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“Voices in Search of a Song” 

Texts: Psalm 137:1-4 and John 14:25-27 

 

Our backyard is a peaceful oasis and provides a nice place to be still and relax.  Diane has 

beautiful flowers of all sorts.  And positioned all around are birdfeeders which attract birds year-

round.     

 

In the winter, we would watch through the windows as the various birds descended for a feast.   

Birds of all colors and sizes hopped onto the feeders eating the seeds with great enthusiasm.  

Quite often the feeders would be empty within an hour or two.   

 

But the wintering birds were very messy.  Beneath the feeders were all the seeds that they had 

knocked out of the feeder.  Some birds would gather below to enjoy these treats on the cold soil 

or the snowy ground.   

 

Why am I thinking of the wintering birds and fallen seeds in the middle of summer?  Because in 

the places where the feeders were located, we now have volunteer sunflowers blossoming.  

Those seeds displaced by energetic winter birds resulted in the unexpected beauty of summer 

blossoms.   

 

This week I was sitting on the patio reflecting upon the hardships our congregation is facing.  On 

Monday and Tuesday we opened the chapel for the opportunity to gather and share.  In those 

evenings, there were some wonderful stories shared about Kevin Butler.  Lots of statements 

about his talents and ministry among us.  And a few times someone would shake their heads and 

ask, “What are we going to do?” 

 

That is a normal part of grieving to wonder about next steps.  In any loss, we feel like we are in a 

fog and we don’t know where to turn or what to do next.  It is an appropriate question and let me 

begin with a simple answer first.   

 

What are we going to do?  I cannot fully answer right now.  Kevin was working on having the 

choir begin practicing in August and sing on the Sunday after Labor Day.  With the help of some 

volunteers who have been very gracious, it may be possible to hit that target date.  But if not 

then, we hope to gather the choir soon.  As for hiring a new music director we will convene a 

search committee and begin the process of finding a qualified candidate.  I don’t have anyone in 

mind, but this is what I believe. 

 

I believe that in this difficult time, there are seeds that have been cast in unexpected directions.  

Right now we don’t realize what is there, but I believe that like the seeds that fall to the ground 



in the winter months and become hidden to the human eye, only later to emerge as a beautiful 

flower, I believe those seeds have been planted.  We will proceed slowly, carefully and with 

faithful intentionality to build upon the great work Kevin did among us.   

 

I want to give you that assurance, but before we get there, we have some important work to do.  

And that is the main part I want to address this morning.  Before we can do the external work 

above, we have to do the difficult internal work first.  Technically, that isn’t true.  We can always 

move forward without dealing with the inner emotions associated with loss and grief.  Many 

people do this every day.  But we do so at our own peril.   

 

One of the books I cherish is an out of print book called “Running Through the Thistles” by Roy 

Oswald.  It is a book about leaving one church and going to another one, but its wisdom is not 

limited to parish ministry.  The point he makes in the book is that how we say goodbye 

influences our ability to say the next hello.  If we leave one relationship, one job, one important 

part of life without really grieving the loss and change, we will not be as healthy as we could be 

in what comes next.  He argues that we have to come to terms with the loss and change in order 

to face what comes next. 

 

I have taken that wisdom to heart when it comes to my ministry.  Before coming to First UMC I 

had four months to say a proper and healthy farewell.  I planned sermons that addressed the 

things I needed to say, visited with people that I needed to talk to, apologized where needed and 

expressed the gratitude I needed to share.  None of this was easy work, but it was essential for 

being able to bring my most healthy self to the work at this church. 

 

If we want to move forward with our most healthy selves, we have to do the same difficult work 

with the grief and loss we are experiencing.  And I mean that on a much broader way than just 

the loss of a beloved friend and colleague and mentor.  For all the griefs and losses we face, we 

can either address those feelings or try to ignore and suppress them.  But the healthiest manner is 

to sit down with that unwanted guest and do the hard work. 

 

Let me note that we will not resolve our grief and loss in this single morning.  That isn’t how 

grief works.  Grief is sneaky.  You go along for a while thinking that everything is fine and 

suddenly there is a song on the radio or an unexpected memory and the grief comes barging into 

our lives like the guest who doesn’t ring the doorbell but waltzes through the front door, opens 

the refrigerator door and sits down on your couch with its feet propped up on a cushion.   

 

So where do we begin?  How do we start?  One of the starting points is to begin by asking with 

all seriousness, “How am I feeling today?”  This is not the grocery store question where you 

have to smile and nod saying that you are doing well.  This is the serious, honest question that 

can have many different answers.  How are you feeling today?  Are you sad?  Are you angry?  

