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Sitting down to write this, I glanced at my Shakespearean Insult calendar. The day’s quote was from  

Hamlet: “Are you like the painting of a sorrow, a face without a heart?” 

 

The next day was the savage rebuke from King Lear: “You art nothing but the composition of a knave, 

beggar, coward, pander and the son and heir of a mongrel”. At first glance I thought the Hamlet quote a 

little tame, but upon googling, it turned in to a gift! 

 

The context of the quote comes when Claudius is goading Laertes into taking revenge on his father’s death 

at Hamlet’s hand, by being asked if he is really sad or just pretending to be sad, like a mere painting of 

sorrow. Was his father really dear to him and has his death really caused sorrow? Or is his sad face just for 

show, like a painting? 

 

The simile implies that a painting can only show sorrow, but isn't 

actually sorry because it is an inanimate thing and does not 

have a heart. Only a heart can actually feel sorrow.  

 

You may wonder what a Shakespearean quote that is meant to 

be insulting has to do with Covid... 

 

I began my ministry as Dean at the Taranaki Cathedral of St 

Mary in the peculiar weeks before lockdown in March.  The mad 

flurry as we quickly ascended alert levels, and the rush to 

ensure systems were in place for our sojourns into solitude was 

heightened for me. I had only just arrived. Lockdown meant my 

first priority of building relationships with people, was going to 

have to be delivered in quite a different way. How exactly I 

would do it was a mystery. 



So for me, just as for everybody else, there was more than a 

glimmer of grief and loss whirling around my psyche.   

 

Suddenly all the assumptions I had made about life in a new 

community, and how I’d go about learning to be part of that 

community, were undone.  At a deeper level, there were the 

very real grapplings I had to do now the spectre of Covid 

stalking our community: What might happen if the economy 

came to a grinding halt? How would I cope at having my 

wings well and truly clipped with regard to freedoms like 

travel (something which had become a right as far as I was 

concerned). My list went on – just as it did and does for every 

one of us. 

 

And how was I supposed to lead? Let alone lead a group of 

people when we hardly knew each other and could not meet physically? 

 

The temptation was to follow Aotearoa’s Covid elimination plan: “Go hard and go early”.  Be decisive.  Put 

on my staunch face in numerous zoom sessions and boast about how I had it all together and had become 

the best on-line preacher the world had ever experienced.  The other temptation was to keep things 

business as usual. To recreate, as much as I could, what I’d “normally” be doing before Covid invaded my 

personal space. To keep referring to some magical time when things would go back to “normal” ad 

nauseum. 

 

If I had even attempted such ploys, I would most certainly have been “a face without a heart”.   

 

So was not that person or leader during Covid.  I took my time, avoiding doing too much at once, sought 

out trusted people who I could share my many griefs and fears with. Along with prayer and the comfort of 

my family and scripture, this allowed me to be courageous enough to lead with a heart – but with a heart 

that was well supported. I  could be there for others because, like Jesus, I had a firm basis of love and 

support to stand me in good stead. I could dare to be vulnerable without being inappropriately needy or 

manipulative. 

 

With all that in mind, these were some of the words I chose to present at the virtual installation service 

(which we had instead of the big event that was planned to welcome me to my new role).   

 

…This isn’t what any of us had in mind. God’s big beautiful fragile world seems broken. Broken in ways that 

put much of what consumed us before into perspective. And its broken us, too. In places where we might 

not have been broken before, adding to the parts that were already broken, or on their way to mending…. 

 

Not exactly a victory speech! 

 

I do not regret creating space during Covid, or 

being real with myself, or going slow.   

 

Grief and loss do not just disappear into a puff of 

smoke the minute things start looking more 

positive.   

 

I believe that Covid and its consequences are 

not going to disappear any time soon.  We are all 



in for a long haul, and things we have taken for granted may not exist any longer.  So, for me, pacing 

myself is a must, listening to what I am thinking and saying, along with monitoring my energy levels.  So is 

having small pleasures to look forward to, finding time to be grateful, enjoying those I love and care for… 

they all make a firm foundation for my own self-care. 

 

At this point in time, I am delighted that I chose not to be ‘a face without a heart’. The little things we did as 

a Parish to connect over lock down have made a difference.  Taking the risk of being a bit of a rumpled 

face with a heart helped both myself and others experience a theology of hope, the robustness of that 

promise that no matter what, who or where, God is with us.    

 

And isn’t that exactly what Jesus embodied as he laughed and cried with others even as he prayed with 

and healed them? In my view, he consistently showed he was real, no mere “painting of a sorrow, a face 

without a heart”.   

 

As tempting as it is to be staunch, the best thing for me to be at this time is a face with a heart (although not 

for Claudius’ diabolical reasons) – as the following take on the beatitudes (from an anonymous writer) 

demonstrates. 

 

Blessed are those who don’t use tears to measure true feelings; 

Blessed are those who stifle the urge to say ‘I understand’- when they don’t; 

Blessed are those who hear with their hearts and not their minds; 

Blessed are those who resist a quick comforting answer; 

Blessed are those who allow the sorrowing enough time to heal; 

Blessed are those who keep unsought advice to themselves; 

Blessed are those who allow the bereaved to remember those still fresh in their hearts; 

Blessed are those who, admitting their discomfort, put it aside to help others; 

Blessed are those who handle fragile sorrow with an understanding heart; 

Blessed are those who carry on caring even when they don’t feel like it. 
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