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Praise for David Bannon’s books on grief:


“Brings wisdom and solace to everyone acquainted with grief.” —Philip Yancey, author of Where the Light Fell and What’s So Amazing About Grace?


“Remarkable.” —Christianity Today


“A valuable resource.” —The Christian Century


“A gorgeous book to help the grieving.” —Jana Riess, author of Flunking Sainthood


“Richly beautiful … thrums with a real and quiet hope.” —Sarah Clarkson, From the Vicarage


“Outstanding.” —W. Lee Warren, MD, neurosurgeon, author of I’ve Seen the End of You


“Penetrates and elucidates … a marvelous gift.” —Luci Shaw, Writer in Residence, Regent College


“Does not rely on emotional outbursts; rather on sighs, quiet and restrained.” —The Erlangen News


“Wonderfully well-researched and yet also moving and deeply personal.” —Timothy Jones, past Visiting Scholar, Princeton Theological Seminary, and author of Fully Beloved: Meeting God in Our Heartaches and Our Hopes


“A fascinating text with the power to heal.” —Steven S. Bammel, PhD


“Thoughtfully spiritual and honest about the great brokenness of our lives.” —Hearts and Minds Books


“Very unique.” —Greenwich Sentinel


“A book to help the grieving.” —Religion News Service


“A sacred invitation to embrace grief as part of our own stories … a contemplative journey.” —Spectrum Magazine













[image: Image 1]














2026 First Printing


A Hope Observed: Finding Solace Through Shared Stories of Grief


ISBN 979-8-89348-040-5


Copyright © 2026 by David Bannon


All translations from French, German, and Korean in this book are by the author, David Bannon, unless otherwise indicated. Translation copyright © 2015–2025 by David Bannon. Egyptian tomb inscriptions have been adapted by the author. “Northward” is inspired by traditional Egyptian lament. © 2024 by David Bannon.


The Paraclete Press name and logo (dove on cross) are trademarks of Paraclete Press.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Bannon, David author


Title: A hope observed : finding solace through shared stories of grief / David Bannon.


Description: Brewster, Massachusetts : Paraclete Press, [2026] | Includes bibliographical references. | Summary: “Bannon shares about his own journey of grief and offers reflections on the grief experienced by biblical or historical figures all paired with Scripture, art, and readings”-- Provided by publisher.


Identifiers: LCCN 2025024918 | ISBN 9798893480405 hardcover


Subjects: LCSH: Bannon, David | Grief--Case studies | Grief--Religious aspects--Christianity | Hope--Case studies | Hope--Religious aspects--Christianity | LCGFT: Case studies


Classification: LCC BF575.G7 B36 2026 | DDC 248.8/6--dc23/eng/20250805


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025024918


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in an electronic retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or any other—except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the publisher.


Published by Paraclete Press


Brewster, Massachusetts


www.paracletepress.com


Printed in India











for Jessica











THERE IS NOTHING WE CAN SAY THAT GOD DOES NOT UNDERSTAND.


THERE IS NOTHING WE CAN SAY THAT GOD DOES NOT WANT TO HEAR.
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GRIEF BILL OF RIGHTS





My grief matters.


My grief is an act of memory and love.


My grief, like my love, has no time limit.


My grief is the natural and appropriate reaction to loss.


My grief is healthy.


My grief is normal.


My grief is not a process to work through, a disorder to heal, a condition to treat, or an illness to cure.


My grief has only one stage—grief.


My grief is my own.


I grieve at my own pace.


I grieve in my own way.


I may speak my grief or remain silent.


I am not crazy.


I am not alone.


How my loved one died is not as important as who that person is to me.


My loved one matters.


Grief is love.













Using This Book





Our grief is our own, as unique as a fingerprint, as fragile as a snowflake. Yet others have crawled through this same valley, stumbling blindly under the shadow of death. In these pages we will meet fellow mourners: presidents and poets; scientists and theologians; writers and filmmakers; artists and musicians; homebodies and wanderers. We may see that they, too, learned death plays no favorites. They too wrestled with questions known to all who grieve: Why did this happen? Where are my loved ones now? How can I go on?


