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*I wonder…what is your earliest childhood memory? 
 
My earliest memory is when I was three years old. My family lived in 
right outside of Quincy, IL, next to my grandparents. I remember 
getting up one morning and realizing that my mom and dad were not in 
the house. When I opened the front door, I saw them standing out by 
the road. They saw me coming toward them and immediately stopped 
talking. I don’t know what about the scene made me realize something 
was wrong. I knew in my heart instantly that something was sad. 
Without knowing what, I just started to cry. As I cried, my dad told me 
our cocker spaniel, Kimmy, had been hit by a car and she died.  
 
That was my first brush with grief and when I first learned that the job 
of being a dad was hard. There wasn’t time for my dad to cry or let 
himself feel sad. He was busy…burying Kimmy and comforting the rest 
of us. There was something else I learned that day; we aren’t supposed 
to talk about death. I had a lot of questions. I had memories I wanted to 
process. But when I asked a question or started to tell a story about 
Kimmy, all of a sudden everyone wanted ice cream or wanted to play a 
game with me; anything to distract me from mentioning Kimmy. I 
quickly got the message that talking about death was not the thing to 
do. 
 
As I’ve gotten older, and certainly since becoming a minister, I’ve 
observed that it isn’t just my family that avoids talking about death. In a 
lot of families, it’s the norm. According to the AARP, 60% of Americans 
do not have a will and have not made any plans for their estate when 
they die. And only about 1/3 of U.S. adults have any sort of advanced 



directive that spells out preferences for life-sustaining medical 
treatment, such as ventilators and feeding tubes, or even that names a 
family member or friend to make treatment decisions in the event they 
become incapacitated. Most experts say the reason we don’t take care 
of these things is we don’t want to face our own mortality. Death is 
mysterious. For some of us, death is scary. And, the thing about death 
that resonates with all of us is that death takes away people we love. 
And it sucks, so we don’t talk about it.  
 
And it may seem weird that I would choose to talk about death on, of 
all days, Father’s Day. Let me explain. First, in the last few months, I 
have been approached by church members who have said that they do 
not feel adequately prepared to care for friends and family members 
who are experiencing profound loss and grief. This sermon is an effort 
to help with that and to say to all of us, “It is okay to talk about death 
and grief in our church.” If we can’t talk about it here, where can we 
talk about it? 
 
The second reason I chose this topic for Father’s Day is that I know for 
many of us, Father’s Day and Mother’s Day come with grief. Some of us 
still grieve the loss of our parents or we mourn the relationships we 
never had with them, and some of us have anticipatory grief as we care 
for aging parents and other close family members. This sermon is for all 
of us who are doing the best we can to care for others and to care for 
ourselves, wondering if anyone sees how hard it is. I want you to know, 
I see you. And last, I decided there will never be a day when you will get 
up and come to worship, hoping it will be the day I preach about death 
and grief. So, let’s talk, even though it’s hard and uncomfortable.  
  
To start, there is not one right way to grieve or one right way to 
confront death. Therefore, there is not one right thing to say or do to 
comfort someone who is grieving. That’s why all of this is tricky. We all 
react to loss in our own way. So, let me affirm right now that however 



you are dealing with or have dealt with the death of someone you love, 
it’s okay. I am not going to tell you that you are doing it wrong. You 
aren’t. 
 
As Christians, we would expect our faith to have some effect on how 
we understand death and how we deal with loss. I think it’s important, 
though, to acknowledge that faith does not make death and grieving 
easy. Whatever you believe happens when we die, when someone you 
love dies, it hurts. Losing someone you love is painful no matter what 
you believe about eternity. Feeling profound sadness and expressing it 
does not mean there is something wrong with your faith. Someone 
wiser than I am said, “Grief is not a sign of weakness, nor a lack of 
faith….it is the price of love.” It is part of being human and we can turn 
to our faith for hope when we need it most.  
 
