others, we see ourselves as lovable. Then it is easier to be-
lieve that an all-knowing God can love us, in spite of the sins we repent
of. And if He loves us, of course, He wants us to live with him for all
eternity. And if we loved the one who died so much, doesn’t God love
him or her a thousand times more?

Even if they were religious before, people imprisoned in the concen-
tration camps during World War II would usually become afflicted with
doubt. A holy Protestant Christian, Betsy Ten Boom, imprisoned be-
cause of hiding Jews, consoled those whose faith wavered with the truth,
“If you know Jesus, you don’t have to know why.”

In the book already cited, Jaws of Death: Gate of Heaven, Von
Hildbrand recommended that to increase our faith “we must turn away
from the things surrounding us so as to concentrate on the absolute real-
ity of God. When we become silent, when we let God speak, we can
strengthen our faith.” (p. 108)

“To the extent that faith is the axis of our life, a strong, alive, and
deeply personal faith, the glorious aspect of death will triumph in us over
the fearful and anxious aspect.” (Jaws of Death, p. 109-110)

Here is a related quotation from the early Church theologian, Ter-
tullian: “(In ordinate grief) bodes ill of our hope, makes a lie of our faith;
and we wound Christ when we do not accept with equanimity the sum-
moning of any by Him, as if he were to be pitied...If we grieve impa-
tiently when others have obtained the desire of Christians, we show our-
selves unwilling to obtain it.” The Faith of the Early Fathers, Volume 1
(Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1970) p. 125-126)

Depression

The word “depression” will be used here not to mean a clinical state
of chemical imbalance that could be modified by medicine, but rather a
prolonged steady state of grim sadness.

Depression and doubt are often partners. If doubt leads finally to
despair of hope, sadness and low feelings will be the usual outcome.
Here is an account of the feelings of a father after his son’s death in bat-
tle in Iraq.

The father was a democrat, not especially pro the Iraq war but
proud of his son when he enlisted. He was reluctant to consider the Iraq
war to have been a mistake because then his son’s death would meaning-
less. He had to hear the views of those who claimed that the soldiers
were under-equipped because of the indifference or negligence of the
Bush administration. The father wanted to escort his son’s body back
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from Baghdad. Instead he got to see it at the nearest airport to him and
could see his son’s face once more. He rejected having a photo of his
son at a Catholic peace vigil because he thought it was more politically
motivated than a memorial. Someone said, “thank you for your sacri-
fice,” which he didn’t like because it had not been his choice. He wept
often thinking “What's it worth? A democratic Iraq? I just want my son
back.” (See George Packer, The Assassin’s Gate - America in Iraq
(N.Y.: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2005) p. 374 {t.)

The author of the book about the Iraq war does not depict the fa-
ther as a doubter of God because of his sorrows, but more as a bewil-
dered, depressed person with no answer. It is interesting that the young
man’s mother, divorced from the father, had become a born-again Chris-
tian and thought that her son died to fight the forces of evil.

A widow writes: “Why 1s that bird still singing? My life had halted
three hours earlier when my husband died suddenly...A fog and thou-
sands of miles separated us....How was it possible that the rest of the
world continued?”.... My life is buried there too, I thought, as I stood by
my husband’s grave after his funeral...the pains were not only from my
loss but from all the unfinished business that it seemed would now not
be finished. What could I do about all those things I wish I hadn’t said,
or that he had said and I hadn’t understood?...how could we ever come
to grips with all this pain? But no, here was my first lesson: “we” were
not going to come to grips - “I” was.” (Sue Norris from Holding Hands
with God, p. 53 {f.)

In the case of loss of family members, if their death means living
alone after years of daily companionship, depression can easily follow.
Some grievers have relatives or friends stay with them while they con-
sider a new life style. Often they will decide to move closer to living fam-
ily members.

Sometimes depression after a death comes from unresolved guilt
feelings. Did the conflicts in a relationship become so severe that his or
her death was wished? The psychotherapist Dr. Constance M. Mucha,
earlier cited, claims that those who spent a long time after a death help-
ing others cope, may not have processed their own grief sufficiently, with
the result a sense of depression. (p. 21)

I believe that the tradition in many cultures of wearing distinctive
garb after the death of a close relative probably provided a definite pe-
riod for mourning with a kind of closure when the garments were ex-
changed for other colors. The Kubler-Ross foundation sells black arm-
bands for the grieving to wear for a time individually chosen.

In some countries old women grieving one death after another sim-
ply keep wearing black for the rest of their lives. Most of us would con-
sider such a practice as a cause of depression, but I wonder. Is it less
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depressing, for instance, in a desperate desire to flee from the pain, to
become an alcoholic?

After my husband’s death I fell into what I called the grey night of
the soul. St. John of the Cross believed that spiritual progress depended
upon passing through the dark night of the soul. But my long night was
not so much black as grey. I knew that God was with me, but I felt low
and depressed for a long time.