The meditations in this book offer a chance to understand loss and find meaning in our lives ahead. Every reading begins with Scripture, for there is no book in all human history as steeped in lessons on how to grieve, cope, hope, and love. These four themes head each section. Individual entries feature works of art that express these complex emotions in surprising ways. We will also explore startling advances in grief therapy that confirm our suspicions: Our dead are with God even as we feel them near; we are not crazy; our sorrow is normal, healthy, and expected; grief is love. A quotation for further reflection ends each reading.


Some topics may interest you immediately; others might seem too painful for now. To help with your personal approach, each meditation stands alone. Open to any page and you will find all the information needed to appreciate that reflection. This leads to some repetition, particularly with dates (I mention 2015 often enough), the credentials of noted experts, aspects of grief that bear revisiting, and a certain poet and bereaved father, Friedrich Rückert. But the convenience seems worth any minor redundancy.


Millions of sufferers across the centuries have found the same solace we seek. This book is filled with some of their stories. And mine. My daughter Jess died in 2015. Her life is as much a part of these pages as the many others we will share together. Until that distant day when we hold our loved ones in our arms again, I pray that our days may be filled with peace and gentle, forgiving memory.


Thank you for sharing with me this communion of grief.


—David Bannon













Grieve







Have mercy on me, LORD, for I am faint; heal me, LORD, for my bones are in agony. My soul is in deep anguish. How long, LORD, how long?


PSALM 6:2–3


Oh, Adonai Elohim, I don’t even know how to speak!


JEREMIAH 1:6A (CJB)
















A SEPARATE BARGAIN





“She remains, she is here, more beautiful each year.”




I will lead the blind by ways they have not known, along unfamiliar paths I will guide them; I will turn the darkness into light before them and make the rough places smooth. These are the things I will do; I will not forsake them.


ISAIAH 42:16





“I’d rather go blind,” Etta James sings, than watch the one she loves leave. The first time I heard this song I felt the pull of her powerful emotions. Yep, that’s how it feels during a break-up, I thought, though we might not actually trade our eyesight!


After my daughter died, I realized the lyric isn’t just bluesy hyperbole. Many bereaved parents have pleaded with God to take them instead. A struggling child puts the lie to any Faustian fantasies of bartering our souls to gain our desires. How many parents, driven to despair, have offered their lives to God or the devil if only their child could survive? Alas, the bargain is not struck. “Dark is the world to me, for all its cities and stars,” writes Abraham Heschel. “If not for my faith that God in His silence still listens to a cry, who could stand such agony?”


Who among us has not felt cheated and abandoned by deity as our loved one suffers? Our hearts may at times harbor thoughts of self-recrimination, guilt, a sense of betrayal, abandonment, or misplaced trust. Such feelings are normal.


Johann Wolfgang von Goethe felt wholly changed after the death of his cherished sister, Cornelia. He spoke of her as a sturdy, reliable root that had now been chopped away, leaving him—the branches she once nourished—to wither and die. He had no choice but to surrender to nature, he writes, “which allows us to feel terrible pain for a brief time, but lets us mourn for much longer.” A month later, Goethe composed this poem about Cornelia:






The gods, endless, give all


to those they love, entire:


all our joys, endless; all


our pains, endless, entire.





Goethe is hinting that the gods’ largesse may be too extravagant. In giving all, entirely and without reserve, perhaps they give too much. The poet is heartbroken and feeling a tad snide. This is not unexpected. Anger, vindictiveness, and hostility are acknowledged aspects of grief. Many bereaved parents express bitterness, disillusionment, and a sense of betrayal by the divine. They may blame God and perhaps even mock deity’s apparent lack of concern.


Etta keens that blindness is preferable to parting. And she’s right. I cannot exchange my sight to have my daughter back, but in a very real way, my expressions and perceptions have changed. If eyes are windows to the soul, then in grief our eyes reveal souls that have taken harm. Look in the eyes of other mourners. You may see yourself.


