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This season of graduations reminds me of my short-lived career in musical theater, which consisted of exactly 
play when I was a sophomore in high school.  Other than being a member of the large singing chorus my singular 
role in that production was to be an overly happy roving balloon salesman at a carnival, one who was apparently 
unable to speak.  The musical was that very popular Rogers and Hammerstein creation titled, “Carousel,” and if 
you know of it then you are aware that the setting for the grand finale is a high school graduation ceremony.  
Like most shows of that genre, it’s a little bit corny and caricature, but it has a really marvelous storyline about 
hope through suffering, and perseverance for the future. 

Without going into too much detail, the main character is a teenage girl named Louise Bigelow, who has grown 
up in a small carousel town in Maine.  She’s had a difficult life.  She was born to unmarried parents in the late 
19th Century, which would have been enough to make her an outcast at that moment in history.  Not only that, 
her father committed suicide before she was born, so that he wouldn’t be sent to prison for a botched attempt 
at robbery.  Even when he held a job it was as a carnival barker for a traveling show.  (For those here who are 
too young to know what a barker is, think of the guys who try to convince you to play games or take rides in the 
Midway at the State Fair.)  And of course, in a small town everybody remembers all of this, and they make sure 
that Louise never forgets it, either.  She is damaged goods, the butt of jokes and mockery by her classmates and 
their parents.  And as the result of all this, Louise has become bitter, angry, and alone, understandably enough, 
but not holding out much promise for the future.   

Until her graduation day—and this is where the story gets more than a little corny.  As it turns out, her father 
couldn’t get into heaven because of all his misdeeds during his life.  But the master of heaven, who in this play is 
called the Starkeeper, permits him to return to earth for one day in order to do a good deed for somebody and 
atone for his sins.  And, you guessed it, it happened to be graduation day.  Suddenly this man, who Louise has 
never seen before, appears beside her with the gift of a star (which, by the way, he had stolen from the 
Starkeeper without permission).  And all he is able to do is beg her to listen and believe in the truth of what the 
commencement speaker is saying.  The speaker happens to be the widely respected Protestant preacher,       
Rev. Seldon.  And again, if you’ve seen the show, you’ll recall that it all leads up to the final chorus, which Rev. 
Seldon invites everybody to join in singing.  He calls it “That old song that everybody knows,” but in fact it was a 
brand new song that Rogers and Hammerstein had just composed.  No matter, it is a charming piece called, 
“You’ll Never Walk Alone.”  And it goes like this (sung):   

 

When you walk through a storm, hold your head up high 
And don’t be afraid of the dark 
At the end of the storm is a golden sky 
And the sweet silver song of a lark. 

Walk on through the wind, walk on through the rain 
Though your dreams be tossed and blown. 
Walk on, walk on with hope in your heart 
And you’ll never walk alone. 
You’ll never walk alone. 
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Thank you for bearing with me through this theater review, and perhaps by now you are wondering what any of 
this is doing in a homily.  A fair question.  It is this: I noticed in that dramatic first reading today from the 1st 
Book of Kings, the one where the Prophet Elijah takes the boy upstairs and revives him on the bed, that the 
Sacred Scripture never tells us that he had died in the first place.  They only say that he had stopped breathing.  
But aren’t those the same thing?  Being dead and not breathing anymore?  It seems to be a fairly meaningless 
semantic distinction but I wonder about that. 

In fact, I wonder whether it is near the heart of Christian faith to insist on that distinction.  Because the 
foundation of our belief is that countless people who are not breathing oxygen at this very moment are not 
dead, including Elijah, and that widow in the town of Nain, and her son, and Jesus, and the disciples, and the 
crowds who followed him around Galilee that day, and our parents and grandparents and loved ones whom we 
have buried.  They are not dead.  That’s not corny: That’s the center of our religion!  If that’s not true, then we 
may as well go home without hope.  St. Paul said exactly that. 

And the converse is just as true: I. e., there are, sadly, all kinds of people who are now breathing and who are, 
for all intents, dead.  They are the Louise Bigelows of the world—the ones without hope.  They are the ones who 
have become convinced that the only way to respond to disappointment and suffering is to turn inward in 
bitterness, despair and isolation, or maybe to lash out in hatred.  In any case, they are the ones for whom 
walking alone through this life sounds like a good idea.  But that is where true death lays in waiting—in walking 
alone without hope in the golden sky at the end of the storm.   

What changed for Louise Bigelow on her graduation day in the theater show was not the condition or 
circumstance of her life, or the behavior of anybody else around her.  What changed was her willingness to trust 
that this strange man with the star was telling her something important and true, something that would give her 
the strength to rise above what seemed to the naked eye to be a dead end, a sturdy wall, despair.  What 
changed for that widow in Sidon that day, the one whose son Elijah revived, was not the reality of physical 
death, for him or for her.  They all stopped breathing eventually, as all of us will.  They knew that too.  And what 
changed for that widow in Nain that day, the one whose son Jesus brought back to life, was not the certainty 
that one day they would not be in Nain anymore, just as none of us will be in St. Paul any more 100 years from 
now.  We all know that.   

What changed was the star, the miracle sign, the assurance that the ground of our being and the source of our 
hope is profoundly more deep and certain than we can now experience.  It has to be clung to in hope…hope 
fueled by just enough falling stars to keep us confident.    

 

Walk on through the wind, walk on through the rain 
Though your dreams be tossed and blown. 
Walk on, walk on with hope in your heart 
And you’ll never walk alone. 
You’ll never walk alone. 

 

 


