
REFLECTION ON LOVE AND DEATH                ~ Rev. Julie Stoneberg 
(On the occasion of the Celebration of Barb Beck’s life. March 30, 2018) 

I first met Barb in May of 2007. It was during my interview week with this 
congregation, at a meeting of the Board of Directors at the home of Katherine Sproul 
(who called a couple of days ago from Perth to share some of her memories of Barb.) It 
happened to be the first Board meeting after our annual meeting, which meant that the 
Board had to elect its new executive team. What I remember is that they went around 
the circle once, each person saying they couldn’t be the chair… and then around the 
circle again, with the same outcome…and then they sat in silence for what seemed an 
unbearable length of time. Finally, Barb ‘blinked,’ and offered to take the role. (And 
that’s why it is Barb’s signature on my first Letter of Agreement with this congregation, 
and perhaps an indication of the responsibility she felt to, and for, my ministry here.) 

That ‘fatal’ blink was, for me, a testament to the community commitment that Barb 
embodied. If something needed to be done, if she was able, she was willing to help 
make it happen. My next clear memory of Barb is her visit to my office soon after I 
arrived with a list of objectives for her term as chair. They were clear and hard-hitting 
and purposeful. That list was a testament to her determination to make a difference…to 
begin where she was and to give it her all. But even before the end of that year, her 
health began to fail, and she ended her term as chair feeling that she had not been able 
to accomplish her goals…as if she had let us down somehow. Nothing could be further 
from the truth of how we feel about Barb and how selflessly she gave to this 
community. 

...“Beginnings and endings always seem to capture our imagination and 
attention”….these are the words with which David Blanchard begins a meditation 
entitled Lifeline. He goes on…“Beginnings and endings have a magic and a mystery that 
cause us to stop and listen. When we are in the presence of such moments of 
transformation…when we welcome a baby…or grieve a death…we feel ourselves 
drawn into a profound and compelling encounter with the most vital and real 
dimensions of life.”  

And in between the beginning and the ending, each human life cycles through many 
starts and stops, disappointments and hopes, promises made and broken, paths walked 
and detours taken, heartbreaks and heart mendings, friends made and lost, projects 
begun, completed, or abandoned. In every moment of every day, life is a series of 
endings...and beginnings.   

Part of what led me to fall in love with Unitarian Universalism and a life in religious 
leadership were these words of Rev. Forrest Church... “religion is our human response 
to the dual reality of being alive and having to die.” Beginnings and endings. Life and 
death. Religion is nothing more than what we choose to do in between. And I believe 
the best choice we can make for each of our days, is to choose love.  

I cannot quite let it go by that this is Good Friday…a pretty big day in Christian circles. 
I admit that my thoughts…in preparations for today and for Sunday…have become 



entangled in a way that I can’t quite separate. But, there’s something poignant, perhaps 
even ironic, about celebrating Barb’s life on this day, so let’s look at that for just a 
moment.  

Can I assume you know at least some version of the Easter story?  Be it fact, fiction, or 
some combination thereof, the story goes that there was a young activist named Jesus 
living in what is now known as Palestine at a time of massive persecution and 
oppression. He spoke words of love and justice, leading people toward hope and 
possibility. His words upset the status-quo, making the powers-that-be angry; so angry, 
in fact, that he was arrested and convicted of political blasphemy, and ultimately hung 
for his actions.     

The people who loved him took his body off the cross, and loving wrapped him in a 
shroud, and buried him in a cave. They sealed his death by rolling a stone in front of the 
cave’s entrance. And that’s where today’s story ends.  

I don’t know what happened after that. I don’t think anybody really knows. But, what 
is indisputable is that the story didn’t end there.   

There’s a line I love in a Mary Oliver poem (What Can I Say) that goes: “inside the river 
there is an unfinishable story and you are somewhere in it, and it will never end until 
all ends.” I love it because it gives me a comforting sense of being connected with all 
that is. I love it because, though of course I’m not in an actual river, it contains a truth 
that I need to hear.  

We are somewhere in an unfinishable story. Beginnings that never begin and endings 
that don’t ever end. Each of us contributes to the ongoing story of life; and there are few 
people who understand this truth as deeply as Barb did. Barb was not afraid to speak 
up for what she knew to be right and good. She was not shy of going against the status 
quo. She believed, and lived, that it is only love, and what we do in the name of love, 
that can’t be taken away from us by death. Be assured that everything that Barb 
did…for her family, for her friends, for her church, for her community…has become 
part of the ongoing story that is the Beck family, that is the Unitarian Fellowship, that is 
Peterborough, that is you.  

You know, the love that we give away is sort of like a subversive tax shelter…it’s estate 
planning for sheltering the deepest values we hold. We have to give love away before 
we die so that it lives on in the ongoing story of life, death, and re-birth. We have to 
keep giving, so that what we hold dear, lives on.  

Our religion, our personal credos, the meaning we find in life…is all about what 
happens in between our beginning and our end. Let us take our memories of Barb and 
wrap ourselves up in them, with love. But then, let us not tuck them away in some cave.  

Having been inspired by, and deeply touched by, the life of Barbara Beck, may each of 
us continue to love, work, and serve to the best of our abilities…and when the time 
comes to let go, to let go, trusting there will be others there, others to whom we have 
given our love, ready to carry on, ready to continue life’s ongoing story.  