In 2018, TIME Magazine photographer Adam Ferguson was assigned seven bereaved parents whose children had died in a school shooting twenty years earlier. “Photographing each parent was complex and hard,” Ferguson writes. “No photograph I made seemed able to capture the grief of losing a child.” He needn’t worry. The people featured on his cover of TIME come from many walks of life, yet their eyes tell a shared story that transcends words.


This realization is surprisingly helpful. Looking at photographs of fellow sufferers, I am moved by an ineffable yet wholly palpable quality of grief: a sense of communion. We are not alone. Emily Dickinson may have understood this when she wrote of her grief that she is “still fascinated to presume that some are like my own.”




I measure every Grief I meet


With narrow, probing, eyes—


I wonder if It weighs like Mine—


Or has an Easier size.




I note that Some—gone patient long—


At length, renew their smile—


An imitation of a Light


That has so little Oil—





Other Romantic poets also reflected on hidden sorrow that lingers under the surface of our eyes. “Leave me to my mourning!” exclaimed bereaved father Friedrich Rückert. “My eyes are accustomed to it now. Each ray of eastern light will darken my soul, adding grief to grief.” These words resonate with me. Nature may be soothing, offering hints of joy, yet it is also dangerous and destructive. It is not safe; it is not docile. Perhaps in our grief we see this clearly at last. We may feel that our eyes, and our smiles, as Dickinson wrote, are imitations of a light now bereft of life-giving oil.


Etta continues her song: Somehow she knew it was over; her soul told her to cry. Much of the lyric is about a lost love, but that line speaks to me even now.


Somehow I knew.


When my daughter was a child, we played a game called I love you more … Usually I started simply: “I love you more than chocolate!” She would chime in, “I love you more than Power Rangers!” (High praise indeed.) And off we would go, one more than after another, until sooner or later Jess returned to one of our favorites:


“I love you more than a poke in the eye!”


Jess died around eight o’clock on a Friday evening, January 16, 2015. I was working at the time and felt an odd pressure on my right eye, solid and unmistakable. The next morning, Saturday, I woke with my lid completely covered in mucus. I thought I had an unexpected case of pink eye. That afternoon my sight returned to normal.


Jess’s mother was unable to reach me on Friday or Saturday. Finally, on Sunday, January 18, while cooking dinner, I learned that Jess had overdosed on heroin, a victim of the same addiction that led Etta James to write “I’d Rather Go Blind.” I was struck dumb, unable to process a reality I knew was true. Later that same year, I came across one of the most famous laments in German literature, again by Friedrich Rückert. It perfectly expresses my bewilderment in those first few days.






The maid brings news of their


sister’s death to our throng


of boys; they cry out as one:


“She is not dead, it is not true.”


They stare at her pale lips, her


cheeks white, dark hair; and


whisper among themselves:


“She is not dead, it is not true.”


Father weeps, his heart a


wound; their mother keens;


still they resist the truth:


“She is not dead, it is not true.”


They were there in the hour


when she was laid to rest,


lowered to the cold ground:


“She is not dead, it is not true.”


She remains, she is here,


more beautiful each year,


more precious each hour:


She is not dead, it is not true.





“She is not dead,” I moan to myself. “Oh dear Lord, it’s true, I’d rather be blind.” Rückert knew this pain. His boys cry out, they whisper, they resist and ultimately face their sister’s death, all the while repeating: She is not dead, it is not true. The final stanza’s refrain of assurance is almost a sacrament. The religious parallel was no accident.


This song is a “kyrielle by Rückert,” observes Michael Neumann, professor emeritus of German literature at Catholic University of Eichstaett-Ingolstadt, referring to a French verse form characterized by refrains in the fourth line of each quatrain. Kyrielle is from the Old French kiriele, a derivative of the word Kýrie: part of many Christian liturgies, in which “Lord, have mercy” is repeated in the fourth line.


After a loss, we often rely on certain words that offer solace in times of over-whelming sorrow. These take on meaning through repetition and may include a line from a hymn, a passage of Scripture or poetry, a fondly remembered phrase spoken by our dead loved one, or private supplications. They form our liturgies of grief.


