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It is a time of year for contemplating time. My brother-in-law Hal Ober calls the 

month just past, Cape August, for it is like a headland you might round on a boat 

and after you had rounded it, you might see the rest of the coastline stretching on 

ahead for months, while looking back you could see July and June and May 

stretching behind. The air starts to have a bite in it, there are rumors of hurricanes 

churning up from the south and each of us is reminded of how many Septembers 

we have lived through and wonder how many more there will be. It’s time to 

arrange for the boats to be hauled. You can just about feel the winter poised to 

descend. And the roses are hard to find. 

 

Roses in literature, poetry and song are symbols of youth – gather ye rosebuds 

while ye may – as well as beauty and love and impermanence. This morning we 

will be dealing with the rose in all those senses as the summer of our lives turns 

into autumn. 

 

A short story: there were two couples who had known each other for years. They 

had vacationed together, raised children together, played bridge every Tuesday 

night for more years than they could keep track of.  

 

One evening around six PM one of the couples was coming out of a suburban 

multiplex movie house when they ran into the other couple, their close friends, 

just coming in to the theater. They embraced each other cheerily and then the man 

of the couple coming into the theater asked the other man, “so what movie did 

you see?” The other man hemmed and hawed and then finally said, “you know, 

this getting old is for the birds. I can’t seem to remember anything. Look, what do 

you call that kind of flower that is so beautiful but has all those thorns on it?” The 

other man said, “do you mean a rose?” The first man said, “yes that’s it exactly.” 

Then he turned to his wife and said “Rose, what was the name of that movie we 

just saw?” 

Rose or thorns, old age is not for sissies. In addition to the struggle to connect 

with nouns, names and facts, it comes with its share of loneliness. We don’t talk 

about it very much, but we feel it, and on the theory that it’s better to talk about 

the elephants in the room, I want to lift up here this aspect of growing older 

through a song your parents might have sung around the parlor piano. But I’m not 

going to applaud its sentiment; I am going to deconstruct it in light of how we live 

our lives now. 

 

Loneliness can attack anyone at any age. It is a part of the human palette of 

emotions with which we have been endowed, whether that endowment came 
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about through divine will or plan or by the random processes of evolution. 

Loneliness can strike when we are in a crowd, or at a party, even while we are on 

stage performing. Loneliness is different from being alone.  

 

There is one particular type of loneliness I want to focus on this morning, the 

loneliness of outliving all your loved ones. You grow up with a certain personality 

which is shaped by the people around you, your parents and siblings and 

schoolmates and friends, and later by your children or other family members. All 

the people who reflect you make you who you are.  

 

Last week I quoted the great ragtime pianist Eubie Blake who said, on reaching 

his ninety-fifth birthday, “If I’d known I was going to live this long, I would have 

taken better care of myself.” We celebrate the long-lived in this culture and in this 

congregation; bully for you and more power. We will have a special celebration 

later on this fall for our nonagenarians.  

 

My stepfather Stuart Clarkson down in Columbia South Carolina is so proud of 

having lived ninety-nine years that he doesn’t want to go to parties with Edmund 

Taylor, whom he has known all his life, because Edmund is six months older and 

Stuart really enjoys being the oldest one at the gathering! 

 

It is sweet to have lived a long time, it is bitter to have outlived your loved ones. 

So it is bittersweet, rather like the thorns and the rose. Let’s go back to the 

sentimental Nineteenth Century, where they loved to think about life and death. 

Thomas Moore (1779-1852) was an Irish poet whose verse was set to music and 

became popular songs on both sides of the Atlantic in the Nineteenth Century. He 

is sort of the Irish equivalent of our Stephen Foster. He wrote “Believe Me If All 

Those Endearing Young Charms,” and “The Minstrel Boy Has Gone to War.” 

