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For Mom and Dad

And in loving memory of Rachel








“Where you used to be, there is a hole in the world, which I find myself constantly walking around in the daytime, and falling in at night.”

—Edna St. Vincent Millay








INTRODUCTION

ASH WEDNESDAY

It is high noon on Ash Wednesday and I am lost in the church basement.

I had shown up fashionably late to the midday service. I frantically navigated my car to one of the few remaining spaces and ran across the parking lot, the echo of my heels bouncing off the brick walls of the church. I made my way toward the first door I happened to see on the west side of the building. Incidentally, this was the door to the basement, not the sanctuary, so while the rest of the penitents at St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in downtown Boone, North Carolina, were bathed in stained glass–filtered sunlight, I was stuck halfway underground, deciphering my way through dark, flannelgraph-lined hallways, a musty-smelling rec center, and mazes of makeshift offices.

Considering the year I’d had, the metaphor is not lost on me. Fortunately, I hear the clinking of a teacup and find a woman in a small kitchen—she may have been on staff or a volunteer. I explain that this isn’t my home church, that I am lost, and that I need help getting to the sanctuary. She points past a foosball table to a heavy wooden door that leads to a staircase that leads to a foyer that leads to the sanctuary. I rush up the stairs full speed ahead, my heavy, water-resistant winter coat swooshing with every hurried step.

Inconveniently, the sanctuary is arranged in such a way that the main doors enter at the front by the altar. Clearly the building’s architect had never been late to church. Breathing heavily as I approach the entrance, I am faced with a decision. Do I give up the whole endeavor, trudge back to my car, and resolve to be more prompt in the future? Or do I burst through the doors in the midst of the silent reflection, a spectacle of irreverence?

Fortunately, I am not alone in my tardiness. A young, bearded Boone hipster, clad in a large trench coat, appears with the same quickened breath and panicked look on his face. We make eye contact, shrug at each other, and proceed toward the door. Grabbing a copy of the liturgy, I wait for him to enter first. I figure if I can draft behind him, maybe his broad trench coat will conceal me. No one will see me. I will make myself small. I will not be exposed.

We tiptoe in, dodging the priests’ stares, and make our way to the back rows. There I sit, in the last pew, wondering if I’ve remembered to turn off my cell phone, but too scared to reach over to check it on account of my swooshing coat. I should have worn my fleece pullover. I am as still as a statue. The room is utterly silent save for the occasional creaking of the wooden beams above us.

Be still, Amanda. Be still.

The liturgy starts:


Return to the LORD, your God,

for he is gracious and merciful,

slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love,

and relents from punishing.

Who knows whether he will not turn and relent,

and leave a blessing behind him. (Joel 2:13–14 NRSVA)



Bless. Blessing. Blessed. A word that endeavors to hold the mystery of the goodness of God, now reduced to a hashtag highlighting our veneers of happiness: the Pinterest-worthy house, the Instagrammable vacation, the picture-perfect marriage.

The priest continues:


“And, to make a right beginning of repentance, and as a mark of our mortal nature, let us now kneel before the Lord, our Maker and Redeemer.”



I take a deep breath. Ash Wednesday was an important day for my sister. That is the reason I am here at Saint Luke’s, observing this holy day and participating in this unfamiliar ritual. She and I grew up in a loving Christian home with parents who modeled a faith infused with grace and inquisitiveness. Because we lived in the South, we were immersed in the evangelical subculture of the Bible Belt, and in her early twenties, my sister began to question many of the theological aspects of that subculture. Through the fear and disorientation of that experience, she found an anchor in the ancient liturgy of the High Church. The time-honored recitations grounded her and calmed her doubts. They provided a next right step when she didn’t know how to move forward. She’d become Episcopalian in recent years, but she belonged to many faith traditions. Evangelicals, Orthodox, Catholics, and atheists alike embraced her story of faithful wrestling with the truth and stubborn insistence that all are welcome at the table of Christ.

