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I’ve lost my keys. I’ve lost my way.  
We lost the game. I want to lose 
weight. The loss of innocence. I’m  
at a loss. I’m sorry for your loss.

These are only a few expressions of 
loss that we may experience on  
nearly a daily basis.  Our lives are 
punctuated with joys and happiness 
[frequently, we speak of these as 
things we gain] as well as loss. You 
would think that as much as we  
experience little, daily losses, we’d  
be more adept at navigating the  
feelings, emotions, and reality that  
is loss. You would be wrong because  
there are times when, instead of  
conditioning us to understand loss 
as a part of our lives, serial small  
losses come to feel like one more 
flooding cascade of stress and  
disappointment.

It seems we often manage these ex-
periences and feelings by not saying 
anything. We don’t speak of our loss 
and we fail to acknowledge the losses 
we see around us, including those of 
our friends and family. But silence 
only deepens the feelings of loss, 
loneliness and alienation that often 
come with it. Even when someone 
we love dies, we struggle to say the 
words and have a funeral, covering it 
all over with stories only celebrating 
a life now gone, and avoiding our 
complicated feelings of pain and 
loss. It can occasionally even be chal-
lenging to gather our family together 
to remember the life of the one who 
has died.

 In the pages of this issue of “Think-
ing Out Loud,” you will read stories 
of people who have decided to speak 
of some of their losses and what this 
feeling of loss has meant to them. As 
you read some of these stories, you 
may see a bit of your own loss and 
some of the feelings that have gone 
along with it. Everyone here has cho-

sen to be a bit vulnerable, offering 
up stories we often shove under the 
rug, concerned that others may not 
understand or may not listen. Often, 
we choose not to listen because of 
our fear that it will uncover losses we 
ourselves have been covering over.

Thank you to all those who have 
shared a bit of themselves in this 
issue for us to see. I hope that as 
each of us reads this issue, it helps us 
share a bit of our own struggle with 
loss with someone who could benefit 
from our story.

Peace, 
 
 
 
Pastor Gary Erdos
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Sorry for your loss...

Cover photo by cocoparisienne
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4 Profiles of Loss
The people who gathered around the table to talk about loss had  
been through different sorts of losses. Here is a what happened  
when five people decided to think out loud…about loss.  

18 Recovering From the Loss 
                  ...of an Election 
Yes, losing a political race is a lot different from experiencing the  
death of a loved one, but it still really hurts.  

19 No Place Like Home
Sometimes a loss can eventually bring about peace of mind  
— and that can be own reward.  

20 Mourning’s Shadow
Blessed are those who mourn.
  

22 Flying Solo
They say you never get over the loss of someone you love. They say a twin  
can feel the other in distress. “They” are correct.

 

23 Losing a Pet 
Grief over the loss of a pet is very real. Loss is loss, in whatever form.

 

24 Children Grieve Too
Developmentally, children have limits to what they can process under  
distress.  Children grieve very differently than adults do.  

26 Rest in God’s Peace
In the end, we believe that God IS there, pulling us all toward resurrected  
life, carrying us through and on the only way ahead. 

27 Finding the Gift
Through organ donation, giving the gift of life can be a way to focus  
on the aspects of the person who died, and allow us to find hope  
from sadness.   
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Through the conversation with each other and the 

months or years of healing they’ve spent working on 

their own lives, one truth shone through:  

being human means you will experience loss  
— and no one gets through it quite the same. 

Here is a what happened when five people decided  

to think out loud…about loss.

The people who gathered around the table to talk 

about loss had been through different sorts of  

losses.  They lost loved ones, their health, their sense  

of identity, their ‘normal’ life, their chance at a  

‘normal’ life.  They lost a stable home life to someone’s 

mental illness, a loving marriage to Alzheimer’s disease,  

a younger sister to violence, and independence  

and a sense of self to a rare physical illness.

l o s s
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GE  For me, with loss…my earliest experience wouldn’t 
have been called “loss” at the time.  My father spent 
probably the entirety of his life clinically depressed.  
He was 47 when I was born, retired at 62 from working 
at a mill in Western Pennsylvania.  Within a few 
months, he slipped into what was, in those days, called 
a nervous breakdown.  And he stayed that way for the 
next 25 years of his life.  When I was 15 years old and 
living with parents who didn’t get along with each  
other, I could sense that he was there but he wasn’t 
there, at least in the way you imagine a “regular”  
family.  Now, looking back, it shaped me in ways I 
didn’t even know it was shaping me.

EC  I grew up in an alcoholic household.  I actually 
have more memories of my dad intoxicated than I have 
of him sober.  By the age of 12, I started doing drugs 
myself, and never really had a normal lifestyle as a kid. 

JL  That is a coping skill.  Too many of us are “coping” 
with horrific things and we just learn how to live with 

them and just keep pushing forward…but we haven’t 
really learned how to heal.  It can be healthy to devel-
op a coping skill as a way to get through something.  
Think of a child who is living in chaos.  He or she 
may learn how to be very quiet, not draw attention to 
themselves, fade into the background, become almost 
“invisible” as a way not to be drawn into that chaos.  
And that is good in the sense that it gets them through 
that kind of childhood.  But if you never heal, you 
become an adult who makes the choice to be invisible 
when things get chaotic — and that isn’t healthy. We 
need to be intentional about healing from this trauma 
so we can move beyond it.

NH  I’m here because about ten years ago my husband 
Daniel was diagnosed as an Alzheimer’s patient.  Life 
changes.  It is a huge loss in every way.  I can remember 
the day the doctor looked at him and said, “Daniel, you 
have Alzheimer’s disease.”  I remember asking, ‘What 
are the first things we should be doing?’  He said you 
prepare for the worst and hope for the best.

Roundtable participants:  GE: The Rev. Dr. Gary Erdos, senior pastor of Trinity English Lutheran Church; DE: 
Donna Emley, principal and creative director of Emley Design Group and survivor of Stevens-Johnson Syndrome/
Toxic Epidermal Necrolysis (SJS/TEN) which is often fatal; EC: Everett Coleman, Shambaugh & Son; NH: Nancy 
Hamlin, retired teacher and surviving spouse of The Rev. Daniel Hamlin, Pastor Emeritus, recently deceased from 
complications from Alzheimer’s disease; and JL: Janell Lane, MA, LMHC, Director of Southeast Community  
Strategy and Relations for Parkview Health and President & Co-founder of Courageous Healing, INC. 
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Then there are the losses that strike with no warning.

DE  Out of the blue, I had a very unusual and very  
rare health situation: a severe allergic reaction to  
acetaminophen.  My husband and I were out of town 
and I had what we thought was a reaction to something 
I had been exposed to.  I ended up in the ICU burn unit 
at Vanderbilt in Nashville, TN for nearly a month.  
Because this condition, Stevens-Johnson Syndrome/
Toxic Epidermal Necrolysis (SJS/TEN), burns you 
from the inside out.  People don’t recognize it because  
it’s so rare — literally fewer than five people in a million 
will have it happen. And 80%-90% who do have it  
happen, don’t survive.

Because the recuperation and recovery are dauntingly 
challenging, Donna’s life is very different from the 
last 25 years of her professional life.  She and her hus-
band, Dennis, own their own business, Emley Design 
Group, a design and marketing communications firm. 
They’ve worked with many local and national organi-
zations, as well as faith-based groups and non-profits.

DE  I’m an only child, so we moved back from Chicago 
to help care for aging parents, and have been on the 
front line of caregiving a few times.  

But we were always the ones giving care.  After my  
situation, we quickly flipped to the other side of  
understanding how that impacts you, being the  
recipient of caregiving.  But now it’s in the aftermath… 
that’s where I’ve seen the loss.  Our lives have been 
impacted on a couple of different levels.  Because it  
was unexpected and unusual, people didn’t know  
how to respond to it.  

JL  Often, people don’t know how to talk with some-
one who’s been through a loss.  They have a fear of 
upsetting people, but not bringing it up becomes isolat-
ing.  If they ask you, “How are things?” they likely want 
you to say, “Fine!”  If you get real, if you say, “I’m 

struggling,” you may see this reaction — You may not 
get a supportive response.  We haven’t learned how  
to talk about loss, grief, depression, anxiety…and  
that lack of opportunity to talk about it makes the  
burden heavier. 

NH  It’s important that I am here today because it’s 
important for me to share this journey. 

You lose on every front in every way, so you learn to 
cope with the losses because they come constantly.   
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It’s like the waves of the ocean —  no way you can 
hold them back — so you share that with others.  
There are so many caregivers in our community.  
The statistic is for those of us who live to be 85, 
about 50% will be Alzheimer’s patients.  Of course 
that means your greatest fear is becoming an Alz-
heimer’s patient, but number two is ‘I will become 
an Alzheimer’s caregiver.’  So I need to share.

GE  Your family was always so generous in  
sharing. It was never a secret, even with him 
(Pastor Hamlin), it was not a secret…(did you ever 
know him to keep a secret!?) (laughter).  

