
Praise for 
Seasons of Sorrow

If ever there was a book Tim Challies needed to write, it’s this one. 
And it’s a book I needed to read. For when afflictions multiply, turning 
chronic and debilitating, the weary heart longs for some fresh balm to 
soothe the pain. I found that healing salve in Seasons of Sorrow. With 
heart-shredding honesty, my friend Tim offers robust, Spirit-blessed 
comfort—the kind that shores up your soul and makes you stronger 
to endure. Within these pages, you will do more than enter Tim’s story 
of enormous loss; you will come out on the other side having gained 
a softer heart and a renewed courage to persevere through your own 
dark seasons of affliction. 

JONI EAR ECKSON TA DA, founder of the 
Joni and Friends International Disability Center

Seasons of Sorrow is a beautiful book. Reading it is like holding a pre-
cious gift, like standing on holy ground. The death of a child is a stark, 
shocking, and sad reminder that we do live in a broken, fallen, and 
groaning world. But it is in these very moments—when the unexpected 
and unwanted things enter our door, with the darkness of pain, grief, 
and questions unanswered—that the gorgeous truths of the gospel shine 
the brightest. Seasons of Sorrow will bring you to tears, but through 
those tears you will see your Lord and the majesty of his grace in ways 
you may have never seen before. 

PAUL DAV ID TR IPP, pastor, speaker, 
author of New Morning Mercies and Suffering: 
Gospel Hope When Life Doesn’t Make Sense
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I always love reading anything Tim Challies writes, but Seasons of 
Sorrow cut straight to my soul. I read it within a few weeks of the 
unexpected deaths of two close friends and while my wife struggles 
bravely with stage 4 cancer. Tim’s heartfelt pain and Christ-centered 
perspective spoke to both my heart and my head. He writes with hon-
esty, authenticity, and depth. There is no pretense here, no airbrushing 
death or minimizing it. Yet it is a hopeful book that embraces the 
blood-bought promises of God that one day he will reverse the curse 
and swallow up death forever. I highly recommend Seasons of Sorrow 
to anyone who has experienced heart-crushing loss. 

R A NDY A LCOR N, author of 
Heaven and If God Is Good

Tim Challies has taken us into his confidence by writing with such 
self-searching honesty. It is a painful pleasure to be invited into these 
sacred moments of grief and to be helped by the reminder that God is 
too kind ever to be cruel and too wise ever to make a mistake. 

A LISTAIR BEGG, senior pastor, Parkside Church, 
and host of the Truth for Life radio program

In Seasons of Sorrow, Tim Challies bares the heart of an earthly father, 
utterly crushed by the sudden death of his beloved son, Nick. But as Tim 
writes out his faithful agony, he also takes us to the faithful joy that can 
only come from the resurrected Christ. Believers need this book, and 
only Tim Challies could have written it. I am so thankful that Nick 
was a student at Boyce College, and his influence as a young Christian 
was remarkable. Through this book, his remarkable life, joined to his 
father’s God-honoring grief, stands as a testimony to the redeeming 
love of our heavenly Father. 

A LBERT A ND M ARY MOHLER

9780310136736_SeasonsSorrow_int_HC.indd   29780310136736_SeasonsSorrow_int_HC.indd   2 6/7/22   11:09 AM6/7/22   11:09 AM



In the winter of his sorrow, Tim Challies writes that he wants to be 
found to be a good steward of what God entrusted him, not in the life, 
but in the death of his son. And surely this tender book is evidence of that 
stewardship. As he expresses his agonies and questions and aims, he does 
the work of discipling all who walk the path of losing someone they love 
to the anguish of death. In the pages of this book, grieving people will 
find companionship, insight, and genuine encouragement for the journey. 

NA NCY GUTHR IE , author of Hearing 
Jesus Speak into Your Sorrow and cohost of 
Respite Retreats for grieving parents

This book is brilliant, not because of Tim Challies’s eloquence, but 
because of his tears! Many of us have benefited immensely from the 
author’s blogs. However, in this book, Tim takes us even deeper as he 
wrestles with the brutal ugliness of death during one whole year of 
personal sorrow after the loss of his son Nick. The buoyancy of faith 
that shines from every page often left me teary-eyed, thanking God for 
his grace to his people during their darkest times. What priceless grace!

