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Tasting Gravy in a Pandemic 

May 24, 2020 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship by Joseph Bednarik via zoom 

 

Please take a centering breath and prepare to hear three word combinations, and then 

we will construct a sentence: 

• Memorial Day. 

• Global pandemic. 

• Death rate. 

 

On Memorial Day 2020, framed within a global pandemic, one of the key objective facts 

staring hard at the world will be a line-graph labelled “death rate.” Memorial Day 2020 

will be one point in time on a line-graph representing the dead. The hundreds of 

thousands of points creating that line over time are dead people called, among other 

titles:  

• Mother, Father, Sister, Brother 

• Aunt, Uncle, Cousin 

• Grandmother, Grandfathe 

• Friend, Colleague, Neighbor 

Each has a name, a story, a favorite food, and a web of relations collectively called 

“family and friends.” 

There is another measure within this global pandemic—an invisible bottomless 

measure—called “grief.” The closest we can get to graphically representing grief is to 

crack open the surface of the earth and stare into a crevasse so deep…so dark… so full 

of ferocious gravity that it pulls you toward the blackness…. 

Within a global pandemic, the earth has cracked open the world over and human beings 

with howling sorrow are being pulled by black gravity.  The tears raining off their faces 

fall toward the molten core of the earth, and the impulse may be to leap in and free-fall 

with the tears. 

On Memorial Day 2020, grief is no abstraction. 

The pain and suffering and grieving is palpable, for those whose loved ones have died 

as a result of the novel coronavirus, as well as those who have died by all the other 

causes that continue unabated: disease, accidents, old age, suicide, war, violence. 
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We the living—we who are masked and physically distant on Memorial Day 2020—must 

attend to our grieving in a manner and fashion we have never attempted before.  

 

[pause] 

 

The last memorial service I attended in person was a few months ago, only a few short 

weeks before the Governor announced the first “Stay Home, Stay Safe” order.  

One of the speakers at that memorial service had just returned from China, the 

purported Ground Zero of this pandemic, and he made a special point to say that he did 

not travel to Wuhan. While there was a certain lightness to his tone, the message 

crystalized the growing concern and wonderments of those who gathered in a room 

called “sanctuary.” The phrase “global pandemic” was not yet widely used. The 

consequences of “global pandemic” were still not visceral realities for those gathered.  

The memorial service—for a woman I will call Lily—happened in the sanctuary of our 

home congregation:  A beautiful and sacred space, where together we had spent 

hundreds of hours  

• attending services, singing hymns, cultivating silence,  

• feeling our heart swells, allowing our minds to explore and expand,  

• and living into rich and fulfilling moments.  

The kind of moments that are delicious and nourishing. 

The kind of moments that the dying likely remember when their life is coming to close.  

The kind of moments we are co-creating now. 

 

[pause] 

 

I have attended many memorial services in this sacred space, shed many tears, and it 

was also where I first met Lily years ago. Our relationship began in sanctuary and 

deepened in a place called “Fellowship,” where we shared many conversations and 

many hugs.  

To me, the word “fellowship” is more verb than noun.  

The fist time Lily ever walked into the sanctuary—the sacred place where her life was 

now being celebrated—was because a poet—who also happened to be an ordained 
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Zen priest—was scheduled to deliver the sermon. Lily had deep curiosity about and 

appreciation for both poetry and Zen. 

Like this Sunday morning, it was Memorial Day Sunday.  

 

The memories of our dead were palpable in the air. 

During the service there was an extended period of silent contemplation, with the 

invitation to speak aloud the names of your dead.  

I had never experienced a ritual like that before. Truth be told, it felt a bit forced… 

though I dutifully sat with my head slightly bowed, patiently waiting out this 

awkwardness. 

Silence… 

Then a name was spoken.  

Then another, from a different part of the sanctuary. Then another. And another… and 

another… and another…  the names of the dead given voice within the communal 

silence of the sanctuary.  

 

It was as if rain drops—let us call them tear drops—one by one by singular one—fell 

onto a still pond, and small ripples spread and intermingled… The ripples of our tears of 

memory and grief mixing with the ripples of others’ memories and grief. 

I heard soft weeping in the silence… 

Moved, I spoke aloud my grandfather’s name:  John Grum. 

