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“Any man’s death diminishes me, because I"am involved in mankind.”
—John Donne



PROLOGUE

Pastoral Insights About Grief

As I began my 14th�ZFBS�BT�TFOJPS�QBTUPS�PG�UIF�'JSTU�#BQUJTU�$IVSDI�JO�,JOHTQPSU�
Tennessee, I felt the need of a break for rest—for mental and spiritual replenish-
ment. I learned of Duke University Divinity School’s Fellows Program, basically 

for United Methodist ministers, to address needs such as mine. To my surprise, when 
I wrote a letter asking if the program might have room for a weary Baptist pastor, I 
received a positive response. Not only was I accepted, but I also received a scholarship to 
help pay for lodging, meals, books, and other expenses. I was delighted!

I began the program, designed for three consecutive Februarys, in 1993. Partici-
pants shared in group meetings once a week for fellowship, book reviews, and dialogue 
(led by mentor pastors and faculty professors). Each minister had a carrel in the divinity 
school library for research on ministry themes relevant to parish and church :eld life. 
Beyond those basic expectations, we were free to audit classes, attend worship services, 
have informal colleague discussions (usually at meal times), and dream about a chance 
to see the Duke Blue Devils play basketball in Cameron Indoor Stadium—a feat I 
achieved twice during my February days at Duke University. 

I chose grief as the theme of my ministry research. Although I already had 33 years 
of pastoral experience, I wanted to learn more about the nature of grief. I wanted to be 
a better minister during people’s experiences of loss and sorrow.

My decision to dig deeper into “the dynamics of grief” (the title given to an out-
standing book about grief written by Dr. David Switzer) came in part as the result of a 
dream I had in 1977 when I was pastor of the First Baptist Church in Statesboro, Geor-
gia. In the dream I was standing before a beautiful multicolored stained glass window 
XJUI�.BSJPO�$PSOXFMM�BOE�+BNFT�,JSLQBUSJDL�UXP�QFPQMF�*�LOFX�XFMM�

Marion was a member of Harmony Baptist Church in Edgemoor, South Caro-
lina, my :rst pastorate after graduating in 1960 from Southeastern Baptist 7eological 
4FNJOBSZ�JO�8BLF�'PSFTU�/PSUI�$BSPMJOB��*O�NZ�ëSTU�WJTJUT�JO�DIVSDI�NFNCFST��IPNFT�
XIFSF�UIFSF�IBE�CFFO�TVêFSJOH�BOE�MPTT�*�IFBSE�SFQFBUFEMZ�BCPVU�.ST��$PSOXFMM��8IFO�
I visited Marion in her home I learned why.
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She had lost her husband, C. C. Cornwell, to a massive heart attack right at the 
QFBL�PG�B�WFSZ�TVDDFTTGVM�DBSFFS�JO�UIF�GBSNJOH�CVTJOFTT��0OF�EBZ�BMM�BMPOF�BU�IPNF�
months into her grief, she said she was reading a small book about su;ering in which 
UIF� BVUIPS� XSPUF� UIFTF� XPSET� i8F� OFFE� UP� CF� HPPE� TUFXBSET� PG� PVS� TVêFSJOHT�w� 
Mrs. Cornwell said she put the book down and said to herself, “7at’s what I’m going 
UP�EP��CF�B�HPPE�TUFXBSE�PG�NZ�HSJFG�w�"OE�TIF�EJE��0VS�DIVSDI�ëFME�CFDBNF�IFS�QBS-
JTI��8IFSF�UIFSF�XFSF�IVSUT�BOE�MPTT�.BSJPO�$PSOXFMM�TIPXFE�VQ�XJUI�DPNQBTTJPO�
and practical care. How fortunate I was as a :rst-time, young pastor in a small country, 
antebellum church to have an associate pastor as a colleague in ministry!

+BNFT�	+JN
�,JSLQBUSJDL�IJT�XJGF�#POOJF�BOE�UIFJS�GPVS�DIJMESFO�	UXP�FBDI�GSPN�
previous marriages) were active at Melbourne Heights Baptist Church in Louisville, 
,FOUVDLZ�XIFO�*�CFDBNF�UIFJS�QBTUPS�JO�������0OF�PG�NZ�ëSTU�IPNF�WJTJUT�XBT�UP�UIF�
,JSLQBUSJDL�GBNJMZ��"GUFS�UBMLJOH�XJUI�UXP�PG�UIF�DIJMESFO�BCPVU�UIF�NFBOJOH�PG�$ISJT-
tian baptism, I turned to Jim, who was listening with focused attention, and said, “Jim, 
two of your children are ready to be baptized. How wonderful it would be for you to 
lead them as their father in being baptized as new Christians.” (I knew Jim had never 
been baptized). He immediately responded, “I’m ready!”