Sometimes we wrap those things in silence and 
keep it secret — but it wasn’t, even here…nothing 
whispered…even in the loss, you took control in 
the way you could.

NH  People struggle with that…eventually, he had 
to be placed in a memory care facility — the other 
great struggle — and hopefully we’ve helped in 
that way.  That is not a choice anyone makes easily 
but there comes a point where everyone looks up 
and says, “This is the next step.”  And that’s a loss, 
as well. 

EC  In 1990, I was in prison when my little sister  
was brutally murdered.  Her boyfriend stabbed 
her 21 times and killed her.  It was that loss that 
opened my mind and heart.  Prior to that, I didn’t 
really believe in God.  I believed there was a God, 
I just didn’t believe in the God of the Bible.  But 
at the same time that the incident occurred, I got 
sick.  And a couple of hours later, I called my mom.  
As soon as she picked up, a shock went through 
my body, and I instantly knew something terrible had 
happened. I kept asking, “What’s going on?”  And she 
said, “Ray killed Amber.”   I hung up the phone and 
went to lie down.  I envisioned this guy stabbing my sis-
ter.  I could see a knife go through her hand, which was 
actually one of the wounds.  And somehow, from that 
point on, I just kind of thought this scripture thing is 
probably real, because there’s no way I could have just 
seen that.  And, I thought, if the spiritual realm is real, 
then God is a possibility.  From that point on, I started 
looking into the Word.  I didn’t change my lifestyle 
right away: I continued to do drugs and commit crimes.  
But that (my sister’s death) opened me up to receive 
God.  I probably wouldn’t be sitting here today if she 
didn’t get killed.  It really saved my life.  So that was a 
loss, but it also brought me something.  

JL  The work I am called to do has helped me under-
stand loss in a different way.  I’ve lost people and rela-

tionships I thought were pivotal; I’ve lost jobs I thought 
I was supposed to be in.  At those times, I didn’t under-
stand.  But I can see even losses are part of the journey; 
they bring you to the next place you’re supposed to be.  
Sometimes you have to lose what you have to get where 
you need to be.

GE  My mother-in-law died from complications related 
to dementia, but the family struggled with talking 
about it.  For years, they whispered around the subject.  
You go to visit and everyone wants to know, “How is 
she?”   That unwillingness to say what’s going on sort 
of haunted them through the whole process.

NH  If you share it, there are opportunities for people 
and organizations to help.  I did not do my care-taking 
alone. I have a band of people behind me, and I am 
grateful for that.

Janell Lane



DE  That’s one of the challenges, right? Either we  
define what’s going on, or people will define it from  
the outside.  They don’t know what is happening  
on the inside.  The loss is amplified when it is some-
thing we don’t talk about.

JL  Sometimes people don’t want to be the reason 
someone gets upset.

Loss, disease — they don’t want to bring up something 
negative, but that becomes isolating because it doesn’t 
make it safe or okay to bring it up.  So you, the one with 
the loss, you have to be incredibly aware and open and 
willing to step into that discomfort.  

DE  I do think you’re right — people are afraid to 
add more hurt.  But the people who may be willing 
to approach you have had their own pain and maybe 
in talking to you, they sense that they will be back in 
touch with those feelings — they may think, “I don’t 
want to relive that.”

JL  People don’t know the right things to say.  A  
good solution is to ask questions. That allows them  
to express how they feel and let you just sit in the  
pain with them — not fix it.  You can’t fix it. 

GE  We misunderstand the book of Job…if you remem-
ber, Job’s friends come and they do everything right, 
they just sit with him.  Until the moment they start 
talking.  The moment they stop just being with him.  
The power of that book is really they do everything 
right until somebody starts talking.

NH  A part of all of us wants to make it better.  I want 
to say the things that will change you, make your loss 
somewhat easier.  Maybe we don’t listen as well as we 
talk — I suspect people in this loss situation just need a 
listener…but no one says, “Just go listen to them.”

JL  Neuroscience research shows that sitting with 
someone and using a steady tone can calm the flight  
or fight response; just by being there and with the tone.  
If your advice is logical and I am not thinking from the 
logical part of my brain, I can’t hear it.  But just sitting 
and expressing empathy will speak to the emotional 
part of the brain that is on fire and helps to calm us. 

It is important to know how this stuff impacts our 
brain.  When we’re living life and everything is going 
perfectly fine and great and somewhere out of the blue, 
something happens and shakes our world, it causes  
the trauma response.  What it develops in us is a fear  
of trusting when things are normal.  What it teaches 
us is that this happens, so when things are great and 

normal again, you remember that and think “How  
will I know something won’t happen to me again?”  
Then we live our life in fear and hyper vigilance,  
afraid something bad is going to happen because  
we know it can and does.  It takes an awareness of  
what that trauma response is and what it does and 
then some intentional healing in that area …but we 
don’t know that’s trauma.  We think we’re supposed  
to get it back together and be our old self; we think 
we’ve supposed to get over it.  From a mental health 
perspective, not everything heals itself. 

EC  I was ignorant about dementia when my dad was 
going through it.  The first time I realized something 
was wrong was when he would tell me to rake the 
leaves and I’d think, “You told me that yesterday and  
I did it.”  My dad was the youngest of seven kids in  
Mississippi.  His parents would farm 3000 acres;  
they were practically rich.  My dad never had to work 
so he started smoking and drinking at 10-12 years  
old… and had some sort of sexual relations with the  
sheriff’s wife so they were going to kill him.  To keep 
him safe, people snuck him from Mississippi to  
Chicago.  Eventually, he operated a machine that  
retread tires in Milwaukee.  When that plant opened  
up a place in Fort Wayne, he came here and met my 
mom.  I now understand he had a disease — alcohol-
ism — but I was ignorant about dementia.  

One day we were watching ESPN and he said,  
“Yeah, I remember when I used to hang out with  
Scotty and Mike…” and I thought, wow, that’s got  
to be the coolest disease in the world, if you can really  
believe you hung out with Michael Jordan and Scotty 
Pippin, man I want that! (laughter)…  But then he 
would be afraid and not know where he was and  
how he got here.  I think he thought he was back in 
Mississippi and he was scared…at times he wouldn’t 
know me and that would hurt.  Because I was his  
favorite son.  He called me Elbow Grease…I don’t 
know why: maybe because I was a hard worker.  I 
would help load truck tires when I was 10; I was  
pretty strong and he used to brag about me…but then 
he stopped knowing me. When my mom died, they  
had a memorial video on a loop, and every time my  
dad would see the video, he would start crying.  It 
would loop, and every time he would forget… and  
then he would remember.  It was all new, every time.  
And I thought that was torture: I wanted them to  
turn that thing off. 

DE  It’s a loss of identity for us — he wasn’t your father 
anymore (not the one you know) or Dan wasn’t your 
husband anymore — that relationship is altered, so you 

 8   |   thinking out loud   |   Fall 2019



 9   |   thinking out loud   |   Fall 2019

don’t have that piece of the identity that was part of  
that relationship anymore (a son, a wife) — you’re  
now an orphan or a widow.

NH   (to Everett):  This might help when you think  
about your dad not identifying you anymore. As the  
Alzheimer’s patient moves back in time, depending  
on where they are in their timeline, if he was at that 
point of being back in Mississippi,   or when Dan was 
back in the apple tree playing with his five brothers, 
there was no son yet and no wife yet. That day Dan  
was looking for the brothers, not his wife.  He was  
there.  I was here.  He didn’t know me.  I was not in  
the picture!  I came long after that!

Sometimes people talk about “preparing” for a loss.   
Terminal illness can provide for a time of limbo,  
when the death is near but not yet in process. 

JL  Loss through terminal illness can be anticipatory 
grief, where you are grieving what hasn’t yet happened 
but you know it’s coming.  So I think terminal illness 

is seen as easier because you have time to prepare, but 
there’s no preparation for loss.  When it happens, it  
still hurts you like you didn’t prepare; you still have  
the agony of the loss plus the extended process of loss 
over time.

DE  It’s almost amplified because you think you are  
preparing and then when it hurts, you are surprised  
that it still knocks you for a loop.

GE  We’re glad that their suffering is ending but that 
usually covers over the tangible sense of loss: like I am 
not allowed to say I am sorry this person died.  Yes,  
they were actually suffering but I am really sad.  Some-
times people around you will almost reprimand you,  
and point out how much the person was suffering, like 
that is supposed to mean you aren’t supposed to feel sad. 

DE  And sometimes you even have feelings of relief, and 
aren’t sure you are allowed to feel that. 

Nancy Hamlin
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NH  We don’t usually give ourselves permission to  
feel that.  We also don’t talk about touch too much, but 
with an Alzheimer’s patient, that’s the last thing you 
can share…the last thing you have.  You can hold his 
hand.  It’s really all you have.  People would ask if they 
could come visit and I would say ‘You can just hold  
his hand…you don’t have to stay long,’ but you have  
to walk them through it, and sometimes, they say,  
“I don’t think I can do that.” 

