
Good Night Willie Lee by Alice Walker 
"Good night, Willie Lee, 

I’ll see you in the morning.” 

Looking down into my father’s 

dead face 

for the first time 

my mother said without 

tears, without smiles, 

without regrets 

but with civility. 

"Good night, Willie Lee, I’ll see you  

in the morning." 

And it was then I knew that the healing  

of all our wounds 

is forgiveness that permits a promise 

of our return 

at the end. 

 

The Healing Time, Pesha Gertler writes: 
Finally on my way to yes 

I bump into   

All the places   
where I said no to my life 

all the untended wounds  

[the red and purple scars  

those hieroglyphs of pain  

carved into my skin, my bones,] 

those coded messages 

that send me down   

the wrong street   

again and again  

where I find them  

the old wounds  

the old misdirections  

and I lift them  

one by one  
close to my heart 

and I say holy holy 

 

Welcoming the New Year 
 

January is named after the Roman god Janus, the god with two faces.  One looks forward; the other looks 

back.  He is the god of transition, of beginnings and endings.  He’s also the god of gates and doorways-transitional 

spaces that can see both before and behind them.  Janus was invoked before every Roman ceremony, regardless 

of which god was being honored because every beginning is also an end and every ceremony, every liturgy marks 

a transition between who we were and who we are to become. 

It has always seemed to me that January First is an arbitrary “new year” since most cycles end in June or 

July and begin again with gusto in September. But I suppose that September has more of a high-energy 



everything-is-new feeling and January is more of a slow, intentional transition from whatever used to be into 

whatever is next.  It has less of that sharpened pencils excitement and more of a quiet reflective energy that the 

snow and cold foster in us.   

January is a good time for us to look forward and behind us. It’s a time of transition, a time when we can 

take inventory of our lives and make plans for the future, letting go of the past.  It can be a time for healing and 

forgiveness of others and also of ourselves. 

There’s a wonderful Greek story of a philosopher who tells of the difference between mercy and justice.  

He said that he spotted two goddesses walking, each 10 feet tall.  He hid so they wouldn’t see him but a boy went 

running after them and stopped them looking for help.  His younger brother was laughing and following behind.  

The boy told the goddesses that his brother hit him very hard and his ear was hurting terribly.  “You are the 

goddess of Justice, so I want justice from you.” The first goddess asked, who’s justice do you want? 

"What's the difference?" asked the boy?  

"Well, I," the first goddess said, "will ask your brother what was the cause of his action, and I will listen 

to his explanation. Then I will oblige him to protect your other ear with his life, and to make you a beautiful 

helmet to cover your scar. He'll even serve as your ear when you need it."  

"I, for my part," said the second goddess, "will not let him go unpunished for his action. I will let you hit 

his ear just as hard as he hit you.”   

The boy felt the pain in his ear, so he told the second goddess "I'd rather it was you who helps me. I love 

him, but it would be unfair if my brother doesn't receive his punishment."  The older brother then hit his younger 

brother quite hard and the two boys walked away, both sad and in pain and not speaking to one another. 

After they left, the philosopher saw something unexpected.  The second goddess started to glow and then 

took her true form.  She wasn’t a goddess but Aries Nemesis, the God of War.  Aries said to his friend “These 

humans can barely distinguish between compassion and revenge.”  He then left, saying he heard a new war 

between brother nations is approaching.  After he left, the goddess spotted the philosopher and asked him “Would 

you have known how to choose?  Do you know how to distinguish between the past and the future?” 

This is a rich story and it ends with a profound question.  Exacting revenge- that eye for an eye justice – 

is about the past.  We live in the past when we hold on to resentments, when we seek revenge.  We prepare for a 

healthy future when we let go.  Letting go of a wrong done to you is a difficult thing and requires quite a bit of 

spiritual fortitude.  What if the other person thinks I’m weak, that I don’t have it in me to make us even?  What if 

she thinks hers was the last word, that my non-response is an acquiescence?   

Of course, what the other person thinks is irrelevant.  Well, I suppose it’s relevant if my self-esteem is 

located in other people.  Then what they think is of utmost importance and I’m going to have to work hard to 

ensure that they think just what I want them to think.  But if my self-esteem is located within my self, what “they” 

think matters not at all. 

I am aware this winter, that I’m also in something of a transition.  I am coming to accept that I can’t do 

all the things I want to do and that the nature of my particular life is that I will never be as available as any one 

person wishes.  I can be on the phone 12 hours a day and know someone is disappointed that they haven’t heard 

from me, I can write reports and align calendars and fill out forms until my fingers bleed and will still be late with 

something or field complaints that things aren’t getting done.  I am coming to accept that part of my life.  It is 

what it is.  I’m a wife and mother and daughter and sister and friend to many, colleague, minister in a very active 

and engaged congregation, congregational consultant and chair of a national committee in our denomination; 24 

hours will never be enough time.  Even just a year ago, I thought I’d figure out how to do everything.  But I won’t 

and at this point, I’m not even trying to do it all any more.  Acceptance of that is my transition.  So many people 

say “I don’t know how you do it all”.  I used to respond “I don’t.”  Now I respond “Not only don’t I do it all, I’m 

not even trying to.”  Nothing less is being accomplished; I’ve just reached a stage in which I can live with the 

discrepancy between what everyone else wants me to do and what I can actually do.  I’m living with the reality 

that some things are undone. 

