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Shaped by Our Families  

We are all shaped by our birth families or families of origin. How have 

experiences in your family shaped you?  

I’d like to tell you some about my own birth family, which may prompt memories 

and reflections of your own, as we think about the people and events that have shaped 

us. Over time, I have told you all bits and pieces about my family—my birth family. I’ve 

mentioned my twin brother John and my older sister, whose name is Agda, a family 

name, which is Swedish, from my maternal grandmother’s side of the family. I’ve 

mentioned Grandma and Grandpa T, my dad's parents. My other grandparents were 

Grandpa Moes and Grandma Betty.  

 When John and I were just 6 years old and our sister was 9, our mother was 

diagnosed with breast cancer. She began of course of treatment. As with anyone 

diagnosed with a cancer, you have hope that the person will respond and yet you are 

aware of the risks and the negative side effects.  

 Over the course of treatment for a particular condition, you continually gather 

information and assess or reassess. There may come a time when you have to 

acknowledge that things aren’t going as you wish. You seek to maintain hope while still 

being realistic.  

 I’m sure my parents and, to some extent, my grandparents on both sides, 

engaged in that assessment and reassessment. Unfortunately, despite treatment, my 

mom continued to decline rather than recover. 

 Since my mom had cancer, obviously a condition that has its effect over time,  

and she continued to decline, there was opportunity for my parents (with perhaps input 

from my grandparents) to think about how they all would talk with us as young children 

about what was happening with our mom’s health and how they might convey her 

condition to us in ways that we might be able to understand.  



 Instead, my family’s pattern was not to talk about my mother’s health. It’s not as 

though that at age 6, I could at the time objectively observe that and describe the family 

communication pattern, but I’d say looking back that the family pattern was to avoid 

acknowledging or speaking about difficult things. The unwritten rule or mode could be 

something like, “Strong people don’t talk about such things or dwell on such things; they 

just move forward.”  

 I remember my dad just saying to me/to us one day, “You mother has died.” 

I had no ability at my age and developmental stage to understand on my own what that 

meant. I had no concept of the reality or the permanence of death.  

• John and I had library books that were overdue at the library. In our 6-year-old 

heads, we had the expectation that our mom would be back to take us to the 

library to return them. 

• I recall our mom’s funeral service, which was at St. George’s Episcopal Church 

near our home. My brother and I asked our Grandma Betty what was in the big 

box as we pointed to the coffin. She told us our mother was in there and we 

wondered why she was in there. We simply had no idea on our own how to 

conceive of this whole thing. 

• I remember sitting in the pew and looking over and seeing that my sister Agda 

was crying. I didn’t understand why. I saw that she was sad—she was crying, so 

I could see that she was sad—but I didn’t feel sad myself because while I sensed 

people’s distress, I didn’t understand what was going on. I didn’t have the ability 

to grasp what was happening and what it meant. 

Many years later, when I was in high school, I bluntly asked my dad why he didn’t 

talk with us more clearly about what was going on in such a way that would help us 

understand and recognize what we were experiencing. What he said was, “I thought I 

was protecting you.” 

What I understood him to say was that he thought he could protect us by 

behaving as though it wasn’t happening. As though our mom didn’t really have cancer. 

As though her treatment wasn’t really going to, unfortunately, be ineffective. . .  

Hearing that from my dad in my high school years helped somewhat in that I at 

least heard from him what he was thinking or what he intended to do or what motivated 

him, but at the same time it frustrated me because, of course, his conclusion was 

entirely wishful thinking and not reality. Just because you fear something and want to 

protect others from that painful thing doesn’t actually mean you can prevent it from 

occurring. My mom was still dying of cancer, whether my dad liked it or not. He couldn’t 

remove that reality from us.  

Just because you don’t talk about something doesn’t mean it isn’t happening.  



I have been shaped by the experience of my mother dying when I was 

young and by my family’s patterns or ways of addressing or avoiding that. My 

mother’s death when I was 6 years old has been an experience that has shaped me.  

