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Praise for 
GRIEVING FORWARD


“GRIEVING FORWARD is the journey of a grieving parent, which combines her personal story with insight to help any grieving parent. It is filled with well-written and powerful statements of comfort and hope. This is a balanced book that I will be giving to all the families who come seeking guidance for the worst loss we experience: that of a child.”


—H. Norman Wright


grief and certified trauma specialist


Author of Experiencing Grief and Recovering from the Losses of Life


“Susan Duke courageously marked a path we pray never to take and wish to pretend doesn’t exist. But especially following tragedy, without vision the people perish. She has shared her vision toward a new normal and practical steps for along the way. GRIEVING FORWARD paints a redefinition of strength and weakness that provides hope for both those grieving and those supporting them.”


—Bob VandePol


president, Crisis Care Network


“Susan Duke’s passionate and enthralling story of her journey through grief following the tragic death of her son shows that with time and hard work, God can bless a grieving parent with a full and rewarding life again.”


—Susan J. Zonnebelt-Smeenge,


RN, EdD, and licensed clinical psychologist


and Robert C. DeVries, DMin, PhD,


and professor emeritus of church education,


coauthors of three books on grief


“Sooner or later, every griever asks, ‘Is God’s grace sufficient?’ Lots of people will offer answers, but GRIEVING FORWARD answers the question clearly from a grieving mother’s experience. While I have not lost a son, as a thanatologist I have walked with countless parents who have. This story rings true, page after page. It’s tempting to erect a ‘No Trespassing’ sign around our grief and to mumble, ‘God, this includes You.’ Susan does not ‘pretty up’ grief, but she does talk about a God who companions grievers as they live forward. I am a better person for having read this important memoir.”


—Harold Ivan Smith,


thanatologist, American Academy of Bereavement, and


author of When You Don’t Know What to Say


FOR THOMAS


Because of love, your light shines on.


Because of hope, I’ve learned to dance.


Because of heaven, I’ll see you again.


Preface


All writing is in a sense a prayer—a sending out of hope,


a thanksgiving, a celebration, a song sent into the wind


that we hope someone will hear.


Georgia Heard


For several years I’ve believed that this book would be written in its own time, when the words to be birthed would become their own entity and fulfill something beyond myself and my grief experience. When I finished the first chapter, I had a deep sense of knowing that this book did not belong to me—that it was never really my idea, my vision, or my plan. In those first painful passages, I realized the task ahead would be impossible unless I could write as one on a sacred mission of God’s will and purpose. Without that purpose, there was no logical reason why I would have any desire to share the most heart-wrenching moments of my life or what I’ve learned on grief ’s journey.


This is the mandate from which I wrote this book. Had I known the depths of remembrance and the passion this writing mission would require of me, I might have never begun. I cried and stumbled my way into a deeper valley than I had yet traveled. Already changed in ways only possible by grief, I found myself yet changed again and again through this writing experience.


The wounds protected by the scars of time reopened to give voice and insight from the vulnerable perspective of fresh grief. I realize now it was revisiting those painful places that made me deeply aware of the mission and message of Grieving Forward. While I would never recommend that anyone who has found healing in his or her grieving process to look back, it was precisely what I had to do in order to reconnect with the moment-by-moment urgencies that grief brings into our lives and—in hindsight—to evaluate the truths I’ve found in my journey. Perhaps it was the only way I could share authentically those things that truly make us journey-mates in our walk of grief.


In the first few chapters, I have invited you, my friend and dear reader, into the open chambers of my heart. I’ve unlocked the diary of my experience, not to portray it as unique, but to offer proof that healing is possible. I pray these words will help you know that you do not journey alone. Grace, whether you know it or not, surrounds you. Flannery O’Connor once wrote, “There is a moment in every great story in which the presence of grace can be felt as it waits to be accepted or rejected, even though the reader may not recognize it at the moment.”1


When I lost my son, Thomas, books played a vital role in the beginning of my healing process. Reading words penned by fellow pilgrims on grief ’s journey profoundly transformed my hopelessness into hope. During moments when I questioned my own survival, I vowed that if I did survive, I’d share with others who grieve those things that brought healing and light into the darkest season of my life.


Grief brought me to a place where I threw out my preconceived ideas of how a person of faith should react to tragedy. I had to know, beyond a doubt, up close and personally, that God was journeying with me through the valley of sorrow. It is only now, years down the road from where my journey began, that I can offer that hope from a healed perspective and restored heart.