I was advised to accept those feelings but at the same time come
against them. Not so much by direct confrontation, but by opening up
time to let in more light to my battered heart. “Do what helps you,” a
friend advised. At first I thought this was a ridiculous idea. Of course we
do what helps us. Then I realized I don’t always do what helps me. I
often flee into workaholism instead of spending time in the beauty of
nature, music and art. Beauty 1s a foretaste of eternity. When we experi-
ence it, we can sometimes get a sense of the beloved lost one immersed
in this beauty, if not right away because of purgatory, moving toward it. A
memorable instance of this truth came from an invitation to a concert.
The woman who asked me to come with her was in my suicide survivor’s
group. Her teen daughter had killed herself around the same time my
son had. Her adult son was in the orchestra. One of the pieces was
Richard Strauss’ Death and Transfiguration. This was an old favorite 1
had not listened to for a long time. After tumultuous and poignantly sad
parts there 1s a breakthrough mto a luminous ecstatic sense of eternal
bliss. When that part came, I grabbed the hand of my friend and both
of us felt a sense of the presence of our beloved children, not with us in
the auditorium, but there - in the beautiful beyond, redeemed by our
Savior.

In the greyness that can come with grieving, moments of enjoyment
of beauty are not luxuries but necessities. They make real for me these
lines from St. Herman of Reichenau, “The whole of this present world
has become mean and wearisome, and on the other hand the world to
come has become so unspeakably desirable and dear that I hold all these
passing things as light as thistledown. I am tired of “living.” (Quotable
Saints, p. 47)

On quite a different note, a death can bring depressed feelings be-
cause 1t forces us to accept what philosophers call contingency: that life
on this earth can be snuffed out at any moment. We humans cannot
hold our bodily existence in a tight grip. Even though we know that an
unending life on earth would be tediously unbearable, the idea that the
life in this world may end in a second is frightening. The actual death of
another, can trigger off sadness about our own contingency. When we
feel depressed about this, we need to hide in the heart of our Savior who
1s not contingent but perfect unchanging being in order to feel consoled.
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Let me close this part of the chapter with another quotation from
the poet Leigh Mazeleski:

“Let the depth of their pain open their hearts so that they will learn
the comfort of sharing with others. Let their new depth make them rich
with emotion, so that one day they will have a passion for living. Let their
depth of spirit endure, so that in their lifetimes they will find a joy they
had never imagined, a faith they never expected, and a strength they
never knew existed.”(When Words Have Wings, p. 53)

For Personal Reflection or Group Sharing

e Did you have doubts about God or the after-life at the time of the
death of beloved persons?

e If you did have doubts what truths or experiences brought you out
of doubt?

e Think of moments when you were able to almost see the soul of
someone who 1s now dead. Let yourself dwell in those moments and
feel reassured that the soul 1s more than the body.

e If you are now in a state of doubt, write a prayer asking God to reas-
sure you.

o Is your grief different from that of non-believers? If you have more
hope, thank God for the gift of faith. Compose a prayer for those
who are hopeless in the face of death.

e Do you give yourself enough time to “hold hands with God in the
dark or do you distract yourself to avoid depression and then feel
sometimes even sadder between bouts of activity?

o When Jesus was forlorn and felt abandoned, he prayed, “into your
hands I commit my spirit (Lk.23:46) When we think of our beloved
dead, we can pray, “into your hands, I commit his/her, their, spir-
its.” Picture your loved one embraced in the arms of Jesus who is
calling him or her by name.

e  Praying the Stations of the Cross in Church can help you unite your
sufferings with those of the Lord in His passion.

e In a group for grieving it was suggested that we write a letter of
goodbye to the one who died. If you feel depressed, try writing one.
If you like to draw you might include an artistic rendering of your
feelings.

o A grief counselor who is a dancer suggests putting your pain into
motion. (See Diane Tucker diane_tucker@hotmail.com)

e Make a list of those parts of creation you consider to be the most
beautiful. As you remember a time of being at the ocean, looking
mto a baby’s face, etc. let God tell you how this will be in eternity
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when such experiences will be free from annoying accompaniments
such as smog, traffic, bugs, dirt. Even if we must pass through purga-
tory on the way, we hope that one day we will all be together experi-
encing such beauty. Anticipate this in hopeful meditation.

There 1s a famous mural from Forest Lawn Cemetery showing Jesus
welcoming crowds of people into heaven. See if you can find that
picture or some other from the tradition of Catholic art to remind
you that life on earth is not our final destiny.
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1f Only. .

1 can’t run away from this day
Although 1 fill each block of time
1 can’t push the sadness away
As the horror creeps mto my mind
The questions return on this day
And acceptance of the unknown 1s slow
And it’s the details of “the news” I replay
When 1t’s his face that I long to see so
...A hint of fantasy lightens my day
And I imagine that it was all just a dream
That violent death took my brother away
Instead I ache of wounds unseen

(Mazaleski, When Words Have Wings, p. 63)

Without an Answer
When we demand God’s intervention
then we close the doors to hope
and our sight becomes narrowly focused
When we ask for a miracle
then we are bound for disappointment
and we starve existing only on expectations
When we place blame in our sorrow
then the root of our pain becomes lost
and we waste precious energy on anger
When we bargain in desperation
then we lay a plan for failure
forgetting that our Father cries our tears
When we punish God for our loss
then we place our souls i lonely torment
discarding the only one who knows
When our acceptance 1s contingent upon answers
then we become exhausted in endless search
and our progress is chained to closure