David McNeish, a minister with the Church of Scotland, says that this type of personal liturgy can be productive and helpful. He suggests that a constraining one-size-fits-all theology, or a strictly observed model of grief, imposes more harm than relief, denying the “complex and often bewildering phenomenon” of sorrow. Instead, McNeish recommends practical care that focuses on personal context, open listening, and alternative liturgy.


My private liturgy takes a different form. Unlike Rückert’s boys, I knew Jess was dead, I knew it was true. Had I the poet’s gift, my kyrielle might end each stanza with a different sacramental refrain:




She remains, she is here,


more beautiful each year,


more precious each hour:


I love you more …





I would trade places with my daughter in a heartbeat. If one of us had to die, I think, surely it should have been me. But faced with the reality of this overwhelming grief, I pause over a separate bargain. If one of us must face a world without the other, I would spare Jess this harm.


I’m reminded of a surprising phone call from Jess a few years before she died. A friend’s father had just passed. “He was only fifty-five,” she said through tearful gasps. “What if it was you? I couldn’t stand it. You’re my favorite.” Now I know, now I see: Grief, too, is an act of love. Yes, Jess, if one of us must suffer, let it be me. I’d rather go blind than see you in such pain.








WOULD I BRING HER BACK TO LIFE IF I COULD DO IT? I would not.  IF A WORD WOULD DO IT, I WOULD BEG FOR STRENGTH TO WITHHOLD THAT WORD. AND I WOULD HAVE THE STRENGTH; I AM SURE OF IT. IN HER LOSS I AM ALMOST BANKRUPT, AND MY LIFE IS A BITTERNESS,    but I am content.


—MARK TWAIN, ON THE DEATH OF HIS DAUGHTER








Vincent van Gogh, At Eternity’s Gate, 1890, Kröller-Müller Museum
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A REALLY REAL GOD





“He came that we may be forever with Him—and with them.”




Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.


1 PETER 5:7





I heard the scream first. Then the soft chuff of an idling engine, quickly switched off, and silence. I rounded the corner. Oh, garbage truck, I thought. And what, a trike? I stepped closer.


The metal was mangled, a toddler’s tricycle under heavy wheels, and something red and white: the body of a small child, crushed beyond recognition.


I looked up.


A young woman was standing on the sidewalk. Her hands were in her hair, eyes wide with horror, mouth open in soundless agony. Beside her was a heavy-set man in a tan uniform. His shoulders were slumped, palms outstretched. His breath was low, wheezing, shuddering.


I didn’t know what to do. So I trudged up the hill to my house.


My mother was on the phone. “Hang on,” she said, facing me. “A two-year-old was just killed one street over. A garbage truck backed over him.” Then she returned to her call.


I stared for a moment. I didn’t eat an afternoon snack. Instead, I went to my room and lay down. Looking at the ceiling, I revisited the tableau in my mind.


The mother’s terrible scream and stunned silence. A helpless driver. His truck. The white, as much white as red, so much red.


It was December, 1970. I was seven years old.


I never told anyone what I had seen. My mother was only thirty-two at the time, a child in many ways, as stunned and unable to process what had happened as I had been. Over the years I’ve worked in the death care field, seen friends and family die, lectured to thousands of students, and today offer support to fellow mourners.


But until now I’ve kept this story to myself. There is a reason. It’s a question of God.




Witnessing such horror was traumatic, but not in the way one might think. My seven-year-old mind did not ponder the mysteries of theodicy—such a paltry word, like biting into a lemon—and I had no doubts about the existence of the divine. In my preteen years, I remained convinced that there is an invisible world that interacts with ours. There must be, I thought, but I’m not so sure they’re very nice on the other side.