In some way, what I’m living into is an active forgiveness of myself.  In this role as minister, I am criticized 

quite often.  At times in my career- remember I was doing this for decades before I found my way here – at times 

I have taken every criticism to heart thinking I should somehow do more, be more.  It’s only been since I started 

congregational ministry full time that I can see that ministry is an impossible task and there is no way for me to 

do it perfectly.  This is complicated by the reality that there are so many versions of what “perfect” would look 



like that even were I to achieve someone’s version, many others would be clamoring for something different.  

More often than I can count someone comes to me complaining about the precise thing someone else just 

applauded.   

Grateful for this insight, I’ve let go of outside expectations and will simply do the best I can in any given 

moment.  I have set the intention to live meaningfully and usefully.  I am still at this threshold, still at this moment 

of transition, still in the process of letting go of what was, letting go of past expectations of myself and moving 

into a new form of acceptance.  I don’t begrudge myself the mistakes; those are sacred moments too.  Those are 

the moments I needed to bring me to where I am.  I needed to stay up all those nights wondering how to explain 

to the person screaming at me for what he wants that someone else was screaming for something entirely different.  

I needed to lose sleep so that I can live into being fully awake.   

Transitions are holy spaces.  We live on the threshold of great possibility, but we exist here, in the 

meantime.  Have you ever seen Harry Potter?  I caught one scene from the very first film just this weekend.  Harry 

is living a difficult life, but he’s been accepted to a school of magic.  To get there he has to take a train.  On his 

ticket it says the train will leave from platform 9 ¾.  He goes to platform 9.  He can see platform 10.  He’s 

confused.  There’s no 9 ¾.  He asks for help and the man looks at the two signs and says something like “I guess 

your platform hasn’t been built yet.”  He stands and watches and listens to figure out what he’s to do.  He then 

hears a woman give instructions to her children.  It would seem that in order to get to where Harry is going, he’s 

going to have to slam his cart and himself into a stone wall.  There’s a bridge between this world and the next, 

between his life now and his life soon, but to get there, he has to trust quite a lot.  He has to run, full steam, into 

that wall.  As it happens, Harry is ready.  He’s frightened, but he knows that he needs to move into whatever is 

next.  So he runs fast and hard as he can into the stone wall.  And he emerges on the other side, ready to get on 

the train.   

Transition begins with an end.  Harry has to leave behind the home he’s known.  Next there’s movement 

and risk and the not-knowing.  And finally, you arrive in whatever is new. 

The boy in the story of the goddesses wasn’t in transition.  He isn’t ready for something new, so he is 

going to perpetuate what is old.  He cannot move away from the familiar pattern so he won’t know what’s possible.   

I wonder if we know when we’re letting go of an opportunity to move into a new way.  The woman in 

Alice Walker’s book knew.  Her husband was dead and she was letting go.  Death isn’t always the end.  The 

living have choices.  We can hold onto resentment, carry unfinished business in our bones, rehearse conversations 

we were never able to have.  Or we can open ourselves to the grace of an ending.  “Good night, Willie Lee”.  

Sometimes we can be angry, just because the object of our affection is dead.  Angry at them for dying, angry at 

them for being absent while we continue the work of the living, angry at a universe in which people die.  Or we 

can recognize the end that has happened, feel all our feelings, and let go.  Good Night, Willie Lee. 

Whether a transition has been forced or we’ve instigated it ourselves, our ability to live into it is an act of 

grace.  Had the boy told the goddess he wanted to let go of his anger, he didn’t need revenge, but partnership 

moving forward, his life would have been different.  Instead he was choosing to live the same life he’d been 

living, extending his hurt yet another day.   

We need those moments too.  We learn from those mistakes, from those times we cower or act aggressively 

when facing change.  It takes great fortitude to enter a time of transition with clarity and courage.  In my 

experience, we don’t often know our “fight or flight” response is related to change; we’re just going to demand 

that things go as they always have, in one fashion or another.   

I suppose that’s why Janus was honored in Roman culture so often.  It’s always good to look back and 

look forward, to bring into consciousness the potential for transformation in any given moment.  We can continue 

to do things as they’ve always been done or we can look forward.  We can let go of the past or hold onto it, 

perpetuate it, honor it, idolize it.   

Winter is here in full force.  A new year is a new hope.  I’m not going to suggest we make resolutions.  

But I am going to suggest that whatever we’ve let go of in today’s ritual – that we let it go, let it go.  Those things 

are holy.  They brought us to where we are.  And now it’s time to move beyond them into whatever is sprouting.   

So I ask us all to take a moment here, together, for some reflection.  Close your eyes if you’re comfortable 

doing that. 

What is sprouting in you?  What can you feel coming alive or calling to you?   

 Is there anything holding you back from moving into the next stage?  Is there a stone wall you need to 



crash through?  Someone you need to forgive?  A last word you need to leave silent? 

 Do you know the difference between past and future? 

 What would it mean to live meaningfully this year?   

 Are you ready to say yes to your life? 

 Time is moving forward.  We are being given the gift of reflection and opportunity, of considering where 

to find meaning in our lives, where to let go of anger, resentment, self-righteousness and where to embrace the 

sacred offering of new way of living in this new year.   