JL  Your analogy about it coming in waves is so vividly 
descriptive… it’s so complicated accepting what has al-
ready come while grieving the loss of the ideal or what 
should have been…the type of father you should have 
had, the loss of the dream of what we should have been 
doing as a couple…the loss of the idea.  Real.  Valid.  
People need space and time to grieve that.  Some termi-
nology to help understand is: “I am grieving the loss of 
what I wish it was: it wasn’t — but it should have been”.  
Then I can embrace and understand.  That’s how it 
was. This is how it is.  When you’re riding these waves, 
you’re doing this process over and over again…your 
awareness and openness inviting other people into the 
process is beautiful and helpful for a lot of people.

GE  What can we share with people who read this con-
versation, what can we put in this for them that could 
help with their own grief or help them be of a comfort 
to others….?  You here today haven’t allowed loss to 
define you.  You don’t seem to be ‘stuck” in it.

NH  The reality of any loss is the world moves on.  
You can’t stick here.  You’ll be alone.

DE  It’s coping versus healing.  There’s a difference  
— if you’re trying to face something — there’s a  
difference in what happens to us when we cope  
versus heal.  It takes a lot more energy to “cope” —  
and much of that is negative energy that sucks the  
life juices out of you. When we begin to heal, it’s  
putting the life juices back in you  — and we learn 
something from that.  So, work toward healing.

NH  I learned that I need to embrace change…no  
matter where you are and what the loss is, embrace  
the new reality…it changes all the time but if you  
can embrace it rather than fight against it — it’s  
difficult — but I think it’s helpful.

JL  Acknowledge and affirm your feelings all along  
the way.  You have to acknowledge the room for space 

Donna Emley



Everett Coleman

and feelings and know they are all natural feelings…
you’re human.  You’re going to feel things.  That’s  
natural.  If you feel nothing, then I am concerned.   
You don’t have to hide or rush what you feel.  Major 
loss hurts, like a slap on the face.  Our natural response 
is pain when we have loss.  Sit in the pain when some-
one experiences a loss that is big or small.  Allow  
someone to sit with you in the pain.  Be more real 
about who we are and what we’re dealing with.

DE  Let people know what you need, and ask for  
help; accept help.  I think when you’ve suffered the 
loss, you have to be strong for people around you and 
that isn’t always what you want to do.  It’s ok to be 
where you are.  Sometimes coping is necessary, but 
healing has to come.

GE  Just be with one another: it’s the biggest thing  
we can do.  You can’t be the savior of a situation —  
they already have a Savior; they don’t need you.    
Samuel Wells  says when he’s talking about Jesus  
in “A Nazareth Manifesto: Being With God” that  
“we say Jesus died when he was around 33.  His  
ministry lasted maybe three years.  So what did he  
do for the first 30?  He was hanging out, just being  
with people.  It was so uninteresting nobody wrote  

anything about it.”  Jesus spent the majority of his 
life just being with people. So what does that tell us?  
Instead of praying the pain away, help me understand 
how to be with someone.

JL  Anxiety and depression crave what they need to  
survive.  What helps them grow.  When you are  
depressed, you want sadness, darkness, sad music.   
So one way to treat those things is to force yourself  
to do the opposite.  One day you accidentally laugh  
at something, and then you are laughing again. 

DE  When you experience a loss, sometimes it’s good 
to be with people and direct your attention to someone 
else and get out of yourself; focus on something outside 
of yourself.  It can remind you that you aren’t the only 
one who has experienced loss — we all have.

JL  Give yourself space to grieve about things  
other than death.  Just as I believe everyone  
deserves healing, I believe all different types of  
loss deserve grieving.
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Janell Lane, MA, LMHC, currently serves as the  
Director of Southeast Community Strategy and  
Relations for the Parkview Health System, and is  
the President & Co-founder of Courageous Healing, 
INC., which is a non-profit organization specializing  
in Minority Mental Health.  She is a dynamic and 
powerful counselor, presenter, speaker, community 
activist, and trainer with a unique way of relating  
information. 
Janell is the wife of Aaron Lane, who also works  
beside her, and mother to gifted four-year-old son, 
Jace, and a very active 2-year-old daughter, Nova. 
She holds a Bachelor’s of Art in Psychological  
Science with minors in Criminal Justice and Social 
Work, in addition to a Master’s of Art Degree in  
Mental Health Counseling, with an emphasis in  
providing community-based mental health services, 
from Ball State University. She is licensed as a mental 
health counselor, and has experience and training in 
working with diverse populations. 
Over the past twelve years, Janell has worked in a 
variety of settings, holding leadership roles in many, 
which lead to a passion for program development 
and a deeper commitment to community and  
addressing systemic issues, while continuing to love 
the direct provision of mental health counseling  
and social services & supports. She has extensive 
experience in providing community outreach,  
diversity training, workshops, mediation, and  
professional development in a variety of areas,  
including Restorative Interventions. In order to  
maximize services provided, she utilizes time- 
sensitive methods in her approach, which balanc-
es warmth and support, with an honest, direct, and 
practical style of communication. Janell is passionate 
about the Southeast Community and is committed 
to connecting underserved populations to needed 
resources and information.
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Find Janell on Facebook at  
Courageous Healing, Inc.
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 Lost But Still Here
by Nancy Hamlin

                                     ur Alzheimer’s  
                                        journey began  
                                          about a decade  
                                          ago. I walked  
                                            beside Dan as his 
                                            primary caregiver 
                                            and I learned  
                                            quickly on that  
                                           my task and  
                                           focus would  
                                              have to be to 
                                          EMBRACE  
                                         CHANGE.  
                                       Alzheimer’s disease  
                                     brings with it a  
                                   constant instability  
                               of not knowing from 
day to day, hour to hour, minute to 
minute what might be changing.  
The “changing” is the one constant 
that you can depend on.  Every 
change that took place was a HELP 
and then a GOODBYE.  Every loss 
needed to fade away to make room 
for something new.  I, along with 
the family, learned to move with the 
flow of these changes, and finally, to 
simply embrace them.

Letting go of the losses happened as 
Dan simply disappeared bit by bit 
mentally and physically right before 
my eyes…you lose wedding anniver-
saries, birthdays, and holidays, your 
shared memories, conversations, 
laughter, and a voice like no other. 
These are the losses that brought on 
the greatest loneliness and a deep 
emptiness that continues on.

I found that there was a drifting away 
on an emotional level that made me 
feel unmoored from the shared life 
we had known together.  It forced a 
move from ‘we’ to ‘me’ even though 
he was still present.  With the losses 
came the growing sense of isolation. 
Then there came the day when I first 
acknowledged that we were together 
in the house, but I was alone.

Alzheimer’s disease is the enemy and 
no one in life deserves to be forgotten 
because their disease is without hope. 
I was caught somewhere in a place 

between hopelessness and hope.  
Dan had lost the past, never thought 
of the future — the “moment” is all we 
had.  The hope then became to make 
the “moment” the very best it could 
be, no matter what.  My family can 
vouch heartily and without hesitation 
that in the midst of our Alzheimer’s 
journey we enjoyed many, many “mo-
ments” that continue to nourish us as 
fond memories of his amazing spirit.

 Alzheimer’s disease is what looms 
ahead for nearly half of us who live 
to age 85.  So it is not surprising that 
the public’s greatest fear after getting 
Alzheimer’s disease is becoming an 
Alzheimer’s caregiver.  One becomes 
a caregiver with little warning, no 
specific training, and no choice. 
Maya Angelou once said it so well: 
“I did then what I knew how to do. 
Now that I know better, I do better.” 
Caregiving is a life interrupted.

A most difficult loss came when I 
realized Dan could no longer read his 
long favored Bible passages, books, 
or remember the Lord’s Prayer or 
understand the church rituals he 
cherished — yet I continued to know 
that throughout his life, his connec-
tion to God was the solid foundation 
that gave meaning and purpose to all 
he believed, all that he did, and all 
that he said.

I learned Alzheimer’s disease does 
not negate this loss because God 
in his infinite wisdom and might is 
compassionate and caring, particu-
larly to those who are most in need. 
We always continued to attend daily 
chapel right up to his waning days of 
life.  I always felt that he continued 
to hear the hymns and prayers and 
was no doubt singing the hymns with 
great gusto and leading prayers with 
great conviction inside his head right 
along with us.

He was my primary teacher for all 
the important things that matter in 
life: faith, love, family, laughter, and 
prayer.  By the end, we could only 

communicate through touch.  I  
continually held his hand, always 
with the hope that he could decode 
my message and know it as a sign  
of my unconditional love.  Bless-
ed were my days when he gently 
squeezed back.

Dan and Nancy Hamlin

For more information on Alzheimer’s  
and caring for someone with Alzheimer’s, 
visit: www.alzfdn.org 
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                                      he first thing you  
         see is the smile.  You quickly  
         learn that it comes from a joy  
        deep within that simply cannot  
        be contained.  But this wasn’t  
        always the case.

