
"RE-NEGOTIATING THE NEW REALITY "

A story to begin with:

When I drove to Hatfield, i n  Hertfordshire, on
. Tuesday 25 March for the Minis ter ia l  Fellowship's
Pre-Assembly Conference and the General Assembly's

Annual Meetings, I had a f a i r l y  f u l l  car. I had
two passengers: June P e t t i t t  and Roux Malan, the

South African who would soon take over the ministry
at the Capetown Unitarian Church and who had spent
most. of the Easter weekend with Ann and me. I had
B i l l  and Patricia Emmingham's suitcases, as well as
June's, Roux's and my own. I had several boxes and
bags of papers and folders which I would need for

the various meetings: the Minis ter ia l  Fellowship,
the B r i t i sh  Chapter of the International

Association for Religious Freedom, the Unitarian
Peace Fellowship, and the Unitarian Renewal Group.
And I had two banners: the Minis ter ia l
Fellowship's and the Peace Fellowship's.

On ar r i va l ,  having off-loaded June and Roux and
their bags, I was able to get through the barriers
and park the car close to my accommodation block
while I unloaded everything and moved i t  a l l  into
my room on the th i rd  f l oor .  Fortunately there was

a l i f t .  I simply dumped everything i n  my room,
then went to move my car to the long-term car-park,

before returning to my room to do a quick unpack of
my clothes and put them in the wardrobe, and to get
what I needed for the f i r s t  session of the
Ministerial Fellowship's Conference.



On my next v i s i t  to my room I fetched the
Ministerial Fellowship's banner so that it could be
displayed i n  the lecture theatre for the rest of
the Conference. I l e f t  the Peace Fellowship's
banner and B i l l  and Patricia's luggage dumped
between my bed and the wardrobe: they would not be
needed un t i l  the next day.

On the Wednesday B i l l  and Patricia arrived with
John and Joan Norton - i n  time to be told that they
were not able to have lunch with me. I was back
and forth to my room, to get their bags to them and

to deposit a l l  the Minis ter ia l  Fellowship's stuff
which I had finished with - and to get newsletters,
Peace Fellowship Appeal leaflets and other material
to put on the stands in the main display area, and
to move the Minis ter ia l  Fellowship's banner to the
Weston Auditorium ready for the John Relly Beard
Lecture.

After the John Relly Beard Lecture there were other
meetings, such as the Ministers' Pension Fund, and
dinner, before the Opening Ceremony which included
the celebration of the Centenary of the Women's
League, led by Marion Baker as National President.

The Ceremony was to begin with the banner parade,
and to be followed by the Peace Vespers, so among

my various errands I needed to fetch the Peace
Fellowship's banner from my room so that Feargus
O'Connor could carry i t  i n  the parade.



I t  wasn't there, where I last remembered seeing i t
beside Bill and Patricia's bags, propped in the
corner i n  the waste paper bin.

You know that strange sinking feeling when you have
to wonder whether your memory is f a i l i n g :  a Senior

Moment, or a CRAFT Moment. When, during the day's
trips between my room and the main meeting area, had
I taken the Peace Fellowship's banner across? And

  where had I put i t ?

I retraced my steps as well as I could remember, to
check in the lecture theatre, the restaurant, the

auditorium, and other meeting rooms that I had been
in ,  and to check under and behind the display
stands. No sign of the banner. I did the whole

c i r cu i t  two or three times, becoming increasingly
puzzled about the banner's whereabouts, and
increasingly worried about my f a i l i n g  memory.

I shared the news with John and Joan and B i l l  and
Patricia, who also went searching. Eventually we

had to t e l l  Feagus O'Connor, who was due to carry
the banner i n  the parade - during which I half
expected to see i t  being carried by someone else
from the Peace Fellowship, l i k e  Chris Goacher - but
he brought i n  the banner of the Derby Unitarians.

So, the banner parade, Opening Ceremony, and Peace
Vespers - beaut i fu l ly  led by Andrew and Stephanie -

. a l l  took place without the Peace Fellowship banner,
and I went to bed s t i l l  puzzled.



Next morning we resumed the search, u n t i l  a chance
remark by Joan Norton prompted me to go to the
Campus Conference Office to ask whether the
cleaners might have removed the banner, which had
been standing in the waste paper bin i n  my room,
and thrown i t  out as rubbish without realising - or
checking - what i t  was. The young woman looked a
bit puzzled, but only b r i e f l y ,  before she

comprehended my question; then she said she would
check, and went off into an inner sanctum.

