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    FOREWORD

    Makoto Fujimura

    
      THE FIRST LINES OF JEFF MUNROE’S REFLECTION on Frederick Buechner’s work take the reader into Jeff’s sudden traumatic journey with his twenty-four-year-old fiancée. The immediacy of his recollections brought me back to the forlorn, trauma-filled days after 9/11. In my loft in downtown Manhattan, barely three blocks away from Ground Zero, I was trying to cope with the losses of our neighborhood and neighbors, and trying to find the normalcy of daily rhythm for our children. We weren’t allowed back home until Thanksgiving, and in the ensuing months, after our adrenaline rush had disappeared, I remember the emptiness of the vacuous, vacant hole in the sky and the acrid smell of the air. Ground Zero was my home, and my children had become “Ground Zero children.”

      One evening during those fear-filled, uncertain days, I was writing in my home office when I noticed a book that I had placed on a small shelf in front of me: Frederick Buechner’s The Longing for Home. I had placed the book there, partly because it was well-designed (unusual for a “Christian author” back then), among other well-designed items I liked (such as a Van Gogh baseball I bought at the Met Museum gift shop that made me smile). Now I began to reread Buechner and began my deeper journey with the content of a book of “midlife reflection,” which became a map for my post-9/11 fog-filled days.

      The irony here is that I was “home,” but I was yet longing for one. Buechner’s eloquence is unmatched:

      
        The world floods in on all of us. The world can be kind, and it can be cruel. It can be beautiful, and it can be appalling. It can give us good reason to hope and good reason to give up all hope. It can strengthen our faith in a loving God, and it can decimate our faith. In our lives in the world, the temptation is always to go where the world takes us, to drift with whatever current happens to be running strongest. When good things happen, we rise to heaven; when bad things happen, we descend to hell. When the world strikes out at us, we strike back, and when one way or another the world blesses us, our spirits soar. I know this to be true of no one as well as I know it to be true of myself. . . . The fragmentary nature of our experience shatters us into fragments. Instead of being whole, most of the time we are in pieces, and we see the world in pieces, full of darkness at one moment and full of light the next.1

      

      The last two lines of this paragraph opened me up like a sharp surgeon’s knife.

      As an artist, I employ the nihonga method (literally “Japanese style painting”). The materials used for this method are pulverized minerals. At the nihonga pigment shop, artisans pulverize minerals such as malachite and azurite by hand, so they develop a refractive quality that I then layer onto a surface of paper. The resulting layers are prismatic, creating not just blue and green but rainbow hues. In Buechner’s writing, and now with Jeff Munroe’s guidebook for understanding Buechner deeply, there are pulverized rainbow hues that help us see into our lives as well. We can find true beauty in pulverization. And we can see the full spectrum of colors through a world in pieces, especially if you live in a home called “Ground Zero.”

      Furusato, a Japanese term for home, literally means “old country.” It’s the place that you have grown up in. For my children, furusato will forever be Ground Zero. What it means for them to “come home” is different in a post-9/11 world, and yet their longing for a true home is still there. What Fredrick Buechner focuses on, which Jeff highlights in this book, is that such a journey of longing is defined individually by unique markers, real faces and real names, refracted through the brokenness of a shattered world. They are signposts of a greater reality to come, and they fill us with grace, laughter, disappointment, and new desires. The vacant hole in the sky, too, will be replenished with new buildings, but our hearts will always be “longing for home,” because our fragmentary lives will push us to people, communities, and ultimately a New Country.

      “Home” will have particular faces: for Jeff it is Gretchen; for Buechner, it’s Naya, Godric, Bebb, Brendan, and Judy, to name a few, and of course, his daughters, and his father, who committed suicide when Buechner was a boy. We hear their voices, and their stories refract beautifully. Buechner makes them fully present, generously inviting us into their world. Buechner’s eloquence, his theological acumen, and his poetic nuances are ultimately brought into illuminating the people in the communities and families he has endeavored to uphold. Jeff’s gift to us gives us a glimpse into the vast, rich arena of Buechner’s offerings, a kind of a kaleidoscopic capturing that is mesmerizing to peek into, and gives light to each broken piece of their sacred stories. We all have been pulverized in some way, and the layers of these prismatic stories are worth beholding, even in a place called “Ground Zero.”

    

  






INTRODUCTION

How Reading Buechner Changed My Life


ONE JULY AFTERNOON IN 1985, a month before our wedding, my twenty-four-year-old fiancée suffered a massive stroke.