That old chestnut of a god that exists but doesn’t care didn’t suit me either. Even I could see that despite its rationalistic trappings, deism is nonsense. If God is really real, I mused as a boy, then he thinks and feels. Sure, such thoughts and emotions would be beyond our understanding, but they are palpable, they are alive. But maybe he doesn’t care about what we care about. How could he? A toddler’s body had been crushed under wheels that held no belligerence in themselves. Tires were uncaring; a living god was not.


Still, I wasn’t certain that he was a reliable god.


This is when I came to the Holy Bible. I had never been to Sunday School. My reading did not have the benefit of easy answers, or any answers at all, for that matter. The King James Version was no picnic to a preteen. I did a lot of skimming, but once I got the hang of the language, I found the stories irresistible.


I was struck by how fun it was. I had subscribed to Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine when I was twelve, and the Bible wasn’t all that different to the irreligious eye: an anthology of tangentially related “books.” When read without the burden of reverent instruction, they can be thrilling and more than a little hard to take.


Much of what I read confirmed my suspicions.


When Abraham tried to sacrifice his son, for example, I shook my head and scrawled in the margin: “No way that’s God. Freak job. God sent that angel to stop him. I bet Isaac hated his dad.”


I had much the same thought when I read about Joshua and Jericho, then that creepy business with Samuel swearing that God told him they should kill all the Amalekite children. Bloody and terrible—and pretty exciting to a young boy, I admit—but if this was God, I didn’t see much difference between him and the other gods the Bible tells us to despise.




No one had informed me that people don’t bother reading the prophets. So I dove in. I loved them. “They’re so weird!” I wrote. And the Book of Revelation? “He’s mean. Maybe crazy.”


Young people are often frustrated that adults don’t seem to listen to them. God, apparently, doesn’t mind. Abraham, Moses, David and the prophets were a talkative bunch, but God let them ramble and demand and wheedle. I liked that.


The Gospels were gentle, tender, and heartbreaking to the last. “No happy ending,” I scribbled. Yes, the Resurrection was a great day, perhaps the great day, but I kept thinking about how Mary watched her son die.


And about a young mother one street over in December of 1970, her mouth open in a scream cut short because no sound could possibly be big enough.


Death is no stranger to us. We need only look around. My daughter died on January 16, 2015. I too know silent keening, sorrow too vast for utterance until roars of anguish rip from my throat. I too know the helplessness of causing unintended harm.


Today I write on grief and facilitate bereavement support groups. “Grief is love,” I say, and indeed it is. Grief is also horror, paralysis, and shock. There is no good news at the death of a child, no assurance to silence the screams. “This separation grieves me beyond measure,” Martin Luther said after his thirteen-year-old daughter died in his arms in 1542. “It is marvelous to know she is well and truly at peace and yet to be so heartbroken!” If an invisible world is a reality, then a creator is probable, as the deists suggest, and perhaps even plausible. God may well be really real, just as I had supposed in my childhood years. I believe so.


For me, God is personal and reliable, concerned with us, mindful of us, though it may be difficult to comprehend the extent and expression of such divine compassion. I have an idea that we know much, much less than we think. Maybe that’s how it should be.


The existence of a really real God answers the only question that matters to me now. “Most precious of all joys are those that come from love,” writes Benedict Groeschel of the Christ Child. “More than all else we do not want to be separated forever from those we love. He came that we may be forever with Him—and with them.”


This is my sole consolation. Our loved ones continue on. We will see them again. They are with us now, as God is with us, walking beside us in the face of another day. Sometimes it takes courage to believe, but I do. Over many years of joys and sorrows, I have learned nothing to contradict my summation of the Bible, jotted in pencil when I was a child:
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IN THE DARK, IN SUFFERING, WE SEE THE LIGHT MOST CLEARLY.


—MEISTER ECKHART





“Life stinks. God cares.”


Rembrandt van Rijn, Storm on the Sea of Galilee, 1633, Location unknown













GRIEF IN ETERNITY





“The question When is death? becomes When is grief?”




I am the Living One; I was dead, and now look, I am alive for ever and ever!


REVELATION 1:18A





“We haven’t talked in three weeks,” I once messaged my daughter. “You know how long that is in DAD YEARS???” Jess promptly replied: “Hahahaha! Geez. Well, your little lady loves her dad! I’ll give you a call.” Which she did.