Elie Wiesel wrote, “Whoever survives a test, whatever it may be, must tell the story. That is his duty.”2 While it has been the hardest and most soul-challenging book I’ve written, I offer my story of survival as a candle of hope to my fellow strugglers traveling the dark and unfamiliar road of grief.


I’ve felt your questions, your desperation, and your companionship throughout the writing of every page. It is my prayer that the words you read within the following pages will reflect your heart, give voice to your tears, and speak hope to your unspoken cries for help. Beyond my story of survival, I’ve included Scripture, steps, suggestions, and (in the back pages) practical materials and resources.


If one word or thought helps you take one more step forward in your journey, my purpose in writing this book will have been accomplished. As you move forward in your grief, may God wrap you in His cocoon of grace, comfort your soul, and draw you close to His heart.


—Susan Duke
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A VERY PRESENT GRIEF


1


THE SKY IS FALLING


He who knows the paths of a hundred million stars,


knows the way through the whirlwind and the storm.


Mrs. Charles E. Cowman


They were the words every mother prays she will never hear.


Words I had told God I could never bear.“I’m so sorry,” the doctor whispered, “we couldn’t save Thomas.”


I grabbed the doctor’s hands and searched his steel-blue eyes for one fragment of hope. “There must be some mistake,” I said desperately. “You must have my son confused with someone else in the accident.”


But his tear-filled eyes told me he had nothing else to say. From a place deeper than I knew existed within my soul, a slow, wailing groan began to rise. Suddenly drained of all strength, I fell to my knees.


The groan became a wild cry. I couldn’t silence the resounding “No!” that escaped my lips and echoed down the hospital corridor.


My face felt hot. My heart pounded violently. But my body was as lifeless as the cold tile floor beneath my knees. I silently screamed, “Where are You, God? How could You let this happen? I thought we had an unshakeable understanding! I trusted the promise I’ve read countless times—that You will never give anyone a greater burden than they are able to bear.”


That promise, standing like an invisible guardian over the most vulnerable part of my heart, had secured my faith in my God.


A visibly sorrowful nurse stood beside the doctor and helped me to my feet. “Do you need something to calm you?” she asked quietly. “I can give you a mild sedative.”


“No, thank you,” I whispered.


She was the same tall, slender nurse who had met me at the emergency entrance at 4:15 that chilly October afternoon and ushered me into a small, softly lit waiting room. I never realized why she was taking me there, or why a hospital chaplain was waiting to meet me.


I still remember his gentle countenance and comforting voice. “Hello, Susan, I’m Chaplain Gary. I’m here to wait with you until some of your family arrives.” He took my hand and led me to a burgundy upholstered chair. He pointed to a phone on a nearby table. “Please feel free to call anyone you need to contact, local or long distance,” he encouraged.


I couldn’t stop staring into Chaplain Gary’s compassionate brown eyes. I wondered if he sensed the unsettling questions that were suddenly flashing like neon lights in my mind: Why am I being given all of this attention? How does he know my name? Why has he been called to assist me?


I fully expected to be told at any moment that my eighteen-year-old son, Thomas, had been treated and would soon be released to go home. Nothing up to that point had prepared me to think anything but positive thoughts.


OUT OF THE BLUE


That same October morning of 1990, I’d stepped onto the back porch of our log home, steaming cup of coffee in hand, and found myself mesmerized by the beauty of the most perfect autumn day I’d ever seen. An azure-blue sky stretched across the heavens like a fresh, brilliant canvas. Not one cloud embellished God’s perfectly glorious firmament.


A blue norther had blown into East Texas the day before, ushering in the first cold front of the season. I pulled an old blue quilt around my shoulders and whispered a simple prayer of thanks for the morning, for the peace that warmed my soul: “Thank You, Father, for the beauty You bring to my life. As I stand here in this moment, all seems right with the world.”


I lingered in the crisp air, drinking in the serenity of a new day.


Later that afternoon, my phone rang. It was Thomas’s friend, Allen. Thomas had gone to visit him earlier in the day and said just before he left that he’d be home around four o’clock.


“There’s been an accident,” I heard Allen’s familiar voice say. “I don’t want you to panic—I think everything is fine.” He explained that he’d been driving his own vehicle behind Thomas’s blue Chevy Blazer and had actually witnessed the collision.