(Mazaleski, When Words Have Wings, p. 58)

Most often when a loved one goes through a long dying process sur-
rounded by relatives and friends, we have had lots of time to come to
terms with the impending separation. There will still be grief, but there
will usually be less issues of “if only....” such as in the case of sudden
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deaths 1n accidents, murder, or suicide.

o  “If only I didn’t turn my back to pick up the phone when my baby
choked to death on that marble the older kids left on the floor?”

o  “If only my daughter left the house 5 minutes later, she would still
be alive!”

o “If only the police had caught that serial killer one day earlier!”

o  “If only my parents had been more loving about my unwanted teen
pregnancy, I would have kept the baby or given him or her for adop-
tion.”

e  “If only I had shown more love, would my husband not have taken
his own life?”

o “If only God had understood how much I needed to marry my fi-
ancé, maybe he would not have let her get killed in that accident.”

In the case of relationships with unresolved conflicts, there are other

types of “if only” questions.

e  “If only my wife had gone to 12 Step for her drinking, would we
have become more happy together before her death?”

e  “If only my father had said “I love you, my son,” even once in my
life, would I feel only sadness at his death, and not this bitterness?”

In the case of C. S. Lewis’ extended ponderings about the death of
his wife to cancer, the if only question came down to considering God a
sadist for allowing her to die. Eventually he would write:

“Why do I make room in my mind for such filth and non-
sense?.,,, Aren’t all these notes the senseless writhings of a man who
won’t accept the fact that there us nothing we can do with suffering ex-
cept to suffer 1t?” (p. 29)

He began to realize that thinking of God as a cosmic sadist was a
form of anger, a way of hitting back - telling God what he thought of
him.

“Anger makes you feel better for a moment because it seems like
retaliation.”

Eventually he realized that he might be to blame if he wanted her
back even if it would not be good for her. (p. 32-34)

The widow Sue Norris, wrote that after the sudden death of her
husband, “I came to real anger with God. Being a Christian 1s about be-
coming integrated, whole, and now through no fault of my own, being
bereaved was to become at once split, disjointed, shattered, scattered...It
Just wasn’t fair.”

But then after awhile she came to realize that only God could re-
mold her vulnerable self into something new. In her advice to other wid-

38



If Only...

ows she says that 1t will not help to close oneself off through anger. “We
are all such controllers, for all we may say our life 1s God’s and mean it.
When it comes to the crunch, we really don’t like him interfering in
these uninvited and dreadful ways ...melting...1t’s fiery.” (Sue Norris from
Holding Hands with God, p. 54-57)

Unhelpful Ways of Dwelling on the “If-
onlys”

Feelings of anger at the death of a loved one through the careless-
ness of a drunk driver, the malice of a murderer, the mental confusion of
suicide, or death before reconciliation, are natural and to be expected.
Though no sin i1s unforgivable, it is still a terrible thing to drive drunk
risking the life of others. You could be very angry at the one who died if
the accident was their own fault, as in driving on drugs. What grace of
God it takes to forgive someone who murdered a person you love
whether it be a stranger who killed, say, in the course of a theft, or a
crime of passion, or an insane serial killer.

How angry one can be that someone threw away their own lives,
possibly in a period of despair that could have been overcome.

‘What makes righteous anger bad is if it festers without an end,
building to the desire for revenge. Instead of joining a crusade against
drunk driving, with potential good results, what good fruit can come
from nurturing hatred for the victimizer. Rightly it 1s said that hate hurts
the angry one more than the target. (See Chervin, Taming the Lion
Within: Five Steps from Anger to Peace)

I have heard of young adults angry at God or fate because their par-
ents died too soon to be at their graduations or weddings. Again, the
feeling of pain because of the absence of those whose death deprived us
of their presence is not blameworthy, but a sign of the depths of the love
they gave us while alive.

‘What becomes unhelpful 1s a dwelling on such a cross in the form
of withholding trust in God’s loving providence. Sometimes this anger
manifests itself in envy of those who have what we lost. After the death
of my son, I found it hard to visit friends with teen sons, especially if
those sons were affectionate to their parents. Once I realized this expla-
nation of the depressed feelings I had seeing young men hugging their
mothers, I was able to expect my initial reaction and finally with time to
rejoice that a friend still had sons on this earth who loved her so much.

Feeling guilt over a death 1s almost inevitable for family in the case
of a suicide. With the help of the devil, it 1s easy to blame ourselves as if
our behavior or omissions were the sole cause of the tragedy. For a year
after my son’s death I would go over his whole life up until then dismally
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adding to the list of my crimes: “if only I had gone on welfare when my
husband became disabled, instead of working outside the home, maybe
Charlie would have been more secure.” This idea would be accompa-
nied by replays of little Charlie at four years old standing numb with sad-
ness inside the gate of the Montessori school I sent him to mornings
while I taught at the University.

About this particular guilty memory, it helped me to meet a mother
of another teenage boy who had taken his life. She was a typical at-home
Mom whose greatest joy was to be there constantly for her children. She
was berating herself that because she was under-educated and at home
she hadn’t developed the sensitivity to understand her son’s artistic per-
sonality!