It was this tumultuous journey of faith that led her to begin writing a blog almost fifteen years ago, which quickly gained a worldwide following. Spiritual sojourners and the religiously marginalized flocked to her website and speaking engagements, finding companionship in her thoughtful reflections, wry sense of humor, curious engagement with Scripture, and compassionate embrace of the broken and wounded in the world. She went on to write five books, several of which made it on the New York Times best-seller list. Thousands followed her lead, dismantling many of the dogmatic religious systems that come with cultural Christianity, but finding Jesus again, like she did, somewhere along the way. My sister, Rachel Held Evans, was a once-in-a-generation writer, a prophetic voice in the wilderness, a lover of Christ, and the forerunner of a movement.

She’d written a blog post on Ash Wednesday in 2019, one year before my tardy appearance at the St. Luke’s service. In the blog she stated how she would provide resources throughout Lent for confession and reflection on her website and via posts on social media. It was the last blog she ever wrote, and many of the posts she promised were never to be. Because my perfectly healthy thirty-seven-year-old sister contracted the flu a few weeks after writing that blog. She struggled to recover, went to the hospital, began experiencing static brain seizures, and died.

To write it even now seems like an act of betrayal to her. To write it is to accept it, to name it as true, to admit the impossible. She had a three-year-old son and an eleven-month-old daughter. How could this have happened? How could God have let this happen?


“… Who knows whether he will not turn and relent…”



I fumble with my copy of the liturgy and Book of Common Prayer. My husband, Tim, and I are decidedly a nondenominational kind of people. My hands and mouth are unaccustomed to these formal incantations. Contemporary praise and worship are my mother tongue. But it has been a year of learning new languages.


“Almighty God, you have created us out of the dust of the earth: Grant that these ashes may be to us a sign of our mortality and penitence, that we may remember that it is only by your gracious gift that we are given everlasting life; through Jesus Christ our Savior. Amen.”



I take another deep breath. Five days before the Ash Wednesday service, I’d taken a pregnancy test that came back positive. Due to a miscarriage back in December, the doctor wanted to monitor me closely, ordering several blood tests to evaluate my hormone levels. The blood tests revealed that the situation was bleak. The levels were low, were not rising the way they should in a healthy pregnancy.

I’d spent the early part of the week anxiously searching Doctor Google for any sign of hope, finding the rare exceptions of mothers whose hormone levels started low but went on to have perfectly healthy pregnancies. But my body had been here before. I’d lost two other babies—had experienced the halting of a heartbeat within my womb. I knew what it was to carry death in my body, to say goodbye to someone who was a part of me but whom I never really knew.

I had awoken on Ash Wednesday morning knowing, but stubbornly refusing to admit, that it was over. Over before it began. “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”

It is time for the ashes. I awkwardly approach the front, taking my cues from the more experienced Episcopalians around me. I don’t want to mess up, don’t want to look like a novice. But this is new to me. This is all new to me. I don’t know how to carry death. The burden is still strange to me and I am clumsy in the bearing of it.

The priest reaches down and smudges my forehead with ashes, the mark of my mortal nature. My bangs get in the way and when I brush them aside, tiny flecks of ash start raining down on my nose. I avoid eye contact. My coat swooshes loudly as I return to my pew. “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”

I stare at the back of the trench-coat hipster’s head. There are songs during the service, a homily, more moments of reflection. I struggle to focus on the liturgy. It’s painful to focus. My mind ping-pongs between the fearsome nature of existence and the mundane particulars of living in this world. I am going to die. I wonder what we should have for dinner tonight. Someday my body will be rotting in the ground. Did Tim remember to put gas in the car? Tim will be worm food one day. Have I been to the dentist yet this year? Is God mad at me? How long will it be before I start bleeding?

Before Jesus drank the cup of sorrow and iniquity, He took a different cup with His disciples. He drank wine and broke bread with them. In this commonplace act of sharing a meal, He demonstrated divinely existential love. We take the elements as well, this repentant noonday crowd at St. Luke’s on Ash Wednesday. Our foreheads smeared with our mortality, we proceed once more to the altar, extending clammy, grateful hands to receive the bread. We drink from a communal cup. It tastes of grace and mercy.

