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Graceful Transition? 
by Rev. Mary H. Lee-Clark 

 
A couple of months after I retired, I took a workshop offered through Kripalu Retreat Center 
entitled, “Navigating a Graceful Transition.”  It was the perfect step into my retirement, but the 
world has changed since then.  However history describes this time of COVID-19 and the world-
turning-upside-down movement of Black Lives Matter, I seriously doubt that “graceful” will be 
found anywhere in the description.  The trauma is too deep, the upheaval too wide.  
“Revolution,” even “inevitable” or “necessary revolution” may be more descriptive, at least of 
the kind of change many of us hope for.  “Graceful transition,” I dare say, would be hopelessly 
naive. 
 
Still there are some timeless lessons –many in the form of questions-- about navigating transition 
that may serve us well in our current situation.   
 
The first lesson is to acknowledge the disruption.  “Dare to pause,” or “Be here now,” as Jon 
Kabat-Zinn puts it.  This is NOT business as usual, not a brief pause before we return to 
“normal.”  We have now moved off the map.  I think (and actually hope) humanity will look 
back on this time as an axial moment, when we pivot to a more just and sustainable direction.   
 
As we move forward, then, day by day, we might search for metaphors, or images, or symbols 
that may most serve us.  More than mere literary devices or parts of speech, metaphors can help 
shape our thinking and, consequently, our acting.  Parables, which were the primary form of 
Jesus’ teaching, are really extended metaphors. “There was a man who had two sons...”  “A 
sower sewed some seed....”  “What woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one, does not 
light a lamp, sweep the house and search diligently until she finds it ..”  “The kingdom of heaven 
is like a mustard seed....” [OK, that’s technically a simile, but this is not for a grade.] 
 
There are three metaphors that are helping me think about and thus navigate the transitions we 
are currently going through: the chrysalis of a caterpillar changing into a butterfly, crucifixion/ 
death/resurrection, and the phoenix rising from ashes.  The chrysalis is perhaps the richest image 
for me right now, suggesting ways for me to live my days, while the other two are important 
touchstones for my thinking and growing. 
 
So, first, the chrysalis– the bundle of silk or fibrous material that wraps the cocoon hanging 
beneath the milkweed plant looks nothing like either the caterpillar who spun it nor the butterfly 
that eventually emerges from it.  And inside is just goo–no discernable structure or suggestion of 
the previous or next stage of the insect’s form.   
 
In the chaos and upheaval of COVID and America’s reckoning of its endemic racism, it’s often 
hard to get our bearings.  The landmarks are literally falling.  And yet, the chrysalis is a natural, 
organic process; evolution is built into it.  If left to develop, a butterfly will always emerge.  Not 
a spider, not a chipmunk, a butterfly.   
 
So, the question for me is, Who am I at my best as I go through this transition?  If we have only 
the present that we are sure of, how can I be present in the moment?  How can I live with 
integrity and mindfulness as we cross this abyss into the unknown?  As Plenty Coups, the last of 



 

 2 

the great Crow chiefs, discerned in a dream, though our traditional way of life is ending, there is 
reason to hope for a dignified passage across the abyss, because God–by whatever name we call 
that Greater reality–is good.  Can I be open to the radically new possibilities God may intend for 
me/us?   
 
In this present moment, in this “goo” of the chrysalis,  I do have a choice about how I will shape 
my days.  I can exercise self-care, which is NOT selfish, but “self-full,” as Dr.  Maria Sirois 
describes it, and it is more than the typical, eat right, get plenty of sleep, exercise regimen.  It 
includes positive self-regard, that is, treating oneself with respect.  It includes self-compassion, 
forgiveness and kindness toward oneself, being gentle with yourself during this transition. It 
includes self-esteem, that is, seeing oneself as having worth and being able to effect change– 
“watching oneself do the brave thing,” as Maria says.  Self-fullness means saying “no”–having 
healthy boundaries–and saying “yes”–actively choosing life, experimenting with life.  It is 
maintained with daily practice–at least one “self-full” habit each day.  And it includes the usual 
“self-care” choices–what would be nourishing, uplifting, healing today?  The research tells us 
that even small doses of positivity each day offer respite, offer a touch of hope, and naturally 
elevate meaning.  “It is inherently meaningful for us human beings to take care of ourselves,” Dr. 
Sirois says.  
 
Several months after I took the “Graceful Transitions” workshop, I attended a week-long retreat 
presented by the Center for Conscious Eldering on “Choosing Conscious Elderhood,” diving 
deep into the transition from later middle-age into elderhood [which is NOT simply “getting 
old”!].  One of the essential elements of making that transition is discerning what we are ready to 
let go of.  What can we leave behind with gratitude for all it has taught us or given us to make 
room for the new to grow?   The chrysalis has to let go of its life as a caterpillar in order to 
become a butterfly.  It is clear (to me) that we as nation–or, more specifically, those of us who 
are “white” Americans-- must let go of so many of the stories and assumptions and myths which 
we had assumed and were taught as the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.  There is 
so much we need to let go of so that the new, the more complete, the more inclusive may 
emerge. 
 