It also helped with guilt to talk to an acquaintance, Joseph Nicolosi,
a psychotherapist. He explained what 1s called the eternal child syn-
drome. Some young people can’t stand to leave childhood behind to
become adults. They may try to avoid adulthood through drugs, drink,
extreme dependency, and sometimes suicide. When Dr. Nicolost told us
this, I said I wished I had sent Charlie to Nicolosi for therapy. His re-
sponse surprised me:

“No. Most likely T could not have helped him. The eternal child is
convinced that he understands his destiny better than anyone else. He or
she wusually rejects the counselor. Such eternal children also usually dis-
dain all pills designed to deal with their depression, for such medications
would quench their creativity. It is too demeaning for a free spirit to take
pills.”

This helped me with guilt about “if only” I had found the right
counselor. Even if you can’t find an expert to relieve this type of guilt,
you will need to gradually accept the fact that God allowed you to be in
circumstances that made it hard to find a solution that later seemed pos-
sible. For example, the adult children of an elderly person might dis-
cover after the death of a parent that there was a sure cure just 50 miles
away at a research hospital.

“If only I had known!” Not guilty. Exactly. If you had known, you
would have gotten your mother or father there even at great sacrifice.
God, for His own reasons, allowed it that you didn’t know.

After each of the major deaths in my family of my mother, father,
son, and husband, I found comfort in going to sacramental confession:

“Father, I would like to make a general confession of everything I
ever did that was unlovingto ____ . (I specified typical sins I com-
mitted against each one such as harsh judgment, non-forgiveness, nag-
ging, anger, etc.)

This helped me to realize that, yes, I was at fault but that didn’t
mean I was responsible for their deaths. I also made general acts of for-
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giveness for the ways they hurt me.

Another bad way of dwelling on “if only” has to do with the imagina-
tion. I always tell the newly bereaved that they must avoid at all costs
picturing the loved one alone, far away, floating in space. Shortly after
the death of my son I woke from a nap and felt his soul very close, as if
he were looking through the window. This short mystical vision left me
full of happiness. He wasn'’t far, he was close.

This grace was accompanied by an intriguing insight. We think the
dead are far away because it might be a long time before we see them
again, face to face. But time is not space. The realm of purgatory or
heaven is not far from us, just mostly invisible to us.

Now I advice those left behind to always “picture” the deceased as
near even if invisible and untouchable. Best is to picture him or her in
the arms of Jesus. We will see when we study Scripture and Tradition
that even though purgatory is a place of purification, there is great joy,
because the souls there know that they are saved. So, we do not need to
picture them in our minds as far away, alone, and probably in misery.

Good Ways of Coping with “If Only.”

Misery loves company is an old adage. Groups devoted to helping
the grieving can help with “if only issues.” They take us away from iso-
lated brooding. In the case of Survivors of Suicide groups for families
and friends of those who succeeded in taking their lives, reference is
often made to the enigma of suicide. It is stressed that we will never be
satisfied by any explanation given - it will always be an enigma. Why?
Because none of the reasons that can be given force another person to
make that tragic choice. Another person under the same conditions will
decide to live on carrying those crosses.

I needed to listen carefully to how the Holy Spirit was talking to me
through my religious friends. A priest told me, “God didn’t call Charlie
home, but he welcomed him home.” Another friend suggested that
maybe God sometimes lets those die who cannot carry the burden He
called light.

‘We grieving people are in danger of drowning in our sufferings, ask-
ing about “why me?” or “if only.” We need to grab on to the life-line of
Catholic teaching. I found John Paul II's encyclical “On the Christian
Meaning of Suffering” (1984) helpful, especially because he, himself, had
suffered so much during World War 11, from the Communist regime in
Poland, when a terrorist tried to assassinate him, and then from his last
illness.

Because in the past it was thought that all suicides go to hell, it
helped me enormously to read what the Catechism teaches:
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“We are stewards, not owners, of the life God has entrusted to us.
It 1s not ours to dispose of....Grave psychological disturbances, anguish,
or grave fear of hardship, suffering, or torture can diminish the responsi-
bility of one the one committing suicide. We should not despair of the
eternal salvation of persons who have taken their own lives. By ways
known to him alone, God can provide the opportunity for salutary re-
pentance. The Church prays for persons who have taken their own
lives.” Catechism of the Catholic Church (2280-83)

This knowledge made it possible for my to pray for him in this way:
I beg you, Lord, to save my dear one who in desperation took his own
life. T believe that you love him a thousand times more than I do. I be-
lieve that at the last moment you offered him or her your divine em-
brace. Please accept my prayers and sufferings now to join to your re-
demption of this soul. According to your wisdom, I beg you for a sign
that my beloved one 1s saved.”

Books about healing of memories by Linn and Linn also helped me
with grieving miscarriages.

Many grieving over “if only” speculations are comforted by receiving
what can be interpreted as signs from those who have gone before. The
question of the legitimacy and validity of signs is a confusing area. It is
not Catholic teaching that we can take personal visions or locutions to be
infallible. But that does not mean that they are bogus and should always
be dismissed as dangerous.