It seems natural to miss our children when they aren’t with us. What kind of father would I have been if I hadn’t missed Jess? What kind of father would I be now if I stopped missing her because she is dead? I miss my daughter because I love her. And love has no time limit.


Many Americans are uncomfortable with this kind of talk. Some insist that therapy is called for if we continue to share fond memories of our dead beyond a finite and expected timeline. But not everyone sees it this way. In Egypt, for example, the accepted period of mourning is five years or more. One study in Cairo revealed that a major loss, particularly the death of a child, is expected to cause suffering and grief for decades. An Egyptian mother was thought to be acting quite normally when she experienced days of overwhelming sorrow seven years after her child’s passing.


“Grief is expressed so differently from culture to culture,” writes respected death researcher Paul Rosenblatt, “that it is absurd to use notions of pathology derived from one culture to evaluate people from another.” It is equally unjust to do the same from one person to another, Rosenblatt adds, particularly in the area of a perceived “living spiritual connection” with our dead. “Some people are grieving the permanent end of the relationship,” he observes, “while others are grieving the end of one form of the relationship and of those aspects of the relationship that involve concrete actions.”


We may accept the advice of others and foolishly expect a quick recovery from loss. A week or so is fine, the thinking goes, a few months if you must, but more seems excessive. “ ‘Time heals,’ we are frequently told,” writes Charles Corr with Southern Illinois University. “However, this is really not accurate. There are no fixed end points for mourning.” Nearly seventy percent of bereaved parents report that it took three to four years to put their child’s death into perspective and continue living in any meaningful way. They add that they are forever changed by the loss.


I too am changed. I mourn deeply and love Jess ceaselessly, yet I am also more prone to whimsy and flights of fancy than I was before she died. I was delighted to discover that this is expected. Clinicians have found that many bereaved parents take on some of their child’s endearing character traits as a type of personal memorial. I have certainly embraced parts of myself that Jess loved, or that remind me of her.


And so I ask myself, just as Jess might have done, Is she still with us? Is my daughter free of our time-enslaved existence, wandering at will and interacting with our world? If so, where would she go? Egypt, for one. She loved it so. And why not? Ancient Egyptians, like modern Christians, saw time as both linear and cyclical.


Okay, okay, bear with me.


We are familiar with the first idea: In our physical world, time is linear; it has a beginning and an end. Many parents, myself included, mark the calendars of our lives before and after the death of our child.


The second aspect is a bit harder to grasp but is solidly in the realm of Christian theology. Eternity is outside of time itself. Describing it as cyclical is perhaps the closest we can come to understanding the unfathomable. After all, what do time and space mean to the God who created both?


C. S. Lewis related that as he anxiously waited for the results from a biopsy, he prayed for a good result. He joked that logic assured him such prayers were likely to be a bit too late, but he wasn’t certain. If God is outside of time as we know it, Lewis posited, then surely it would be no difficulty for him to step back to the day the cancer may have begun and heal it—in which case, the test results would be benign. (Which, in fact, they were.) Lewis wasn’t far from the ancients in his thinking.


Egyptians saw eternity as both the changeless pattern of all existence and life’s continual renewal. They believed that because our dead are eternal, they exist outside of our physical world. They retain their personalities and continue their bonds with us. This ongoing relationship provides a hope for our loved one’s presence in this life, they thought, and for a reunion in the next. Perhaps in our modern obsession with therapy, in which “getting over it” is seen as a desirable goal, we have lost an important source of solace.


Prior to the twentieth century, observes Dana Luciano with Rutgers University, mourners made space in their lives for natural and sacred grief. “Grief’s time moved, like Sundays, at a different pace from ordinary time,” Luciano writes. “It was slower, more capacious, almost spatialized, enabling contradictory feelings (pain and pleasure) to be indulged at once and without traumatic contradiction.” This slowing of time facilitated thoughtful introspection and a continuation of the natural affections that perpetuate our essential humanness. “In this light, the altered flow of time experienced by the mourner could (and, I argue, was) understood as a version of sacred time,” concludes Luciano, “the regenerative mode that transcended ordinary time in a ritual revisiting of origins.” She has a point. For many who grieve, time is far from ordinary.


