May I express my sincere sympathy to you on your tragic loss. May the good Lord grant your dear Stephen eternal rest and that peace which he had, perhaps, been searching for, for some time.  May He also give each of you all the strength, courage and fortitude that you need at this time and during the days, weeks and months ahead and, in His own time, may he give each of you the grace of acceptance, even if you don't understand what has happened.  

 

I'm afraid that I don't know what to say to you at this horrific time.  Each of you has been very much present in my thoughts and prayers since I heard the sad news.  I imagine that you must be in a state of complete shock right now.  How does one make sense of it?  I'm afraid that one can't.  This is no time for giving advice.  All I say is to be very patient with your selves and with each other.  Hold, support and love each other.  You will be tempted to reflect on the past weeks, months, even years and to ask 'Where did I go wrong or could I have done things differently?'  Please don't torture yourself in this way. You acted in good faith, always doing what you believed was for the best.  Be careful, then, not to get into the blame game and not to go on a guilt trip.  This often happens in cases such as this but it helps nobody.  Please focus on the positive; on the good memories you have of Stephen as a son, as a brother as a classmate and as a friend.  Give thanks to God for the gift of him in your lives.  Remember he was only lent to you and now he has gone back to God.  Hand him back to God.  God is love and is now holding Stephen in a loving embrace.  He himself is at peace with himself, with God and with the Universe.

 

I attach a couple of poems written by an Irish philosopher and poet, John 0'Donohue.  I hope and pray that they may be of some help to you.  They are not to be read quickly.  Rather, I suggest that you read through them slowly first.  Then take them, verse by verse, pausing after each phrase.  Finally, repeat to yourself several times any phrase that appeals to you.  Please continue to use them in the weeks and months ahead, if you find anything of use in them.
 

I will continue to hold you all in my prayers to the good Lord. 

 

May the God of love and peace bless each of you with peace and acceptance and enfold you in his loving embrace.
For Stephen’s Family and Friends
As you huddle around the torn silence
Each by this lonely deed exiled
To a solitary confinement of soul
May some small glow from what has been lost
Return like the kindness of candlelight.

As your eyes strain to sift
This sudden wall of dark
And no one can say why
In such a forsaken, secret way,
This death was sent for...
May one of the lovely hours
Of memory return
Like a field of ease
Among these gravelled days

May the Angel of Wisdom
Enter this ruin of absence
And guide your minds
To receive this bitter chalice
So that you do not damage yourselves
By attending only at the hungry altar
Of regret and anger and guilt.

May you be given some inkling
That there could be something else at work
And that what to you now seems
Dark, destructive and forlorn,
Might be a destiny that looks different
From inside the eternal script.

May vision be granted to you
To see this with the eyes of providence.
May your loss become a sanctuary
Where new presence will dwell
To refine and enrich
The rest of your life
With courage and compassion

And may your lost loved one
Enter into the beauty of eternal tranquillity
In that place where there is no more sorrow
Or separation or mourning or tears.

John 0’Donohue

On the Death of our dear Stephen
Though we need to weep your loss,

You dwell in that safe place in our hearts,

Where no storm or night or pain can reach you.

Your love was like the dawn

Brightening over our lives,

Awakening beneath the dark

A further adventure of colour.

The sound of your voice

Found for us

A new music

That brightened everything.

Whatever you enfolded in your gaze

Quickened in the joy of its being;

You placed smiles like flowers

On the altar of the heart.

Your mind always sparkled

With wonder at things.

Though your days here were brief

Your spirit was alive, awake, complete.

We look towards each other no longer

From the old distance of our names;

Now you dwell inside the rhythm of breath,

As close to us as we are to ourselves

Though we cannot see you with outward eyes,

We know our soul’s gaze is upon your face,

Smiling back at us from within everything

To which we bring our best refinement.

Let us not look for you only in memory,

Where we would grow lonely without you.

You would want us to find you in presence,

Beside us when beauty brightens,

When kindness glows

And music echoes eternal tones.

When orchids brighten the earth,

Darkest winter has turned to spring;

May this dark grief flower with hope

In every heart that loves you.

May you continue to inspire us;

To enter each day with a generous heart,

To serve the call of courage and love

Until we see your beautiful face again

In that land where there is no more separation,

Where all tears will be wiped from our mind,

And where we will never lose you again.

Prayer for Stephen
Visual Focus: a photo of Stephen

      Take time to remember the special qualities which you so much valued and appreciated in Stephen’s personality and life.  Remember the special events in your lives that were full of joy and happiness.  Offer thanks to God for all these blessings.  Pour out your feelings of sadness and sorrow to God.  Ask God to enter into the deep pain that permeates your life.