CONR A D MBEW E , pastor of Kabwata 
Baptist Church and founding chancellor 
of the African Christian University

If you have lost a loved one to death, as everyone has, or if you have 
buried a child, as many have, Tim Challies is your friend. Your brother. 
Your lifeline. In this poignant collection of reflections, you will grieve 
with Tim and Aileen and their precious family. Their faith and courage 
will bless you with an infusion of the same. And their hopeful perspec-
tive will help carry you until that day when, as Tim writes, every sorrow 
will be “comforted in the place where all tears are dried.” 

ROBERT A ND NA NCY DEMOSS WOLGEMUTH, 
bestselling authors
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s e a s o n s 
o f  s o r r o w

the pain of loss and the 
comfort of God

T I M  C H A L L I E S
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xii

November 4, 2020

In all the years I’ve been writing, I have never had to type words 

more difficult, more devastating than these: Yesterday the Lord 

called my son to himself—my dear son, my sweet son, my kind 

son, my godly son, my only son.

Nick was playing a game with his sister and fiancée and many 

other students at his college in Louisville, Kentucky, when he 

suddenly collapsed, never regaining consciousness. Students, 

paramedics, and doctors battled valiantly but could not save 

him. He’s with the Lord he loved, the Lord he longed to serve. 

We have no answers to the what or why questions.

Yesterday Aileen and I cried and cried until we could cry 

no more, until there were no tears left to cry. Then, later in the 

evening, we looked each other in the eye and said, “We can do 

this.” We don’t want to do this, but we can do this—this sorrow, 

this grief, this devastation—because we know we don’t have to 

do it in our own strength. We can do it like Christians, like a son 

and daughter of the Father who knows what it is to lose a son.

We traveled through the night to get to Louisville so we 

could be together as a family. And we ask that you remember us 

in your prayers as we mourn our loss together. We know there 

will be grueling days and sleepless nights ahead. But for now, 

even though our minds are bewildered and our hearts are broken, 

our hope is fixed and our faith is holding. Our son is home.

—Blog entry at Challies.com
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xiii

prologue
“we did everything we could”

Things happened that evening that I can barely bring myself to 
remember, much less to describe in any detail. Much of it has 
blessedly disappeared from my memory and must have been 
erased by some kind of a self-protection mechanism within. 
What remains is isolated fragments, tiny vignettes. I remember 
receiving the phone call every parent dreads—the one in which 
a doctor says, “We did everything we could.” I remember the 
anguished cry of a mother who has been told that her son has 
died and the piercing wail of a sister who has learned that her 
brother will not come home. I remember the traumatized face 
of another sister who had watched her brother fall to the ground 
and die before her eyes. I remember words of disbelief escaping 
my own mouth: “My boy. My boy. My poor, poor boy.” These 
are sacred moments, haunting memories, that are best left where 
they are, buried deep within, to rise only amid infrequent flash-
backs and disturbing dreams of the night.
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xiv  //  s e a s o n s  o f  s o r r o w

But even as the skies went dark that evening, there began 
to flare up distant glimmers of light, for amid the grief I also 
remember love. Friends hastened to our side, summoned by 
the only words we could speak: “We need you.” As we wept 
together, they began to comfort and console us, to speak the 
highest truths to our deepest sorrows. A mighty chorus of 
prayer began to be lifted to the heavens on our behalf. As we sat 
in numb disbelief, a determination arose within us to endure 
this sorrow well, to face it with faith. The pieces fell into place 
so we could depart immediately from our home in Canada to 
be with our daughter in Louisville. Through it all, God was 
so gentle, so kind, so present—present through his Spirit and 
present through his people.

In the skies somewhere over Ohio, in the dim light of 
a darkened aircraft, I began to write. I have often said that I 
don’t know what I think or what I believe until I write about it. 
Writing is how I reflect, how I meditate, how I chart life’s every 
journey. And so when the sorrow was still new in my heart, 
when the tears were still fresh in my eyes, when I barely knew 
up from down and here from there, I began to write. I had to 
write because I had to know what to think and what to believe, 
what to feel and what to do. I had to know whether to rage or 
to worship, whether to run or to bow, whether to give up or to 
go on. I had to know how to comfort my wife, how to console 
my daughters, how to shore up my own faith. I put fingers to 
keyboard and pen to paper to find out.

