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Samuel Wells, the vicar of St.
Martin-in-the-Fields in London,
tells of being asked years ago,
“What would you like written on
your tombstone?” He says that in
that moment he answered instan-
taneously with words that came
fully formed. “If it can’t be happy,
make it beautiful.”

It is an expression that he has
found increasingly beneficial
through the years of his ministry to
address profound grief, the angst of
realizing our mortality, and terrible
distress.

Most of us who have suffered in
life know that cliches are not partic-
ularly helpful when experiencing
grief and distress. Maybe that is
why Vicar Wells goes on, in the re-
cent article I read in Christian Cen-
tury magazine, to explain what this
saying has come to mean to him.

What spoke most powerfully to
me about his broader explanation
was this: “Making a loss beautiful
addresses the powerlessness at the
heart of grief. There is, it turns out,
something you can do, and that is to

take the wisdom, the grace, or soul
of what’s been lost and portray its
transcendent quality in word, deed,

or collective gesture.”
As the year 2020 comes to a

close, we think of the many losses

we have experienced as individ-
uals, a community, a nation, and
globally. For a year that started with
exceptional promise, a year of clear
20/20 vision some cleverly
thought, it quickly became instead
a year of uncertainty and fear.

From a novel coronavirus that
prompted a world pandemic, to po-
lice brutality that pulled the scab off
the issue of racism, with economic
uncertainty and election friction in-
between, it has been quite a year.
The USA Today Network “2020:
The Year in Photos” insert we re-
ceived in our Tallahassee Democrat
newspaper was a poignant remind-
er of all we have endured.

And most of us look forward to a
new year with greater optimism
than ever before. We are ready to
turn the page on 2020 and start
afresh with 2021.

Perhaps we can use the positive
energy we feel for the new year to
discover “the wisdom, the grace,
and the soul of 2020.”

What has this year taught you
about yourself and others? Have
you shown courage or resilience
you did not know you possessed?

Have you examined your
thoughts and actions regarding ra-
cial injustice or political divisions? 

Make it

BEAUTIFUL

A volunteer chats with a man while he eats his Thanksgiving meal from the Salvation Army Wednesday, Nov. 25, 2020. TORI LYNN

SCHNEIDER/TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

Father Tom Dillion, a priest at Good Shepherd Catholic Church,
preaches to an empty sanctuary with pews covered in photographs of
the congregation, Saturday, April 11, 2020. ALICIA DEVINE/TALLAHASSEE

DEMOCRAT

Strong lessons abide in collective soul of 2020 

Candace McKibben
Guest columnist

What has this year taught you about yourself

and others? Have you shown courage or resilience

you did not know you possessed? Have you ex-

amined your thoughts and actions regarding ra-

cial injustice or political divisions?

See LESSONS, Page 2C

In 2021, Cory Johnson is resolving to
build and open his new music recording
studio, Alchemy Sound Studios. John-
son’s musical potions are as varied as
his passions. His career is a mix of pro-
ducing, playing and instructing on a
number of instruments for a multitude
of projects.

However, his focus has narrowed to
his latest band, Upside Avenue, which
will play New Year’s Eve at The Craft
House. 

“I can’t wait to play over at Craft
House because they’re trying to support
the music community so much,” says
Johnson. “We’re looking forward to
playing our first original song, and
hopefully that’s the beginning of us
moving into this new project. That’s the
first stepping stone that got squashed in
February.” 

Upside Avenue is a rotating roster
from Johnson’s pool of musical friends.
For New Year’s Eve, they will go onstage
as a trio. Aaron Buckman will share

Cory Johnson and his latest band, Upside Avenue, will play New Year’s Eve at The
Craft House. CORY JOHNSON

Cory Johnson puts positive
spin on New Year’s Eve
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

See JOHNSON, Page 2C
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SU | DO | KU Dave Green

Enter a numeral
from 1 through 9 in
each cell of the
grid. Each row,
column and region
must contain only
one instance of
each numeral.

Yesterday’s
solution

Note: Puzzles in-
crease in difficulty
from Monday
through Sunday.

Singer Abdul “Duke” Fakir of The
Four Tops is 85. Record producer Phil
Spector is 81. “America’s Most Want-
ed” host John Walsh is 75.Humorist
David Sedaris is 64. Actor-singer Ja-
red Leto is 49. Singer Chris Daught-
ry (“American Idol”) is 41. Actor Beth
Behrs (“2 Broke Girls”) is 35. Actor

Kit Harington (“Game of Thrones”) is 34. Actor
Eden Sher (“The Middle”) is 29. 