Today’s scripture from the book of Jeremiah is part of a letter the 
prophet wrote to the Israelites exiled in Babylon. Jeremiah wrote to the 
exiles to counter the claims of false prophets who were telling them 
what they wanted to hear, that their time in exile would be significantly 
less than the 70 years predicted. Jeremiah explained that after the 70-
year exile, their relationship with God would be fully restored because 
God longed for relationship and wanted good things for them. But in 
the meantime, they needed to accept the truth and settle in, build 
homes, get married, plant gardens. The domestic life that was 
interrupted in Judah was to resume, even in exile.  
 
This was not the news they wanted. I am certain they preferred the 
forecast of the false prophets. They wanted to go home sooner than 
later. But the truth was still the truth. And their reality was life in 
Babylon…a strange land with strange people.  
 
Dealing with hard truth and a reality we don’t like and didn’t choose is 
at the core of the work we need to do when someone we love dies. The 



truth is losing someone hurts and it hurts for a very long time. The 
reality is that life is different as a result of the death of a loved one and 
it is not the reality the person or people who are grieving chose. It is so 
important that people who have experienced loss be able to express 
that over and over again, as many times and as often as the need to. 
 
And for the ones trying to support them, our job is to listen, to listen to 
them say what they need to say as many times as they want to say it. It 
is really painful to listen though. It is heart-wrenching to listen to 
someone talk about the intense pain he or she is experiencing after the 
death of a partner or a child or a best friend. But, if we are going to love 
one another well, we have to be willing to listen, knowing we cannot fix 
it. But we can hear it and we can be present. 
 
Part of grief is the loss of future stories. Future stories are the keepers 
of our hope. When someone we love dies, the stories we had planned 
for the future don’t work anymore. Sometimes that causes hope for the 
future to change to despair about the future. There was a man at the 
last church I served who had worked hard his whole adult life. He and 
his partner were so excited about his retirement. They had a long list of 
all the things they were planning for their retirement years. About 2 
weeks after his big retirement party, tragedy struck and his partner was 
left with all of the brochures and notes and plans they had made 
together; all of their future stories.  
 
Part of the grieving process is realizing these dreams, goals, and hopes 
will not come to be in the ways they had planned. Discovering and 
mourning these lost future stories is as important as remembering and 
retelling the stories of things that actually happened. While the dreams 
and plans themselves had not yet become reality, the dreaming and the 
planning were reality and were a big part of the relationship between 
the person who grieves and the person who is gone. 
 



We form future stories that express our hope for everything from good 
grades, to healthy children, to 50th wedding anniversaries, to once in a 
life time vacations. When death forces a change in our future stories, 
when our hope in finite things betrays us, there is still hope. It’s the 
kind of hope that Jeremiah referred to in verse 11.  
 
*“For surely I know the plans I have for you, plans for your welfare and 
not for harm, to give you a future with hope.” Jeremiah assured God’s 
people, exiled far from their homes, that God’s future story included 
them and there would be good things to come. And the same is true for 
us. Ultimately, the foundation of our hope is in the character of God, 
whose steadfast love helps us see beyond our present reality and into a 
future in which new stories will be written.  
 
God is trustworthy and keeps promises. God insists on loving us 
completely. We can be certain God is present and will never leave us 
alone. These truths give us reasons for hope, even in the midst of 
sadness and grief. I realize, though, that as important as thinking 
through this theology is, it has provided little in practical, hands-on help 
to the ones who have said to me, “Sometimes I just don’t know what to 
say or do to help someone who has experienced loss.  
 
So, here it is, be present. Your presence serves as a reminder to people 
who are grieving that they are not alone in their loss. Show up, even 
when you aren’t sure what to do or say. Do not let your fear of saying 
or doing the wrong thing keep you from showing up for people who are 
suffering. Show up, even when listening and entering into their 
suffering is hard. Stay with them. 
 