We cannot know that in a few short weeks, a global pandemic would shut down the entire world. Public gatherings and the sharing of the cup would become dangerous, and we’d spend the months to follow huddled in our houses desperately trying to slow the spread of death. The Ash Wednesday service was one of the last large group gatherings I attended in 2020. It was one of the last times I reached out my hands to physically pass the peace and feel the touch of a stranger. I failed to savor it, to bask in the beauty of shared worship. We simply have no idea what is coming.


Deliver me from death, O God,

and my tongue shall sing of your righteousness,

O God of my salvation.

Open my lips, O Lord, and my mouth shall proclaim your praise.1



As the service concludes, I wonder if anyone even remembers I’d been late. It seems a small transgression in the grand scheme of things. “Peace be with you,” the priest says. We reply: “And also with you.” We are encouraged to leave in silence. We exit to the sound of swooshing coats and clacking heels. We go out into the world wearing on our foreheads what we know in the marrow: we are all going to die.

I start bleeding the next morning.
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This is a book about sorrow. It is not written in stages. It does not resolve or make precise recommendations. It meanders, as sadness so often does, through unresolved reflections and feelings: confusion, desperation, determination, hope.

I’ve suffered through a season of loss. In November 2016, my grandmother passed away while I was in East Africa for a work trip, and I was unable to make it home in time for the funeral. In January 2017, I traveled to work as a staff chaplain in a combat hospital just outside Mosul, Iraq. I saw with my own eyes what war can do to bodies and souls. The following July, I had a miscarriage after years of struggling with infertility. I went on to give birth to a healthy baby girl a little over a year later, but it was during her eighth month of life that my sister got sick and passed away. At Christmastime after my sister’s death, I learned I was pregnant again and we quietly rejoiced that the awful and unimaginable year might end on a high note. A few days before Christmas, as I was enduring my first holiday season without my sister, I learned during a routine doctor’s visit that my baby’s heart had stopped beating. Two months later, it was Ash Wednesday. I was miraculously pregnant again, but not for long.

I’ve tried hard to steel myself in the face of all this loss. I’ve tried to manage people’s perceptions of me, determined to be the resilient humanitarian aid worker, the dutiful sister, the heartbroken but hopeful mother-not-yet-to-be. In doing so, I often neglected the significant toll all this sorrow had taken on me. I’d spend my days denying my own brokenness, circling the sorrow, unwilling to truly approach it. Then, I’d spend my evenings in fits of weepy rage, despairing and wondering why I felt like I was going crazy.
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As I write this, the worldwide death toll from COVID-19 has surpassed five million. Hundreds of thousands have died in the United States alone and the number is growing daily. Hospitals are at capacity, morgues in some regions are full, and lockdowns and social distancing protocols continue. The economic impact has led to global food shortages and financial instability. Scientists raced to roll out a miraculous vaccine, but variants continue to emerge and large segments of our population remain vulnerable. Underdeveloped nations and remote regions of the world lack access to the vaccine and to effective treatments. We have no idea how many more will die and people live with the constant, foreboding dread that the virus is coming for them and their family next. The fear and uncertainty are palpable.

All of us have been touched by this pandemic. The threat of death to ourselves and the ones we love has impacted every area of our lives. For the time being, we are cognitively tethered to our mortality in a way we haven’t been for decades.

Just before the pandemic began, I came across an article about historic grief rituals from across the world. Many of the rituals from non-Western cultures are still practiced today. But most that were rooted in Western societies have died out, lost to cultural amalgamation and modernization. This article sparked my interest and started me on a journey of exploring the history of grief.

These solemn practices surrounding mourning intrigued me because I felt a distinct lack of ritual in my life in the aftermath of my losses. I’d spent the day of my grandmother’s funeral in meetings at an aid worker compound in Congo. Two of my pregnancy losses were managed surgically. I’d gone into outpatient surgery as a woman with child and had come out a few short, anesthetized hours later without child. The weeks that had followed my sister’s death were a flurry of funeral planning, taking care of kids, and driving back and forth between my home and hers. The tasks, to-do lists, and trivialities of life had taken over my grieving process. As crude as the metaphor is, it was like I was lost in the basement with foosball and flannelgraph when what I needed was a sanctuary with ashes and holy water.