I learned of my daughter’s passing two days after her death. I still refer to that evening as “the day I learned my daughter died” to indicate when my grief began, the onset of my personal timeline of sorrow. One scholar suggests that this chronology is different for each individual. Douglas Davies, an expert in the history, theology, and sociology of death with the University of Durham, coined the phrase Grief Mean Time to indicate when actual mourning begins. “Experience counts,” he writes. “The question ‘when is death?’ thus becomes ‘when is grief?’ ” This question offers insight and relief for many of the bereaved.


For example, author Cara Paiuk’s father died of cancer shortly after her fourth birthday. As an adult, she relates that her few memories of him are flimsy, flickering, and distorted with time. “What I lost was intangible—an idea, a dream, a whisper of a parent,” she writes. “I am mourning a past that never was and a father I will never know.” Paiuk relates that her sense of loss seems hazy and undefined.


Journalist Philip Yancey lost his father a month after his first birthday. However, it was not until the author was eighteen that he learned of disturbing events that contributed to the death. “The most important fact of my father’s death I learned by chance, from a scrapbook,” he says. Yancey’s father, a twenty-three-year-old husband and parent of two, died of polio after being removed from his “iron lung” in a doomed attempt at faith healing.


The death had cast a pall over Yancey’s life long before he learned that his father’s treatment had been cut short against medical advice. This shocking news, though, was something else entirely. “Once exposed,” the author confesses, “the mystery of my father’s death acquires a new, compulsive power.” Although nearly two decades had passed, Yancey’s reaction was typical of the first year after a sudden, unexpected loss. Survivors often seem to obsess over the death, replaying it in their minds, filling in details that they do not know and may never learn. In a very real way, an important aspect of Yancey’s grief began the moment he read a few newspaper clippings in a family album.


Another beginning of grief may be associated with identity loss, such as occurs with Alzheimer’s disease or the slow advancement of dementia, when valued interaction with loved ones declines along with social recognition of the afflicted as a person. One study of 129 subjects, conducted by a team of psychologists at the University of Barcelona, found that those who lose loved ones to the slow degradation of these diseases experience a unique form of anticipatory grief: the expected distress, anxiety, and sadness associated with loss; as well as a slow reorganization of the family dynamic; and a growing sense of detachment. With Alzheimer’s and dementia, the researchers write, “anticipatory grief is considered an active psychological process of thoughts and emotions that is very different from the mere anticipation of death.” Survivors report that they mourned these losses in prelude to the grief that began with the end of biological life.


Davies concludes his essay on Grief Mean Time by suggesting that the onset of sorrow is also a start of something else: “Death can mean the beginning of a sensed presence of the dead, or of an eternal God with whom a sensed affinity seems to guarantee one’s own immortality.”


Ancient Egyptians also saw death as a beginning, using the word “shadow” to symbolize the eternal soul. Our loved ones, like shadows, often seem present but just out of reach. After the soul and life force are reunited, they believed, our dead will become transfigured spirits, known as akh: shadows.




“Within these burials and mummies there is a lot of emotion, there is a lot of feeling,” observes Basem Gehad, field archaeologist with the Egyptian Ministry of Antiquities. “Beloved people, beloved families. You can hear their voices, you can see their faces.” The mayor of Nekheb (modern Elkab) was one such man. Nearly 3,500 years ago, his family inscribed Paheri’s tomb with a paradox known to many who grieve. He seemed at once a part of this world while existing apart from it:




At night a light is lit for you until the sun shines again.


“Welcome!” you are greeted in the house of the living.


You arise by day, beautiful and cleansed of the dark.


You travel eternity in joy, filled with the praise of God.


Your soul does not leave you; it is your own forever.





