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 At long last, the news about the coronavirus pandemic appears to be mostly good 
news, at least here in New York City. The new case rate has fallen by more than half in 
the past two weeks, and there’s no indication that this welcome decline won’t continue. 
It’s possible to imagine a day in the not-too-distant future when students can attend 
school as usual, workers can gather in workplaces as usual, and friends can congregate 
for dinner as usual. Life will get back to normal. 

Except that it won’t. More than 860,000 people are known to have died of 
COVID over the past two years in the US alone, and the actual number may be 
substantially higher. That’s a lot of empty seats in classrooms, workrooms, and dining 
rooms, not to mention houses of worship. These losses have caused untold human 
suffering, and the losses will endure. Life will be forever different because of the absence 
of those we have lost to COVID, some of whom we knew well and loved deeply. 

Of course, we’ve also lost many more people over the past two years for all the 
usual reasons — in fact, about four times as many from heart disease and cancer alone 
as from COVID. Because death is an ever-present element in the cycle of life, we rely on 
the religious rites of passage and the social rituals of remembrance. The goal of these 
cultural constructs is to help us come to terms with the death of those we love, to accept 
the finality of their absence, and in so doing to achieve what the psychological literature 
calls closure. Presumably, we can then get on with our lives as usual. The losses may 
endure, but the suffering will end. Time heals all wounds, as they say. 

Except that it doesn’t. The poet Emily Dickinson, whom I have informally named 
the poet laureate of All Souls, insists otherwise. In one of her most unapologetically 
ferocious poems, she addresses the question of whether suffering lessens as time goes 
by. She uses the word “assuage” to pose the question — a word derived from an ancient 
Latin word meaning sweet. Does suffering sweeten over time, she asks — become less 
unbearable and more tolerable, even agreeable? She writes: 

 
They say that “Time assuages,” - 
Time never did assuage; - 
An actual suffering strengthens, 
As Sinews do, with Age - 
 
Time is a Test of Trouble - 
But not a Remedy - 
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If such it prove, it prove too 
There was no Malady - 

 
Dickinson begins with barely concealed derision for those so-called experts who 

think they know what they’re talking about when they’re talking about suffering: they 
say that time assuages — that time makes everything sweet like candy. Nonsense, she 
declares in response. We might expect her opening “they say” to be followed by “but I 
say.” Instead, her response is not personal but universal — definitive and declarative: 
“time never did assuage” — not for me, not now, not for anyone, not ever. 

Then, after having tossed the cliché “time heals all wounds” onto the scrap heap 
of history, she describes what really happens. “An actual suffering strengthens,” she 
says, “as sinews do with age.” Got it — case closed. 

But there’s one other issue remaining. If time doesn’t sweeten suffering, what 
does time do? It’s a test of the troubles that cause suffering, she says — and not a remedy 
for suffering. If time does appear to be a remedy for trouble, she adds, it proves that 
there was no trouble in the first place, no malady, no real suffering. 

But let’s go back to her most intriguing statement in this short poem — that time 
is a test of trouble. By test, Dickinson is not referring to the final exam in a college 
course or the LSAT to get into law school. Rather, she’s referring to what was known in 
the medieval world as an ordeal — test as in trial by ordeal. This method of determining 
guilt or innocence involved having the accused do something dangerous or even life-
threatening. If the accused survived the ordeal, they were usually proclaimed innocent. 
The theory was that an innocent person would believe deeply enough in their own 
innocence to survive the ordeal. 

In this sense, time puts us to the test. The circumstances of life conspire at times 
to see what we are made of. We will suffer from losses. But, Dickinson seems to be 
saying, while time doesn’t sweeten suffering, it can strengthen our souls in the same way 
that age strengthens the sinews in the human body. Or, as the 19th-century German 
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche famously put it, “What doesn’t destroy us makes us 
stronger.” 

On these terms, I believe we have gotten stronger as individuals over the past two 
years, and I believe we will have more opportunity to gain strength in the future. These 
times are a test of troubles. Yet many of the troubles we face today don’t have the clarity 
of death, even the death of someone we love. When someone dies, we understand what 
that means. We know the future will unfold without their active presence in our lives 
and world. 

But there are other troubles we have experienced in recent years — other losses 
we have suffered — that have a distinctly different character. These losses are harder to 
describe and more ambiguous to define, in part because their impact upon our future is 
impossible to know.  
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I’m thinking of the existential loss of confidence in the idea of progress — that the 
future will in many ways, and perhaps even in most ways, be better than the past. It has 
become increasingly clear that the human race may be running out the string as a part of 
life on planet Earth. As a species, we may not have a distant future here. 

I’m thinking of political losses, such as the loss of confidence in the democratic 
integrity of our nation’s governance. It’s always been true that voters put scoundrels in 
office from time to time, including in the Oval Office. It’s also been true that the Oval 
Office doesn’t necessarily go to the candidate who wins the popular vote. But the idea 
that the American experiment in self-governance might go completely off the rails and 
be replaced by the rule of thugs and klepto-crats has become a new ordeal altogether.  

I’m thinking of spiritual losses, such as the loss of confidence in the sources of 
moral formation and meaning in our culture. The decline of religious participation in 
the US over the past 30 years has been precipitous — about 1% per year — and the trend 
shows no signs of abating. The decline of the so-called nuclear family has been 
precipitous as well.  

To be sure, there are good things about both trends. Religious communities that 
wed themselves to ancient doctrines and oppressive practices ought to wither away. 
When the so-called nuclear family is used to keep women down and children ignorant, it 
ought to be replaced by something else. But replacing faith and family with the media 
and the market isn’t the answer either. 

