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“For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height or depth, nor anything else in all creation can separate us from the love of God.” Romans 8:38-39

		Today, I want to start with the good news and then we will gather in the challenges of what it means to grieve today and acknowledge how the love of God can be the hope that holds us in when we grieve as well as when we celebrate. In today’s reading we are reminded that if God is for us, who can be against us. 
	The letter to the church in Rome was written by Paul who needed help and direction. Paul reminds us that God entered the world to save us through the gift of his son Jesus. And Jesus loves each of us so much that Jesus enters our lives and holds us even now with a love that is beyond measure. This love that Jesus has for us is so deep that nothing can separate us from the love of God. This is what Paul writes, “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height or depth, nor anything else in all creation can separate us from the love of God.” Romans 8: 38-39. This is a short summary of all the ways we cannot be separated from the love of God. We begin with death. Death cannot separate us from the love of God, nor life. Angels, rulers, things present and things past, these cannot separate us either. Nothing in all of creation can separate us from the love of God.
		Paul knew a lot about suffering from his own life and ministry spreading the Good News of Jesus. He left his home and was shipwrecked. He was imprisoned and eventually he was killed for his faith. And yet, he kept proclaiming in letter after letter to the early churches, that God is on their side and love wins. Love matters. Death will not have the final victory. God will surround us always with love.  Especially when we suffer the most.
		Today, we are going to focus on how we can remember and celebrate the ones we love who have died.  This suffering is especially acute when we lose someone, a child or a young person before the time when they should have passed. We grieve the years we did not get to spend with them 
		I believe the church is a particularly good place to come together when we go through loss and death because we do not know all the answers, but we do know how to work together to process, to love, to support and the share the good news of Jesus that death will not have the final word. 

	We also acknowledge the reality that we are all going to die.

There are no exceptions and today we are taking a pause to remember and reflect on folks in our life we would like to remember with love and tenderness who have died. We allow space for those of us who are grieving recent losses or losses from years ago. We lift especially the pain of the untimely deaths of children or people taken from us far too soon. 

	I am so grateful for the courage of Jane Small to come and share some of her story and love for her daughter Jessica.  Here we shall say Jessica’s name and sing songs she loved. Here we will remember the beauty of who she was and mourn the time that she cannot spend with her family and friends. Here we connect her experience with the challenges so many among us like her who struggle with mental and substance use disorders. We need everyone. We need you all to make it. For everyone is deeply and fully loved by God. And as Jane so beautifully shared, if you are struggling with substance abuse challenges, know that it is treatable and there is no shame. We love you. We need you. We want you to make it.
	
And yet, we acknowledge those who are grieving right now among us. Grief has an unpredictability to it. You never know when it will come up in waves and take over your emotions. It is precisely because we have known and deeply loved others that we grieve so much.
	
I invite you to say aloud or whisper the names of those you would like to remember today.

They are what we in the church call a great cloud of witnesses.

We believe that while their bodies may be gone, they surround us in memory and DNA passed on through the generations. One of the really great things churches can do for all of us is bring us together to remember. 

Often after the death of a beloved family member or friend we are left alone, wondering how to go on. Showing up in a church like West Parish connects you up with people who will care about you for the long haul. We aren’t meant to grieve alone. We are meant to grieve in community. We are meant to share stories about those who we loved and keep saying their names. So please, keep doing that. Keep telling stories about those you love who are no longer alive.

And we will hold onto that promise that death does not have the final word.  In Christ, all will find their way home to be held in the arms of God who has loved us since before we were created and will love us for eternity. 

I will leave you with a blessing from Kate Bowler for A Life after a loss.

Blessed are we, who feel the wound of fresh loss.
Or of a loss… no matter how fresh… that still makes our voices crack all these years later.
We who are stuck in the impossibility of it. Frozen in disbelief.
How can this be? It wasn’t supposed to be this way.
Blessed are we, fumbling around for easy answers or quick truths
to try to make this go down easier.
We who are dissatisfied with the shallow theology and trite platitudes.
Blessed are we, who, instead, demand a blessing.
Because we have wrestled with God and are here.
Wounded. Broken. Changed.
Blessed are we,
who keep our relationships and friendships and jobs afloat,
and who stock the pantry…
because… what choice do we have
but to move forward with a life we didn’t choose
with a loss we thought we couldn’t live without?
One small step. One small act of hope at a time.
Adapted for a communal setting from THE LIVES WE ACTUALLY HAVE, page 86
It is a difficult thing this being human. And yet, we have no choice other than to be human. So let us love one another with more compassion. Let us care for one another. Let us remember those who are left behind and grieving.

And we can find ways to keep on remembering and hoping even and especially through the hard times by getting by with a little help from our friends.  Please join us in singing “I Get by With a Little Help from My Friends.” Amen.
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