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Mamaw was laid out in her own home. In the 
mountains of eastern Kentucky, such “country wakes” 
could last for days, as mourners emerged from the coal 
mines or drove out from the factories. Sometimes so 
many people showed up, the parlor floor had to be 
reinforced. Guests paid their respects to the dead, then 
went into another room for sandwiches, coffee and a 
long visit.

Not Nay Bug. While people talked outside, “you know 
where I was?” she asks. “Right there with my Mamaw. 
I stayed up with her all night.”

And when a man with a camera came and asked to 
take her picture, she said she wanted to lay a rose 
across her grandmother’s chest. “He said, ‘Sure, if it’s 
what you want to do,’ ” Nay Bug recalls. Then he took 
the picture.

Capturing Appalachia’s “Mountain People,” Abigail Tucker, Smithsonian, March 2010
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/capturing-appalachias-mountain-people-7194840/Esther Renee Adams (“Nay Bug”), age 7

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/capturing-appalachias-mountain-people-7194840/


Mourning is not an illness to be 
treated, it is a virtue to be 

cherished.



“Grief is essentially love 
under the condition of 
absence.”



“Blessed are those who 
mourn, for they will be 
comforted.”

(Matt. 5:4)



“By ‘mourning’ Jesus, of course, means doing 
without what the world calls peace and prosperity: 
He means refusing to be in tune with the world or to 
accommodate oneself to its standards. Such men 
mourn for the world, for its guilt, its fate and its 
fortune. While the world keeps holiday they stand 
aside, and while the world sings, ‘Gather ye rose-
buds while ye may,’ they mourn. They see that for 
all the jollity on board, the ship is beginning to 
sink.”

The Cost of Discipleship (1937)

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 1906-1945



“This substantive loss of tradition shows itself 
most clearly in relation to the dead. …The 
love that mourns for the dead is that form of 
love that cannot be taken up into a consumer 
society’s exploitation structures.”

“A symptom of this is the fact that … men 
and women are forbidden any mourning or 
melancholy.”

Faith in History and Society, p. 51

Johann Baptist Metz, 1928-2019



“I have come to think that care 
of the soul requires a high 
degree of resistance to the 
culture around us, simply 
because that culture is 
dedicated to values that have 
no concern for the soul.”

Thomas Merton







“The relentless fascination with 
quantities of subjective feeling can 
only possibly divert critical attention 
away from broader political and 
economic problems. Rather than seek 
to alter our feelings, now would be a 
good time to take what we’ve turned 
inwards, and attempt to direct it back 
out again.”

William Davies, 2015, p. 11
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“The right leg of the evangelical 
movement today is joined at the 
hip to the left leg of the capitalist 
juggernaut. Neither could hop far 
unless it was joined to the other.”

p. 44



The Prosperity Gospel



Janine Giordano Drake
Professor of History, Indiana University



In today’s societies, burnout results from “excessive 
positivity.” We are not simply attacked from 
without, but from within, as we constantly strive to 
optimize ourselves. 

“Mounting positivization of society also weakens 
feelings such as dread and mourning, which are 
based on a kind of negativity; they are negative 
feelings.” (p. 23)

Without any negativity, our ability to reflect deeply 
is stunted. We live a shallow, unreflective existence.



“The capitalist economy absolutizes survival. It is 
not concerned with the good life. It is sustained by 
the illusion that more capital produces more life, 
which means a greater capacity for living. The 
rigid, rigorous separation between life and death 
casts a spell of ghostly stiffness over life itself.” 

People inhabiting this society: “They cannot be 
killed at all. Their life equals that of the undead. 
They are too alive to die, and too dead to live.” 

(pp. 50-51)

Byung-Chul Han
Prix Bristol des Lumières 2015







“Third Order Suffering”

• Individuals lack traditioned communities that 
support them and sustain a sense of belonging 
even in their suffering.

• Individuals are increasingly deprived of a 
symbolic system or narrative (other than the 
market) through which to understand their 
suffering.

• Individuals thus feel fragmented. They are less 
aware of subjective meaning and lack a durable 
sense of self.



Zombie Suffering



“By the start of the twenty-first century, 
Americans and Europeans had turned away in 
significant numbers from introspective living…. 
Seeking a safer and less disturbing day-to-day 
existence, they turned away from subjectivity. 
They dropped out of their minds.” 

Bollas calls this “normopathy,” and believes that, 
during the neoliberal era, we are witnessing the 
emergence of a “normopathic society.”

Christopher Bollas, 2018, pp. 41-45.



This erosion of soul in 
our time appears as an 

inability to mourn.





“It is utterly critical to realize that mourning is 
the root motivation for resisting and overturning 
neoliberal systems…. Knowledge is necessary, 
but it is not enough to know. Speaking is 
essential, but it is not enough to speak. 
Organizing is indispensable, but it is not enough 
to ‘rise up.’ First, we grieve. We grieve for those 
who do not know the way, who cannot speak, 
who are too exhausted to rise up—in other 
words, for all of us. We grieve for those who 
have come before us, and for the already dead.”

Bruce Rogers-Vaughn, pp. 167-168 



“For my life is spent with sorrow
And my years with sighing;
My strength has failed because of my iniquity,
And my body has wasted away.

Because of all my adversaries, I have become a 
reproach,
Especially to my neighbors,
And an object of dread to my acquaintances;
Those who see me in the street flee from me.

I am forgotten as a dead man, out of mind;
I am like a broken vessel.”

Psalm 31:10-12



“He is despised and rejected 
of men; a man of sorrows, 
and acquainted with grief: 
and we hid as it were our 
faces from him.”

Isaiah 53:3



“The point is not that Jesus was a 
good guy who accepted everybody,  
and thus we should do the same 
(though that would be good). Rather, 
his teachings and behavior reflect  an 
alternative social vision.  Jesus was 
not talking about how to be good and 
how to behave within the framework 
of a domination system. He was a 
critic of the domination system itself.”

Marcus J. Borg



Jesus belongs to 
the masses, not 
to the churches, 
or even 
Christianity.


