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Only when Lennon Flowers ’07 could 
not lift her own broken body out of bed 

did she begin to feel the tidal wave of grief.
She had been going full speed at life for 

more than four years, becoming skilled 
at placing its disparate realities into their 
own tidy boxes: her packed Carolina 
schedule double majoring in international 
studies and political science in one; and in 
the other, her mother’s lengthy battle with 
lung cancer, with its treatments and ques-
tions and that word — terminal. The key 
to surviving it all was never to slow down, 
never to mix the boxes. Keep going, just 
keep going.

But life is anything but tidy.
In October 2007, eight months after her 

mother died — and on the eve of Flowers’ 
first day at her first job — she went for a 
run and was struck by a car. The neatly 
packed boxes toppled, spilling and mixing 
emotions. As she stared down at her two 
fractured legs and ahead at a nearly year-
long recovery, Flowers realized that even 
though the memorials for her mother were 
long over, the well-wishers long gone, she 
was still as broken emotionally as she was 
physically.

“That,” Flowers said with a deep ex-
hale, “led to a couple of really tough years.”

They were years when she couldn’t ful-
ly reveal herself to friends, when talking 
about her mom’s death felt taboo, a thing 
too heavy to unload onto others her age.

The alchemy of a home-cooked meal
But one evening in 2010, a new 

co-worker confided in Flowers about her 
father’s recent death. They talked into 
the wee hours. In the following weeks, 
they invited peers with similar histories 
of loss to talk over a home-cooked meal. 
The alchemy present was both healing and 
revealing: The answer was not to tidy the 
boxes again. The answer was to find space 
for “the broken bits of who we are.”

Since then, Flowers has helped hun-
dreds of 20- and 30-somethings in 80 cit-
ies across the U.S. and globally to change 
the conversation about loss by simply 

having the conversation about loss — no 
coaching, no advice-giving, no fixing. Her 
5-year-old nonprofit, The Dinner Party, 
brings together young people for potluck 
meals, moving stories and welcome laugh-
ter about the parents, siblings and friends 
they still grieve and honor.

Some participants are six months re-
moved from loss; some are two decades 
out. The Dinner Party’s 200-plus tables 
of six to eight people meet every other 
month, sometimes more frequently. Over 
time, Flowers said, the conversations or-
ganically shift from the details of how a 
loved one was lost to how the person left 
behind is finding meaning from grief — 
“living their best life not despite of it all, 
but because of it all.”

“We have this assumption culturally 
about loss that, at a certain point, things 
will reset to normal,” she said. “The idea 
that, ‘Gosh, shouldn’t we be over it by now? 
Isn’t it time to move on with your life?’ 
And maybe in every way it matters, you 
do. But grief changes over time, and our 
relationship to it changes also. Moving 
forward means recognizing that those 
parts of you that feel loss don’t go away. 
They evolve.”

Leaving small things undone
As it has grown, The Dinner Party has 

become more than a salve for the heart. 
It’s become a repudiation of assigning one-
size-fits-all timelines for grief, defining 
normal behavior by a set of clinical stages. 
Dealing with loss does not follow “the plot 
of a bad Hallmark Channel movie,” Flow-
ers said.

“I certainly push back on any impulse 
that defines grief that way,” she said, add-
ing that second-guessing emotions around 
grief is a problem to which all Dinner Par-
ty guests relate. “It becomes another thing 
that you’re not doing right.”

The volunteer Dinner Party hosts, 
many of whom began as guests them-
selves, take care to create a setting as 
warm as any family meal. But they also 
leave small things undone — tasks that 
guests can help with — and a sense of im-

Setting a Place at the Table for Grief

The Dinner Party Manifesto
From thedinnerparty.org: “We hold the following truths to be self-evident: Life after loss is forever 
different than life before, grief isn’t linear, and moving forward is not the same as moving on. There is 
no roadmap, no game plan. You’re your own best expert. The journey is yours alone, but you are not 
alone in journeying.”

Lennon Flowers ’07, center, started The Dinner Party to give young adults a way to deal with 
grief in their own way, not in a prescribed process.
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perfection that mirrors the soul of the 
evening. The most basic lesson that The 
Dinner Party and its more than 250 hosts 
have taught her, Flowers said, is that grief 
is not a problem that can be fixed — but 
loneliness and isolation are. 

