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By Rebecca Johnson

How to navigate the worst 
of times andcome out not 
only whole, but grateful

Good Grief All the homes of my childhood are 
gone—sold for the land and razed 
by the highest bidder to make way 

for mega-mansions, newly potted palms, and 
manicured front lawns. Gone, too, are the 
vacant lots, the stately oaks, and the big side 
yards that once separated middle-class homes 
from one another. Still, there are the streets and 
canals that intersect at the western-most point 
of the neighborhood at the bottom of the cul-
de-sac that looks out over the bay and the gulf 
beyond. There are still the large rocks forming a 
protective jetty near the seawall, covered in the 
foam of rising tide that gives way to scurrying 
hermit crabs as it recedes back into the sea. 

This was the place I came to ponder and heal 
the losses of childhood—the constant threat of 
my father’s death from ill health and the passing 
of close friends too young to car accidents, 
cancer, and Vietnam—all before the age of 
20. I have come back here, some 40 
years later, after losing a job, a 
home, and even deeper, a 
sense of place. 

As always for 
me, the current 
gap brings up 
all the losses 
of my life and 
takes me into 
questioning the 
why. Maybe 
the void is the 
result of not 
moving through 
the five stages of 
grief, humanized 
by Elisabeth Kübler-
Ross’s groundbreaking 
book, On Death and Dying, 
not fully accepting each one or 
surrendering to it. Maybe I didn’t 
truly let these moments pass. I moved into 
my grief and carried it with me like a hermit crab 
always needing a bigger shell to encase those I 
had safely stowed away in my heart. 
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Feel It to 
Heal It

Rev. Jim Rosemergy 
likens grief to waves on a 
shore. At first, he says, “The 
waves come frequently, are high in 
amplitude, and last a while. We know we’re 
healing not when there are no waves of emotion, but when 
the kind of waves on the shores of our soul change.” 

I experienced this again this past year when I lost my 
cat of 18 years. I certainly felt sadness and also a shift in 
my being to embrace the fullness of all that was passing 
through me. In the time my cat had been with me, I’d 
divorced, changed cities, changed jobs, lost my mother, 
returned to graduate school, and switched careers. My 
constant, daily practice of expressing the presence of Christ 
Consciousness continued during this time, but even so, a 
numbness pervaded. 

“The path to healing is feeling,” Rosemergy wrote to me 
in a recent email. “We may know that life is eternal or that 
this too shall pass, but we are to walk through the valley, 
not avoid it or pitch a tent. When we fail to grieve, we 
restrict our feeling nature. We lack intuitiveness, sensitivity, 
and compassion, for these are expressions of God moving 
through this faculty of our being. And, of course, there is 
the loss of conscious contact with God.” 

With that he pointed me to a passage in his book A 
Closer Walk With God (Inner Journey, 1994) about the 
dark night of the soul, which according to Rosemergy is  

 
 
 

one of the ways prayer challenges us. 
This phenomenon, he explains, often 

comes after many years of prayer  
and meditation. 

I had been reading and ruminating about both this 
dark night and darkness in general while reading 
Barbara Brown Taylor’s books An Altar in the World 
(HarperCollins, 2009) and Learning to Walk in the Dark 
(HarperOne, 2014), a meditation on darkness and its 
importance to a spiritual life. Taylor is a former Episcopal 
priest who in 2014 was chosen by Time magazine for its 
list of the world’s most influential people. 

“Popular religion focuses so hard on spiritual success 
that most of us do not know the first thing about the 
spiritual fruits of failure,” writes Taylor. “When we fall 
ill, lose our jobs, wreck our marriages, or alienate our 
children, most of us are left alone to pick up the pieces. 
Even those of us who are ministered to by brave friends 
can find it hard to shake the shame of getting lost in our 
lives. And yet if someone asked us to pinpoint the times in 
our lives that changed us for the better, a lot of those times 
would be wilderness times.” 

Grieving Vs. Mourning
This past November, I attended a discussion called 

“Wilderness of Grief ” with Alan Wolfelt, Ph.D., an author, 
educator, and director of the Center for Loss and Life 

Transition in Fort Collins, Colorado. The pews in the 
large community church where he spoke were filled—
something about the impending high holy days seems  
to intensify our losses and bring us to our knees. He  
spoke of integrating death and loss more seamlessly 
into our lives and moving from whys to whats. More 
specifically, he asked us to look at what had shaped our 
unique grief journey.