And no, Thomas Moore the Irish poet is not the same Thomas More who was 

Archbishop of Caterbury under Henry the VIII and the hero of the play and 

movie, “A Man For All Seasons.” And there is even a third Thomas Moore than 

he might be confused with, Thomas Moore the contemporary spiritual writer 

whose big book was “Care for the Soul.” 

 

In 1805, Thomas Moore the poet wrote the verse he called “‘Tis the Last Rose of 

Summer,” which was then set to an older Irish air.  

 

'Tis the last rose of summer, 

Left blooming alone; 

All her lovely companions 

Are faded and gone; 

No flower of her kindred, 

No rosebud is nigh, 

To reflect back her blushes, 

Or give sigh for sigh. 
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I'll not leave thee, thou lone one! 

To pine on the stem; 

Since the lovely are sleeping, 

Go, sleep thou with them. 

Thus kindly I scatter, 

Thy leaves o'er the bed, 

Where thy mates of the garden 

Lie scentless and dead. 

 

So soon may I follow, 

When friendships decay, 

And from Love's shining circle 

The gems drop away. 

When true hearts lie withered, 

And fond ones are flown, 

Oh! who would inhabit 

This bleak world alone? 

 

Here’s my interpretation: we have this poet in the garden encountering the last 

rose of summer. In the first verse he reflects on how sad it is that “her lovely 

companions/ are faded and gone.” There are no roses left in the vicinity.  

 

“No flower of her kindred, 

No rosebud is nigh, 

To reflect back her blushes, 

Or give sigh for sigh.” 

 

So the poet’s conceit here is that roses are like humans, that they need fellow-

creatures around. Now with people, this is usually to have conversations in words, 

but roses don’t have words, so they exchange blushes and sighs. 

In the second verse, the poet decides that the last rose’s plight is just too sad for 

the poet to sit idly by, so he decides to pick the rose and scatter its petals on the 

bed of the other rosebushes.  

 

I'll not leave thee, thou lone one! 

To pine on the stem; 

Since the lovely are sleeping, 

Go, sleep thou with them. 

Thus kindly I scatter, 

Thy leaves o'er the bed, 

Where thy mates of the garden 

Lie scentless and dead. 
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This gesture is what might be called “poetic” by those of a romantic bent. The 

poet just can’t stand to see the last rose and so has to destroy it.  

The third verse makes the analogy between the rose and the poet, who sees his 

own loneliness ahead and is dreading it: 

 

So soon may I follow, 

When friendships decay, 

And from Love's shining circle 

The gems drop away. 

When true hearts lie withered, 

And fond ones are flown, 

Oh! who would inhabit 

This bleak world alone? 

 

This is the kind of sentiment so popular in the Nineteenth Century, and it’s still 

beautiful in its way. Perhaps it is churlish of me to chop it up in the cold light of 

modern reason, but I think it does us some good as we face our own lives not to 

be clouded by the sentimental notions. 

 

First of all, who is the poet to say this rose is lonely? A rose is a very different 

thing from a person. We people have cherished the rose for its beauty, and we 

cherish people for their beauty, but this does not mean that people are flowers. 

Botany tells us that a flower is a part of a plant which is used in that plants 

reproduction by attracting birds and insects which will carry the pollen to another 

plant. If the rose loves anything, it is not the other roses but the bees and 

hummingbirds. 

 

And in modern ethics we find a more than a little disturbing that the poet decides 

the rose is so, so sad, that the poet’s only response can be to de-petal it altogether. 

The poet says that he acts out of kindness, but to modern eyes this seems cruel 

and heartless. Emerson, a generation later, praised the virtue of forebearance in 

these words: “hast thou loved the wood-rose, and left it on its stalk?” And Linda 

Ronstadt back in the 1970s sang  

 

“Love is a rose and you’d better not pick it 

Only grows when it’s on the vine 

Handful of thorns and you know you’ve missed it, 

Lose your love when you say the word ‘mine’” 

 

Real love for any natural thing might mean leaving it in the condition in which the 

observer found it. But all is not lost, for if the poet was to dismember this last 

rose, its better that the petals be scattered in the garden where they can decompose 

into fertilizer than that they go back to be pressed into the pages of a diary.  
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And when the poet tries to wrap things up by expressing his human fear of being 

left alone, he seems fatuous to me, for he ends with the question “who would 

inhabit this bleak world alone?” 