Because presence is so important and because many of us have been 
taught not to talk about death, I would like to share some of what I’ve 
learned over the years. I hope it is helpful to you when you find yourself 
in the sacred role of comforter, searching for words or wondering what 



the right thing to do is. What I am about to share is helpful in any kind 
of crisis-medical, legal, financial, or romantic. The example I will use 
today is about a woman named Sue who has just lost her dad. This way 
of thinking about crisis is called Silk’s Ring Theory.  Ring Theory is a 
model of caring that clearly and concretely delineates appropriate 
versus inappropriate interactions in times of crisis or tragedy. Here are 
the words to remember: “Comfort in; Dump out.” 
 
*Imagine a circle. This is the center ring. In it, is the name of the person 
at the center of the trauma. For our purposes, it’s Sue. Sue is the 
closest to the tragedy, the loss of her dad.  
 
*Next, imagine a larger circle around the first circle. In that circle, are 
the name or names of the person or people next closest to the trauma. 
Sue’s mom died a few years ago, so Sue’s husband, Bob, and their 
daughter, Jan, are the next closest. Their names go in this circle.  
 
*We continue drawing concentric circles as many times as needed. In 
each larger ring the names of the next most closely affected people are 
written. After the circle for Bob and Jan, we might add a circle for other 
relatives.  
 
*and then friends and close church members, followed by former co-
workers and casual acquaintances.  
 
You get the idea, right? Now, here are the rules. The person in the 
center of the ring (Sue) can say anything she wants to say, to anyone, 
anytime, anywhere. She can cry, scream, complain, whine, and swear. 
Everyone else’s job is to listen, sit with, hug, make Sue’s favorite 
dessert…and vacuum or whatever else will bring comfort to Sue.  
 
Everyone else can say anything he or she wants to say too, but only to 
people in rings farther from the center than they are. When you are 



talking to someone in a ring closer to the center than yours, someone 
closer to the center of the crisis, the goal is to comfort them. Listening 
is always more helpful than talking. If you are going to talk, ask yourself 
if what you are about to say is likely to provide comfort and support.  
 
As we listen to people we love and care about, and really hear their 
pain, some of us tend to slip into “fix it mode,” though. People who are 
fixers want the pain to be gone…fixed. They are tempted to say things 
like, “Time heals all wounds.” Or, “I know it hurts now, but it won’t hurt 
forever.” Hear me when I say this, we cannot fix grief. We can only 
share in it. The pain the person at the center is experiencing is their 
pain. It is not for anyone else to tell them how they will feel in the 
future. The only truth that matters is their truth. If you are in the 
privileged position of listening to someone else’s truth, listen…even 
though it’s hard. Listen to Sue (or whoever is in the center). Let her tell 
you how she really feels and how she understands her new reality. Your 
presence is the gift. Your unsolicited advice is not a gift.  
 
Things like, “This must really be hard for you,” and, “Can I bring you a 
pot roast?” are comforting and supportive. Unless you are asked by the 
person in the center, do not share how you felt when you experienced 
loss. Do not share how shocked you are or how horrible you feel. Do 
not tell them not to think or talk about this or that.  
 
It isn’t that these things are not valid things to think and feel. They 
certainly are. And they are appropriate to share…with someone who is 
in a larger ring than you are. Remember: Comfort In…Dump Out. 
If you are providing comfort, comfort the people inside your circle and 
everyone closer to the center. If you need to vent and dump some 
feelings, do that with people outside your circle, in larger circles. You 
can say whatever you want, as long as the person you are saying it to is 
farther from the center than you are. Comfort in-Dump out. 
 



*I will end with this-Sadly, the truth is, we all get a turn in that center 
ring. At some point, crisis will strike and we will be surrounded by all of 
those circles of people, hopefully baking us brownies and bringing us 
pot roasts. And listening. It is in the listening, in the presence of people 
we love, that we are reminded that we have not been left alone, that 
we are in the presence of the One who, in a world full of more 
questions than answers, whispers to us, “Surely I know the plans I have 
for you, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future 
with hope.” 
 
May the hope we have in God guide us as we seek to love one another 
well. Amen. 
 
 
  
 
 
                                                                                  
 