She returned a couple of minutes later to say:
Yes, indeed, the cleaners had removed i t .  I t  was
in a waste paper bin, and their instructions are

quite clear: they are to remove whatever is l e f t
in bins i n  the rooms. She also gave me to
understand that by now i t  would have gone into a
skip, and the skip would have been emptied.

So, I had to t e l l  the Nortons and the Emminghams
and members of the Peace Fellowship Committee that

our lovely banner - only a few years old - had been
removed and was probably already lying forlornly i n
some. l a n d f i l l  rubbish t i p .

Let me say here that, although we knew the value
and significance of the banner, and although at

' f i r s t  we found i t  hard to believe what had
happened, no blame at a l l  can be laid on the
cleaners.



I t  was standing in a waste paper bin. Their
instructions were to remove whatever was left in bins

in the rooms. They were not required or expected to examine
what was i n  the bins before removing i t .
. And, no doubt, they have had much stranger things
l e f t  i n  bins by students over the years, so they
were probably not par t i cu lar ly  surprised to find a

length of blue cloth wrapped around a couple of
metal poles.

That. evening, the meeting of the Peace Fellowship
was scheduled. We had planned to have a very brief

Annual General Meeting to do the necessary
business; before handing over to Stephanie Cage.

She was to lead a writing workshop with the hope
' that participants might be encouraged and inspired
to write something which they might subsequently
work on and submit for the Peace Fellowship's
proposed new anthology of or ig inal  prayers and

meditations.
Joan Norton was a Chair of the Peace Fellowship. She

opened the meeting, explained what was going to
happen, and began the proceedings. One of the

early items on the agenda of most meetings is
Apologies. After recording the couple of apologies
which we had received, Joan indicated that I had an

apology to make.

So, I recounted what had happened, much as I have just
done, although perhaps more b r i e f l y ,  and

offered my apology.



As I was in the middle of an attempt to sh i f t  at
l e a s t  some of the blame onto Chris Goacher - who
had told me that he had actually seen the banner in
a black sack, but had assumed that I had put i t
there - the door opened, and John Norton marched in

-- carrying the banner!! Much laughter, as well as
r e l i e f  and applause, when i t  was explained that
Emmirighams and Nortons had not meekly accepted i t s

loss but had decided to go looking for i t ,  and had
actually found i t  on top of a pile of rubbish i n  a

skip which had not yet been emptied!

Perhaps we should have sung the hymn Amazing
Grace,. with i t s  l ine :  "once was lost, but now am
found".

What's the moral? What's to be learned from this
. incident? Why have I told you, beyond the need to

set the record straight with a second public
confession and public penance?

This story has a happy ending, but i t  set me
thinking about loss, and about the ways in which
people handle loss.



The novelist Elizabeth Gaskell wrote:
I t  i s  the woes that cannot in any earthly way be
escaped that admit least earthly comforting. Of
a l l  the t r i t e ,  worn-out, hollow mockeries of
comfort that were ever uttered by people who w i l l
not take the trouble of sympathising with others,
the one I dislike the most is the exhortation not
to grieve over an event,- "for i t  cannot be
helped". Do you think i f  I could help i t ,  I
would s i t  s t i l l  with folded hands, content to
mourn? Do you not believe that as long as hope
remained I would be up and doing? I mourn
because what has occurred cannot be helped. The
reason you give me for not grieving is the very
and sole reason of my grief. Give me nobler and
higher reasons for enduring meekly what my Father

sees f i t  to send, and I w i l l  try earnestly and
fa i th fu l l y  to be patient,; but mock me not, or
any other mourner, with the speech, "Do not
grieve, for i t  cannot be helped. I t  i s  past
remedy."

We suffer loss through death, but there are other
kinds of loss: the end of a relationship; the
loss of a job, and with i t  the loss of self-esteem,

a loss of a sense of worth, the loss of a sense of
identity.

Different people have different reactions to
apparently similar losses. One person can seem to

"cope" with what would make another "f a l l  to
pieces".



I remember one couple in my congregation over in Frances Street in
Sydney. After his daughter's death in a car smash, she
wanted to be able to talk about her and about the
pain of loss, but he did not want to say anything
or have anyone else say anything about his
daughter. I t  was a d i f f i c u l t  time for both of
them, and for those around them.