 

Well, I would, for one. If you give me the choice of outliving my loved ones or 

dying right now, I’ll take living. I was talking to one you recently who lost a 

spouse a few years ago, and you said, “does the ache ever go away?” And I said, 

“no, for some people I think it recedes, but I don’t think it ever completely goes. I 

think the best thing you can do is fill your days and hours with things in the 

present and future, and honor the past without dwelling in it.” 

 

Sure, when your loved ones go, the value of your own life is diminished. Most of 

us are both outwardly and inwardly focused. To the extent that you’re outwardly 

focused, you form yourself in your interactions with others. I am Edmund because 

I have the circle of friends and family that I have who reflect me back to myself, 

as the rose has other roses to reflect back her blushes. When those others are 

gone, I am a little bit less who I was, and am forced to become someone else. This 

happens all the time and quite naturally. I am not the same Edmund who married 

his high school sweetheart, raised two children and practiced law in Charleston 

South Carolina in the last third of the Twentieth Century. I am not even the same 

Edmund who was a divinity student in the nineties, or minister of three other 

churches, each with its own personality.  

 

I think of my mother Bessie when I slice tomatoes. I used to watch her do it in the 

kitchen and particularly on family camping trips, when she could make BLTs for 

everyone in the car while sitting in the passenger seat as my dad drove. Whenever 

I’m slicing tomatoes, Bessie’s way of inserting the knife straight in to start a slit 

in the skin, and then putting the edge of the blade on that slit comes into my mind. 

Mother was never an authority figure for me after I reached my teens and I didn’t 

feel intellectually connected to her after I went to college. Yet I maintained a deep 

emotional connection and I think one of my motivations to go into ministry was a 

desire to do something my mother would approve of, because my father had felt 

called to the ministry but decided he couldn’t support his family adequately. My 

ordination in 1999 was blessed by the presence of my mother and by the 

participation of her favorite Episcopal minister from my childhood. And I do miss 

her, though her departure from this life was attended by a long loss of personality 

to Alzheimers, so that the end was more a relief than a tragedy.  

 

Yes, there is a trade-off life gives you. If you are given many years to live, the last 

of these will be lived without the companions of the earlier years. But that is not 

really much different from moving to a new town. You have friends in the old 

town and you may keep in contact for awhile, but you eventually make new 

friends in the new location.  
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Listen, loneliness can strike anyone at any time. It is not a shame to be lonely. It is 

part of the human condition.  

 

Do you ever eat alone in a restaurant? I frequently do, and when I do, I feel that I 

am the only one dining alone. Moreover, it seems that everyone around me is 

engaged in spirited, lively conversation. When I entered the restaurant, I didn’t 

feel lonely, but the sight of other people enjoying each other’s company makes 

me feel left out. 

 

I once said this in a sermon on loneliness, and a young woman told me on the way 

out of the church that she was the mother of four, and when she ate in a restaurant 

with her brood, she envied the solitary diner who could eat his meal in peace.  

Loneliness is not the same as solitude; in fact they are sometimes opposites. 

Thoreau said “I never found the companion that was so companionable as 

solitude.” You can be lonely in a crowd at any age, and perfectly comfortable by 

yourself for weeks on end. I have a friend in Chatham whose idea of vacation 

used to be going to Baffin Island every summer for a period of three to six weeks, 

during which times he rarely spoke to another human being.  

 

But for most of us most of the time, our lives are given meaning by the cloud of 

people who witness them. “We are here to abet creation and to witness to it,” 

writes Annie Dillard, “to notice each other’s beautiful face and complex nature so 

that creation need not play to an empty house.” 