        Everett Coleman grew up in  
        Fort Wayne in a poor, alcoholic  
        household.  At the age of 12, he  
        smoked his first marijuana  
        joint.  After being jumped by  
        a gang, he ran home and told  
        his mother.  His mother gave  
        him a gun.  Everett saw that as  
        being given a green light to shoot 
at people.  At that point, he turned to 
the streets.  He was a gangster, and he 
did everything he could to live up to 
that reputation.

After barely graduating from high 
school, Everett fell deeper into drugs.  
Cocaine was his first love. He was 
dishonorably discharged from the 
military.  “Cocaine meant everything 
to me,” says Everett. “I couldn’t  
function if I didn’t have it.”  

Everett was in and out of prison 
through most of his 20’s and 30’s, but 
even those temporary losses of free-
dom — and the brutal murder of his 
sister — didn’t stop him from return-
ing to the streets and old habits.

Everett worked at various jobs,  
married, started a family, divorced, 
and moved and lived in different 
states.  “I was still consumed with 
doing wrong — drugs, stealing,  
robbing,” Everett says.  “I’ve done a 
lot of things that I’m ashamed of.   
But God’s plan with my sister’s  
death and all of that was to get my  
attention, and he used those situa-
tions to begin to speak to me.”

Everett returned to Fort Wayne four 
years ago.  After almost overdosing 
on a half ounce of cocaine, Everett 
ran across a friend who had been so-
ber for a few months.  That encounter 
led Everett to the Rescue Mission and 
its long-term program.  He checked in 
right on the spot.  Two weeks into the 
program, Everett secured a good- 
paying job, found a church home,  
and surrounded himself with new 
friends. “I deleted all of my drug  
contacts and then even got a new 
phone,” says Everett. 

He also reconnected with his chil-
dren and hopes they can learn from 
his mistakes.  “I was an absentee  
father.  My kids never saw me get 
high — NEVER.  I was neglectful,  
but I was trying to protect them and  
I didn’t want them to go through 
what I had gone through.” 

“I went through so much pain — and 
I finally got tired of it,” says Everett.   
I didn’t believe I could know God.  
But now I know God helped me for  
a reason — and I know he helped me 
so I could help someone else.” 

Today, Everett works at Shambaugh 
& Son in fire fabrication.  He is 
active at Pine Hill City Church and 
does prayer walks and works the 
recruitment booth at the The Renais-
sance Pointe YMCA for Fort Wayne 
TenPoint Coalition.  “I was looking 
for what I was going to do now that 
I had this new life, and TenPoint 
Coalition said: ‘We’re looking for old 
G’s” (gangsters) — people who know 
the streets — to come and engage the 
community that’s out there now.’”

Everett now sees the purpose of so 
many of the losses in his life. “Every-
body is looking for peace; peace and  

joy and love.  Everybody.  Some of us; 
we look for it in drugs and alcohol.  
And let me tell you this: Drugs and 
alcohol will bring you peace and joy.  
They will.  But it’s only temporary, 
and what you lose — the price you 
pay — you can’t get back.” 

“Here’s how I think about it,” he 
continues.  “It’s like a bag of Skit-
tles.  Each Skittle represents a gift 
of the spirit: peace, joy, kindness, 
happiness, and love.  All of these 
pieces of candy are in this bag.  And 
drugs and alcohol are in that bag 
too — because they temporarily give 
you that too.  So you can take out the 
cocaine Skittle; you can take out the 
alcohol Skittle; you can take out the 
marijuana skittle — and you can eat 
those three, and throw the bag away.  
You just sacrificed the whole bag for 
three Skittles!  And after they’re gone, 
you’re wishing you had the whole bag 
back again. So let’s sacrifice those 
three Skittles, and keep the rest of the 
bag.  I can’t say it more simply.  You’re 
missing out on the rest of the bag!”

Everett says his whole goal now  
is to help other people.  New pastimes 
include helping design and market a 
Christian clothing line.  He cites  
Fort Wayne UNITED’s TenPoint  
Coalition Program Manager Iric 
Headley, Pine Hill Pastor Chris 
Freeman, and Pastor Donovan Coley 
of The Rescue Mission as  Christian 
men he admires and have learned 
from. “My value system used to be  
so low; now I want to do some  
kingdom-building.  My past is my  
resume but it shows how God can 
turn anything and anybody around.  
I’m a soldier and I’m battle-ready.   
I like to say: ‘My misery has become 
my ministry.’”

Helped to Help Others
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more about Everett Coleman...

T 

For more information on The Rescue Mission, visit: www.TheRescueMission.net

For more information on TenPoint Coalition, visit: 
www.CityOfFortWayne.org/tenpoint-coalition.html 

by Donna J. Emley
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Attacked by the wind 
But they refuse to quit, 
A butterfly chooses  
Its place to sit
Beautiful and gentle creatures Butterflies are created to be, 
There’s no wonder why God gave them a job Of smelling flowers and being free.
Some captured and admired 
Through glass jars, 
Thoughtless people don’t realize This is a prison without bars

The destiny of a butterfly is unknown When it takes off in flight, 
And also the question 
Where does it go at night?
We’re often intrigued 
With its power to hold our attention Just like with flowers 
And some of God’s other inventions
We know some of these answers Will have to come from God 
So until that day 
Just praise him for a good job.

BUTTERFLY by Everett Coleman

“BUTTERFLY” was written by Everett Coleman while he was in prison after his sister was murdered.
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y mornings now begin exactly the 
same.  Before I get out of bed, my 
husband puts eye drops in each eye 
and then heats up two rounds of 
warm compresses to help “wake them 
up”.  Next, I do an eye wash in the 
left; he does two drops in the right.  
At this point, he brings me a cup of 
coffee.  Eye drop in the left.  Eye drop 
in the right.  Sip of coffee.  We wait a 
minimum of five minutes between 
each drop.  Two drops are preserva-
tive-free compounds, light sensitive, 
and require refrigeration.  I uncover 
my eye station, go to the refrigerator 
for my blood serum tears (made from 
my own blood), and turn on the small 
LED light attached to a small plung-
er.  I gently place the small prosthetic 
lens on the plunger, then fill the bowl 
with five drops of serum and five 
drops of Refresh.  Bending my head 
over a mirror I use to help guide me,  
I hold my eye open with one hand 
and insert the PROSE lens with the 
other.  If I’m lucky, there’s no bubble.  
If I’m not, I repeat the process until 
there isn’t.  Next, I replicate what I 
just did in the right eye using a differ-
ent concoction of drops.  The PROSE 
lens create a mini “aquarium” of 
relief, comfort, corrective vision and 
protection for my eyes.  The entire 

process normally takes about 35-40 
minutes.

Before bedtime, the process reverses 
and the nighttime regimen requires 
even more assistance.  Right before 
the last treatment, my husband 
(never before a reader) now reads out 
loud a reflection or devotion.  Then 
a different ointment in each eye and 
lights out.  In the darkness, I forget 
how poorly I see without assistance. 
I forget about the partial loss of my 
eyesight and its impact on my life.

My story of unanticipated loss begins 
like so many and is simply this: an 
event took place, creating a loss 
which was utterly and completely 
unexpected.  Feelings of shock and 
disbelief co-mingled with the urgency 
of addressing immediate needs in  
real-time, and in my particular case, 
of surviving and saving my life.  For 
me, all of the feelings of loss didn’t 
come into play until much later in  
my healing process. 

My husband, Dennis, and I have 
worked together for over 30 years and 
have been married for 36 years. We 
met in college where we both worked, 
moved to Chicago two months after 
we were married, and moved back 
to Fort Wayne to start Emley Design 
Group (EDG), a small marketing and 
design communications firm. Both 
very independent, we divided and 
conquered project requirements, but 
loved the collaboration aspect as well.  
As marketing and creative directors, 
our mission was to help our clients 
communicate — visually, verbally or 
both — and tell their stories, share 
their passions, and find their authen-
tic voices.  We were active in our com-
munity, our church; we volunteered 
and supported as many organizations 
as we could handle, and shared our 

time, talents, and treasures with 
corporations and nonprofits alike.  
We loved, and still love, what we did.  
We worked 24/7 because it was our 
business and our baby.

And then the rug was pulled out from 
under us.

In June of 2015, during a house-sit-
ting stay at a small farm in rural 
Kentucky, I was diagnosed with 
Stevens-Johnson Syndrome/Toxic 
Epidermal Necrolysis. or SJS/TEN.  
SJS/TEN is a rare, acute, serious, and 
potentially fatal blistering reaction 
of the skin and mucous membranes 
caused by an immune reaction trig-
gered by a medication.  In my partic-
ular situation, it was acetaminophen 
(Tylenol).  Statistics say 1-2 people per 
million each year are affected.  
We were told that SJS/TEN reactions 
like I had carry a mortality rate as 
high as 80-90%.  Those who do sur-
vive deal with permanent disabilities, 
and almost all with eye issues.  After 
spending nearly a month in the ICU 
burn unit at Vanderbilt in Nashville, 
TN, I spent another week at the home 
of dear friends recuperating enough 
to travel, and then another six weeks 
living with Dennis’ mother until we 
finally returned home.  All the while 
trying to hold on to our business, our 
livelihood, and each other.