My Family’s Avoidance or Other Habits Made It Harder to Understand 

Death and Loss 

 As you heard me tell my story about my dad’s explanation, “I thought I was 

protecting you” or describe my family pattern of avoiding talking about difficult things or 

painful losses, I could summarize by simply saying that I think my family’s avoidance or 

emotional stoicism made it harder for me, at 6 years old, to understand death and loss.  

 I could be angry about that, but to get stuck in anger wouldn’t help me either. I’ve 

addressed that anger over the years and accepted that. . .  

We are all shaped by our birth families or families of origin. Though that 

experience of loss of my mother’s death and my family’s response have shaped me, I 

resolve to provide a different example of a better way to address loss and painful 

events. In my general leadership within the church, the pastoral care I extend, and the 

opportunities I have to both model and directly describe a different way, I’d like to help 

others walk through difficult times or difficult losses in their lives.  

The Church as a Community of Faith Can Provide a Different Model  

 Yes, we are all shaped by our families of origin, but they need not be the only or 

the dominant influences on us. We can choose different patterns than the patterns set 

for us. By God’s grace, we learn and grow and can incorporate different experiences or 

models or individuals or groups into those factors that shape who we are and how we 

will respond to challenges.  

All Saints’ Day is a Day for Remembering and Giving Thanks 

 The Church as a community of faith--and, even more specifically, Good 

Shepherd as a particular congregation, has the opportunity to provide a different 

example of how to acknowledge loss in our lives, hear God’s word of comfort and hope 

in the midst of such loss, and to rejoice that we can connect with each other to walk 

alongside one another during difficult times. If you want a different example or pattern 

than what was set for you by your birth family, the community of faith that is the Church 

can provide that. We mark, or better yet, we celebrate, All Saints’ Day by 

remembering and giving thanks for those who have been dear to us.  

What do we mean when we talk about “Saints” in the Church? 

• Let’s differentiate between lower case/small “s” saints and upper case/capital 

letter “S” Saints.  Lower case “s” saints are ordinary people of faith dear to us, 



rather than upper case “S” Saints of those canonized by the Catholic Church like 

St. Francis, for instance. 

• “Saints” in the New Testament—Paul typically uses saint as a greeting to 

address all the believers in that particular place: “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus 

by the will of God, To the saints who are in Ephesus and are faithful in Christ 

Jesus. . .” (Ephesians 1.1) 

• So, saint was not meant to refer to a Super Christian, but to those who have 

been sanctified or made holy by God.  

In the way that Paul used saint in the New Testament, a saint is one who has 

been “sanctified” by baptism into the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. As Paul 

writes to the church in Corinth, “you were washed, you were sanctified, you were 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God” (1 

Corinthians 6:11). 

Sanctified and justified are like synonyms here. They are verbs with God as the 

subject acting on our behalf:  

• To be sanctified is to be made holy 

• To be justified is to be made right or just 

So, in this sense, what is a saint? A saint is a Christian and a Christian is a 

saint—an ordinary person of faith who has been made holy by Christ. All Christians are 

saints and all saints are Christians.  

All Saints is like Memorial Day 

 All Saints’ Day is like Memorial Day. It’s a day to remember and give thanks for 

those ordinary people who have been made holy (or sanctified or justified) by the grace 

of God in Jesus.  

• We name and remember those who have died, particularly those who have died 

in the last year.  

• We give glory to God for the ordinary, holy lives of the believers in this and every 

age. 

• We acknowledge pain and loss—and we might be sad but give thanks as well. 

• We support one another in a community of faith. We do not grieve alone. 

• In the location or placement of our columbarium—right here in our sanctuary—

we keep close to us and to our ongoing worship life those saints who have been 

dear to us.   



• As we remember, give thanks, and grieve, we are setting a different kind of 

example—at least from the one I knew.  

• We acknowledge or demonstrate that experiencing loss is going to happen. 

When we love and form bonds and relationships, we will experience loss. It’s 

better to live and love and experience loss and acknowledge that than it is to 

pretend we can shield ourselves from loss or ignore it or avoid talking about it.  

In the midst of loss, let us take comfort in Paul’s assurance to those believers in 

Rome when he declared that nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ 

Jesus:   

“For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 

present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything 

else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ 

Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38). 

Thanks be to God for those saints who have touched our lives—both those 

still living and those from whom we are separated by death.  