I was housesitting in my hometown of Holland, Michigan, minding both a house and a high school student whose parents were away for a week, and my fiancée, Gretchen, had promised to make us dinner that evening. The high school student and I were both sacked out on his family room couches while Harry Caray droned on about the Cubs. When Gretchen came in from work, we barely moved except to give her a hard time about waking us up. A moment later she called to me from the bathroom. I’m not sure why I got right up, given that we’d just been goofing around, but something in her voice gave me the idea that I should. I found her standing in the bathroom with a ribbon of drool dropping down from the left side of her mouth. A tic was starting spasms on the right side of her face. “Something happened,” she said.

The hospital was only a couple of blocks away, and I hit seventy miles an hour on a residential street getting there. Once there, I made one phone call, and before long the entire emergency waiting area filled with concerned friends who came to sit with me. Gretchen had been taken into a treatment room, and the situation seemed bleak—I didn’t know if she was going to live or die, and I had no idea what sort of person she would be if she survived. I wondered if we would still get married and what that might be like if she didn’t recover well. After a while, all the adrenaline that had fueled my mad rush to the hospital started to wear off. As I sat thinking about the question marks clouding our future, an overwhelming weight descended. I began to cry.

I was sitting between two friends, both older than me, men I respected and admired. One of them put his hand on my shoulder. I was expecting some wise, soothing words of comfort and empathy. Instead he offered this: “Get a hold of yourself. Don’t do that. Don’t cry. She needs you to be strong. You have to be strong.”

In one way he was right. She would need a lot of strength from me, more than I ever imagined I had. But in every other way he was wrong. The best thing for me would have been to allow myself to feel what was happening. Instead, I did what he said. I pulled myself together. I stopped crying. I stopped feeling. I buried the pain.

My friend gave bad advice, but he was simply saying what he thought was the right thing to do in that moment. I’m the one who took it.

For months and years following that event, I hardly allowed myself to express any emotions. I was numb. Feelings were hard, risky, and scary. (I still struggle with allowing myself to fully feel things.) There was one emotion that occasionally erupted during those years: anger. It would flash out in unexpected ways, leaving only shame in its wake.
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Seven years later, I was in a bookstore and saw a new title from my favorite author, Frederick Buechner (pronounced Beek-ner). I had become aware of Buechner right after college because my minister was always quoting either him or Dietrich Bonhoeffer in sermons. I had known Bonhoeffer but not Buechner; I figured that since Buechner also had a German-sounding name, he must have been a fellow World War II martyr. I was wrong.

When I started seminary, I was assigned the Buechner book Telling the Truth: The Gospel as Tragedy, Comedy, and Fairy Tale. It was unlike anything I had read before—funny and wise and contemporary and timeless. I devoured that book and learned that Frederick Buechner was very much alive and at the height of his powers as a writer. I started reading every Buechner book I could find and was delighted again and again. On this particular day in the bookstore, I saw The Clown in the Belfry and bought it. I was immediately drawn to an essay titled “Adolescence and the Stewardship of Pain.” I was working in youth ministry at the time, and the idea that Buechner had written about adolescence was intriguing. (“Stewardship,” on the other hand, sounded about as exciting as mortgage amortization.) It’s not an overstatement to say that essay changed my life.

Buechner invents a new etymology that suggests adolescence means to grow toward pain. To be an adolescent on the way to becoming an adult is to experience pain in new and significant ways. Buechner describes the difference between childhood and adolescence: “By and large children do not seem to keep score. Adolescence, as I etymologize the term, starts when scorekeeping starts.”1

Buechner then plays with a parable Jesus tells in Matthew 25, where a man goes away and gives his servants “talents” to manage in his absence. I’ve heard many sermons saying this parable is about managing money, but Buechner reframes it with the unexpected suggestion that it could be about pain. The most profound part of a very profound essay says,