Paheri’s inscription describes mixed emotions that many of us know—light and dark, presence and absence, hope and sorrow. Ancient Egyptians believed that earthly ties continue in eternity. They placed palm leaves in circles as a sign of our endless union. A tomb painting for the artisan Pachedu, in Deir el-Medina, uses a sacred palm tree to symbolize his connection to the invisible and physical worlds. Some 3,300 years ago mourners often laid palm fronds before funeral processions to ease their loved one’s passing. Egyptians still plant palm leaves on graves in remembrance of their dead.


My daughter’s grave is covered with ferns. Wherever I see the hardy plant I am reminded of our bond in life and death. This solace does not alleviate my grief. The pain of her absence remains. Yet at times, if only for a moment, I feel the shadow over my days is transformed into pure spirit. Such thoughts give me a surprising sense of quiet joy.


My fancy again flits to Egypt. I imagine Jess in eternity, perhaps wading through the Nile or standing before the 3,000-year-old statues of Ramesses II at Abu Simbel—while simultaneously feeling her near as I type. This is the first time I’ve sensed her presence since this morning, and that is a very, very long time in Dad years.


Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night Over the Rhône, 1888, Musée d’Orsay
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PEOPLE TALK AS IF GRIEF WERE JUST A FEELING—AS IF IT WEREN’T THE CONTINUALLY RENEWED SHOCK OF SETTING OUT AGAIN AND AGAIN ON FAMILIAR ROADS AND BEING BROUGHT UP SHORT BY THE GRIM FRONTIER POST THAT NOW BLOCKS THEM. I, TO BE SURE, BELIEVE THERE IS SOMETHING BEYOND IT: BUT THE MOMENT ONE TRIES TO USE THAT AS A CONSOLATION (THAT IS NOT ITS FUNCTION) THE BELIEF CRUMBLES. IT IS QUITE USELESS KNOCKING AT THE DOOR OF HEAVEN FOR EARTHLY COMFORT: IT’S NOT THE SORT OF COMFORT THEY SUPPLY THERE.


—C. S. LEWIS
















MARY SHELLEY WALKS ALONE





“My grief was active, striving, expectant.”




Can I bring him back again? I will go to him, but he will not return to me.


2 SAMUEL 12:23B (CJB)





Each page of Frankenstein reflects the tears of its creator. Mary Shelley’s fantasy of creating life from death is steeped in regret, anger, helplessness, and abandonment. Yet her artistic expression, for all its horror, is an act of healthy grief.


The book’s protagonist, Victor Frankenstein, is a vile creator who refuses his creature a parent’s love. The monster’s sense of betrayal is heartbreaking. He compares himself to the devil, adding, “Yet even that enemy of God and man had friends and associates in his desolation; I am alone.”


These words are nearly prophetic for Mary. Years later, after much grief, she writes, “What I suffer! What I have suffered! Tears are in my eyes when I think of days, weeks, months, even years spent alone—eternally alone.” Mary is an orphan, a bereaved parent, and a widow, yet she faces life with rare courage and surprising resolve.


Her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, dies within ten days of Mary’s birth, casting a pall over the child’s relationship with her father, philosopher William Godwin. He suffers from narcolepsy, occasionally falling into a deep sleep at table, appearing almost dead, only to awaken later. This troubling illness plays out in front of young Mary, who notes with horror the slender line between life and the appearance of death.


This may be one reason that from an early age Mary spends hours at her mother’s grave. It is there, at sixteen, that she frequently meets with the dashing Percy Shelley, aged twenty and married. “Go to the tomb and read,” she writes in her journal. “Go with Shelley to the churchyard.” And it is there that she first professes her love to Shelley on June 26, 1814. Within a month, they run away together to France. Her stepsister, Jane (later called Claire), joins them.




The couple is well-suited. Shelley is impressed by her beauty, independence, and an intelligence that surpasses his own; Mary enjoys his brilliance, passion, and the equality of their exchanges. “I conversed with him,” she writes, “obtained new lights from him, & my mind is satisfied.” But their headstrong departure is too much for Godwin. He never forgives Mary.
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