During the course of my study, I discovered that generations past had a robust array of rituals surrounding death that allowed mourners to be fully present in the experience of bereavement. These customs and traditions carved out a path and led the mourner through the physical, emotional, and spiritual exercises of saying goodbye.

We are a world that is slowly losing rituals. As religious practice declines and globalization dilutes cultures, customs surrounding birth, aging, marriage, and death are being forgotten. American evangelicals in particular have sometimes cultivated a skepticism toward rituals. Many of the sacraments and formalities of the High Church are seen as impersonal, empty, and mechanically habitual. Evangelicalism has, by and large, exchanged the supposed rote redundancy of shared liturgy for the individualized freedom of contemporary praise and worship. We default to personalized spiritual growth plans rather than scripted communal ceremonies.

Western society at large has developed a deep aversion to pain. We are experts at numbing hurt, drugging discomfort, and palliating narratives that offend our sense of comfort or safety. We speak in euphemisms. We think in euphemisms. We put our best face forward on social media. We avoid silence and boredom at all costs, fearful that the quiet and stillness might force us to confront our own hurts and emptiness.

These days, medical facilities and funeral homes perform the few remaining grief rituals for us with sanitized efficiency. Customs surrounding death have been outsourced from the home to the hospital, from neighbors to strangers, from kinsmen to “professionals.” Funeral services are relatively brief, and one is implicitly expected to return to normal life within a few short weeks of the loss. If we don’t feel okay, we pretend.

The self-help industry has convinced us that we can “life-hack” our way to ease and blessedness. If we are self-care savvy and adequately mindful, then we can circumvent any of life’s inconveniences and promptly experience well-being. We are optimizers to the core, absorbing bite-size therapeutic aphorisms via Instagram as we stand in line at the grocery store or wait in traffic. If there’s a shortcut available, we’ll take it. If there’s a speedy solution, we’re sold.

But there is no life hack for grief.

In school, I was taught reading, writing, and dubious amounts of extraneous arithmetic. I was taught home economics and history, music and microbiology. I learned to play volleyball and how to keep time in the marching band. In Sunday school I learned the sinner’s prayer and the Ten Commandments. I memorized the names of all the books of the Bible in order and could recite countless Scripture passages. At my Christian college, I learned about the spiritual disciplines and was introduced to systematic theology.

I learned to serve, to pray, to worship, to study, and to love. But I never learned how to lose someone. I never learned how to grieve.

The ability to grieve deeply is a survival skill, one we’ve come close to losing as a society. The only way to experience sorrow is to do so wholeheartedly. With death and upheaval now surrounding us, we must recover this competency both collectively and individually if we are to emerge from this season whole and intact. We need to reclaim our traditions. We need to rediscover our rituals.

In the pages that follow, I will explore twelve rituals of bereavement. While some of the rituals are still in use to this day, few are mainstream, and most have died out or are practiced by only small pockets of society. Most of the rituals I’ve selected are rooted in Western culture or in Abrahamic faith traditions. I’ve chosen them not to neglect the scores of beautiful bereavement customs from around the world and within other faith traditions, but because I wanted to explore the rituals that my own culture had lost and to perhaps understand why we had lost them.

I don’t make any promises with this book. I can’t provide a to-do list that, if followed, will magically resurrect some forgotten rite of passage into healing. This isn’t a DIY ritual renovation project. It’s not a five-step plan for bypassing your sorrow through sanctimonious ceremony.

Frankly, some of these historic habits edge close enough to the bizarre that they would be nearly impossible to replicate in our current context. In many cases, the origin stories and historical significance of the customs are lost to the past, adding to their mystery and strangeness. Author and historian Colin Dickey said it well: “Our inability to trace the origins and meanings of such mourning rituals suggests that we sometimes carry out practices whose meaning we do not know and could not hope to know or to understand. It is often the physical act of the ritual itself, more than any possible meaning behind it, which matters. The ritual act itself is something of an empty vessel: it holds whatever we put into it, means what we want it to mean.”2

What I do hope to uncover are the emotional longings that were met by some of these curious practices. What was the felt need beneath the ritual, and if the ritual is gone, what, if anything, is meeting that need now? When we abandoned our rituals, we left a gaping hole in our experience of grief. In our rush to arrive at the hoped-for destination, we forgot the journey and lost our way.