People move toward healing not by just grieving, he 
explained, but through mourning. He describes grief 
as the “internal thoughts and feelings we experience 
when someone we love dies,” and mourning as “taking 
the internal experience of grief and expressing it outside 
ourselves.” But grief is as essential to this process as the 
dark night of the soul is to a deepening prayer life. When 
experience passes through us, we may be asked to sit with 
it a while—something we as Americans don’t often like 
to do. We’d rather pull on our boots and soldier through, 
stuffing the feelings and latching on to a belief system I call 
“unconscious positive pretending.” It’s how we separate 
ourselves from our true feelings, because when we are 
conscious, we are aware. Authenticity, however, embraces 
both the light and the darkness. 

Michael Singer, author of The Surrender Experiment 
(Harmony Books, 2015) and The Untethered Soul (New 
Harbinger, 2007), suggests we relax when the pain inside 
our heart surfaces and dare to face it so it will pass. “Every 
single time you relax and release,” he writes, “a piece of 
the pain leaves forever.” When we resist and ignore pain, it 
resides within us. “It’s like damming up a stream,” Singer 
explains. “You are then forced to use the psyche to create 
a layer of distance between you who experiences the pain 
and the pain itself. That is what all the noise is inside your 
mind—an attempt to avoid the stored pain.”

New Life Will Happen
The journey through love and loss often takes 

longer than we’d prefer, but like the road not taken, the 
landscape of our hearts might prove the better path. 
During a recent lunch with Rev. Alan Rowbotham, who 
has been a Unity minister for more than 40 years, he told 
me of his own dark night. It occurred in 1967 during his 
first year of ministerial school at Unity Village, and he 
called it an awakening. 

He remembers being in the field, a working orchard, 
yelling and screaming at God. It was late fall, the trees 
were bare, and his wife had left him and taken their four 
children back to England. Rowbotham found himself 
sitting under a tree, looking up at blue sky, and then he 

noticed a little scar on a branch. New life will happen for 
me, he thought as he crossed a threshold with this inner 
guidance—this inner knowing that new growth comes out 
of life and that he was still alive. Some 20 years later, he 
would be challenged again when his son took his own life. 

“It was a stone I carried, a big granite stone in my gut,” 
he explained as he took a moment to mourn during the 
retelling. “Over time, a long time, it gradually eases and 
then it lifts.” Rowbotham said he felt the knowledge of 
God’s presence, felt enfolded in God’s love, knew the truth 
in that moment, and was able to move into acceptance 
and assurance. 

People who lose children need ritual and remembrance, 
time and reaffirmation. “You have to let go of grief and 
look for God’s presence because you’ll find it,” explains 
Rowbotham, who currently writes a blog called Spiritual 
Solutions (getspiritualsolutions.com). “Only the truth of 
God’s presence surrounding you and your loved one can 
bring you to gratitude and link you to life itself.”

From Grief to Gratitude
Brother David Steindl-Rast, a Benedictine monk, 

interfaith activist, and author known for his life’s work 
on gratefulness, defines gratefulness as, “The inner 
gesture of giving meaning to our life by receiving life as 
a gift.” He writes and speaks often about being grateful 
and the importance of trusting life. “The trust makes 
your heart feel wide open and free,” he explains, “the 
very opposite of those anxious feelings that make you 
clam up—feelings that squeeze your chest together until 
you can hardly breathe.

 “Times that challenge us physically, emotionally, and 
spiritually may make it almost impossible for us to feel 
grateful,” he adds. “Yet, we can decide to live gratefully 
and courageously, open to life in all its fullness.” He 
likens the experience to a ship in dense fog that has to 
run on automatic pilot, reminding us that the fog will 
lift and that by continuing forward we eventually will 
get out of the fog.

Although many subscribe to the daily gratitude 
messages on Steindl-Rast’s website (gratefulness.org), he 
may be known best for his 2013 TedTalk, “Want to Be 
Happy? Be Grateful,” which he gave when he was 87. 

“If you’re grateful, you act out of a sense of enough 
and not out of a sense of scarcity,” he said during the 
talk. “You are willing to share. You are enjoying the 
differences between people, and you are respectful to 
everybody, and that changes this power pyramid under 
which we live.” 

“Every single time 

you relax and release, 

a piece of the pain 

leaves forever.”

−Michael Singer