+JN�BOE�#POOJF�,JSLQBUSJDL�BOE�.BSJPO�$PSOXFMM�IBE�BMM�FYQFSJFODFE�TJHOJëDBOU�
grief. Jim and Bonnie had lived through painful divorces, but had chosen to live again 
in new relationships as marital partners and parents. 7eir previous spouses were still 
alive, and they had grieved the loss of those once-vital connections. Marion’s loss was 
di;erent. Her spouse was dead, but she was not. Her challenge was to come out of her 
acquaintance with grief and to live again. She did! So did Jim and Bonnie.

I still cherish the memories of my two Februarys spent at Duke Divinity School. I 
was unable to take part in the Fellows Program a third year due to another opportunity: 
I was elected president of the Tennessee Baptist Convention in 1995, and knew the 
demands of that challenge would render a month away from Tennessee not fair to either 
opportunity. My experience at Duke in the mid 1990s, however, was a double blessing.

First, the time away from the daily responsibilities of pastoral ministry interrupted 
a process all too common for ministers: burn down toward burnout. Second, what I 
learned about the universal experience of grief—coupled with more than three decades 
of walking with people through their valley times—has given me a deeper appreciation 
for the role of ministers and, hopefully, a keener insight into the role of grief in the 
never-ending changes we experience as relational beings. Following are some of those 
insights:

t��(SJFG�JT�B�HJGU�JOIFSFOU�JO�BMM�QFSTPOT��*U�JT�OPU�B�XFBLOFTT�CVU�B�OBUVSBM�SFTQPOTF�PG�
persons to actual or perceived losses of needed and cherished relationships. 7e relation-
ships can be personal or interpersonal or to objects or things.

t��(SJFG�JT�OPU�B�DIPJDF��*U�JT�B�SFTQPOTF�UP�TFQBSBUJPO�DBVTFE�CZ�EFBUI�BDDJEFOU�PS�DIPJDF�
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t��1FPQMF�HSJFWF�EJêFSFOUMZ�BDDPSEJOH�UP�UIFJS�UFNQFSBNFOU�BOE�QFSTPOBMJUZ��4PNF�HSJFWF�
PQFOMZ�BOE�QVCMJDMZ��0UIFST�HSJFWF�JOXBSEMZ�BOE�QSJWBUFMZ��.PTU�QFPQMF�BSF�CPUI�QSJWBUF�
and public in their grief expressions. 7e important thing is to own and express our grief 
so that grief does not own us.

t��(SJFG�TIPVME�OPU�DPNF�UP�TUBZ��8IFO�JU�EPFT�JU�CFDPNFT�BO�VOIFBMUIZ�EXFMMJOH�QMBDF�
instead of a transition toward the renewal of life. Some people, however, take longer to 
process their grief than others. In our busy world we cannot schedule grief as a hurried 
event in the fast lane.

t��(SJFG�DBO�CF�SFTPMWFE�JO�UXP�XBZT��*U�DBO�FOE�XJUI�	�
�BDDFQUBODF�PG�UIF�MPTT�XIJDI�
is usually presented as the last stage in the grief process, or (2) with reconciliation of the 
persons who have experienced the pain of separation. 7e basic theme of the Bible deals 
with God’s grief that refuses to accept the loss of his creation. God has on his mind and 
heart a reunion with what he has lost, not the acceptance of the loss. 7is can be true 
when married couples are separated. 7ey have a choice to make: they can divorce or 
reconcile. 7ere are times when divorce may be the better choice.

t� �ɨFSF�BSF� UXP�EJNFOTJPOT�PS�EJSFDUJPOT�UP�HSJFG�� 	�
�5SBOTDFOEFOU�PS�WFSUJDBM�HSJFG�
looks up and says there is someone above us with whom we are related and attached 
BOE�GSPN�XIPN�XF�DBO�CF�TFQBSBUFE��8IFO�TFQBSBUJPO�PDDVST�JU�QSPEVDFT�HSJFG�JO�UIF�
transcendent one and in those created by and related to the transcendent reality or 
person. 7is helps to explain the universal presence of religion in all civilizations, past 
and present. 7e word “religion” means to reconnect what was once connected and has 
become separated. (2) Horizontal grief emerges between imperfect human beings. It is 
both interpersonal and intrapersonal.

t��1BTUPST�BOE�DPVOTFMPST�SFMBUF�UP�QFPQMF�XIP�FYQFSJFODF�BMM�PG�UIF�BCPWF�NFOUJPOFE�
dimensions of grief. To relate and minister well, they must know and care for their 
members and counselees as they are—not as they may idealize them to be.