First, there was the reality and the 
adjustment of the permanent physical 
loss. I earned my living as a visual 
designer.  Fortune 500 companies and 
global entrepreneurs trusted me to 
manage large-scale projects involv-
ing aesthetics, color and accuracy 
because of my skilled vision and eye 
for detail.  Frequently, I was a spokes-
person at a fundraising or community 
event. The two things I used the most 
besides my creative mind were my 

I Can See Clearly Now
by Donna J. Emley



eyes and my mouth, and both were 
dramatically affected.  The aftermath 
leaves a permanent physical disabil-
ity, but it affects your mental and 
emotional well-being as well.

For me, identifying concrete steps 
helped give me focus, and ultimately 
some hope, for addressing the phys-
ical.  Thankfully, technology and the 
ability to sometimes work remotely 
have aided me in returning to do the 
work I love.  I currently see a team 
of specialists at University of Illinois 
Chicago for my eyes.  I will have eye 
issues for the rest of my life.  I will 
always need to wear protective lenses.  
Photo-sensitivity sometimes flares up 
and I show up as “Hollywood” (my 
husband’s nickname) wearing dark 
sunglasses.  My eye routine will vary, 
and research will continue to identify 
new treatments I may benefit from.  
But in the back of my mind, there 
will also always be the fear that it can 
happen again.

My loss of independence has been an 
adjustment.  While I gradually was 
able to resume driving a car, a recent

set-back and subsequent surgery has 
sidelined that.  I can’t always recog-
nize people or details quickly from a 
distance.  I am an expert at missing 
steps!   I am learning to be patient — 
something that doesn’t come easy to 
me.  Sometimes when I am slammed 
up against my loss of independence, 
I have to stop what I’m trying to do 
unsuccessfully and shift to trying to 
do something I still CAN do to help 
myself reset.  Even then, it’s easy 
to succumb to feelings of isolation.  
Dennis also experiences loss of inde-
pendence — as he has an indepen-
dent person depending on him. 

The most surprising feeling of loss 
was my sense of identity.  My physical  
appearance is altered. My eyes look 
red much of the time — like I’ve been 
crying or smoking an illegal sub-
stance — and I can’t wear eye make-
up anymore.  People sometimes don’t 
recognize me right away.  It’s not 
uncommon for someone to walk up 
to or by me and nod politely, and then 
realize it’s me.  It seems superficial 
and I’ve always been a person with 
self-confidence, but as my identity 

shifted slightly, I noticed I did too in 
certain circumstances.  Who I am as a 
person is still the same, but a loss can 
challenge or redefine who you think 
you are. 

I recently shared my story with a 
friend we hadn’t seen for a while.  
When I had finished, she simply 
looked me in the eye and gave me a 
big hug.  That simple gesture spoke 
volumes. I was listened to.  I was 
validated for what I was feeling, and 
I was allowed to share my experi-
ence.  A loss hurts, but it hurts more 
when we bottle it all up inside, and 
less when we share the burden and 
impact of it with others.  Dennis and 
I have been blessed with an amazing 
support system: family, friends, loyal 
clients, prayer warriors and medical 
professionals. They were the “boots 
on the ground” when it happened, 
showing up and sharing their time, 
talents, opportunities and treasures 
on our behalf.  That continues to this 
day. Without that unwavering belief 
in us, coupled with our strong faith, 
we would have never survived this 
journey.

A loss is a loss, regardless of the  
circumstances. For me, even with  
my altered vision, I can see clearly 
now. This is part of the human  
experience and we continue to see 
God’s hand in every aspect, good  
or bad. I had to lose something, but  
I have gained so much. 

Donna at University of Illinois Chicago (top left) and with her husband, Dennis (above).
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Donna and Dennis Emley own EDG,  
a design and marketing communications 
firm, where Donna is principal/creative 
director and Dennis is principal/ 
marketing director (www.edg-dmc.com).

For  more information on SJS/TEN,  
visit: www.sjsupport.org

For more information on current research 
headed by Elizabeth J. Phillips, M.D.,  
visit: www.mc.vanderbilt.edu/vanderbilt 
medicine/bitter-pill/



               s I was walking a client from my law office to the  
                Allen County Courthouse the day after I lost my  
                   first “real” election, in the primary for nomination  
                     for an open seat in the U. S. Congress, she  
                       commented that I “seemed depressed.” I told  
                            her about having just lost the election and  
she responded by saying that she remembered hearing 
something about the elections earlier in the day but was 
surprised that I would be upset.

Yes, losing a political race is a lot different from experienc-
ing the death of a loved one, losing a job, or suffering from 
trauma or illness, but it still really hurts. When one puts 
himself or herself into a months-long, day-to-day, pres-
sure-filled, stress-enhancing, sustained run for political 
office — particularly for a full-time, high profile position 
— with all the efforts aimed at one clearly defined day for 
counting votes, learning that you’ve lost can be shattering. 
You wonder why you spent all that time, used all those 
resources (your own, and those of your family, friends and 
strangers), and invested so many of your dreams in an ef-
fort that ends so suddenly. You look at people and wonder 
if they voted for you or not. You feel rejected. Your calen-
dar is jarringly clear of appointments and no one seems to 
be interested in your opinions anymore.

Although I’ve lost three elections, I’ve also been fortu-
nate enough to be elected to three terms as mayor of Fort 
Wayne. None of my losses meant losing my then-current 
job or position. The first loss was the hardest since it made 
me feel that my dreams of a political career were clearly 
unrealistic, but the experience made me a better, stronger 

 18  |   thinking out loud   |   Fall 2019

candidate when I ran successfully for mayor seven years 
later. The high profile race for U. S. Senate which I lost 
while I was mayor helped put me on the radar for and 
gave me credibility with national groups and national 
media when I took a job in Washington, D.C. as head of 
a prominent advocacy organization eight years after that 
loss.

Most people who run for political office are going to lose 
– there is only one winner for each race while there are 
generally multiple candidates in the primary and general 
election. What one does after the loss is important. Bill 
Clinton and George W. Bush both lost their first political 
contests, for U.S. Congress, in the 1970s. Barak Obama 
lost a race for U.S. Congress just eight years before being 
elected President. Losses can help bring some needed 
humility to a career that attracts people with strong egos. 

If our country’s continuing experiment in representative 
democracy is going to succeed, we need more people will-
ing to run for office – and willing to lose. This isn’t easy — 
my three election losses still sting — but losing campaigns 
can help shape the issues that get discussed for years to 
come and strengthen those who suffer defeat.

 
Paul Helmke is a former 
three-term mayor of Fort  
Wayne, President of the 
Brady Campaign to  
Prevent Gun Violence,  
a veteran of a number  
of political campaigns  
and is currently serving  
as director of the Civic 
Leaders Living-Learning 
Center at Indiana  
University.

A 

Recovering 
from the loss 
of…an election
Yes, losing a political race is a lot  
different from experiencing the death 
of a loved one, but it still really hurts. 

by Paul Helmke
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When you have a real estate agent 
in your family, you don’t rent— you 
buy. I bought my first house in 1988 
and by 2006 I was on my seventh. 
This one was a small ranch, built in 
the 1950s. It sat in a charming 
neighborhood with tree-lined 
streets. The front of the home 
was limestone and a giant ma-
ple tree in the front yard brought 
ample shade. Tall oaks stood in 
the back. A limestone fireplace 
graced the living room and love-
ly hardwood floors covered the 
entire house.

The color scheme in the house 
was, well, awful. The L-shaped 
living room/dining room walls 
had been painted robin’s egg 
blue and green. Every base-
board, door jamb, window trim 
and even the linen closet doors 
were covered in silver metallic 
paint. On the silver baseboards, 
a stenciled scallop of black had 
been added. There was a hastily 
cut remnant of sculptured carpet in 
the kitchen, resting on top of what 
seemed to be green indoor/outdoor 
carpet which had been glued to 
linoleum. The bathroom was bathed 
(pardon the pun) in grass paper 
wall covering that ran from floor to 
ceiling.  On either side of the ornate 
vanity mirror swung gold-leaf pen-
dant lights, with another hanging by 
the bathtub. 

 My sister-in-law, who was also my 
real estate agent, confidant and 
sidekick, had taught me early on to 
not be distracted by decor when 
looking for a house. So, undaunted, 
I moved in and started painting and 

redecorating. In the meantime, I was 
becoming concerned about some 
issues — such as a wall that was 
cracking and peeling. It seemed 
to be from water damage, but the 

source could not be located. Simul-
taneously, tiles started randomly 
popping out of the shower stall. 
And, the floors of the bedrooms 
seemed to be sloping. 

In the spring of 2013, I discovered 
a crack in the ceiling that ran the 
width of the hallway to the bed-
rooms. A foundation expert con-
firmed the worst. The part of my 
house directly over the crawl space 
had sunk four inches. It would cost 
around $10,000 to jack the up the 
house and another $8,000 more to 
fix the ceilings, walls and floors. This 
sinking had been the cause of all of 
the issues with the home.