True, we are not allowed to insist on communication with the dead.

“All forms of divination are to be rejected...conjuring of the
dead...recourse to mediums...all conceal a desire for power over time,
history, and, in the last analysis, other human beings.... They contradict
the honor, respect, and loving fear that we owe to God alone.” (Cate-
chism of the Catholic Church, 2116)

On the other hand Scripture is studded with instances of God-given
signs. Prophets such as Elijah proved the existence of Jahweh in the face
of the false prophets of Baal through the sign of a miraculous fire. (1
Kings 38)

Certainly, we should not demand that God send us a sign of the sal-
ration of a beloved person who died. But we can certainly be grateful for
a sign that 1s consoling. One of my tests for things seen visibly or interi-
orily or heard audibly or “in my heart,” 1s whether the sign seems like the
sort of thing I would imagine and concoct or whether, instead, it seems
surprising and not inventible.

After my son died, I would have liked to have a vision of him being
rescued by his guardian angel, to whom I had been praying for him just
before his decision for suicide. I would have liked to have heard him tell
me he was saved in spite of everything. I didn’t get such signs. But sur-
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prising things did happen. For example, the grandfather clock in our
living room, always wound up for 24 hours at 11 PM each night, stopped
at 4 PM, the day and time Charlie jumped off the bridge. After I called
Martin to announce the death, Martin heard Charlie tell him, “Dad,
don’t worry. I'm okay.” These welcome words were not in the style of a
supernatural pronouncement but more the way a teen might say it. My
brother-in-law, not a Catholic familiar in any way with such a sign,
smelled roses when none were around on the wintry coast of California.
My sister audibly heard her nephew Charlie tell her, “I love my sisters.
Father, forgive me and hold my hand. But Mother, you taught me not to
fear death.”

A month and a half after his death, I received this locution from Je-
sus: “I let him jump because I could not stand to watch him suffer so
much. The purpose of life is to get a foretaste of heaven and to want
eternity. That is what he wanted. He had his foretaste of eternity in the
joys of life. He was weaned by his sufferings from wanting to live any
more. You will find him in My heart.” It certainly sounded more like
Jesus than like me.

Charlie was a composer. At a concert given by his friends for the
anniversary of his death, my daughter, Diana, saw a vision of Charlie
smiling.

‘While writing this book I have had a strong sense of the real pres-
ence of what I could only call the personal flavor of both Charlie and
Martin.

My sense about signs 1s that since we are meant to continue on in
life without our beloved dead, it would be complicated if they felt really
present all the time. We are not to drag them back to us, but more to let
God stretch our souls to reach toward eternity.

After death of Mike Sweeney, one of his disciples, the lay contem-
plative referred to earlier, Charles Rich, wrote, “Mike appeared to me
today, and he looked right at me, as if he was alive, and he 1s alive, exist-
g in Him who is Life Itself...he seemed to want to say something to me
which he felt I could not understand...showing there 1s a kind of wall
separating the living from the dead which will exist until we will be with
them in the state of glory...that the souls of the faithful departed exist in
Christ 1s confirmed by these experiences of them that now and then
come to us....something of the other world 1s made evident to us when
we feel that someone who has left this world shows himself and herself to
us...these experiences are shrouded in mystery...but it was vivid and real,
making me feel it was the soul of Mike looking at me, and not just some
kind of false vision and chimera... these are glimpses, tiny glimpses, see-
g 1if we get the full flush of them we could not go on living, the joy and
delight they bring with them, forcing the soul to take leave of its bodily
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habitation. For Mike Sweeney the battle is over, and he won the war, the
war we still have to keep fighting. How lucky he 1s as are all those who
already are safe with God.”

Many years ago one of my best friends, Professor Frank Sullivan, of
Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles, was dying of a long pain-
ful illness. We were all worried about how his wife could bear the inevi-
table separation. It certainly seemed like a sign from him when right after
hearing of his death from the doctor at the hospital his wife found that
their toilet seat had cracked in half!

Shirley Schalk in Holding Hands with God, wrote this about the
many signs that came to show her that her son who died in a car accident
was saved 1n spite of his wayward life-style. “On Holy Thursday, after his
death, I gazed at the heavens and...I saw my son standing in white...to the
right of Jesus with many little children...From time to time, mostly at
Mass, the Lord allows a brush of a kiss on my cheek....many of Mi-
chael’s friends, some or whom were touched by Mike’s death bed con-
version) saw Mike in the light reassuring them. (p. 100-101)

In closing this chapter I would like to offer this prayer: “Dear God, 1
accept the fact that I cannot undo anything in the past that might have
contributed, however remotely, to the death of my loved one. Please
keep me from compulsive guilt and self-flagellation. T place my dearly
beloved one into Your tender hands. Give me the grace, not to forget,
but to move forward in my life. Increase in me the virtues I miss so
much in the one who has gone home to You.”

