Waves of Grief:
Thursday Morning Email Devotion for December 21, 2023

Aloha MPC ‘Ohana,

It’s December 21, the longest, darkest night of the year. Over the past
decade or two, it’s become something of a “holiday tradition” on December 21 for
churches and other houses of worship to hold “Blue Christmas” services on this
particular night.

The impetus for doing so comes from the recognition that, for more than a
few people, this time of year can be especially hard. Because instead of being
focused on (or distracted by?) all the “tinsel and lights,” some folks find
themselves experiencing profound grief as a big holiday like Christmas
approaches.

And so, acknowledging that reality, “Blue Christmas” services offer people
who are experiencing grief a safe place to come, to just feel whatever they’re really
feeling (sorrow, sadness, anger, gratitude, etc. because all kinds of emotions attend
grief), and also to be reassured of the promise of Emmanuel — the promise that God
is indeed with us, even and especially when our hearts do not feel “merry and
bright.”

Under Pastor Jayne’s able leadership a few years ago, MPC started hosting a
“Blue Christmas” service, and we’ll do so again tonight. Tonight’s service will
also be extra special because, just as she’s done the past couple of years, Eunice
Chang will grace us tonight with some of her beautiful music. So, if a service of
the sort I’ve been describing seems like something you might find meaningful, I
hope you’ll come tonight.

I’m mindful of several dear friends of mine who are walking through their
own valleys of personal grief this year. And one of them recently shared
something with me that I thought was very true about our human experience of
grief. It was apparently originally an anonymous post online, and it says this:

“As for grief, you’ll find it comes in waves. When the ship is first wrecked,
you’re drowning, with wreckage all around you. Everything floating around you
reminds you of the beauty and the magnificence of the ship that was, and is no
more. And all you can do is float. You find some piece of the wreckage and you
hang on for a while. Maybe it’s some physical thing. Maybe it’s a happy memory
or a photograph. Maybe it’s a person who is also floating. For a while, all you can
do is float. Stay alive.

“In the beginning, the waves are 100 feet tall and crash over you without
mercy. They come 10 seconds apart and don’t even give you time to catch your
breath. All you can do is hang on and float. After a while, maybe weeks, maybe
months, you’ll find the waves are still 100 feet tall, but they come further apart.
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When they come, they still crash all over you and wipe you out. But in between,
you can breathe, you can function. You never know what’s going to trigger the
grief. It might be a song, a picture, a street intersection, the smell of a cup of
coffee. It can be just about anything...and the wave comes crashing. But in
between waves, there 1s life.

“Somewhere down the line, and it’s different for everybody, you find that the
waves are only 80 feet tall. Or 50 feet tall. And while they still come, they come
further apart. You can see them coming. An anniversary, a birthday, or Christmas,
or landing at O’Hare. You can see it coming, for the most part, and prepare
yourself. And when it washes over you, you know that somehow you will, again,
come out the other side. Soaking wet, sputtering, still hanging on to some tiny
piece of the wreckage, but you’ll come out.

“Take it from an old guy. The waves never stop coming, and somehow you
don’t really want them to. But you learn that you’ll survive them. And other waves
will come. And you’ll survive them too. If you’re lucky, you’ll have lots of scars
from lots of loves. And lots of shipwrecks.”

Me ke aloha,
Pastor Ron
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