What the parable is essentially about, and the question the parable poses is, what do we do with these mixed lives we are given, these hands we are so unequally dealt . . . how do we get the most out of what we are so variously and richly and hair-raisingly given? . . . The third servant takes what he is given—for our purposes let us focus particularly on the pain he is given—and buries it. He takes it and hides it in a hole in the ground and thereby, I would suggest, becomes the blood brother and soul-mate of virtually all of us at one time or another. . . . “I was afraid,” is what the third servant says . . . and he had good reason to be. We all of us have good reason to be afraid. . . . So we dig the hole in the ground, in ourselves, in our busyness or wherever else we dig it, and hide the terrible things in it, which is another way of saying that we hide ourselves from the terrible things. . . . I think that what the parable means is that the buried pain in particular and all the other things we tend to bury along with pain, including joy, which tends to get buried too when we start burying things, that the buried life is itself darkness and wailing and gnashing of teeth and the one who casts us into it is no one other than ourselves.2



Burying pain is a way of surviving, but not a way to grow, Buechner notes. Being alive to pain and somehow becoming a steward of it calls us to a deeper, fuller, more honest life, out of the shallows and into the depths: “There is no guarantee that we will find a pearl in the depths, that the end of our pain will have a happy end, or even any end at all, but at least we stand a chance of finding in those depths who we most deeply and humanly are.”3

As I read, the tears I had swallowed that night seven years earlier came back. This was my story! How did Frederick Buechner, a writer and pastor living hundreds of miles away in Vermont, know so much about me?

I cried for the first time since I had “pulled myself together” that night seven years earlier. Seven years’ worth of tears is a lot of tears. Frederick Buechner had used some sort of X-ray vision to gaze into my soul and see my buried secret. In that emergency waiting room, I had taken my friend’s suggestion to “get a hold of myself” as an invitation to bury my pain. The numbness that followed was like being cast into outer darkness. I knew I was stuck, but I didn’t know how to get out. Buechner showed me the way out, the way to becoming fully alive again.

I’ve told this story to several groups of people over the years, and after hearing it, people often respond by telling their stories of loss and pain. One time after I told this story, a man followed me into a men’s room to tell me about the death of his daughter. I have heard heartbreaking stories of depressed and diseased spouses, sick and dying children, brain tumors, leukemia, and troubled marriages. Pain is universal, and giving ourselves permission to feel and acknowledge pain is liberating. Our stories of pain are among the most intimate gifts we can offer each other.

This is why stewardship—that word that didn’t interest me—turns out to be such a meaningful Christian concept. To be a good steward is to ask oneself, What am I doing with what I’ve been given? With my pain, yes, but more than that, with my very life? Have I shared from my deepest experiences, somehow traded with them, and improved on them? Or have I buried them, and let fear and shame and ignorance control me?

“Something happened,” Gretchen had said immediately after her stroke. But I wanted to pretend that nothing happened. It didn’t work. It never works. The path to healing, to wholeness, to salvation, is always through the difficult and painful things, not around them. Buechner’s words challenged me to bring my pain out and hold it to the light, a quest I have been on ever since. While such a choice is hard and risky and scary, in my experience it’s the way to get your life back. Reading Buechner gave the fullness of my life back to me. Frederick Buechner changed my life.
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Buechner has excelled as a novelist, memoirist, popular theologian, and preacher. I cannot think of another writer who moves so easily from genre to genre. (Has there been another ordained minister nominated for the National Book Award or Pulitzer Prize in fiction, let alone both?) He has published for six decades. He has listened to his life with great scrutiny, because “all moments are key moments, and life itself is grace.”4

Referring to Buechner, a wise friend once said to me, “We don’t possess the man, but we do have his books,” and depending on how you count, there are almost forty books to consider. Some are out of print, some seem dated, but others stand the test of time and speak as powerfully today as they did on the day they were first published. These are the essentials: books that are generative, books that expand and grow over time. I am going to explore ten “essential” Buechner books: four slim memoirs, two novels, two books of popular theology, one book about preaching, and one collection of sermons.

I write primarily for those unfamiliar with the author I consider the greatest spiritual writer of our times. I am not a literary scholar and won’t pretend to offer academic analyses. Instead, I offer an invitation in a spirit of love and admiration. May we turn to these books to learn not only about “Saint Freddy of Rupert” but also to uncover what lies at the deepest places in each of us. Who knows? His words may well change your life too.