So, the image or metaphor of the chrysalis speaks to me of an organic process of unfolding, 
using the gifts and abilities I have been given, trusting that I have what I need to get me through, 
that it is only my gifts and abilities–my best self–that I can offer in creating the new, though 
what the final outcome will be remains a mystery.  I trust in the Mystery. 
 
The second metaphor–the metaphor that is at the center of the Christian gospel-- is that of 
crucifixion, death, and resurrection. It is a metaphor I have lived with, thought about, preached 
on for years, but recently has opened up into even more meaning and depth.  With hundreds of 
thousands of people dead from COVID-19, it’s hard to miss the death.  The disproportionate 
number of people of color amongst those who have died has laid bare the inequities in access to 
health care, the living conditions which make social distancing impossible, the environmental 
stresses that all contribute to underlying health conditions that increase vulnerability to this virus.  
And, of course, the deaths of Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, Breanna Taylor, Rayshard Brooks, 
amongst so many others have opened up the window–the centuries-old wound–of the death of 
people of color at the hands of police and white people.  Christ is being crucified over and over 
in our time and place.   
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And, I confess, to realize that I am identified with the role of the “powers” that crucified and are 
crucifying Christ is sobering, uncomfortable, distressing...and true.  That is not my only place in 
this Passion narrative, but it is one role I had never claimed.  So I am listening, reading, learning, 
witnessing, supporting, waiting to discern what new role I might take on.  I hold on to the image 
of Christ “harrowing hell,” that is, as one mystic envisioned it, Christ sitting in the depths of hell, 
simply and powerfully radiating love, healing the distortions and betrayals and failures of the 
souls around him.  And so one of my daily practices is meditation and prayer, lifting up the 
suffering, the grieving, those caught up in evil and injustice, those whose bodies, minds, hearts, 
souls, and Child-spirits, as Dr. Clarissa Pinkola Estes describes us, have been weighed down, 
clouded over, and sucked dry by all that is Not Love, Not Light.  
 
And, of course, Resurrection gives me hope.  God is able to open a way when there is no way.  
Love is stronger than death. The metaphor of death and resurrection is built into and expressed 
over and over in nature.  New life, often beyond our imagination, is possible. 
 
And finally, the image of the phoenix, that mythical bird who was said to live for 500 years, then 
return to its nest on top of the sun tower in Egypt, where it burned up into ashes.  And then rose 
up on renewed wings to live again.  One of those questions that is helpful in navigating a 
transition, whether graceful or not, is, “What would it be like on the other side of this transition if 
everything went as well as it possibly could?”  In other words, What is your vision of your ideal 
future?  What is the road map that will get you there?  What obstacles will you need to overcome 
and how will you do so?  Who is there to guide you, work with you?  
 
The April 2020 edition of National Geographic was a special Earth Day edition, with two covers 
and orientations.  One cover read, “How We Saved the World–an Optimist’s Guide to Life on 
Earth in 2070.”  Flipping it over and upside down, the other cover read, “How We Lost the 
Planet–A Pessimist’s Guide to Life on Earth in 2070.”  I probably don’t need to tell you which 
side I read from beginning to end.  Saving the World was inspiring and energizing.  I almost 
wished that I could live long enough to see that world in 2070, but I’m not sure I want to live to 
be 118.  The other side, of course, was devastating and depressing, hopeless.  We must find the 
road map and clarify our vision to insure we do not end up with a burned out hulk of a planet.  
Those are not the ashes I care to burn. 
 
But the ashes of an unsustainable, unjust, narrow, cruel “civilization”?  I would hope that I 
wouldn’t cling too tightly to my privilege and role in that and so would gladly provide a nesting 
place for a re-born, magnificent bird to rise up and spread her wings over this beautiful planet.   
 
This time we are living in is as tumultuous a transition as any of us have lived through, perhaps 
as any generation in a long time have lived through.  “Graceful”–as in, elegant, smooth-- is no 
doubt a pipe dream.  But “grace-full”? Full of grace? Open to the surprising, undeserved, 
transformative love of God?  That, I believe, is the only way I want to go forward.  It is my 
prayer that, like the old hymn says, “Grace will lead us home.” 
 
Mary Lee-Clark lives in Bennington, VT with her husband Bruce, having retired from 39 years of pastoral ministry.  
The Choosing Conscious Elderhood Retreat at Ghost Ranch was pivotal in helping her let go gratefully of her 
career, and she is now enjoying retirement, taking care of her 20-month-old grandson Wilbur, and writing for her 
church newsletter.  She would welcome responses or suggestions for her writing at leeclarkmb@comcast.net." 
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