For Personal Reflection or Group Sharing

e  Write a letter to each person who died who was close to you, ex-
pressing your sadness at any faults of yours in the relationship, grati-
tude for the good, and hope for that person’s future and yours.

e  Make a general confession of any sins of yours that hurt the de-
ceased ones.

e “You will only feel better when you know he is in a better place.”
Picture to yourself or make a drawing showing what this better place
might be like.

e  Picture to yourself Jesus seated in a beautiful place you are familar
with. Let yourself imagine that you are sitting on one side of him.
Then see the person who died walking toward you. Jesus wants you
to tell each other everything you didn’t have time for before the
death. Then say goodbye. Watch your loved one leaving, but you
remain close to Jesus.
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“Christ Jesus lay in death’s strong bands
For our offenses given:

But now at God’s right hand he stands
And brings us life from heaven;
Therefore let us joyful be,

And praise the Father thankfully
With songs of Alleluia. Alleluia.
How long and bitter was the strife
When life and death contended,
The victory remamned with life,
The reign of death was ended:
Stripped of power, no more it reigns,
And empty form alone remains.
Death’s string is lost forever. Allelwa.
So let us keep this festival
1o which Our Lord mvites us,
The Savior who 1s_joy of all,

The Sun that warms and lights us:
By his grace he shall impart
Lternal sunshine to the heart;

The night of sin has ended. Alleluia.
(Liturgy of the Hours, Hyimn for Evening Prayer - p. 352)

Many grievers agree with me that after the death of a beloved person
the words of Scripture come alive in a new way. As you read the famous
passages I have here assembled you might try inserting your own name
i each and, where appropriate the name of the one who has left this
world, as in the first: “the Lord’s kindness has not forsaken the living
(you, Ronda) or the dead (Charlie and Martin). Or “Even though, I,
(Ronda) walk through the valley of the shadow of death....”

“(The Lord’s) kindness has not forsaken the living or the dead!
(Ruth 2:20)

“Would I had died instead of you. O Absalom, my son, my son!” (2
Samuel 18:33)

“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I
fear no evil, for thou art with me. (Ps. 23:4)

“Turn thou to me and be gracious to me; for I am lonely and af-
flicted.” (Psalm 25:16)

“The Lord gave, the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of
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the Lord.” (Job 1:21)

“I know that my Redeemer lives and...after my skin has been thus
destroyed, then (from) my flesh I shall see God.” (Job 19:25-26)

“He will swallow up death for ever, and the Lord God will wipe
away tears from all faces.” (Isaiah 25:8)

“For behold, I create new heavens and a new earth, and the former
things shall not be remembered or come into mind.” (Isaiah 65:17)

“After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will raise us up,
that we may live fore him.” (Hosea 6:2)

“Blessed be the pure of heart, for they shall see God.” (Mt. 5:8)

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.” (Mt.
5:5)

“Fear not, therefore, you are of more value than many sparrows.”
(Mt. 10:31)

“And when I go and prepare a [place for you, I will come again and
will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.” (John 14:3)

(To good thief)“Today you shall be with me i paradise” (John 23:
43)

“ But Mary (Magdalene) stood weeping outside the tomb...” (John
20:11)

“No one has ascended up to heaven but he who descended from
heaven, the Son of man. who is in heaven...that whoever believes in him
may have eternal life (John. 3:13, 15)

“My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. I give
them eternal life, and they shall never perish. No one shall snatch them
out of my hand.” (John. 10:27-28)

“In my Father’s house there are many rooms...I go to prepare a
place for you....I will come again and will take you to myself...” (John.
14:2-3)

“...that your joy may be full.” (John. 16:24)

“We know that the whole creation has been groaning in travail to-
gether untill now, and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have
the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as
sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. ...if
we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.” (Rm. 8:22-
25)

“What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man con-

El

ceived, what God has prepared for those who love him...” (1 Corinthians
2:9)

“For we now see 1n a mirror dimly, but then face to face.” (1 Corin-
thians 13:12)

“But 1f there 1s no resurrection of the dead, Then Christ has not
been raised; if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in
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rain...we are of all men most to be pitied. (1 Cor. 15:13-19)

“But some one will ask, ‘How are the dead raised? With what kind
of body do they come?’ You foolish man! What you sow does not come
to life unless it dies. And what you sow is not the body which is to be, but
a bare kernel, perhaps of wheat or of some other grain. But God gives it
a body as he has chosen, and to each kind of seed its own body....So it 1s
with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable, what 1s
raised 1s imperishable. It is sown in dishonor, it 1s raised in glory. It 1s
sown in weakness, it 1s raised in power. It is sown a physical body, it is
raised a spiritual body....Jest as we have borne the 1image of the man of
dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of heaven....we shall all be
changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For
the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we
shall be changed. For his perishable nature must put on the imperish-
able, and this mortal nature must put on immortality.... ‘Death 1s swal-
lowed up in victory.” (1 Corinthians 15: 85-54)

“So we do not lose heart...this...momentary affliction 1s preparing
for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, because we look
not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen; for the
things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eter-
nal. For we know that if the earthly tent we live in 1s destroyed, we have a
building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.
Here indeed we roan, and long to put on our heavenly dwelling...He
who has prepared us for this very thing is God, who has given us the
Spirit as a guarantee...we walk by faith, not by sight.” (2 Corinthians 4:
16-18, 5: 1-7)