  

  
  
  Part One

  Frederick

    Buechner as Memoirist

 

    I BEGIN THIS EXPLORATION of Frederick Buechner’s essential books with the memoirs in order to fill in his biographical details before turning to his fiction, works of popular theology, and preaching. I’m classifying seven of Buechner’s books as memoirs (although an argument can be made that there are ten), and I’ve identified four of the memoirs as “essentials.” We’ll consider them chronologically.
ESSENTIAL MEMOIRS
The Sacred Journey, 1982
Now and Then, 1983
Telling Secrets, 1991
The Eyes of the Heart: A Memoir of the Lost and Found, 1999

OTHER MEMOIRS
The Alphabet of Grace, 1970
A Crazy, Holy Grace, 2017
The Remarkable Ordinary, 2017
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THE SACRED JOURNEY: THE UNIVERSAL PARTICULAR
IN 1992, FREDERICK BUECHNER and Maya Angelou appeared together for a series of lectures sponsored by the Trinity Institute. Buechner opened, telling about his upper-class, Ivy League childhood that was disrupted by his father’s suicide. Next the emcee introduced Angelou, noting that she couldn’t be more different from Buechner. Not only was she an African American woman, but her roots in abject poverty in the deep South would make her story a far cry from the one they had just heard. As he said this, Angelou shook her head from side to side. When she reached the microphone, she said that he was wrong, noting, “I have exactly the same story to tell as Frederick Buechner.”1
Buechner was delighted, because her words affirmed one of his core convictions, stated in the preface of The Sacred Journey: “The story of any one of us is in some measure the story of us all.”2 Each of us has a particular story—and the particular elements of Buechner’s story couldn’t be more different from the particular elements of Angelou’s. But what elements of each particular story are true for all of us? Truly telling our human experiences make particular stories universal because, as the old saying puts it, what goes deepest to the heart goes widest to the world.
The power of “story” has become so ubiquitous the term is almost a cliché. But our stories are significant: stories serve as both windows to see the world through and mirrors in which we see ourselves. They function for good or for ill. “We are our stories,” Rebecca Solnit writes, “stories that can be both prison and the crowbar to break open the door of that prison.”3 Stories feed what the poet Wallace Stevens called “the necessary angel” of imagination,4 and sharing our story safely has life-giving, life-changing, and life-saving capacity.
Spiritual memoirs aren’t new; perhaps the first was Augustine’s Confessions, written some 1,600 years ago. But lately the number of story-driven spiritual memoirs has increased exponentially. Maybe they are a result of the narcissism of our age, when so many of us seem to live our lives publicly through social media. But is there more going on? The same technological advances that make it possible to live on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram have made the world staggeringly complex. We find help navigating our way through life’s challenges via the open and honest sharing of others. Great memoirs, like great novels, become equipment for living.
Spiritual memoirs feel necessary in this cultural moment, and Frederick Buechner is the godfather of today’s spiritual memoir movement. He first opened the ground in 1982 with The Sacred Journey. The novelist Reynolds Price, writing in the New York Times Book Review, called the book “a beautifully successful experiment.”5 No one would call a spiritual memoir an “experiment” today. Buechner was a forerunner, and he stands as an inspirational source for many of today’s practitioners of the art. The spiritual memoirist Anne Lamott calls him “America’s most important living theologian” and “a brilliant, lovely religious thinker with a great sense of humor, and a first class writer.”6
The Sacred Journey started an avalanche. It was different from autobiographies of the time—it focused on Buechner’s internal spiritual development instead of external accomplishments. If Buechner had written it as a typical memoir of the time, it would have been about his development as a writer and would have culminated with the stunning success of his novel A Long Day’s Dying in 1950, when Buechner was only twenty-three. Instead, the focus of The Sacred Journey is on the events that led to Buechner’s embrace of Christianity (which was not predictable, since he’d grown up in a family that had no real interest in church or matters of faith) and enrollment in seminary when he was twenty-seven.
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As we explore The Sacred Journey, I’ll include many of the particulars of Buechner’s biography contained in the book while contemplating the deeper, universal truths of those particulars. I’ve also added some additional biographical information that helps shed light on Buechner’s development.
The book’s first line echoes a line used a dozen years earlier in Buechner’s The Alphabet of Grace that suggests in essence all theology, like all fiction, is autobiographical.7 It’s a point that makes some theologians bristle because it smacks of subjectivity. (Others hear John Calvin’s assertion that there is no knowledge of God without knowledge of self.)8
As Anne Lamott says, Buechner is a theologian, but he does not structure his thoughts or writing like a typical theologian. He does not put forth a series of propositional truths, and he deals more in doubt than certainty. What matters most is the experience of God’s presence, not the objective proof of God’s existence; Buechner contends in several places that presence, not proof, is the miracle we’re after. This is a cornerstone of his theology. Revelation is personal: if God speaks at all, he speaks into our personal lives, and all systems of theology start first as personal experience.