In my hour of grief, rituals found me. They became signposts for me along the difficult path I was walking. Rituals helped me realize that I was not alone, and I was not lost. I was simply on a journey in a strange, new land.

A ritual is not magic. Like the Ash Wednesday liturgy, it simply ushers us into the reality of our own mortality and aids in the acclimation to a significant loss. I picture rituals like smooth stones stretched across a rushing river. They provide the next right step across the torrent and set our bodies in motion. I needed an empty vessel for my grief. I needed time-honored traditions and tested rituals. I needed a next right step.
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CHAPTER 1

KEENING

(ANGUISH)


Now, you women, hear the word of the LORD;

open your ears to the words of his mouth.

Teach your daughters how to wail;

teach one another a lament.

Death has climbed in through our windows.

—Jeremiah 9:20–21



Annie Dillard once wrote, “Mountains are giant, restful, absorbent. You can heave your spirit into a mountain and the mountain will keep it, folded, and not throw it back.”1

I love living in the mountains. I feel safe here in the Blue Ridge of southern Appalachia, tucked in and sheltered. The mountains loom large over my fears and doubts, lending their perspective and timelessness. These hills are especially old, some say the oldest in the world. There is something deeply consoling in knowing that the landscape around me was carved out over many millennia by terrestrial upheaval, glacial forces, and the erosion of incessant ice and water. Their history is one of resilience and resolve, forged by the chisel of God.

There is no tumult these hills have not known. And yet, unlike other mountain ranges, whose peaks and pinnacles stand as proud edifices, grand and uninviting, the Appalachians have a humble, habitable quality to them, like you could make your home in them and not be swallowed up. These are hills that have settled into themselves. Having matured beyond the desire to intimidate, they are obliging and hospitable in nature.

When I was a little girl growing up in Birmingham, my family and I would often make the long drive up through the foothills of northern Alabama and East Tennessee so that we could visit my great-grandmother Grace Burleson, who lived in Bakersville, North Carolina, a tiny mountain town in the shadow of Roan Mountain.

The Roan Highlands are a long ridge of grassy balds and spruce-covered knobs stretching along the border of Tennessee and North Carolina. Some say this section of mountains is the prettiest in all of Appalachia. Since the 1800s, my ancestors have been trekking up the side of Roan Mountain in the springtime so they could witness the pale pink blooming of the rhododendrons. They went on foot, hiking up back country trails, tugging mules loaded down with bedding and food supplies behind them. In the 1980s, my family was fortunate enough to have a Chevy Caprice and a smooth two-lane highway that took us directly up to Roan High Knob, the highest point in the Roan Highlands, reaching over six thousand feet in elevation.

Inevitably, every time we made the journey, we were met by a wall of clouds. Old-timers in the area used to say that the Roan creates its own weather, that you can be bathed in full sunlight down in Bakersville and get drenched in a downpour up on the balds. My sister, Rachel, and I didn’t mind. We were city girls from the flatlands, entranced by the mystery and majesty of the mountains. We would pile out of the Chevy into the dense fog, eager and shivering. Rachel would immediately take off running at full speed into the wall of white while I, more reticent, would move cautiously into the obscured mountain clime, tiptoeing at first, and then bounding after her. I can see it with crystal clarity even now, as if it were only yesterday: Rachel leaping in long strides, her arms outstretched and ponytail whipping in the wind behind her. She is moving in and out of sight, appearing and disappearing behind the mist. “Look, Amanda!” she squeals. “I’m flying! I’m flying through the clouds!”

