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Living with Loss in the Face of Abundance 
by Jonathan Vogel-Borne 

 

Iôve been attending a lot more memorial 

meetings lately. In the past six months 

death has taken three people very dear to 

me: my father-in-law, an important men-

tor, and a good friend who was only a cou-

ple of years older than me. As I and my 

fellow baby boomers grow grayer, a lot of 

life now involves dealing with loss. And, 

reflecting more deeply, at every stage of 

life we face loss of one kind or anotherð

dying to be reborn. 

 

Looking out at much of the rest of the 

world, particularly in the global south, I 

am fully aware that North Americans are, 

by and large, sheltered from the loss of life that comes from war, famine, and pestilence. Yet, 

all our wealth and privilege does not protect us from participating in the continuing cycle of life 

and death. As I approach my 58th year, I watch my parentôs generation, and now many of my 

own generation, take their place in that great cloud of witnesses, the gallery of those who have 

gone before. 

 

I am an orphan, and have been so for some time. My mother died from a brain tumor in 1978, 

and in 1998 my father died of a heart attackða slow death and a sudden death, neither very 

easy for those of us left living. I have taken in my spouseôs parents to be the living grandparents 

for my two sons. But also, in some very real ways, in my heart, they have become more than 

just in-laws. Losing my father-in-law last month unearthed a gut realization: ñWhoôs going to 

take care of me?ò When my mother-in-law goes, the last of her generation in both our families, 

I will fully and truly be an orphan, dangling on the forefront of this miraculous cycle of life, 

moving into the next phase. 
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Hearing of the impending loss of my spouseôs father, 

and knowing that we were struggling with how to say 

goodbye, a family friend recommended a book, The 

Four Things That Matter Most: A Book About Living, 

by Ira Byock, a doctor who specializes in end-of-life 

care. Byock says that the four things that matter most 

are: please forgive me, I forgive you, thank you, and I 

love you. Now these words need to be said not only 

at the end of life, but they need to be practiced every 

day to everyone we know. Yet sometimes, shaking us 

out of the numbness of our daily routine, it is deathôs 

passage that awakens us to what is really most impor-

tant about living.  

 

So in the face of loss, what is the hope I have? Wil-

liam Penn, one of our Quaker forbearers told us, 

ñthey that love beyond the world cannot be separated 

by it; death cannot kill what never dies.ò My dear 

friend, my mentor, my father-in-law continue to live 

in my heart, in eternity. And while sometimes I just 

want to crawl into my mother and fatherôs loving 

arms, I live with the deep assurance that God loves 

me and will always take care of meðenfleshed 

through the living presence of Jesus Christ, in my 

family, my close friends, my loving community, and 

indeed in the whole of creation. 
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