Are you numb?  What is going on inside?   

 

The church should be a safe place where we can be honest with those emotions.  Remember that 

Jesus was teaching in the countryside when he received word that his friend Lazarus was sick.  

He began to make his way to the town of Bethany, but when he arrived he received the message 

that Lazarus had died.  And how did Jesus respond?  He wept.  He was so moved with grief that 



he didn’t worry about how anyone would perceive his response.  He felt the sorrow within his 

heart and he began to cry.   

 

Sometimes in our society, we assume that we have to hide those difficult emotions.  We 

shouldn’t weep in front of others.  We shouldn’t be sad.  We shouldn’t be angry.  It makes 

people uncomfortable. But if only some emotions are acceptable and others must be hidden, the 

message is that we cannot be fully human with one another.  A healthy community is one where 

we can be together with one another and the diverse emotions that we are feeling.  A healthy 

community is one which is willing to be present with one another through those difficult 

emotions and uncertain times.  Those are the times when we need that support and 

encouragement, not the time to turn one another away.   

 

The psalmist expresses those difficult emotions in the words we heard this morning.  The context 

is that the people are living in exile.  They have been forcibly removed from their homeland and 

are living in a foreign land.  This has lasted for so long that they are beginning to give up the 

hope that they will someday return to their former home.  The writer places the psalm in the 

context by beginning, “By the waters of Babylon---there we sat down and there we wept as we 

remembered Zion.”   

 

It is a powerful description of grief, that it removes us from the place that seemed familiar, a 

place that we had come to know as home.  Now we are living in a place far from home.  It is 

unfamiliar.  We are lost and confused.   

 

The writer says that they have hung up their harps on the willows, meaning that they have put 

their musical instruments away.  When the residents of Babylon asked them to sing the songs of 

their homeland they couldn’t find the words.  It just didn’t seem right to sing in this foreign land.   

 

One thing I appreciate about this psalm is that it doesn’t have a nice, tidy ending.  It is angry and 

sad and sorrowful all the way through.  This is just an expression of living in that land of grief 

and loss.  Yes, hope would come one day and they would be able to look back and remember the 

circumstances that led them to express such feelings, but that part would come another day.  For 

now, they are expressing those hard feelings which seem very familiar to us today. 

 

In the honesty of those emotions, we are poised to care for one another in meaningful ways.  

That is not to say that we have to fix one another or know the right words to bring healing.  

Sometimes the best that we can do is just be present with one another. 

 

I recall a story about a little boy who was late coming home from school.  His parents got 

worried that something may have happened.  They called the neighbors to ask if anyone had seen 

him.  They walked the route between the home and the school and found no trace.  Finally, he 

walked through the door.  They were relieved to see him but wondered where he had been. 

 

The boy explained that on the way home from school a friend’s bike had broken down, so he 

stopped to help him.  The parents were curious and replied, “But you don’t know how to fix a 

broken bicycle.”  The boy nodded in reply and said, “I know, but I sat down and helped him 

cry.” 



 

In times like these, be wary of anyone who says that it is inappropriate to be sad or tries to 

quickly fix the hurt or try to negate your feelings.  There are no magic words, no quick fixes, not 

even a prayer that will make it all better.  Sometimes the best that we can do is be present with 

one another in the loss and grief.   

 

I am still working on the details, but to the question of what are we going to do now?, one of the 

thoughts I been running through the mind is a study on grief recovery.  The death of our friend 

and colleague Kevin is but one of many losses we have experienced.  Perhaps it would be helpful 

to offer a brief course on working through our grief.  I have several resources that I have 

consulted for this sermon and I believe this would be a helpful step not only for us as individuals, 

but as a community of faith.  We won’t be a congregation where we deny the sadness or ignore 

the grief.  Our well-being will be found in addressing it together, working as a community to 

care for ourselves and one another and finding God’s peace even amid the struggles.   

 

One final aspect of grief work that I want to share this morning is the ability to say thanks for the 

gifts that have been shared.  Those gifts and memories will remain with us always.  We will 

remember Kevin’s talent, his sense of humor, his kindness, his faith, the ways in which he led us.  

We will remember and give thanks.  We have been blessed because he was among us.  And in 

those memories are the seeds that enable us to once again find our voices, to sing and rejoice as 

God’s people.  That day will come.  In the meantime, let us care for ourselves and care for one 

another, knowing that God is with us in our sorrow and struggle. 