I wrote for my family. I wrote for my friends. I wrote for 
myself. I wrote my praise and my lament, my questions and my 
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prologue  //  xv

doubts, my grief and my joy. I wrote through depths of sadness 
and heights of joy, through terrible fears and agonizing pain. 
I wrote through seasons of sorrow.

Some of what I wrote in the year that followed this evening was 
shared with the public on my personal website, Challies.com. 
Most of it was not. In this book, I trace my journey through four 
seasons, beginning in the fall and advancing through winter, 
spring, and summer. It ends exactly one year after it began, on 
the first anniversary of the death of my beloved son, Nicholas 
Paul Challies.
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3

C H A P T E R  1

unnatural

I awoke this morning with a tear in my eye. I awoke think-
ing—or was it dreaming?—of a day long ago when Nick was 
just a little boy. He was only three years old at the time, and he 
had just become aware of the existence of death. But his capac-
ity to wonder and to fear was far greater than his capacity to 
understand.

Aileen was at a Bible study that day and had taken baby 
Abby with her, so Nick and I had time to ourselves. We settled 
onto the couch to watch a children’s movie together, and 
inevitably, as it drew to its close, one of the central characters 
died. I found myself watching Nick as much as the movie while 
this unfolded. I could see his body begin to quiver as the sor-
rowful soundtrack swelled. I could see tears begin to form in 
his eyes as he watched the loved ones gather around their fallen 
friend. I could see his face begin to crumple and fall.

He turned to me and, with tears spilling down his cheeks, 
sobbed. “Daddy, why did he have to die? When is he going to 
come alive again?” I gently pulled Nick onto my lap and, holding 
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4  //  f a l l

him tight in my arms, reminded him of heaven. I told him that 
heaven is a place where God lives, where there is no more fight-
ing, no more dying, and no more sadness. I told him that it is 
a place where boys and their daddies can be together forever. 
He tried to understand, but how is a three-year-old mind sup-
posed to grasp a concept as unnatural as death, as wonderful 
as heaven?

And so we sat on the couch and we wept together. Nick 
put his head in my lap and cried about something he could 
not understand, something he was not created to understand. 
I stroked his hair and wept for this world—a world that was 
created perfect but has long since been defiled by sin and death. 
I wept that a mere child needed to concern himself with matters 
so sad, so scary, so tragic.

I asked Nick if I could pray with him. Wiping the tears from 
his cheeks, he said yes and closed his eyes. So I asked God if he 
would help Nick understand that death is not something to be 
feared if we love him. I asked God that Nick would trust Jesus 
to forgive his sins. And, of course, I asked God to comfort Nick 
so that his young heart would not be troubled but be at peace.

And later that day, I sat at my desk and wrote these words: 
“I wish I could explain to my son about the death of death 
accomplished through the death of Jesus Christ. I wish I could 
make him understand that if he places his trust in Jesus, he has 
nothing to fear in life or in death. I hope, I trust, I pray that 
such an understanding will come in due time, so that when 
someday Nick’s eyes close in death, he and I will be reunited 
in that place where death will be no more, where there will be 
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unnatural  //  5

no more mourning, pain, or sorrow and where God will have 
already wiped away the tears that filled his little eyes.”

I would never have imagined that it would not be me wait-
ing for Nick in heaven, but Nick waiting in heaven for me. But 
I am certain he will be, for just a few years after this, he decided 
he would live according to the Christian faith and toward the 
purpose of making known the goodness and mercy of God. He 
put his faith in Jesus Christ. He came to believe that Jesus could 
give meaning and purpose to his life and a good and glorious 
future after his death. Of course, he didn’t know how short that 
life would be and how close that future was. He couldn’t have 
known. But that didn’t keep him from preparing himself.