Since God’s Word is spoken into our lives, his Word is always an incarnate Word subject to misinterpretation and misunderstanding. This makes it a risky business to interpret the meaning of life events, to think we know what God is up to and what he might be saying to us. Yet Buechner believes there are connections that run through the seemingly random occurrences of our lives; he believes patterns emerge and meaning is suggested when we pay attention and listen to our lives. The issue isn’t so much what happens but what matters. What meaning do we make of it? As Buechner lays this out in the preface of The Sacred Journey, he raises the question of what God might be saying through a good person’s suicide, foreshadowing the key event on which this book (and in many ways his life) will turn. Although suicide references abound in Buechner’s work, The Sacred Journey is the first of his books that plainly tells the story of that fateful day in Essex Falls, New Jersey, in November 1936, when Buechner’s father sat on the running board of an automobile and breathed in the carbon monoxide that killed him. It’s not a stretch to say Buechner’s life and career have been a quest to understand the meaning of that event and to understand where God was when the unthinkable happened. At least one possible answer comes through in The Sacred Journey: although Buechner was far from God at that point in his young life, the healing that came immediately after that traumatic event was pure gift, eventually raising the thought inside Buechner that if there was a gift, then a giver was also implied. Buechner does not believe God orchestrated the event but also doesn’t believe God was absent. Buechner’s assertion is that somehow, even when things seem bleakest, God’s grace is still an active force in our lives and world.
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Carl Frederick Buechner was born into privilege in New York City on July 11, 1926. There was wealth in the family, particularly from his paternal great-grandfather, Hermann Balthazar Scharmann, a brewer and real estate magnate. The first section of The Sacred Journey is titled “Once Below a Time,” borrowing the phrase from Dylan Thomas, and “below time” becomes a way of describing that childhood experience of existence when time is something measured “by its content rather than its duration.”9 During this almost magical early part of his life, there is no particular narrative to be told, no events that need relaying to move the action forward. Buechner was a sensitive, bookish child, prone to spending as much time in the fantasy land of Oz as in the frequently difficult reality of his home, where his parents often argued loudly. He provides memorable descriptions of the people who filled his life, and because his family moved almost every year, it was these people rather than a house or location that constituted his true home.
The giants of his childhood were his two grandmothers. Grandmother Buechner, who lived with her husband in an apartment twelve floors above Park Avenue, was a large woman who comes off in the book as a bit of a blunt instrument as she controls the family purse strings and freely shares her opinions. Buechner’s maternal grandmother, Antoinette Golay Kuhn, whom he nicknamed Naya, stands tallest in this book and in Buechner’s formation. Naya is a person teeming with sophistication, imagination, and energy, a life force, and a wonderful storyteller. It is fair to surmise she was a primary source of Buechner’s own great imagination: “She loved Chesterfield cigarettes and the novels of Jean Ingelow and a daiquiri before dinner and crossword puzzles and she spoke the English language with a wit and eloquence and style that I have never heard surpassed.”10 Loosely Unitarian, it would be Naya to whom Buechner would dedicate his first novel, and Naya whom he would write into that novel as an old woman named Maroo. Naya would return as a muse throughout Buechner’s writing career.
Far less light is shed on either Buechner’s mother or father in The Sacred Journey. Writing some forty-five years after his father’s suicide, Buechner’s memories of his father are inconsistent. He writes that he can no longer remember what his father looked like, and when he works to bring his father back, he remembers more what others have said about him than his own recollections. He’d heard that his father was kind and gentle, a strong swimmer, and a good dancer. His father had befriended Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald when they were students at Princeton, and although he was from an elite family, he struggled to make it in business—any business—after college. His lack of success was complicated by the Great Depression, but not entirely so. He went in for foolish get-rich-quick schemes, and he also had more than economic troubles. There were big problems when his parents started drinking cocktails—and they drank a lot of cocktails. Fights and strong accusations followed (most of this is left out of The Sacred Journey). Buechner’s father moved from job to job, and for the first fourteen years of his life, the Buechners moved often, trying to find the right place and right job for his father.
Buechner’s mother, Katherine, was still alive when The Sacred Journey was published. He mostly leaves her out of this account of his life. She could be wonderful and difficult, and more light is shed on her and Buechner’s childhood in Telling Secrets and The Wizard’s Tide, published after her death. In The Wizard’s Tide he describes navigating his childhood as “a little like piling toothpicks on top of a bottle. If you weren’t very careful about the way you did it, the whole works would fall apart and go tumbling.”11 He captures the dysfunction in his family of origin plainly in Telling Secrets:
If somebody had asked me as a little boy of eight or nine, say, what my secrets were, I wonder if I would have thought to list among them a father who at parties drank himself into a self I could hardly recognize as my father, and a mother who in her rage could say such wild and scathing things to him that it made the very earth shake beneath my feet when I heard them, and a two-and-a-half years younger brother who for weeks at a time would refuse to get out of bed because bed, I suspect, was the only place he knew in the whole world where he felt safe.12