“For our commonwealth 1s in heaven, and from 1t we await a Savior,
the Lord Jesus Christ, who will change our lowly body to be like his glo-
rious body, by the power which enables him even to subject all things to
himself.” (Philippians 3:20-21)

“Perfect love casts out fear.” (1 Jn. 4:18)

“...and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” (Revelation
7:17)

“And I heard a voice from heaven saying....”Blessed are the dead
who die in the Lord...that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds
follow them!” (Revelation 14:13)

“And night shall be no more; they need no light of lamp or sun, for
the Lord God will be their light, and they shall reign for ever and ever.”
(Revelation 22:5)

The Catholic faith is based on Scripture and tradition. Under the
headings of eternal life, hell, purgatory, heaven, and the resurrected
body, you will be provided here with the basic teachings you need for
guidance on your journey from grief to hope.
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Eternal Life

When I became at Catholic at age 21 I thought I was pretty well-
versed in the fundamentals of the faith. Wrong! Even though every
Sunday I recited the words in the Creed, “I believe in the resurrection of
the body,” somehow I thought that it was the soul that survives death and
the body is dead forever.

Over and over again I hear or read words to this effect: “I really
can’t look forward much to heaven because it 1s hard to imagine myself
liking a place of no movement, no nature, just maybe hymns of angels.”
Such Christians seem never to have read the prophesy “Then I saw a
new heaven and a new earth.” (Revelations 21:01) A good way to picture
heaven, I believe, is to think of whatever you have experienced that gave
you joy, and then multiply it by a million. And I would certainly include
in those times of joy not only love of family and friends but also of the
ocean, trees, and flowers.

Even if you truly understand the faith perfectly you will probably still
find that in a state of grieving, reading about the promises we believe in
about eternal life will bring comfort and added hope.

Before studying our doctrines about specific destinations, let us look
at some general truths about eternal life from tradition.

Does the Christian teaching build on what the Jews believed in the
Old Testament? You may recall that in the time of Jesus there was con-
troversy with those Sadducees who denied life after death and the Phari-
sees strongly convinced of it. (see Mark 12:24-26 and Acts 23:6) This is
explained partly by the fact that the fullness of eternal life could be
opened to the Jews only after the Messiah came. He it was who would
reveal the nature of our final destiny.

Many centuries later, after Christ came, among those Jews who did
not believe He was the Messiah, there was still uncertainty. But the most
respected medieval Jewish philosopher and theologian, Moses Maimon-
ides, in his Thirteen Principles of Faith, wrote that the resurrection of
the dead 1s a basic principle of the Torah of Moses. (See A Maimonides
Reader, edited by Isidore Twersky (New York: Behrman House, 1972,
pp- 401-23 Maimonides proclaimed that anyone who does not believe in
the resurrection of the dead has no connection with the Jewish nation.
The resurrection, however, he maintained, i1s only for the righteous.
Maimonides insisted that God’s justice entails that with all the sufferings
of the just on earth there must be a compensatory world to come. He
also wrote about a place of soul cleansing called Gehinnom. After death,
those righteous souls know they will be saved, and that they are being
prepared for the world to come when they will join the souls that went
right after death to the Garden of Eden.
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In the Catechism of the Catholic Church (#988-1019) we rejoice to
see spelled out how the coming of Jesus Christ, the true Messiah, has
opened the gates of eternal life, and given us a much clearer sense of
what our choices on earth should be to avoid hell and to receive the
graces of purgatory and heaven.

I certain draw hope from these passages from the section of the
catechism i explication of the words of the Creed ‘I believe in the resur-
rection...” You might want to read them slowly in a prayerful manner
such as adding an Amen after each paragraph or “Thank you, Jesus,” or
“may it be so for myself and those I love who are now with You.”

“We firmly believe, and hence we hope that, just as Christ is truly
risen from the dead and lives for ever, so after death the righteous will
live for ever with the risen Christ and he will raise them up on the last
day.” (#988)

“It 1s Jesus himself who on the last day will raise up those who have
believed in him, who have eaten his body and drunk his blood.” (#994)

“...death entered the world on account of man’s sin....Death was
therefore contrary to the plans of God the Creator and entered the world
as a consequence of sin.” (#1008)

“Because of Christ, Christian death has a positive meaning: ‘For to
me to live 1s Christ, and to die is gain.” (Philippians 1:21) #1010)

“In death, God calls man to himself. Therefore the Christian
can...transform his own death into an act of obedience and love towards
the Father, after the example of Christ.” (#1011)

And here are some of my favorite quotations from the saints about
eternal life:

“I can never lose one whom I have loved unto the end; one to
whom my soul cleaves so firmly that it can never be separated does not
go away but only goes before. Be mindful of me when you come to
where I shall follow you.” (St. Bernard, Quotable Saints, p. 47)

“ Blessed be God for our sister, the death of the body.” (St. Francis
of Assisi, (Quotable Saints, p. 47)

“You, if you are an apostle, will not have to die. You will move to a
new house: that is all.” (St. Jose Escriva, Quotable Saints, p. 51)

Part of the legacy of the Church is the wisdom of holy men and
women even if they have not been canonized. I hope you will find these
quotations from my dear mentor, Charles Rich, as inspiring as I do:

(After visiting the grave of his dear holy friend Tom Prendergast)
“Bernie and I stood on his grave, and we were overcome with a holy
kind of envy for his soul, because that soul of his 1s now completely with
Christ, and in that completeness which he always wanted so much.”