Ripple…  ripple…   ripple…. 

 

I spoke aloud my grandmother’s name:  Tyyne Grum. 

Ripple…  ripple…   ripple…. 

 

I spoke aloud my other grandfather’s name:  Joseph Bednarik. 

 

The naming slowly abated… to silence once again…\ 
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[silence] 

 

When the poet arose to give his sermon, he was in tears, saying that this ritual of love 

and death and memory and communion was one of the most powerful experiences of 

his life. 

 

One of the most powerful experiences of his life.  

Lily herself, deeply moved by the living attending so tenderly to their dead, became a 

member of the congregation.  

Years later, at her memorial service, when a novel coronavirus was beginning to 

capture the world’s attention, I read this poem to the hundreds gathered—a poem by 

the poet Lily came to hear that Memorial Day Sunday.  

 

The poem is entitled “Postscript,” by Dan Gerber: 

I think I may have startled you, 

signing this letter 

with love at the end,  

that you may think 

I’m being too familiar, 

sending the wrong signal, 

that we don’t know each other 

that well, 

that there’s so much about you 

I’d find unlovable 

if I really 

knew the real you, 

that I’ve overstepped, 

invaded your space, 

that I may want you 

to love me, that this 

could complicate our lives 

impossibly, 

that… 

among people 

I think of my father 

telling me an hour 
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before he died, 

how he thought of all the  

men and women he’d loved 

and how 

he wished he’d told them 

when he could’ve. 

 

As you enjoy your next breath, consider those final lines: 

and how 

he wished he’d told them 

when he could’ve. 

 

[pause] 

 

After the memorial service for Lily, the new widower and I talked. His eyes were rimmed 

in red as if he had been staring into the darkest gravity imaginable. He was surrounded 

by those who loved him.  

 

In our conversation—and I forget how we got onto the subject—I told him about one of 

my personal holy sites: Raymond Carver’s grave in Port Angeles. 

 

Raymond Carver was a great American poet and short-story writer, and he spent his 

final years in Port Angeles. He had lived much of his life in poverty and active 

alcoholism—and neither did much to create the conditions for healthy relationships. He 

eventually sobered up and fell in love, and just when things were looking up, he got a 

brutal diagnosis:  Lung cancer.  

 

The doctors gave him six months, on the outside.  

 

Ten years later, he died at age fifty, leaving behind a literary legacy that will last as long 

as human beings read literature to learn about the depth and complications of human 

lives. 

 

I told this fresh widower about Raymond Carver’s grave at Ocean View Cemetery, that it 

was a short drive away…a profound place to honor the dead, and to inspire the living to 

live even deeper. 
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A few weeks after this conversation, when the pandemic began to grip the world, an 

email appeared in my inbox from the widower with a photo:  His living shadow falling 

across the length of the grave, with these words from Raymond Carver engraved in 

black marble. 

 

Late Fragment 

 

And did you get what 

you wanted from this life, even so? 

I did. 

And what did you want? 

To call myself beloved, to feel myself 

beloved on the earth. 

 

At this gravesite, there is another poem engraved in marble. The poem is entitled 

“Gravy.”  I am tempted to read it, but I’m not going to. You can readily find the poem in 

books or on the internet. Or, better yet, on Memorial Day, you could visit Ocean View 

Cemetery in Port Angeles…to wander among the graves, looking for black marble and a 

poem called “Gravy.” 

 

When you find it, your shadow may well fall across the grave. Your living shadow. You 

will slowly read “Late Fragment,” the words lit by the ancient and glorious sun. 

 

You will also slowly read “Gravy.”  

 

You will feel what you feel as you remember your dead…  

 

You will feel what you feel as you marvel at your living. 

 

The cemetery is on a bluff above the water. If you are lucky and alert, you may see an 

eagle soar past. 

 

Everyone buried in that cemetery—each and every with names and stories—would 

trade anything and everything to be where you are:  To be alive…  and to be able to feel 

love.  

 

On this Memorial Day, your call is to live and feel love as well as you can.  

 

And then, to honor your dead, live and love a little bit more, a little bit better, a little bit 

deeper.  
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Our dead ask nothing more. 

 

Gravy! 

 

Amen. 