“Is Thomas hurt?” I asked in a frantic voice. “Where is he? Has an ambulance been called?”


Allen calmly replied, “I think he may have a broken leg. An ambulance has taken him to the hospital. I would like to come pick you up and drive you there, if that’s okay.”


I gratefully accepted Allen’s offer.


DARK CLOUDS GATHER


Sitting in the private waiting room of the hospital, I felt slightly dazed—as if I’d missed something in between Allen’s phone call and this surreal setting. I gathered my thoughts and swept my questions aside long enough to respond to Chaplain Gary’s suggestion.


“Before I make any phone calls, I’d like to go to my son and pray for him,” I said, feeling confident that he or the hovering nurse would honor my request.


“You can’t go in there now, sweetheart,” the nurse quickly interjected. “The doctors are very busy taking care of everyone who was involved in the accident. Go ahead and make your calls.”


It’s my nature not to concern anyone unnecessarily, and I wasn’t sure anyone needed calling, but I went ahead and dialed every phone number I knew by heart. I left messages and prayer requests on the recorders of family and friends, and at my church’s office. I couldn’t reach anyone—not even my husband, Harvey, who was driving home (without a cell phone) from an Oklahoma business trip. I felt certain Thomas and I would be home long before he arrived.


As more time passed, I tried to dismiss worrisome thoughts. I pulled a small Bible from my purse. I read and whispered familiar Scriptures. Then I closed my eyes and silently prayed, “Lord, Your grace is sufficient. When I am weak, You are strong. You are my Victor in every battle. Please take care of my son.”


For what seemed like hours, the ever-gracious chaplain sat with me. At one point, he reached out and took both my hands. His eyes glistened. I sensed urgency in his voice. “Can I pray with you?” he asked.


In that moment, the small waiting room became my hallowed sanctuary.


STORM WARNING


I thought it was mere kindness that periodically brought the same attentive nurse back to the waiting room. She checked my blood pressure and then my pulse.


“Have you been able to reach any friends or family members yet?” she asked.


I noticed her concern. I’d been in the waiting room for almost two hours.


“Not yet, but some of them will be home soon and listen to their messages. There’s really no need for anyone to come. I’m sure we’ll be going home soon.”


She knelt beside my chair and touched my arm ever so gently. “Honey, you need to understand that this was a very serious accident. We need a miracle.”


Fear suddenly gripped my heart, but I refused to believe anything negative. I mustered enough faith to respond, “We serve a miracle-working God. It’s going to be okay.”


Despite my words, I knew I could no longer postpone telling Thomas’s only sibling, my daughter, Kelly, about his accident. I was afraid she would panic, so I called my son-in-law at work and asked him to go home and tell Kelly in person. He assured me he was leaving work immediately and they would be on their way to the hospital as soon as possible. The 130 miles between us suddenly felt like a million.


In the next moment, my dear friend Sonja appeared in the doorway, accompanied by her father-in-law. I stood up to greet her, but instead I collapsed into her open arms, allowing my tears to flow freely.


The nurse’s most recent words had changed the atmosphere in the room. They had landed with the impact of a flaming meteor in the middle of my trembling heart. I asked Sonja and her father-in-law, Lynn (who was a pastor), to pray with me. The nurse and the chaplain left the room just as my friends and I joined hands and dropped to our knees.


For the first time, I allowed myself to think Thomas could die. Within moments, the nurse returned. Her words were sharp, clear, and somber. “The doctor is coming to talk to you.”


I looked squarely into her intense brown eyes and said, “I don’t want to talk to the doctor.”


Somehow, I already knew.


Before the doctor spoke his fateful words, I knew. My Thomas was gone.


BENEATH A FALLEN SKY


I whispered a private request to another friend who had just arrived. She took my arm and led me to a nearby restroom. I splashed icy water across my face, hoping it might keep me from throwing up. It didn’t.


When I was finally able to leave the restroom, I stumbled into the hallway. My pastor and countless friends were waiting for me, their eyes brimming with tears of silent compassion— but I felt as alone as I’ve ever been in my life. My head throbbed as if it would surely burst. My legs seemed too weak to move. I staggered a few steps, weaving like someone who had been drinking. My friend Sonja saw what was happening and rushed to my side. “Lean on me,” she said. “Lynn and I will drive you home.”