I felt sick. Angry. Sad. Overwhelmed. 
And stuck with a house that seemed 
unsellable.

I realized there was only one answer 
– to file bankruptcy and walk away. 
I packed up my belongings and 
moved to an apartment while my 
house sat empty, waiting for foreclo-

sure proceedings.

And instead of the sadness and 
sense of failure that I expected, 
I felt relief. I no longer had that 
albatross of a house around  
my neck. 

I discovered that renting  
affords me freedom from  
worry. I no longer live in fear  
of having to replace a roof or 
incur some other large expense 
that comes with home owner-
ship. Instead of feeling like  
renting is throwing money 
away, I believe it has bought  
me peace of mind — and to 
me, that is its own reward.

 No place like home
by Beth Heironimus

Beth Heironimus is a long-time 
resident of Fort Wayne with  
a career mainly in advertising  
and marketing. She and her dog  
and cat are happily at home in  
the ‘08 neighborhood. She currently  
serves as Director of Operations  
for Patterson Riegel Advertising.
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                    oes this story strike you in  
                        a particular way?  Is there  
                          the ache of recognition in  
                            your gut? I hope that there  
                             is.  It is the creation story  
                             as best as I can tell it of a  
                              culture that no longer engag- 
                              es with grief in a collectively  
                              recognized way. Our culture.  
                             But it wasn’t always this way.  

                            A quick scroll through history  
                           shows how our ancestors          
                          bowed to the important  
                       emotional work of mourning  
                   (albeit often out of adherence to 
proper customs rather than personal convic-
tion or choice).  During the Victorian period 
black garments or neckbands indicated deep-
est mourning and spiritual darkness. This 
allowed grief to be seen even by complete 
strangers so grieving men and women could 
be handled with the appropriate gentleness. 

In the Appalachians, mirrors were covered 
with a cloth and the hands of clocks in the 
home were all stopped at the time of the 
death. Family members washed and dressed 
their own dead. Human hands dug the grave 
with shovels. A member of the community 
nailed together the coffin. Sometimes the 
church bell was rung once for each year of 

Mourning’s Shadow 
 by Lauren Richwine  

D 
Once there was a village well acquainted with the  

link between the beauty and the sadness of this world.   
The old ones taught that the longer you lived the more pain 

you would experience but there was a gift even in this.   
If you didn’t stitch your heart closed, with each loss life 

would grow more precious, more strikingly beautiful, until 
the intensity of your joy was like pain itself.

It was a deep, ancient truth.   

But happiness is a powerful seducer.  
Comfort has an intoxicating scent.  

It was as if a disease had befallen the village.  
Like animals they clawed to have the most.  

Turned away from other. Used each other.  By the  
time they realized that sorrow had never left, it was  

too late.  They were now each alone in facing it.

So the people taught themselves a new thing. 

They taught themselves to ignore it. 

Grief, it was whispered, was a monster.   
A leper.  And although they gorged themselves  

on happiness, they were all empty. 



  

life that the deceased had lived.  
Death, like everything, was a 
community affair.  Today a large 
percentage of therapists and grief 
specialists believe that to live well 
we must also mourn well.  In other 
words we have to re-learn what 
we’ve forgotten.  

“The modern westerner has lost 
loss,” writes Brandy Schillace, a 
medical-humanities historian. 
In a hauntingly accurate way she 
describes that we are, “bent on 
living forever but committed to 
the disposable nature of absolutely 
everything else.” 

Imagine: disposable grief. Your 
deepest loss sipped for two days 
then tossed in the trash. It reads 
like science fiction but it isn’t. 
With many employers barely 
offering three days of leave for 
the death of an immediate family 
member, surface level relation-
ships played out on social media, 
and a professionalized funeral 
industry that leaves paperwork as 
the only task for the family, how 
can we possibly mourn? 

Radically.   

To decide to live in mourning’s 
shadow today is a powerful, rad-
ical choice if it’s one we make at 
all.  Some methods may tap into 
historical and cultural norms from 

the past such as cutting or shaving 
off the hair, withdrawing from so-
ciety, keeping silence, or wearing a 
specific type of clothing. Creative 
ways to mourn can include getting 
a significant tattoo, smashing old 
dishes, taking a meaningful trip, 
donating to an organization, or 
writing about it. Allison Gilbert’s 
book “Passed and Present: Keep-
ing Memories of Loved Ones 
Alive” is chock full of ideas that 
may help individuals seeking to 
mourn someone in a meaningful 
way. Whatever shape grief may 
take, the most important thing is 
that it has a shape.   

Our offices, neighborhoods, and 
streets overflow with souls equally 
starved for open hearts and terri-
fied to tug loose their own thread. 
As Stephen Jenkinson, author of 
“Die Wise” says, “We were born to 
a dangerous time. Consider that 
an affliction or consider that an 
assignment.” We can still tell a dif-
ferent story. We can still open the 
door and let grief all the way in.   

Yesterday my seven-year-old 
daughter asked me if I believe  
in ghosts. Yes, I thought. The 
grieving are ghosts.  

But they don’t have to be.    

Blessed are those who mourn. 
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Lauren Richwine is the founder  
of Death Done Differently, an  
endeavor that seeks to help the  
people of Northern Indiana return  
to natural, sacred ways of mourning 
and engaging in a death phobic 
 culture. She is a 2019 Fort Wayne 
SOUP micro-grant recipient and a 
member of the National Home Funer-
al Alliance. For more information she 
can be contacted by emailing Lau-
ren@deathdonedifferently.com.

 Photograph by Lauren Richwine  



by Linda Jackson
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They say...it takes time.

They say...you never get over  
the loss of someone you love,  

but you learn to cope and hopefully 
find some “good” in the “bad.”

They say...a twin can feel the  
other in distress.

Whoever “they” are. 

Well...

I believe “they” are correct.

My twin brother, Lynn, and I had 
nearly 18 years together.  He was  
born a few minutes before midnight 
on September 18, 1965.  I was born  
a few after on September 19.  Once 
we grew old enough to enjoy birthday 
parties, he thought it only fair that  
I wait a day to celebrate mine.  

Ha!  That didn’t last long!

Growing up, I guess you’d call us  
a typical brother-sister duo.  We 
squabbled, teased each other and 
competed.  A lot.  Frankly, I think  
I had more fun hanging around my 
younger sister, Kristi.  She and I  
performed on the flying trapeze 
growing up in the Peru Youth Circus 
in our hometown of Peru, Indiana.  

Lynn played baseball during the 
summers growing up.  But as a teen,  

he too, caught circus fever, soon  
mastering the high wire. 

And, at the same time, my girlfriends 
from high school were regularly 
telling me how cute they thought my 
twin brother was.  I saw him in a new 
light.  I realized the guy was pretty 
cool after all.  I began to enjoy time 
with him more than ever before.

That didn’t last long enough.

The amateur circus program is 
steeped in history because Peru  
used to serve as the winter quarters 
for traveling professional circuses  
at the turn of the previous century.  

The modern-day program is an 
amazing outlet for young people who 
want to stay in good shape for school 
sports and most importantly, to learn 
trust and to form friendships for life.

After a circus performance on a hot 
July night in 1983, Lynn got in a car 
with 4 other circus performers.  He’d 
been looking for a ride to go swim-
ming at Mississinewa Reservoir.  
Instead of making it to their destina-
tion, they made the decision to head 
back to town.  

There was drinking involved.  

And, there was a terrible crash that 
claimed not only one of the fives  
lives in that car, but two.  

Lynn died on the operating table 
after being life-lined to a hospital in  
Indianapolis.  He’d suffered massive 
internal injuries.  I last saw him being 

rushed out of the hospital in Peru to 
the waiting helicopter.  My frantic 
parents didn’t make it to Indy before 
he passed.

When he was a young Little League 
ball player, Lynn once got hit in the 
elbow by a ball, chipping a bone.   
My arm ached that same night  
when I was home.  I didn’t know  
why, until he walked through the 
door in a sling.  

It took my breath away.

The night he died, I ached all over.  
Especially in my heart.  

It’s an ache that has never gone away.

But neither has the love and support 
of family and friends.  All these years 
later, I am blessed with that and with 
my Faith in God.  

Trust me, my Faith in Him has wa-
vered from time to time.  Especially 
all the times immediately after losing 
Lynn when I asked what so many 
people ask.  

Why?

I’ve never found the answer, but I’ve 
trusted in Him that one day I will.
Lynn’s death had meaning.

Flying Solo

Linda Jackson (right) and her 
brother Lynn (left) as babies.



  

And, that, along with support from 
family and friends and Faith proved 
to be the best coping mechanisms 
imaginable.

I spent a decade after Lynn’s death 
traveling the state working with 
Students Against Drunk Driving and 
Mothers Against Drunk Driving.  
And, while establishing a long career 
in broadcasting in my beloved  
adopted hometown of Fort Wayne,  
I got to tell Lynn’s story on the air  
and at several schools.  