Emotional pain can often be much worse than
physical pain. Physical illnesses, especially

fractures, are obvious to other people, but mental
illnesses are often less obvious to others, and are
harder to treat effectively.

Some people do not want to get over their pain, but
want to retain i t ,  perhaps because they w i l l
continue to get other people's attention and
sympathy. We a l l  know people who "enjoy" poor
health.

What do we know that can help us to cope with the
problem? How can we re-negotiate the new reality?

Feelings, functioning and fantasies are a l l
affected by loss, especially i n  bereavement, and
a l l  need to be tackled promptly, and a l l  need to be
acknowledged. Acknowledgement is important.



In a meditation entitled "A Time to Cry", the
American Unitarian minister David O. Rankin wrote:

The mother waited for her child at the bus stop.
The bus arrived on time, depositing the
passengers on the other side of the highway. The
eight-year-old boy broke from the group and began
running across the four lanes of concrete. The

blue Cadillac crushed him l i ke  a plastic do l l .
In the living-room that day:

You t e l l  her to speak to God.
You t e l l  her to eat and to sleep.
You t e l l  her to look to the future.
You t e l l  her to walk in the cool a i r .

YoU t e l l  her to bear the pain and sorrow.
You t e l l  her to think of the other children.

But your face is wet with tears; and your heart
is gripped by grief; and your mind is lost in

darkness; and your soul plunges wildly into the
desolation of the valley - where a l l  words are

symbols of absurdity.
Yes, there w i l l  be another day. But today -
there is nothing to do but share the tragedy.
There is nothing to do but cry!

In trying to reduce the pain there are some things
we can do: the five R's:

1• Re-negotiate the new rea l i t y .
The person who has died, is now present in memory
and imagination, i f  not physically.



When conducting funeral and memorial services, I
often use the l i t t l e  Valediction by Leigh Hunt:

0 friends that remain, ye w i l l  keep as much of me
as ye are able; kind thoughts of me;

recollections of our mutual joys and sufferings;
recollections of the pardon we gave each other.

You w i l l  love a l l  whom I have loved, and me in
them. ,

2  Re-construct inwardly.
We can try to achieve cognitive re-construction, to

talk about "the way I now think about ..."; or to
put the incident i n  the past tense, so that we can
say: " I t  was terr ib le ,  but now is ..."

We need to avoid being locked into the past, locked
into the former relationship, and not getting on
with the present.

We may need to identify - and perhaps remove - the
"triggers" that push us back into the mess. We

may, for example, need to put way the photographs,
or burn the love le t ters ;  but we should not do so
too hastily.

3. Regain control.
This may be more important than trying to remove or

escape from the triggers.

We may need to regain control over the triggers, or
over our reactions to them.



4• Reverse the demoralisation.
We need to find ways to get ourselves out of the
mire:
We must f i r s t  recognise that we are demoralised.

One of the greatest dangers i n  any loss is the loss
 of self.

I f  we have said: I was "shattered".
I "f e l l  apart / f e l l  to pieces";

we may need to be able to say:
I need to re-strengthen myself.
I need to recover my self esteem / my self worth
/ my self image.

5. Recover
We cannot recover what has been l o s t ,  but in
emotional losses we can recover / re-invest /
re - ign i te  our selves and our feelings.

Like salmon going upstream i n  spite of the
obstacles, we can persist i n  spite of obstacles.

We can continue to struggle, rather than just give
up and d r i f t  downstream.

Harry Stone was a boxing teacher i n  Australia many
years ago. One of the things he taught his boys
was: "You're not beaten u n t i l  you can't get off
the canvas."

I t  is important to change the way in which we perceive the event.



In  re-negotiating the new r e a l i t y ,  i t  i s  important
to l i s t en  to the language of the l o s s . .  We need to be able to
describe carefully and i n  de ta i l  how i t

happened and how i t  f e l t  then and how i t  feels now.
We need to acknowledge our feelings, and be w i l l i n g

to move forward.

I f in i sh  with words by Margaret H i l l ,  i n  a
meditation ent i t l ed  "Holy Sp i r i t ":

Open your arms, that I may feel your love.
Open my' eyes, that I may see your face.
Open my ears, that I may hear your voice.
Open my mind, that I may understand what you say
to me.
Give me the strength to bear whatever you ask of
me.
Give me the patience to understand what others
have to do.
Give me the l i g h t  to show the way to peace
within.
Give me the love to f u l f i l  my l i f e ,  and help
others to do the same.

Amen.
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