I still go up to the Roan, more often now that I live only an hour away. Shortly after Rachel’s funeral, I requested a leave of absence from work, and I spent the first day of my leave driving the winding roads over to Bakersville and up to the Roan. As my Subaru negotiated the hairpin turns, I reflected on the last two months of my life. It had all been a blur, the sudden onset of Rachel’s illness, the creeping dread as she steadily grew worse, the shock of her death, and the flurry of funeral planning and caregiving for her two young children. I’d come to the Roan because I needed to heave my soul into a mighty mountain that would not give way. I needed to be hemmed in. I thought perhaps King David, who looked to the mountains even as death seemed to overshadow him, was onto something: “I lift my eyes to the mountains—where does my help come from?” (Ps. 121:1).

Even in her death, Rachel and I played the roles we always had, she the pioneer and pathfinder, I the deferential follower. Intrepid and inquisitive, Rachel let her heart lead her a million miles down any road she deemed worth following. I, on the other hand, had spent my life idolizing her audacity. I would often overthink things and was driven by duty rather than ideals. I was the steady one, levelheaded and practical. If Rachel was Mary, I was Martha. She was passionate and I was prudent. Though loyal and loving, Rachel never asked anyone’s permission to break boundaries and step into the unknown. I was often irked by my own timidity. I was private, measured, and controlled.

It was not a fate she’d asked for, but I am certain Rachel confronted death head-on and with unrelenting fortitude, as she did every other endeavor in her life. Left behind, I was evading grief like a meek and skittish mouse. I’d busied myself with tasks and responsibilities, the spaces I knew best. I’d come to the Roan, to a place I sensed knew me better than I knew myself, so I could gather my courage and so I could hear myself think.

Of course, it was cloudy at the top. A driving rain had left the rhododendron blossoms wilted and weighed down with water. I parked in the familiar gravel lot and stepped into a world of white mist. For a moment, her spry, childlike figure passed before my eyes. Rachel is flying through the clouds. I feel forever bound to an earth she no longer inhabits.

On my way back down the mountain, I stopped by the family cemetery, which is situated just to the northwest of the old Burleson farm and homestead. Since the early 1800s, my ancestors, including Granny Grace and my grandparents, have made this grassy knoll in the shadow of the Roan their final resting place. As the decades passed and the family expanded, the headstones have crept closer and closer to the tree line. There are very few spaces remaining, and I am told if you want to be buried in the graveyard, you need to reserve your spot now.

The gate was rusted out and heavy to move, but I shoved it with all my strength. As I stepped over the headstones of my great-aunts and -uncles and second and third cousins over to where my grandparents are buried, I heard myself murmuring: “Rachel died. Grandma, Rachel got really sick. We buried her in Tennessee. Granddaddy, Rachel didn’t make it. I just thought you should know.”

That was as far as my language got me. Standing over the bodies of my ancestors, something inside me snapped. Suddenly, a cry erupted from my mouth that quickly broke out into a loud sob. Stumbling wildly over the crumbling headstones, and heaving the gate closed, I found my way back to my Subaru and slammed the door shut behind me. I screamed into the steering wheel. I pounded the dashboard. I shrieked over and over again. My lungs burned and my vision blurred. I wailed and wailed and wailed.
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I am 50 percent German. My grandfathers on both my mother’s side and my father’s side are German; perhaps that’s where I acquired my aptitude for emotional restraint. I’ve always had a desire to stiffly muscle through the ups and downs of life, not wanting to be or appear weak. Or, God forbid, hysterical. I want to be seen as steadfast, unflappable in the face of crisis. I like being inhibited. It makes me feel like I’m in control of how people perceive me. It makes me feel safe.

It also makes me feel holy. As a child, I was never overtly taught that emotions were bad. In fact, my parents were always insistent that matters of the heart were valid (my dad had a degree in counseling and my mom was a fourth-grade teacher, so they were wise enough to never disregard the feelings of their children, no matter how fervent or unreasonable). But I was raised in a particular brand of American evangelicalism that watched with wary eyes the impassioned and spontaneous displays of worship so common in other expressions of the church. Love for Christ in my world was best exhibited through rigorous study and commitment to a highly systematized theology. Having majored in Bible and philosophy, I was drawn to churches that prioritized expository preaching over emotive worship. If a preacher could read Greek or Hebrew, I assumed he was more spiritually mature.