t��*O�UIF�#JCMF�BOE�JO�MJGF�HVJMU�JT�JOTFQBSBCMZ�SFMBUFE�UP�HSJFG��8IFO�HVJMU�JT�TFQBSBUFE�
from grief, the Good News may become bad news and sustain unresolved grief and 
shallow, dysfunctional spirituality. 7e parable of the prodigal son illustrates well this 
dynamic connection between grief and guilt.

t��(SJFG�BOE�KPZ�DP�FYJTU�JO�UIF�TBNF�QFSTPOT��ɨFZ�UFOE�UP�FOSJDI�MJGF�XIFO�FYQFSJFODFE�
as opposites that are paradoxically related as friends and not enemies. For example, Jesus 
was a man of sorrow. However, as he experienced the grief of his impending death, he 
spoke to his disciples about his own joy and about his desire that their joy might be full 
also (John 15:11). 
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t� � *O� PSEFS� UP� SFMBUF�NPSF� FêFDUJWFMZ� UP� UIPTF�XIP� BSF� FYQFSJFODJOH� HSJFG�NJOJTUFST�
and counselors must be in touch with their own history of grief and open to being  
comforted.

7ese aspects of grief will guide and permeate what I write in this book. For a fuller 
presentation about the many aspects of grief, I recommend the following books:

,VCMFS�3PTT�&MJ[BCFUI��On Death and Dying. New York: Macmillan Company, 1969.
0BUFT�8BZOF�&��Anxiety in Christian Experience��1IJMBEFMQIJB��8FTUNJOTUFS�1SFTT������
4XJU[FS�%BWJE�,��!e Dynamics of Grief. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1970.
8FTUCFSH�(SBOHFS��Good Grief. Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1962.
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Down in the Valley

IO�UIF�TVNNFS�PG������*�IBE�B�WJWJE�ESFBN��*O�JU�1BU�BOE�*�XFSF�TUJMM�MJWJOH�JO�,JOHT�
QPSU�5FOOFTTFF�BOE�8BZOF�&��0BUFT�XBT�B�HVFTU�JO�PVS�IPNF��"�MJUUMF�CBDLHSPVOE��
%S��0BUFT�TFSWFE�BT�TFOJPS�QSPGFTTPS�PG�QTZDIPMPHZ�PG�SFMJHJPO�BU�4PVUIFSO�#BQUJTU�

ɨFPMPHJDBM�4FNJOBSZ�JO�-PVJTWJMMF�,FOUVDLZ�BOE�BT�QSPGFTTPS�PG�QTZDIJBUSZ�BOE�CFIBW-
ioral sciences at the University of Louisville School of Medicine during the 1960s and 
70s. I am one of a multitude of pastors and ministers who have been blessed by Dr. 
0BUFT��MFDUVSFT�CPPLT�BOE�GSJFOETIJQ�

*O�UIF�ESFBN�1BU�BOE�*�XFSF�UISJMMFE�PG�DPVSTF�UP�IBWF�%S��0BUFT�JO�PVS�IPNF��"T�
IF�XBT�QSFQBSJOH�UP�MFBWF�*�BTLFE�IJN�B�RVFTUJPO��i8BZOF�JG�ZPV�DPVME�SFDPNNFOE�
one book to me before you go, what would it be?” In my dream he was holding a little 
child in his arms (he was very caring and tender toward children as a man, father, and 
professor). As he approached the door to leave, he said, Down in the Valley.

At that point the dream was fading. Just before opening my eyes I wondered, 
i8IP�T�UIF�BVUIPS w�ɨBU�T�IPX�UIF�ESFBN�FOEFE�XJUI�BO�VOBOTXFSFE�RVFTUJPO��ɨFO�
I remembered that I had started recording on paper thoughts about grief after my mini-
sabbatical at Duke University Divinity School. 7e dream inspired me to dust o; my 
notes and to try to :nish them under a new title: Down in the Valley: Our Acquaintance 
with Grief.

7rough the ages the concept of the valley has been used as a metaphor for both 
grief and death. 7is is why Psalm 23 has such a universal appeal. It transcends all belief 
systems and speaks of an experience all humans encounter: going down into valleys of 
pain, su;ering, grief, and death. During these times the psalmist a9rms that certain 
USVUIT�BSF�BWBJMBCMF��0OF�UIF�TPVSDF�PG�PVS�FYJTUFODF�JT�XJUI�VT�JO�UIF�WBMMFZT��5XP�UIF�
valleys are events within the overall place created by the source of our existence. 7e 
QMBDF�JT�MJLF�B�QBTUVSF��8F�BSF�MJLF�TIFFQ�CFJOH�MFE�CZ�B�TIFQIFSE�XIP�JT�XJUI�VT�JO�BOE�
through all of the stages of life (birth, childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, middle 
age, old age, and death).
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Even death is seen as an event in the Good Shepherd’s pasture—with an entrance 
and an exit. All who experience birth will die somewhere in the pasture. Death, how-
ever, is not the boundary that ends the pasture. How beautifully this is stated in Psalm 
139:7-10:

8IJUIFS�TIBMM�*�HP�GSPN�UIZ�4QJSJU �0S�XIJUIFS�TIBMM�*�HP�GSPN�UIZ�QSFTFODF �*G�
I ascend to heaven, thou art there. If I make my bed in Sheol, thou art there! If 
I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost part of the sea, even 
there thy hand shall lead me, and thy right hand shall hold me.