I have been blessed to be able to share.  
I’ve had a lot of help doing so. And, 
in turn, that sharing also helped me 
cope with the loss.  

A loss that has never gone away.  But, 
a loss that time has helped heal.

And, I found good in the bad.  

I believe in my heart that sharing 
Lynn’s story helped at least one other 
young person from making the same 
decision those five young people 
made that hot July night in 1983.

They say...it takes time.

They say...you never get over the loss 
of someone you love, but you learn to 
cope and hopefully find some “good” 
in the “bad.”

They say...a twin can feel the other in 
distress.

Whoever “they” are.

Well...I believe “they” are correct.

 23   |   thinking out loud   |   Fall 2019

Losing a Pet
by Rebecca Karcher  
Director of Communication &  
Community Engagement 

                  ven now, weeks after Ralphie  
                  passed, Angelo’s eyes fill with tears.

                 “He was my buddy,” Angelo said.      

                  The little Pomeranian/Yorkie mix  
dog had come into Angelo’s life about five  
years earlier, when a long-time dog had been  
nearing the end and Angelo knew he was  
going to need some help to get past that loss.

“Ralphie helped me through that grieving,”  
he said.

Angelo says he has always had pets, and as  
a single person, those dogs and cats had  
become his “family.” 

In August, Angelo came home from church  
to find the little dog struggling to breathe.   
Angelo took him out for a walk in the park, but Ralphie collapsed when they 
got back.  A frantic trip to the animal ER confirmed Ralphie had succumbed 
to a previously diagnosed collapsed trachea, and couldn’t be revived.  “Even 
the veterinarian had tears in her eyes,” he recalled.  

A friend told him that it takes 21 days to change your schedule — to get past 
that instinctive time in the day when you walk the dog, feed the dog, cuddle 
the dog, etc.  So Angelo said he has done everything he can to change his 
routine: he goes to work earlier and stays longer; he jogs more.  He keeps busy. 
“The house is just so quiet,” he said.

After posting on Facebook about Ralphie’s passing, Angelo received tons of 
support and sympathy.  But it’s the one insensitive comment that sticks with 
him.  “One guy said to me, ‘How can you love something that doesn’t talk 
back?’  Well, I did love him,” said Angelo. “I miss him terribly.”

Grief over the loss of a pet is very real, according to David Wust, bereavement 
coordinator and grief counselor with Visiting Nurse. 

“Loss is loss, in whatever form,” Wust said.  “Grief comes from change, and 
the changes in a person’s life when their beloved pet is no longer there are 
very painful.” 

Visiting Nurse has started offering support groups for people who are grieving 
the death of a pet.  Wust says he has heard attendees say, “No one gets it,” when 
they describe their pain.  “Sometimes,” he said,” family members are not very 
supportive.  They think Grandma is more upset over the loss of her poodle 
than she was over the loss of Grandpa.  But that little dog may have been what 
helped her through the loss of her husband, and now she has nothing and no 
one.  That little dog may have been a very big part of her life at this point.”

Wust says when a family member (or a friend) loses a pet, it doesn’t real-
ly matter what you think of their grief; it’s more important that you show 
compassion.  He says you can be supportive by not minimizing their grief, 
and by showing empathy in a neutral way.  You can say, “I’m sorry it’s tough 
right now…” or “I’m here for you…” and he also says that sitting in silence is 
a perfectly fine way to support someone experiencing grief.  Being with the 
bereaved person can be so important, so don’t be afraid just to be.” 

Sometimes that is truly all you can do.

Linda’s and Lynn’s senior pictures.

E 
Angelo and Ralphie

Linda Jackson is a wife and  
mother with a huge heart for  
the Fort Wayne community.  

She is a local broadcast journalist, 
and currently serves as the Evening 
News Anchor of Fort Wayne’s NBC. 

For more information on grief support, including pet grief,  
visit: www.vnfw.org/grief-support/
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Children Grieve Too

C 
by Cindy Maldonado-Schaefer, MSHRM 

Director of Operations & Child Grief Specialist“                                      hildren are resilient.”  This is  
                                           something we hear at Erin’s 
                                             House very often when it comes 
                                               to kids.  Is it true? Of course, but  
                                              perhaps not to the extent that it 
should be a mantra to live by.  Can children surprise us 
and come out ahead despite tragedy?  Yes!  Can children 
move forward in a positive direction given negative  
past experiences?  Absolutely!  What we caution is that  
resilience does not mean to get over something quickly 
or to simply move past it.  

Children who experience a death — even very early in 
life – will not be resilient, forget, and move on from the 
death like a bad grade in school.  What will in fact hap-
pen is they will grieve in their own way and only when 
they feel the time is right.  So often when children are 
told that a death occurred, adults may not see the in-
stant reaction they expected like crying or anger — the 
feelings most associated with adult reactions to grief.  
Simply because a child may not be acting as though 
they are grieving, does not mean they are not grieving.  

Children grieve very differently than adults do.  They 
grieve in bursts, and sometimes in the oddest of times. 
Think of yourself and your experiences.  If you have 
experienced a death or been given terrible news, what 
was your reaction?  Was it instant or were you able to 
compartmentalize for a later time?  Children — while 
grieving no less or better than an adult — may not have 
those “normal” reactions when talking about death.  

Developmentally, children have limits to what they can 

process under distress; therefore, it is not unusual for 
a child to hear news of a significant person in their life 
dying and not display an outward emotion and resume 
playing or go back to their typical routine.  What tends 
to happen most frequently is their grief will come out 
when you least expect it like a child who breaks down 
over what adults would view as the littlest thing.  

For example, picture a child who can actively tie their 
shoe.  They have done this day after day for years. 
One day, they are tying their shoe and completely 
break down, throw their shoes, and concede because 
their“bunny ears” unraveled at the last second.  On the 
outside, it seems like a trivial reason to get upset.  Some-
thing that came so simple to them, is now a constant 
reminder of the person who died — maybe it was their 
person who taught them those bunny ears.  

While a basic example, it holds truth that children  
cannot compartmentalize causing their grief to come 
out in bursts when they feel it.  Children do not have  
the ability to stifle their grief or emotions for a more 
convenient time, which is why so many grieving  
children struggle in school.  It is during those times  
of concentration and focus that their minds wander  
to their worries and fears.  

At Erin’s House, our peer-support groups are divided 
based on developmental stages.  

3- to 5-Year-Olds 
This is the age group we often refer to as the “forgotten 
grievers” because their grief may go unnoticed.  If 



a child is old enough to love, they are old enough to 
grieve.  Although they have limited language skills and 
cannot developmentally understand that death is per-
manent, they should be told in concrete language that 
a person has died.  They also do not know what grief is.  
They might be able to tell you they are happy or sad, but 
they more than likely cannot identify other emotions.  

Play is key for 3- to 5-year-olds.  Because of their min-
imal vocabulary, play allows for self-expression and 
should not be mistaken as not grieving.  This age group 
needs many play outlets where they can express their 
feelings of grief and share things they remember about 
their person.  Many times, they may show what hap-
pened to their person based on their play.    

6- to 9-Year-Olds 
This age group begins to understand that death is per-
manent.  They may have questions based on the physi-
cality of death, but if not given the proper environment, 
these questions may go unasked or unanswered.  Many 
times, their version of what happened is far worse than 
the truth.

What does this mean?  Think of being at a funeral.  In 
the casket, we only see the upper half of the person, 
right?  While this is not a great visual for most, imagine 
seeing this through the lens of a child.  This age group 
tends to interpret in a concrete manner resulting in 
them thinking the unseen portion of the body no longer 
exists.  Given the proper environment where they are 
not shamed for thinking this and where they can ask 
questions, they are able to begin processing their grief.

10- to 13-Year-Olds 
This age group has a good grasp on the reality of death 
and that their person is not physically coming back. 
They may still have some of those detailed questions 
like the age group before them, but at this age, it is all 
about fitting in so more times than not, these questions 
will not be asked. In this developmental stage, giving 
physical outlets is important.  Children need to physi-
cally get their grief out so providing safe, active ways to 
do that will take them far.

Teens   
Teens is that difficult stage where conceptually they 
have all the understandings of death as an adult,  
but they are still children.  They are aware of their  
surroundings at this age.  It is all about survival and 
fitting in, or at least not being different than everyone 
else.  When we experience a death, we instantly feel  
different.  This can be very difficult for teens.   
Connecting teens with peers of similar experiences  
is huge.  While we have the hardest time getting this  
age group to Erin’s House, they are truthfully the ones 
that tend to stay within the program the longest.  

So yes, children are resilient, but they are not immune 
to grief and all that encompass it.  At Erin’s House, our 
hope is that adults will remember that just because a 
child is not “grieving” how they think they should, they 
will not simply ignore it.  Children — as do all humans 
— need an outlet for their grief.  More importantly, they 
need someone whom they can turn to when they  
are ready to talk about it.  

