
Devotion 

The robins have left. Earlier, I wrote about a mating pair of robins that have been my 
company during these weeks of isolation. They built a nest right outside my window. Daily I 
watched them keep the eggs warm, switching shifts to sit on the nest. I wrote about the day I 
realized the eggs had hatched and the days following, as I watched their rapid growth and the 
amazing, faithful care of these parents tending to the needs of their vulnerable, demanding 
offspring.  

A little over a week ago, I walked to the window and found them gone. I wasn’t completely 
surprised. The babies had developed feathers with still a few fluffs. They had speckled red 
breasts and their faces had morphed into looking like grumpy old men. They were still small 
and awkward and clumsy.   

When I saw the nest empty, I wasn’t surprised. I was bereft.  I confess I’m embarrassed to 
share how bereft. But they had brightened my days. In a way I don’t fully understand, I felt 
they’d given me a job to do, that my daily chronicling of their growth, my worrying over 
them, was important. They were a reminder that life continues in the midst of death, that 
new life is a joy to behold, that God’s eye is on the sparrow (or robin, in this case). Those 
robins taught me those lessons. 

One of my dearest friends, who I met in seminary, is a Jew from the Bronx. She taught me the 
word, “verklempt”, which means “being overcome with emotion”. At times of deep distress, 
Madeline’s New York accent comes out and, using the words of her grandmother, she’ll say 
“Oi, I’m so verklempt”. It’s a great word. It covers the range of feelings without pinning it 
down to just one. When you can’t name exactly what you’re feeling or when your feelings 
contain more than just one feeling: sadness, anger, confusion, fear, anxiety…throw them all in 
a bucket and a good word for it is “verklempt”. 

I’ve been surprised at how verklempt I’ve been since the robins flew the coop. I’ve been 
suffering with a whole host of feelings. I remind myself that we all have good reason to be 
verklempt these days in the face of COVID-19 and now, the killing of George Floyd with 
resulting protests and riots. But why the gravity of my sense of loss since the robins flew the 
coop?  

Well, I finally realized that I’ve been grieving. For about three weeks now, I’ve been on a 
steep learning curve. Reading, surfing the internet, phone conferences, zoom meetings; all 
addressing the issues of returning to in-person worship services as we follow local guidelines. 
We don’t yet know when that will be, but in the meantime, we’re developing plans for when 
we gather again. We know that when we reopen, for a time our worship experience will be 
different.  A lot of the reason we come to church is to be together; see each other, sit 
together, chat over coffee, hear each other’s joys and concerns, hug, sing, pray, worship 
together. We are embodied and we experience the Body of Christ most poignantly when we’re 
together. I hadn’t acknowledged my grief about this future, nor had I acknowledged how 
much I’ll miss the hugs when we won’t be able to give them. Church will be different when 
we return, by necessity. We will observe social distancing, using face masks, and other 
behaviors in order to keep one another as safe as possible. And as the ever-prepared, ever-
efficient Pastor Kristen, I’d put myself in learning-mode, learning all about the mechanics of 
keeping each other as safe as possible in the future but I was not focusing on my spirit and my 
emotions. 



Every morning I have a time of prayer with God. I sit in the same place and from where I sit, I 
can see the tree that holds the now empty nest outside my window. A few days ago, I found 
myself “venting my spleen” at God as I looked out at that nest. I wanted the robins back. I 
wanted the babies back. I wanted things to be back the way they were. I didn’t want church 
to be different when we return. That empty nest was the symbol of all the changes I was 
anticipating and didn’t want. They were like “burning coals upon my head,” to abuse a 
Proverb. I was verklempt and I dumped the whole bucket. 

And then, there was silence. God was there, emanating waves of love and mercy. But silent. 
Waiting for something. Something from me. If he was saying anything, it was more like, 
“Wow, Kristen, that’s a whole lot of verklempt you just unloaded. What would you like to do 
about it?”  

What I wanted was for God to fix this whole mess but that didn’t seem to be on offer. So, in 
lieu of that, I asked myself what God seemed to be asking in his silence. What would I like to 
do about it? And what I wanted was to have the relative measure of peace I’ve been able to 
come to at present. It’s been work but I’ve come to terms with the lockdown and this 
pandemic. I’m still working on coming to peace on protests and riots. But I had to admit I 
really hadn’t even begun addressing my angst over the new restrictions in our worship when 
we reopen.  I hadn’t acknowledged that I was grieving. 

I believe that we are all grieving these days. The reason I’m sharing all of this with you is not 
to process my own feelings. It is to share with you the new lesson those robins have given me, 
by their absence. It is the importance of preparing ourselves for worship when we are able to 
return. That it will look and feel differently – for a season.  

If we are able to anticipate that, we may, in time, come to a sense of acceptance. So that 
when you and I walk through the doors of the church and we take our seats at the appropriate 
social distance, it won’t be so much of a shock. We will have acknowledged these things. 
Perhaps gained a bit of acceptance. And in so doing, by God’s grace, we will be ready and 
able to worship God.  

Change is hard, and we often brace against it. Sometimes our bracing is just fear, pure and 
simple. Sometimes it’s a theological recalcitrance, a belief that God wants things to be the 
way they always have been, from the beginning of time. To both postures, wherever we find 
ourselves, God offers us words and presence. Words like Isaiah’s poetry: “Do not fear, for I 
have redeemed you; I have called you by name; you are mine.”  Like Jesus’s: “Because I live, 
you also will live.” And a presence like a Holy Spirit, who offers us consolation, smoothes the 
transition, and so powerfully leads us on in God’s vision for our lives, for our world. 

Yours in Christ, Pastor Kristen 