CELEBRITY BIRTHDAYS

Leto

Aries (March 21-April 19). This game you’re play-
ing is only known to you. You made the rules, the
board, the pieces. Though you’d love to see some-
one try to best your score, it’s not going to happen.

Taurus (April 20-May 20). You learn as much as
you can on your own about a thing before you turn
to those who can teach you. This is the most effi-
cient approach to education, and you’ll impress
those in a position to help you.

Gemini (May 21-June 21). Entitlement is among
your least-favorite qualities. You respect those who
have earned their position and continue to prove
worthy of it through service to others.

Cancer (June 22-July 22). There’s so much more
to a job than you expected, and this invigorates you.
You’re thinking about what skills you could acquire
and share, and what role you could take on.

Leo (July 23-Aug. 22). Sometimes, you want a lit-
tle; sometimes, you want a lot. When it comes to
your passion, you’ll take no less than all. 

Virgo (Aug. 23-Sept. 22). The bad behavior has a
reward. You’ll change in the way you want to be-
cause you’re willing to be honest about what is the
payoff and agree to let it go.

Libra (Sept. 23-Oct. 23). There’s a bit of unpre-
dictability to the day, and it will keep you on your
toes. When the details are changing, you’ll do well to
remain the same. 

Scorpio (Oct. 24-Nov. 21). Your inspiration is not
random. You like who you do for a reason. These
icons and fantasy people help you find and activate
a part of your own personality waiting to emerge.

Sagittarius (Nov. 22-Dec. 21). Relationships
change, but they don’t have to fade or take over. The
intensity level can remain while the roles shift.

Capricorn (Dec. 22-Jan. 19). Your attitude about
money – more specifically what constitutes real
value – is shifting. Channels open up to accommo-
date a fatter flow of abundance.

Aquarius (Jan. 20-Feb. 18). High stakes are cru-
cial to successful outcomes. If they do not exist, you
can create them. Ask a Capricorn to help you. 

Pisces (Feb. 19-March 20). Pride can be about
self-respect and a sense of worthiness or it can be
focused on the ego’s defenses and feelings of supe-
riority. Go cautiously.

ASTROLOGY

vocals, guitar and bass with Johnson while JC Han-
non plays the drums. 

Johnson says the band has been in the works for
over a year. It all started when he began playing solo
acoustic music under his own name at gigs around
town. When he released his first album of original
songs under the name, Upside Avenue, he wanted to
fold in more members. 

Many band members overlap with a wedding band
that Johnson is also a part of and has played in across
the southeast. In January, the band set the date for
their first practice, but were shut down by the pan-
demic. They never got to learn a single original song
that Johnson had written. 

“To learn original music takes hours of practice,”
says Johnson. “Cover music doesn’t take as long.
We’re going to debut the newest original that I’ve writ-
ten at our New Year’s gig.” 

The song, “So Beautiful,” was written for his pro-
posal to his girlfriend. He wanted the music to have a
danceable vibe and funky beat. The melody and
chords came to him first. For more inspiration, he
looked back to Maroon 5’s first album, “Songs About
Jane.” Driving in his car, Johnson listened deeply to
the music, his producer brain taking over. 

Johnson speaks about songs as if they visually
take up space in front of him. Guitars jingle on top of
the music while the bass is down on the side playing
lower octaves. Just like an alchemist, he begins to
piece together the overall look of a song, sometimes
before he has a single lyric written. 

“When I’m writing certain songs, two or three art-
ists will come into my head and then that’s like a run-
away train,” laughs Johnson. “I’ll start thinking about
all the production elements they had on their albums.
That artist’s producer inspires a lot of the direction of
how I put songs together.” 

Johnson went to school for commercial music. His
mother pushed him towards a career in music. It was a
natural path given that his parent’s band practice was
a regular staple every Thursday night. Johnson’s first
band, The Ragamuffins, used his parents’ designated
band room for their own practices. 

“My sister and I fell asleep listening to their band,”
recalls Johnson. “It was in the family which was great,
and a blessing to have access to all their equipment.” 

Since then, Johnson has put together several side
bands and projects. One duo with a friend named
Ghost Park Productions had aims of licensing music
for TV shows, independent films and commercials.
Johnson and his friend co-wrote a song with a super-
hero franchise in mind called “The World Isn’t Big
Enough.” 