Leaving the hospital that cold October night, I whispered six words to my friend: “I’ll never be the same again.” My words ascended into the night sky.


I wasn’t fully conscious of my words, for I was focused on the grim task at hand: going home to wait for my husband and my daughter, neither of whom knew what they were about to face.


How would I explain what I didn’t yet fully understand? When Allen called to tell me about the accident, why had he told me only that Thomas might have a broken leg? That’s why I wasn’t worried when I first walked into the emergency room. Was he trying to spare me the unbearable truth, or was he telling all he knew? For now, I had no real answers—only the vague remembrance of the doctor’s words, explaining that Thomas had suffered extensive internal injuries.


It had been daylight when I entered the hospital. Now night had fallen, and the weight of its vast blackness covered me. I sat in the backseat, crouched against the car door with my head pressed against the cold glass window. I had no words. I had no tears. Only emptiness. How could I go home? Where was Thomas now? My eyes searched the endless, ebony cosmos. I spotted one single star that shimmered brighter than the millions of others surrounding it. It seemed set apart, alone, like me. Was Thomas there, somewhere among the stars?


All the way home, I watched the star glimmer and dance, as if it had a secret mission. What holds that star in the sky? I wondered. It appeared to be traveling the same road I was, never leaving my sight. I convinced myself it must be a new star in the heavenlies, meant to guide me to a place I’d never been before. A single thought became a mysterious command: “Keep your eyes on the star.”


Beneath my fallen sky, it was all that was visible. One star, one thought, leading me back home.


COMING HOME


I walked up my porch steps into a dark house. Our cozy log home, lovingly built by my husband one log at a time, had sheltered us from many storms. But how could it possibly shelter us from this flash flood of grief that was about to pour down upon our lives? I flipped the switch just inside the back door, only for the bulb to blink one last spark of light.


“I’m out of lightbulbs,” I told Sonja. “I’ll have to get one from a lamp.”


Once there was light in the kitchen, Sonja said, “Tell me where to find the aspirin for your headache.” I opened a drawer and grabbed a bottle while she poured me a small glass of water. The moment I swallowed the aspirin and water, a wave of nausea hit me full force. I needed to lie down.


The phone was ringing and I could see headlights approaching from the back driveway. Sonja’s husband, Mike, arrived first. I asked him to watch for Harvey and meet him outside. He wouldn’t understand all the cars. “Please excuse me,” I told Mike and Sonja, “I just can’t talk to anyone right now. I need to go to my room.”


Bo, one of our two salt-and-pepper schnauzers, followed me down the hallway and into my room.


Outside my bedroom door, I heard the faint bustling of footsteps. Hushed voices filtered through the walls. Occasionally, I could hear bits of conversation. “What can we do?” “Is she okay?” “Where is Harvey? Does he know yet?” The sounds grew louder as more people filled our sprawling home. Bo, who always barked whenever he heard strange voices, never whimpered and never moved from his vigilant position near the bedroom door. The way he stood sentinel at the door told me he felt my intense grief.


I’m normally a people person who loves the company of friends, but this time was different. I didn’t have the strength to go through the motions of cordial greetings. I didn’t want to see anyone before I held my husband and daughter.


THE VOICE OF DARKNESS


I was thankful friends were in the house, especially those who respected my privacy. But alone in my room, I felt as if I’d fallen into a bottomless cavern that no one else could enter.


The sky had fallen upon my world and there was no comfort to be found. I slumped to my knees beside my bed, and then lay facedown on the beige carpeting. In the dark silence, I waited for my family to arrive.


I was screaming inside, but I couldn’t speak. I was disoriented, my mind invisibly suspended above my black pit of grief. I couldn’t pray. I couldn’t think.


I didn’t know it then, but I was experiencing the first waves of shock. Wave after wave hit, intermittently jarring me against the reality of what had happened and then plunging me into the depths of indescribable pain. I fought against the facts, the fear. But the reality was that Thomas wouldn’t be coming home or sleeping in his bed. Not that night. Not ever. I asked God, “How could my son—so energetic and vibrant, so happy and full of dreams—not be coming home? Lord, this can’t be! He’s only eighteen!”