In other words, there is no place in all Creation where we can be that God the 
Shepherd is not. 7e universe is his pasture—valleys and all. 7en, Jesus domesticates 
the concept of God: To him, God is not only Shepherd but also Father. As Father, God 
DSFBUFE�IVNBOJUZ�JO�IJT�JNBHF�	(FO������
��8F�BSF�UIFSFGPSF�NPSF�UIBO�TIFFQ��8F�BSF�
created as relational beings with a family connection to the Father Creator. Because 
of the family connection, our identity as humans cannot be solely de:ned within our 
IVNBOOFTT��8F�BSF�DSFBUFE�GPS�IPSJ[POUBM�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�XJUI�IVTCBOET�XJWFT�CSPUI-
ers, sisters, and other people—and for a custodial relationship to care for all forms of life 
within a good creation. 

But there is a vertical dimension to our identity that touches the identity of who 
God is. 7is is true in any parent-child relationship. As our divine parent, God wants to 
nurture us toward goodness and wholeness. However, the dynamic place where God’s 
JEFOUJUZ�UPVDIFT�PVST�SFRVJSFT�GSFFEPN��0UIFSXJTF�PVS�JEFOUJUZ�XPVME�CF�B�OPO�DIPPT-
ing part of God’s identity. 7is would make us echoes of God instead of voices speaking 
in dialogue and communion. 7at kind of identity would leave God as a self-contained 
being turned inward—the very de:nition of a narcissist. But according to 1 John 4:8, 
God is love. 7ere was in God, then, a need to create persons who could freely love him 
back. 7at is, of course, the risk of parenthood. Children may choose not to love their 
parents in return.

According to Dr. Pope Duncan, one of my seminary professors and personal friends 
(now deceased), the history of the world, especially its modern period, is one in which 
IVNBOJUZ�JT�MPTJOH�JUT�WFSUJDBM�PSJFOUBUJPO��0S�BT�IF�QVU�JU�JO�POF�PG�PVS�DPOWFSTBUJPOT�
“Frank, we are losing our sense of transcendence.” And with that loss, we are losing a 
part of our identity. I contend, therefore, that our world is passing through a valley of 
collective grief, not because God is dying, but because the world is in a state of mourn-
JOH�GSPN�USZJOH�UP�TBUJTGZ�JUT�WFSUJDBM�TFMGIPPE�XJUI�UFNQPSBM�TVCTUJUVUFT��8F�BSF�JO�UIF�
“far country” as prodigals in denial.

7e title I have chosen for this book employs biblical terms to address universal 
experiences. 7e term “valley” from Psalm 23 is not the property of a certain religious 
group; it belongs to humanity and is available to all persons in describing the processes 
of loss and renewal. 7e other biblical term in the book’s title, “acquainted,” also comes 
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GSPN�UIF�0ME�5FTUBNFOU��*O�*TBJBI������UIF�TVêFSJOH�TFSWBOU�PG�(PE�JT�B�iNBO�PG�TPS-
rows, and acquainted with grief.” Here, then, is our common ground: our experiences 
or acquaintance with grief.

7e ancient writer shared his losses with his own people, the Jews. 7rough revealed 
insight, however, he saw more. He saw common ground where Creator and creation—
God and humankind—stand together and process the pain of grief. 7e central message 
PG�UIF�#JCMF�*�CFMJFWF�JT�UIJT��i8F�BSF�OPU�BMPOF�JO�PVS�MPTTFT�BOE�TPSSPXT�w�"T�*TBJBI�TP�
beautifully says it, “Surely he has born our griefs and carried our sorrows” (53:4a). And 
again, “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and 
cry to her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned, that she has received 
from the Lord’s hand double for all of her sins” (40:1-2).

It is from this perspective, where God shares with us his own story of grief, that I 
write. For 52 years as a pastor I have stood with and walked with children, teenagers, 
and adults through their valleys of sorrow. 7ey have taught me much about grief—
theirs and my own. 7e chapters of this book will reveal some of the lessons and insights 
I have learned and am still learning. I share them with you in the hope that they will 
deepen and enrich your relationships as you process your acquaintance with grief in 
your valley-crossings.