Feelings were not to be trusted. They were to be controlled, constrained by facts and logic and reason. A former pastor of mine once preached from the pulpit: “God gets ahold of us through the mind and the intellect. Satan gets ahold of us through the heart and the emotions.” I can see myself now, sitting in the pew, vigorously nodding my head and scribbling notes on my bulletin.

“Emotional” was a word used to describe weak or hormonal women. Or toddlers.

While my paternal roots may be German, my mother’s mother was born to a family of mountain dwellers, old Appalachian stock, hardy but decidedly sentimental, ardent, whimsical, and petulant. Welsh, Scottish, Irish, French, Spanish: my mother’s DNA test reveals a hodgepodge of cultures notorious not for their stoicism, but for their passion.

Perhaps it was this Irish, maternal thread that stitched a proficiency in my genes for the wail that eventually erupted in the shadow of Roan Mountain that day. The Irish, you see, have an ancient tradition practiced after the death of a loved one known as keening. A keen, most simply put, is a funeral wail—a type of refrain that is more scream than song, more cry than chorus. The Irish are certainly not the only people group whose grief rituals have historically included the practice of wailing. Some Chinese and Jewish funerals involve professional mourners to this day. Wailing aloud at the death and burial of a loved one has always been standard in West Africa, and so this practice was carried over on the Middle Passage, persisting in the traditions of Black communities during and after the violent era of slavery in America.2 For the Irish, keening was a mystical and powerful art form, a holy act shrouded in mystery and a ritual emerging from a conglomeration of pagan and Christian beliefs.

In the olden days of Ireland, when a person would die, a room of the house would be cleared of excess furniture and the body laid out on a table. In the room, clocks would be stopped as the family and friends of the loved one entered into a liminal space, a time outside of time, to grieve and remember the dead. The wake would begin as the community came to mourn. Traditional wakes served as a type of emotional release—drinks would be served, stories shared, and games were even played. The mourners would erupt into cheers and laughter. But the climax of the wake was when the keeners, professional funeral wailers, would begin their performance.

There was often a lead keener, in Gaelic called the bean chaointe. This role was almost always reserved for women. Many times, midwives served as the bean chaointe, women who knew well the thin divide between birth and life and death. They would usher people into the
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Praise for

A HOLE IN THE WORLD

“Blending history with memoir, social worker Opelt examines death rituals and reflects on her season of grief in this devastating debut… Poignant and erudite, this is not to be missed.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A beautiful, necessary book that resounds with openhearted curiosity and gorgeous vulnerability… In exploring how others have grieved, she walks us winsomely toward honesty, healing, and above all, hope.”

—Jeff Chu, co-author, with Rachel Held Evans, of the New York Times bestseller Wholehearted Faith

“With compelling personal narrative alongside theological, historical, and cultural inquiry, Amanda Held Opelt… invites us to put our aching bodies in motion, to glimpse at the surviving we can all do. Because grief, like love, like hope, is a learning. It does not return us to the before. The learning of grief does, however, enliven the after—and I suppose we’d call that resurrection.”

—Jen Pollock Michel, author of In Good Time and A Habit Called Faith

“A HOLE IN THE WORLD is a wonderfully conceived and beautifully written book… It is, in part, an anthropology of grieving, a powerful memoir, and glimpses into a heartbreaking diary. In a world where rituals of grief are slowly vanishing, it reintroduces us to some of the most creative forms from Western culture. Most of the time the book is looking back on the rich history of rituals of pain, from cards to casseroles, from wearing black to sitting shiva. But it also looks forward, preparing our hearts for what will inevitably happen to us all.”

—Michael Card, songwriter and author of A Sacred Sorrow

“A HOLE IN THE WORLD is both generous and generative, a book that tenderly guides us into the fierce landscape of our own losses, because the author has dared to walk there first. Few of us today know how to speak of our sorrows, but in this book Held Opelt gives us language for loss that is honest, hopeful, and gorgeously human.”

—K. J. Ramsey, licensed professional counselor and author of This Too Shall Last and The Lord Is My Courage
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