As I lay facedown on my bedroom floor, I blatantly reminded God that I’d served Him faithfully for many years— that I’d committed my life, my family, and a full-time speaking and singing ministry to Him. “Have I done something wrong, God? Have I misunderstood Your plan for my life? Aren’t You supposed to protect what belongs to You? Is everything I’ve believed a sham? What about Your Word, Your promises? If this is what comes from serving You, then what’s the use? I thought I knew You. I thought You knew me. Now, I don’t know anything. I believed the words in my Bible that said You’d never forsake me. Well, where are You now? If You’re here, speak to me!”


In our most vulnerable moments, Satan loves to torment us. He must love it when we doubt God. We offer him easy access to our thoughts when we find ourselves reeling in grief and disbelief. I can’t say that the heckling voice I heard next was audible, but the taunting phrases pierced my soul with a brazen and deafening ferocity.


“Heartsong Ministries?” the jeering began. “That’s over. You don’t have a song in your heart now, do you? And you never will again.”


“You think you were called to give joy to people? Well, where is your joy now? Do you think you’ll ever feel joy again? I think not! Where was your God when you needed Him today? He let your son die. Your ministry is over. Your joy is over. Your life is over. Everything you’ve ever trusted and believed in is a lie.”


I lay motionless, too weak to speak, too weak to fight. The words were true. I had nothing left. My beloved Thomas was gone.


THE VOICE OF TRUTH


Looking back now, I realize that I was in a ferocious battle between life and death. Not only was I facing the loss of my son, but I was also facing my own spiritual death if I believed the lies of darkness.


I will never forget what happened next. I could feel an inner strength rising from the deepest well of my soul. It was a peculiar kind of strength. To this day, I still have no words to describe it. When I say that I was weak, I literally mean that all physical energy had left me. But in that moment, I grabbed the edge of my bedsheets and slowly but steadily pulled myself to my feet. Although my flesh was weak, the persistent and formidable power within my spirit prevailed.


There, in the shadows of my bedroom, I clenched my fist and shouted to the darkness, “You’ve made the wrong mama mad! If I believe anything I’ve read in God’s Word or any of the words I’ve sung, then I believe that my son is with the Lord. I will see him again. Hear me now! As long as I have breath, I will sing. And I will speak. And as long as I live, Thomas’s life will have meaning and change lives.”


As powerful as that moment felt, the next one found me sitting on the floor, staring into the empty darkness. I remember repeating, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” But the words sounded like a hollow noise coming from someone else.


I suddenly felt childlike—helpless, confused, and afraid of the dark. I stood up and turned on my bedside lamp. My bedroom door opened.


Harvey was home at last. Our eyes met as we reached for each other’s arms. He was sobbing. “Oh, baby, not Thomas!” My knees buckled beneath me, and I let myself fall hard against Harvey’s strong chest. I spilled my tears and buried my face there, not wanting to come up for air ever again. Harvey helped me undress and put on a long, red-checked flannel robe. I crawled into bed where I knew he would come and hold me.


No words were needed.


Only love.


HOLY GROUND


Oscar Wilde once penned these words: “Where there is sorrow, there is holy ground.”


If that is true, then the four walls of my bedroom had become such a place. While I heard no audible voice from God, I began to feel His touch through loved ones who entered the room. When Kelly, our son-in-law, Robert, and two-year-old Kara arrived, they crawled up into our tall, four-poster bed, where our hearts entwined in sacred grief. “I’m here, Mom,” Kelly cried. “We’re going to be okay.” I knew she was falling apart inside but willing herself to be strong for me. Three years older than Thomas, she was still the protective big sister and now the protective daughter. I felt too weak to let her be otherwise.


In the soft glow of my bedroom cathedral, I felt God’s presence.


I envisioned His tears.


And I believed “the LORD . . . heard the voice of my weeping” (Ps. 6:8 NASB).


That God knew—that He had heard—even when I couldn’t hear Him, became my center of hope during the first painful hours of my grief. Through the presence of those who loved me and shared my pain, He comforted. Through intermingled tears, He ministered compassion and love.


I learned early on that isolating myself was not the answer. The voice of darkness is always loudest when you are alone. When I couldn’t verbalize my pain and devastation, Kelly’s words, “We’re going to be okay,” made me believe, at least for the moment, that somehow, in a way I couldn’t yet comprehend, we would.


If you are experiencing the shock and disbelief of fresh grief, remember that God hears the voice of your weeping. He uses the presence and words of family and friends who simply express “I’m here” to pierce the darkness beneath your fallen sky and give you a glimpse of tomorrow’s light.
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