So, if you are that person for a grieving child, remem-
ber to offer your ear to them but do not pry.  There is 
no need to push or assume a behavior is because of 
the death.  When the child is ready, they will let you in 
on their grief.  Grief is a roller coaster after all.  They 
will never get over the death, but they will learn how to 
adapt and create tools within their toolboxes to assist 
them throughout life without their person. 
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Erin’s House for Grieving Children provides peer  
support services for children, teens, and their families  
who have experienced a death. All services are provided  
to families at no cost.  

If you are interested in learning more, please visit www.
ErinsHouse.org or call 260.423.2466.
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 In the course of my nearly three and  
a half decades of ministry at Trinity 
English Lutheran Church in Fort 
Wayne, I’ve officiated at nearly 600 
funerals.  I’ve had the privilege of 
knowing well many of those persons 
whose funeral or memorial services 
marked the end of their earthly lives.  
Others whom I’ve buried and with 
whose family and friends I’ve shared 
words of comfort, hope, and love from 
God,  I’ve known little or not at all.  
The latter funerals are the hardest.

 As people of faith, we take it as a given 
that each human being possesses 
God-given gifts peculiar to them. 
We believe that each of us has been 
given gifts to use and bless others in 
the course of mortal life.  When we 
know one another well, we can readily 
identify examples in which God has 
been at work in the course of each 
other’s lifetimes for goodness’ sake.  In 
those funerals, we’re able to proclaim 
the resurrection love of Christ AND 
the work for good God accomplished 
through that particular person’s 
course on earth.  That is part of the 
work of the Church, affirming God at 
work in human beings for the sake of 
others; family, friends, and, ultimate-
ly, the world.  In those circumstances, 
we weep tears of grief, comfort one 
another with the baptismal promise 
of eternal life, and, often, smile with 
gratitude and joy at the blessings one 
life multiplied in our world.  We give 
thanks together for life well lived.

 At other services and in other circum-
stances, there may not be as much 
known about a person or what is 
known includes more than typical 
human amounts of hurt and pain.  

Perhaps the service is for one who 
seems to have outlived family and 
friends.  Maybe there were casualties 
of relationship along the way and 
the humans who remain feel mostly 
anguish or anger over the life of the 
person who is gone.  With no more 
chance to reconcile, how is there to 
be peace?  Most of us know family or 
friends who “died too soon”, infants 
or children who “never got a chance to 
‘live life’”, or dear ones who were killed 
at the hand of another by accident or 
intent.  In such instances, we often 
turn to ask with St. Paul in his letter to 
the Romans: What then are we to say 
about these things? (See Romans 8: 
31-35, 37-39.) 

 The Church (or most of it) holds fast 
to the absolute conviction that God 
is a God of love who, because of love, 
creates each human being in God’s 
own image.  Each person is precious 
in God’s sight and, thus, in our view, 
too.  And, as St Paul says in Romans 
8, nothing “in all creation will be able 
to separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.”  That loving 
truth, then, is what we are able to say 
when we know and love the person 
who has died and when we don’t 
know or are alienated from or angry 
with or completely mystified by the 
life, choices, or behavior of the person 
whom we gather to commend to God.

 We cluster around parents who must 
bury their child, spouses separated by 
earthly death from the one with whom 
they’ve lived most of their adult lives, 
children who must bid goodbye to a 
parent when they’re not “finished” 
or ready to do so.  We come alongside 
family members alienated from the 

deceased person who must make ar-
rangements and stand at the graveside 
of one who’s treated them miserably 
or never accepted the person they 
were.  We’ve witnessed divorced peo-
ple who’ve had to (figuratively and/
or literally) walk with their children 
through the death of an ex-spouse’s 
family member because it was “the 
right thing to do”.  We’ve stood with 
parents holding their dying child who, 
somehow, stood to walk and breathe 
again despite unthinkable grief.  
There’ve been accidents and tragedies 
and heartache and loss and silence 
and wailing and turning away and 
clinging to one another.  And, in the 
end, through the words of life to which 
we cling when we cannot possibly 
understand or explain, we believe (or 
dare to pray) that God IS there, pulling 
us all toward resurrected life.  God 
leans forward, giving us breath (even 
if in gasps) and, we trust, (or beg) 
extending the hand supporting and 
carrying us through and on the only 
way ahead.

 This is the gift of God.  We are not set 
here for solitary existence.  God still 
dwells with us and in our midst.  God 
still propels others to our side.  God 
still sends others powered by Gospel 
love and filled with Spirit abilities to 
be faithful in time of joy and deep sor-
row. For all the Church’s human-made 
woundings, God still works mighty 
strengths and gives gifts of peace 
that the world cannot give.  I know 
because I’ve received and lived into 
those treasures many times across 
the years. In times of trouble, one way 
or another, God (most often through 
God’s people) always shows up.  I am/
we are grateful.   

Rest in God’s Peace
by The Rev. Dr. Kathleen W. Haller  

Associate Pastor, Pastoral Care Ministries, Trinity English Lutheran Church
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                or many people, checking the “organ donor” box on  
               their driver’s license is an easy choice.  We think,   
           “if  I die, but can help someone else live, my own life        
           will have been meaningful.”  Yet, if and when the time  
      comes for that donation wish to be carried out, there is 
always someone ‘left behind’ who has to affirm that gift, 
during a terribly sad time.  Last year in Indiana, 178  
individuals donated 634 organs and more than 1,500 tissue 
transplants. 

Stephanie Guagliardo, Aftercare Support Coordinator  
for the Indiana Donor Network, works with the families  
of those donors (whom she calls ‘heros’), and speaks  
with obvious respect for them.

“Being able to execute someone else’s wish gives the  
surviving loved one a way to honor that person,” she  
says. “Especially in some of the tragic stories, like death  
by suicide or from an overdose, the gift of life can be a  
way to focus on the heroic aspects of the person who  
died, and not dwell on the final circumstances.”

Stephanie says it’s important to let your family know  
if you want to be an organ donor. That’s a conversation  
Rhonda Berger had when her teenage daughter,  
Jennifer, was going to apply for a learner’s permit.

“I wanted her to understand there would be this question,” 
said Rhonda. “And she immediately said, ‘Oh, yes;  
I’m not going to need them.’” 

Little did Rhonda know that in just a few years, those  
words would echo in her mind as she made the decision  
to allow Jennifer’s organs to be gifted to people who  
needed them when Jennifer was finished with them.

“I knew this was what needed to happen next,” she  
recalls. “When they told me she was brain dead, I said  
to the nurses, ‘you need to know that she is a donor.’”

Jennifer, just 19, was one of three young women who died  
in an apartment fire in 2009.  Her mother says, “If she 
hadn’t been a donor, her life would have just stopped at  
2:30 that Saturday.  This way, her organ recipients carry a 
part of her in them.  A part of her lives on, through them.  
And that is a very comforting knowledge.  I can still tell  
her story, because it goes on.”

Rhonda says she realizes Jennifer’s gifts didn’t just benefit 
the individuals who received her kidneys and liver: each of 

them has loved ones and friends who  
get to continue to make memories with them.

Rhonda wrote to the recipients after the transplants.  She 
wanted them to tell her what their lives were like before the 
transplant, and after.

One of Jennifer’s kidneys went to a teenager, a young man 
named Zak.  He’d been nearly bedridden with a kidney 
disease that required nine hours of daily dialysis.  He had  
to forgo most high school socializing and sports in order  
to be home in bed by 9 p.m. for the process to begin each 
night.  Once the new kidney was in place and working,  
he was able to be a “normal” teenager: to play baseball 
again, and even to have sleep overs away from home with 
friends — something he had never been able to do.

“Jennifer made that happen,” said Rhonda. “And hearing 
the story, seeing the change in Zak’s life is so beneficial to 
me, because I get to see the difference my daughter  
continues to make, even though her physical life is ended.  
That is comforting, and awesome.”

Stephanie spends her professional life seeing the results  
of what happens when a family makes the toughest  
decision in the darkest times: “I hear all the time: ‘I thought 
he couldn’t donate because he was too old,’ or ‘can she  
still donate, even with cancer?’ and the answer, often is 
‘yes!’”  Medical advances all the time mean that many  
times, organ, eye and tissue donations aren’t ruled out.  
Once a family makes the choice, Stephanie is part of the 
team that remains in contact through numerous channels 
(letters, phone calls, social media groups, events, etc.)  
for a minimum of 13 months, if the family wishes. 

Letters cross Stephanie’s desk every day, from recipients 
wanting to thank their donors.  “I try to share those letters 
with my colleagues,” she said.  “The doctors and nurses 
and administrative assistants and everyone: they could all 
do their work somewhere else.  This is a special program. 
I want them to know how appreciated they are, and what 
lives they’ve touched,” she said. “It’s an honor.”

Rhonda adds, “The gift of life allows you to find hope from 
tragedy. There is life beyond the physical life, and telling 
Jennifer’s story may help someone else know that.” 

Finding  
the Gift

by Rebecca Karcher  
Director of Communication & Community Engagement

         Visit www.IndianaDonorNetwork.org for  
                                                                          more information.
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