“God has given us two different modes of communication, one with
the living, one with the dead. The dead speak to us and we to them but
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we do so in the depths of our being which God alone is able to pene-
trate...there is a certain deep-seated satisfaction whenever we think in a
holy way or those who have already left this life.”

"We should moderate the sadness we feel when we learn that
someone has died by the thought that he has taken a part of ourselves
with him...part of us has emigrated to heaven every time someone by
means of death goes there ahead of us.”

“A saint said that God sometimes gives us our purgatory on this
earth, so in losing your son and husband you must have gotten yours.
We want to see God immediately on our departure for this life, and so,
Ronda dearest, God loves you very much so He will give you the grace to
be with and see Him...it is a special sign of God’s love to suffer so
much.”

Hell, Purgatory and Heaven

In former days the subject of hell was a frequent topic in Christian
conversation. Some thought most people went there. Even though the
documents of Vatican II and the Catholic Catechism by no means deny
hell’s reality, there is a tendency among many of us since Vatican II to
avold nention of it in favor of just hoping no one goes there, especially
not those we love.

However, in A Grief Observed, (p. 24-25) C.S. Lewis points out that
it is not Christian to think that all the dead are at peace. Somewhat wryly,
he suggests that since God’s love is compatible with Him hurting us on
earth why not after death.

“I never believed before - I thought it immensely improbable - that
the faithfulest soul could leap straight into perfection and peace the mo-
ment death has rattled in the throat. H. was a splendid thing; a soul
straight, bright, and tempered like a sword. But not a perfected saint. A
sinful woman married to a sinful man; two of God’s patients, not yet
cured. I know there are not only tears to be dried but stains to be
scoured. The sword will be made even brighter.” (p. 35)

In Jaws of Death, Gate of Heaven, Von Hildebrand wrote that even
though we should long to meet Christ in eternity, death is still a fearful
reality. Heaven is not automatic for ourselves or those we care about.

“We should be afraid of death because we will be subject to judg-
ment and our illusions will be torn away. Yet we should also have hope
that we will one day meet God and in the face of Christ and Mary and
the saints and our beloved death, the darkness of death, which 1s real,
can be pierced by the light of faith. (p. ix)

In death we, and everyone else, has to face judgment, but also will
meet Jesus face to face, so we have fear and hope, both so impressive in
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the liturgies for the dead. (p. 69)

Lest fear for ourselves and those who have gone before overwhelm
us, Von Hildebrand includes in his treatise the challenging thought that if
we love Jesus we must long to have the bridegroom come even more
than we fear judgment. (p. 80)

Let us go to Scripture and the Catechism for more truth about hell.

In the Concordance to the Bible, I found that Jesus warns of hell
many times, especially for those who have indifference toward the needy.
(See Matthew 25:31-46). Ridicule with its note of sarcastic scorn is also
somewhat surprisingly singled out as endangering a person’s soul. (Mat-
thew 5:22)

And, the ever popular lust, as well. (Matthew 5:30) “The teaching of
the Church affirms the existence of hell and its eternity. Immediately
after death the souls of those who die in a state of mortal sin descend
mto hell, where they suffer the punishment of hell...The chief punish-
ment of hell i1s eternal separation from God, in whom alone man can
possess the life and happiness for which he was created and for which he
longs.” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, #1035)

Does that mean that we should live in dread that any one who died
who had not made a last sacramental confession of serious sins is
doomed? Certainly, as we shall see in the section of this chapter on pur-
gatory, such a fear is an important reason to frequently and ardently in-
tercede 1n prayer for the soul of anyone who lived in disobedience to
God’s law. But we need to also take heed of this teaching:

“God predestines no one to go to hell; for this, a willful turning away
from God (a mortal sin) is necessary, and persistence in it until the end.
In the Eucharistic liturgy and in the daily prayers of her faithful, the
Church mplores the mercy of God, who does not want ‘any to perish,
but all to come to repentance.’ (#1037)

It is not our job to judge each other concerning final damnation.
Many a public sinner still loves God in spite of his or her weaknesses. It
used to be pointed out especially at parish missions as an incentive to
approaching the sacrament of reconciliation that, besides the Virgin
Mary, there is only one person we are told about i Scripture who we
know went straight to heaven: a thief and a murder: the man who prayed
to Jesus from his adjacent crucifix.

‘We must always hope that even if no outward sign was given of re-
pentance before death, a hardened sinner may yet have inwardly turned
to God at the last moment. A woman whose husband had lived a sinful
life was thrown into despair when this man ended his own life jumping
off a bridge into a deep river. St. John Vianney saw in a mystical vision
that “between the bridge and the river, he repented and was forgiven.”
How comforting to his devout widow.
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We also need not think that everyone who died outside the Church
went to hell. We need to pray for them, but also to bear in mind this
teaching: “They could not be saved who, know