 

Alex Sanders, a well-loved judge and storyteller in South Carolina, once told this 

story, which stays with me a quarter-century after he told it. It was a beautiful day 

such as you only get in Charleston, and I was a young lawyer, and I was walking 

down King Street. I saw this beautiful girl such as you only see in Charleston, a 

girl so beautiful any red-blooded young man would do almost anything to get her 

attention. Some people might have asked her for the time of day, but I was 

thinking quickly and devised a better strategy. There was a beautiful shiny red 

sports car parked just there on the curb, such as you only see in Charleston, and, 

making sure this girl could see me. I took a quarter out of my pocket and put it 

into the meter right next to this beautiful car. And you know, it worked. The girl 

flashed me a huge, heart-stopping smile and said “Thank you.” Then she got into 

the shiny red sports car and drove away.  

 

We live our lives, play out our words and actions, for witnesses, some of whom 

are close familiars, while others are perfect strangers. When the loved ones have 

fallen away, we still have the strangers.  

 

Today we learn about another person dear to us in this congregation who has 

passed on. Stanley Kunitz wrote,  

 

I have made a tribe of my true affections  
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And my tribe is scattered. 

How can the heart be reconciled to its feast of losses? 

 

The ache inside when you have lost a spouse, partner, parent or child doesn’t ever 

completely go away. Why? Because the love doesn’t go away. That ache reminds 

you of how much you loved them when they were alive, and how much you love 

them still. Love is not the opposite of loss; love exists in loss, love persists in loss, 

love grows in loss. 

 

Life is roses and it is thorns too. Summer slips into the Autumn which has its own 

joys. Let us live our lives to the fullest in the precious time which is given to each 

of us.  

 

Amen.  

 

Reading: “Lonely” by the Rev. Tess Baumberger 

 

I know what it's like to be 

filled up with Lonely, 

to carry it around in my 

belly all day, every day, 

heavy and hollow. 

I try to gulp it downso it doesn't show in 

my eyes when I meet 

strangers or friends. 

 

I know what it's like to be 

swallowed by Lonely, 

to slide down its long neck 

and sit in its wet belly, 

until I get so used to itI forget what it was like 

to be out in the world. 

I blink bewildered when 

Lonely spits me back out 

into people again. 

 

I know what it's like 

to wallow in Lonely, 

sniff it out like a pig 

and throw it cold 

over my back, 

to burrow down 

into it and flounder, 

eyes just above ground. 
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I know what it's like 

to be walled in with Lonely, 

in a small round room 

with no windows, 

no corners to hide in, 

nothing to look at 

except its vacant face, 

no sounds to listen to 

but its hollow raspy voice, 

nothing to smell but Lonely. 

 

You can smell it, you know. 

Older women in supermarkets 

wear it like perfume, 

a cloud of Lonely around them. 

Shadowed by dead husbands 

or lovers lost but unforgotten, 

Lonely is their companion, too. 

It smells sadder, somehow 

on older gentlemen there, 

buying frozen food and 

the occasional salad. 

Lonely leaves them helpless. 

 

It smells pungent and ripe 

in night clubs and bars, 

on all those single people. 

It reeks of desperation. 

I've watched Lonely 

steam off their bodies 

and mine, drifting 

and floating in the air. 

It feeds on our fears 

and grows and glows, 

a palpable aura of Lonely. 

 

Some people seem to live 

without Lonely. I watch them 

glide through their lives, 

so at ease, so fulfilled, 

taking loving for granted. 

I wonder how they elude Lonely, 

or if they really do, or if 

maybe they just 

hide it better. 
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We all walk with Lonely, 

some more, some less, 

surrounded by it, 

bathed in its juices, 

quenched in its fire. 

Alone can be lovely,Solitude is sweet, 

But Lonely is too heavy, 

too deep, too wide. 

It is too over and under 

and through, and within, 

and without. 

 

Lonely speaks in short phrases 

that last a lifetime. 

Lonely speaks in short phrases 

and waits. 

 

 