He says the song centered on the idea of a protago-
nist and antagonist fighting to destroy one another.
The lyrics started to take on a double meaning howev-
er, as Johnson reflected on humanity as a whole. 

“We realized there is so much violence because
people think that they’re the protagonist and some-

one else is the antagonist because they believe some-
thing different,” says Johnson. “That was a song that
took a different turn and I got goosebumps on my arm
when we were writing it. We wanted to make it open
to all interpretations so it could mean more.” 

Johnson is always pushing himself to evolve as a
musician and a producer, and never get comfortable.
It’s a mantra he lives by as he continues new ventures.
Looking to the new year, he has an incredible amount
of gusto for what Upside Avenue might accomplish,
including debuting several more original songs. 

He will spend the New Year’s Eve show celebrating
not only the Tallahassee community, but also the en-
tertainment industry’s resilience during this pan-
demic. The Craft House will have tables spaced six
feet apart at their outdoor stage, and all proceeds will
go towards supporting artists. 

“I hope people can walk away from New Year’s with
a much better hope for 2021, and that we can leave
2020 behind us,” says Johnson. “I hope we can see
that celebration that night as a milestone and meta-
phor for moving forward into easier and better times
for everybody.” 

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature writer for the
Council on Culture & Arts. COCA is the capital area’s
umbrella agency for arts and culture (www.tallahas-
seearts.org). 

Johnson
Continued from Page 1C

Cory Johnson and his latest band, Upside Avenue,
will play New Year’s Eve at The Craft House. LYDIA R

BELL 2020

If you go
What: New Years Eve with Upside Avenue 

When: Starts at 7 p.m. on Thursday, Dec. 31 

Where: The Railroad Square Craft House, 644
McDonnell Drive 

Cost: $1 upcharge on items purchased, proceeds to
artists 

Contact: For more information, visit
https://www.facebook.com/events/38154583983165
8/. 

Have you learned to appreciate the stamina of essen-
tial workers or marveled at the capacity of the human
mind to research an unknown virus and figure out
protocols for treatment and vaccination against it?
What collective wisdom marks 2020?

And what of grace? Have you found ways to help
others whose needs are greater than your own? Have
you sought to be more understanding of others, as we
all are more anxious and weary because of the uncer-
tainty and fear we feel from the pandemic, or about
differences we have with others around race and poli-
tics? What collective grace marks 2020? 

What is the soul of 2020? Is it only the uncertainty
and fear of a world that seems to be unraveling? Or is
it a deeper story of faith, empathy, courage, resilience,
and hope? How can we cling to what has been best
about this year amid all the heartbreak, disappoint-
ment, and sadness, and portray its best qualities go-
ing forward into a new year?

I have heard of two approaches to the New Year
resolutions that many of us will make for 2021. One is
to imagine what is wrong in our lives and vow to recti-
fy it. Another is to recall what is right in our lives and
vow to strengthen it. Perhaps we can apply this later
approach to the maligned year 2020 as we work to
make 2021 beautiful.

It will not happen simply by the movement of the
clock, the turning of a page, or the dropping of a ball. It
will happen as we garner our best intentions and
strongest will to make it happen.

My prayer for this new year is comfort for those
who suffer, peace for those who grieve, and strength
for us all as we seek to make 2021 a year of beauty.

The Rev. Candace McKibben is an ordained minis-
ter and pastor of Tallahassee Fellowship.

Bethel Missionary Baptist Church Deaconess Gwenda Charles sings along during service Sunday, Oct. 4,
2020. TORI LYNN SCHNEIDER/TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT
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The Rev Wallace Marsh performs drive-thru
communion at St. John’s Episcopal Church.
Parishioner can also receive the sacraments in the
garden. DENNIS HOWARD

Today is Saturday, Dec. 26, the 361st day of 2020.
There are five days left in the year. 

On this date: 
1776: British forces suffered a major defeat in the

Battle of Trenton during the Revolutionary War.
1799: Former President George Washington was

eulogized by Col. Henry Lee as “first in war, first in
peace and first in the hearts of his countrymen.”

1908: Jack Johnson became the first African-
American boxer to win the world heavyweight
championship as he defeated Canadian Tommy
Burns in Sydney, Australia.

1917: During World War I, President Woodrow
Wilson issued a proclamation authorizing the gov-
ernment to take over operation of the nation’s rail-
roads.

1980: Iranian television footage was broadcast in
the United States, showing a dozen of the American
hostages sending messages to their families.

TODAY IN HISTORY