It became Nick’s confidence, Nick’s sure conviction, that 
when his body died, his soul would carry on, that when his body 
would be buried in the ground, his soul would go to be with 
God. And though for a time body and soul would be torn apart, 
a day would come when they would be reunited. The hope his 
Christian faith offered him is not of a future in which humanity 
becomes disembodied souls or angelic beings or a part of the cos-
mos, but something so much better, something so much more 
fitting for our humanity. The Christian faith offers the promise 
of a future in which this earth will be renewed and restored, 
in which all pain and sorrow will be comforted, in which all 
evil and sin will be removed. And it is in this glorious context 
that our bodies and souls will be reunited so we can live here 
in this beautiful world, but with no fear of sickness, no fear of 
sorrow, no need for three-year-old boys to weep about death, no 
possibility of twenty-year-old men falling to the ground to die.
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It was not my wish that Nick would live so short a life. It is 
not my wish that I now have to go on without him. The loss is 
painful beyond any I’ve ever known and is causing me to cry out 
from the deepest parts of my being. But I cannot and will not 
mourn as one who has no hope, who has no confidence, who 
has no assurance, for I have great hope, great confidence, great 
assurance, because Nick was ready. Even though he was young, 
he was ready to die. He had settled the state of his soul. He had 
prepared for the day of his death.

And so I know in my heart of hearts that I have said good-
bye for now, that I have said farewell for a while, that Nick has 
not been sent away but merely sent on ahead to that place where 
death is no more; where mourning, pain, and sorrow are gone; 
where God has already wiped away every tear; and where my 
son is now waiting safely and patiently for his father to join him.
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obituary
he ran his short race well

Nicholas Paul Challies was born at Hamilton’s McMaster Hospital 

on March 5, 2000. He was a trailblazer of sorts—the first child 

to Tim and Aileen; the first grandchild to Mike, Marg, John, 

and Barbara; the first nephew to Andrew, Maryanne, Emily, 

Susanna, and Grace.

When Nick was just a few months old, his family settled in 

Oakville, a suburb of Toronto, where they were joined by Abby 

in 2002 and Michaela in 2006. He was a quiet and thoughtful 

boy who valued a small group of friends and a big library of 

books. He had the precociousness that often comes with being 

a firstborn, and the sense of responsibility that often comes 

with being an older brother. He was loyal to his family, kind to 

his sisters, and honoring to his parents.

Central to Nick’s life was his Christian faith. When he was 

still young, he decided it would be disingenuous to simply 

imitate his parents in their religious convictions, so he began 

an independent investigation to determine for himself if the 
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gospel was worth believing. He eventually became convinced 

that Jesus Christ is the Savior of the world and that he ought 

to be a follower of Jesus. He professed faith and was baptized 

and received as a member of Grace Fellowship Church, where 

he joyfully worshiped and served.

When it came time for him to consider a vocation, he found 

his heart set on pastoral ministry. His search for a seminary led 

him to Louisville, Kentucky, and the twin institutions of Boyce 

College and The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. In 

2018, he enrolled in an accelerated program that would allow 

him to complete a bachelor’s degree at Boyce and, concur-

rently, a master’s degree at Southern, in only five years. He 

pressed hard, determined to finish early, and was on track to 

finish in only four. He was a diligent student who developed a 

particular fondness for New Testament and Greek language 

studies. He also hit his stride relationally, developing many 

meaningful friendships, becoming an assistant resident advisor 

and international student advisor, and taking on the role of 

mentor to several of the younger students.

Soon after arriving in Louisville, Nick set his heart on Anna 

Kathryn Conley, who goes by “Ryn.” They began dating in 2019 

and Nick slipped an engagement ring onto her finger in the 

opening days of their junior year. Their wedding day was to be 

May 8, 2021.

On November 3, 2020, while participating in a sports 

activity with his hall, Nick collapsed very suddenly and unex-

pectedly. Despite the best efforts of friends, first responders, 

and emergency room doctors, he could not be revived.
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All who had the privilege of knowing Nick grieve his pass-

ing and remember him with fondness. All who share his faith 

commend him for running his short race well and anticipate the 

day they will see him again. His parents, sisters, and fiancée say, 

through tears, “The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; 

blessed be the name of the Lord.”
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