In a different way perhaps, these losses too will endure. While I realize that some 
of what we’ve lost may be our illusions about governance, or faith, or family, these are 
still losses. They undercut our confidence and our sense of possibility. They leave 
uncertainty, despair, and other forms of suffering in their wake. 

For the past half-century, the psychologist Pauline Boss has been studying the 
kind of losses that can’t easily be resolved. Her 1999 book, titled Ambiguous Loss: 
Learning to Live With Unresolved Grief, focused on families with fathers too busy 
working to spend time with their children, and on the wives of fighter pilots missing in 
action during the Vietnam War. In the case of the families, the fathers were 
psychologically absent but physically present, while in the case of the wives, the fighter 
pilots were physically absent but psychologically present. 

Boss then expanded her study of ambiguous loss to include family members of 
Alzheimer’s patients, as well as the relatives of people whose bodies were never 
recovered after natural disasters or after the collapse of the World Trade Center on 9/11. 
In an interview with the New York Times, she describes these losses as “without 
conclusion” — an experience of paradox that eludes resolution. She asks, “Can you 
mourn someone whose body is present, even if the mind isn’t? Or whose death is 
unconfirmed? Can you grieve a foreclosed future?”  

The same dynamic occurs elsewhere, she says: “an alcoholic parent who, when 
inebriated, becomes a different person; a divorced partner, with whom your relationship 
is ruptured but not erased; a loved one with whom you’ve lost contact through 
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immigration; or a child you’ve given up for adoption.” These experiences are an 
accumulation of heartbreaks that we cannot always reconcile. 

Boss’s latest book, titled The Myth of Closure: Ambiguous Loss in a Time of 
Pandemic and Change, sets the dynamic of ambiguous loss in the middle of our 
present-day ordeals. She says that the United States is a place that privileges narratives 
of self-sufficiency and rationality. Traditional ways of describing the grief process 
suggest that if we work hard and follow certain steps (Kubler-Ross’s five steps of grief, 
for example), we’ll be able to get over our losses within a reasonable timeline. But Boss 
insists that many of our losses — perhaps most of them — do not follow these tidy linear 
models, and our reliance on them does not equip us to cope. These are ambiguous losses 
not because we don’t know what happened, but because we haven’t fully understood the 
suffering they cause, nor do we know what the future holds. 

Boss includes, for example, the ambiguous losses from centuries of slavery — the 
experience of Black people having been wrenched from home and family in Africa, of 
losing control over their own bodies and their own destinies. She includes the intense 
outpouring of grief and anger in the wake of George Floyd’s murder, a manifestation of 
omnipresent racial trauma. Speaking to Krista Tippett, Boss expands the domain of 
ambiguous loss even further to include “losses not just of life but of livelihood, of 
possibility, of dreams, of plans, of things that seemed certain yesterday.” 

How do we respond to experiences of ambiguous loss? Boss says that “when 
losses remain ambiguous, as so many do, the only window for change lies in our 
perception, how we see a loss. Once we realize we have the power to shift our view, we’re 
able to adjust it to one that is less laden with guilt, anger, or the need for revenge. 
Paradoxically, we change because our loss will not.” She adds, “The end goal is 
increasing our resilience. This is the ability to withstand the pain of loss and the anxiety 
of ambiguity, get up again after we’ve been knocked down, and grow stronger from the 
suffering.” 

Boss offers six strategies for increasing resilience to live with loss — and we can 
attend to these strategies in no particular order. First, she says, find meaning for 
yourself in the world as it is. Our best option, she says, is to cope through some kind of 
action — seek justice, work for a cause, or demonstrate to right what’s wrong. Second, 
adjust your sense of mastery. Quoting the Serenity Prayer, she says we need to accept 
with serenity things that cannot be changed, but we also need the courage to change 
things that should be changed. Third, reconstruct your identity. Who we are is shaped 
by the people around us. Let other people serve as a mirror to help you discover who you 
are now. 

Fourth, normalize ambivalence. “If we live in contexts of confusion and 
ambiguity,” she says, “it helps to acknowledge our mixed emotions so that we can more 
likely manage our anxiety and guilt.” Fifth, revise attachment. There is no need to seek 
closure after suffering loss. Our attachment to whomever or whatever we have lost will 
continue. She says, “We are, after all, an accumulation of all the relationships we have 
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had over our lifetime. It’s possible to hold them all — the old and the new, the good and 
the bad — in the same sphere, for they are all part of who we have become.” Finally, 
discover new hope — and the important word, she says, is not the word hope but the 
word new. “The goal is to discover something new to hope for.” 

Emily Dickinson was right. “Time is a test of trouble.” Or, as the poet Mary Oliver 
put it, “Of course, loss is the great lesson.” The question for us isn’t how we can avoid 
losses — especially unreconcilable losses – and the suffering that follows, because we 
can’t. Rather, the question is how we can engage the suffering within and around us in a 
way that builds strength and resilience, and also gives us something new to hope for. 
Today is a new day, and if we accept the day as it is and ourselves as we are, we can find 
the freedom to see new possibilities within us and around us. 

After all, as Emily Dickinson once concluded in another one of her well-known 
poems: 

 
This World is not conclusion. 
A Species stands beyond –  
Invisible, as Music –  
but positive, as Sound – 

 
Dickinson ends her first line, uncharacteristically, with a period. This world — the 

world we see today, and experience today, and sometimes suffer from today — this 
world is not conclusion. It’s not the end of the story. Something comes next. Something 
stands beyond. It may yet be invisible, like sound, but it beckons us as surely and as 
positively as music. 

Our goal, Boss reminds us, is to discover something new to hope for today. Our 
purpose is to work toward what’s possible tomorrow.  


	WITHOUT CONCLUSION