Prayer:   ‘Father, I am coming to you’ (Jn. 17:11)

Jesus, your departure was such an ache; your going away left a hollow in hearts, a tension between the love of your friends and the welcome awaiting you in going home to the Father.  Such a mixture of feelings must have spun around in you: the sadness of your last farewell to friends and the anticipation of joy in the Father’s welcome.  You were leaving and sorely distressed.  You were coming home and you were overjoyed.

Jesus, to the very end you lived our humanity, that life where one must always let go; must pass through death to enter into the fullness of life; that life where joy never completely buries sadness; where we move through days that demand goodbyes and come to moments that leave us no choice but to bid farewell to our loved ones.

Jesus, remind me in my own sad-heart time not to lose sight of the other side of ache, that glorious moment of happy homecoming, waiting for all of us in the loving hello of the Father.  Send your Spirit to deepen my faith and to soften my sadness so that the vision of homecoming hopes will overpower the aches and struggles in all of life’s farewells and goodbyes.  Sustain me and comfort me as I try to cope with this great loss in my life.       Amen.

Scripture Reading 1:   Is. 25: 6 – 10
(The Sovereign Lord will destroy death forever!  He will wipe away the tears from everyone’s eyes…)

‘On this mountain, for all peoples, Yahweh Sabaoth is preparing a banquet of rich food, a banquet of fine wines, of succulent food, of well-strained wines.  On this mountain, he has destroyed the veil which used to veil all peoples, the pall enveloping all nations; he has destroyed death forever.  Lord Yahweh has wiped away the tears from every cheek; he has taken his people’s shame away everywhere on earth, for Yahweh has spoken.  And on that day it will be said, ‘Look, this is our God, in him we put our hope that he should save us, this is Yahweh, we put our hope in him.  Let us exult and rejoice since he has saved us.  For Yahweh’s hand will rest on this mountain, and Moab will be trodden under his feet as straw is trodden into the dung-heap’.

Scripture Reading 2:   1 Thes. 4: 13-14, 18

(We believe that Jesus died and rose again; and that it will be the same for all those who have died in Jesus; God will bring them with him.)

‘We want you to be quite certain about those who have died to make sure you do not grieve about them, like other people who have no hope.  We believe that Jesus died and rose again, and that it will be the same for those who have died in Jesus: God will bring them with him.  With such thoughts as these you should comfort one another’
Reflection:

Take some time in silence (or with gentle music) to listen to your feelings.  What are the strongest feelings within your spirit?  Be as honest as you can with yourself.  Don’t ignore feelings that you do not like or want such as self-pity, guilt, anger ……..  If you feel guilty, what has caused this in you?  If you feel angry, what is there that is creating this feeling?  After you have spent time allowing your feelings to surface, take each of your strongest ones and talk with God about them.  Hold them before God and ask God to help you to deal with them or to take them from you.

Prayer:  

I take Stephen by the hand and lead him to you, God of love.  Here is Stephen.  Accept my love and thanksgiving as I entrust him into your loving care.  I want him to be free to be at home with you.  I ask that you save a place for me there beside him and that you be my loving presence in all the lonely moments that await me.  I ask that you fill me with motivation and energy in the days ahead when I feel like giving up; remind me often of my true homeland when I am caught up in the desolation of the journey.  Help me to find joy in the people, events, and the beauty of nature, which surround me.

Thank you for the gift of Stephen in my life.  I want to believe that we will celebrate the treasure of our love again, when we are both in your presence forever.  May this truth sustain me in the days to come.  Take my sad and aching heart and comfort me.  Comfort me for I can only feel hollowness and emptiness.  God of the sorrowing, draw near.  Amen.
For Grief

When you lose someone you love,

Your life becomes strange,

The ground beneath you becomes fragile,

Your thoughts make your eyes unsure;

And some dead echo drags your voice down

Where words have no confidence.

Your heart has grown heavy with loss;

And though this loss has wounded others too,

No one knows what has been taken from you

When the silence of absence deepens.

Flickers of guilt kindle regret

For all that was left unsaid or undone.

There are days when you wake up happy;

Again inside the fullness of life,

Until the moment breaks

And you are thrown back

Onto the black tide of loss.

Days when you have your heart back,

You are able to function well

Until in the middle of work or encounter,

Suddenly with no warning,

You are ambushed by grief.

It becomes hard to trust yourself.

All you can depend on now is that

Sorrow will remain faithful to itself.

More than you, it knows its way

And will find the right time

To pull and pull the rope of grief

Until that coiled hill of tears

Has reduced to its last drop.

Gradually, you will learn acquaintance

With the invisible form of your departed;

And when the work of grief is done,

The wound of loss will heal

And you will have learned

To wean your eyes

From the gap in the air

And be able to enter the hearth

In your soul where your loved one

Has awaited your return all the time.