Neither parent had religious inclinations, and Buechner and his brother, Jamie, were raised in an almost completely secular, nonreligious environment. Buechner’s spiritual imagination was fed instead through books—he spent the year of 1933, when the family was living in Washington, DC, almost entirely in bed with a series of respiratory illnesses, and he writes that he lived more in the Land of Oz than the United States of America during that year.13 He was especially enchanted by the ebullient King Rinkitink, found in the tenth Oz book, a man practically as wide across was he was tall, who appeared foolish on the surface but would be the right person to have around when things went badly. And things did go badly frequently, not only in Oz but also in the Buechner home.
One story briefly mentioned in The Sacred Journey and given a longer treatment in The Wizard’s Tide illustrates the disturbing family dynamics. An eight- or nine-year-old Freddy had gone to bed when his mother came into his bedroom, handed him the family car keys, and told him not to give them to his father. A short while later, his intoxicated father appeared and begged his young son for the keys. Buechner pulled his covers up over his head and buried the clenched fist holding the keys under a pillow while his father sat on the room’s other twin bed pleading for the keys. The covers and pillow sufficed that night—he didn’t give his father the keys—but they couldn’t protect Buechner from the pain that was coming.
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One autumn day in 1936, ten-year-old Fred and his nearly eight-year-old brother, Jamie, had woken early and excitedly because their parents were going to take them to a football game that afternoon. Fred and Jamie were passing the early morning hours playing with a roulette wheel. I assume the roulette wheel is factual instead of a literary device because what happened that morning is beyond chance and marks the moment when Buechner’s “once below a time” childhood ended. Their father had looked in on the boys for a moment before going downstairs and starting the family car in the closed garage. He sat down on the running board and let the fumes kill him. Buechner’s vivid memory is of hearing shouts, going to a window, and seeing his father on the ground while his grandmother and mother pumped his legs in a frantic effort to revive him.
Although the events that morning would shape and form Buechner immeasurably, what happened first in the wake of the death of Buechner’s father was more grace than grief. The immediate impact of the suicide was peace. The fighting subsided with the removal of his depressed, alcoholic father. (Labels like “depressed” and “alcoholic” help explain Buechner’s father’s struggles, but they also diminish his humanity—The Wizard’s Tide provides a fuller picture.) Within a few weeks the family moved halfway across the ocean to Bermuda, an Oz-like fantasy land of tropical flowers, horse-drawn carriages, and bicycles.
Grandmother Buechner, who financed the adventure, was against it, stating that the family ought to stay and face reality. Instead Buechner, his mother, and his brother escaped to a sort of garden of Eden. Although further memoirs make clear that the family’s dysfunction continued following his father’s suicide, the immediate impact of going to Bermuda was restorative. They may have been escaping reality, but sometimes that’s what is necessary. Sometimes resolving to do it yourself prevents something gracious from being done for you. As Buechner put it, “The trouble with steeling yourself against the harshness of reality is that the same steel that secures your life against being destroyed secures your life also against being opened up and transformed by the holy power that life itself comes from.”14
Two of the primary themes of Buechner’s writing find their genesis here. The suicide of his father is the great pain that Buechner would become such a wise steward of. The journey would take decades, but the path of discovery of how one not only survives but thrives following a traumatic experience of overwhelming pain begins here. He will learn that stoicism cannot lead to a deeper place because of all it shuts out. Writing about his pain became a way to deal with it, and Buechner’s writing about his pain has that universal particularity about it that has blessed countless people. Early in the summer of 2018, following the suicides of celebrities Kate Spade and Anthony Bourdain, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention released statistics showing that American suicide rates had risen 30 percent
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