“In a lot of ways, we’ve outsourced the 
role of being human to experts,” she said. 
“That’s not to dismiss the importance of 
people with letters behind their names, 
because understanding yourself is hard 
work that you sometimes need help with. 
But things that are not fixable can be held 
by others, and communities have gath-

ered together 
and shared 
together as long 
as there have 
been communi-
ties. We’ve been 
talking to our 
hairdressers 
as long as there 
have been hair-
dressers.”

In some 
ways, The 
Dinner Party 
is uniquely 
millennial, 
reflecting a 
generational 
retreat from 
institutions in 
favor of what 
Flowers deems 
“real talk.” But 

its reliance on storytelling and tradition 
is universal and timeless, inspiring tables 
of 40- and 50-somethings’ Dinner Par-
ties to crop up as well.

Flowers’ work speaks to an age-old 
hunger for human connection that’s as 
essential as family itself — a legacy, she 
said, that’s worth pulling up a seat to the 
table.

“My mom had a high standard for 
meaning and purpose,” Flowers said. 
“That’s what she wanted for me. The 
Dinner Party has helped me process my 
grief, but it has also become an incredible 
gift to have more meaning and purpose 
packed into a day than a lot of people have 
the opportunity to experience in a life-
time. It’s the means through which I can 
honor her.”

— Beth McNichol ’95

“Moving forward 
means recognizing 
that those parts of 
you that feel loss 
don’t go away.
They evolve.”

— Lennon Flowers, 
with her mother, Sue, 

in 2003

UNC’s School of Medicine has re-
gained its No. 1 ranking in primary 

care nationally among schools, degree 
programs and specialty areas newly 
ranked by U.S. News & World Report’s 
2019 edition of “America’s Best Graduate 
Schools.” The medical school ranked sec-
ond last year.

U.S. News ranks 
programs in business, 
education, law, nursing 
and medicine annu-
ally, while disciplines 
and specialties in the 
sciences, social sciences, 
humanities and other areas, including 
selected health specialties, are ranked 
only periodically.

This year, U.S. News ranked doctoral 
programs in criminology and criminal 
justice; master’s degree programs in 
social work, public affairs and related 
specialty areas; and doctoral programs 
in the sciences, specifically in biological 
sciences, chemistry, computer science, 
earth sciences, mathematics, physics and 
statistics.

U.S. News first ranked graduate pro-
grams in 1987 and has done so annually 
since 1990.

Its annual business, education, en-
gineering, law, nursing and medicine 
rankings are based on expert opinion 
on program excellence and statistical 
indicators that measure the quality of a 
school’s faculty, research and students, 
according to U.S. News officials. Its pe-
riodic rankings of additional disciplines 
and specialties in the sciences, social 
sciences, humanities, health areas and 
others are based solely on the ratings of 
peer academic experts, including deans, 
program directors and faculty.

The data come from statistical surveys 
sent to administrators at more than 1,970 
graduate programs and from reputation 
surveys sent to more than 16,500 academ-
ics and professionals in the disciplines. 
Surveys for the 2019 rankings were con-
ducted during the fall of 2017 and in early 
2018.

New rankings and specialty listings;
for comparisons with past years, see

alumni.unc.edu/USNews_UNC_rankings2018

School of Medicine
■ Primary care, first
■ Research, tied for 23rd
■ Obstetrics and gynecology, 14th

School of Nursing
■ Doctor of nursing practice degree program, tied 

for 13th
■ Master’s degree program, tied for 14th
■ Administration, tied for 12th
■ Family nurse practitioner, tied for 12th
■ Psychiatric/mental health, across the lifespan 

nurse practitioner, tied for ninth

School of Social Work
■ Master’s degree program, tied for fifth

Kenan-Flagler Business School
■ MBA degree program, 19th
■ Executive MBA, 16th
■ Accounting, 11th
■ Finance, 29th
■ Management, tied for 20th
■ Marketing, tied for 15th

School of Law
■ 45th
■ Legal writing, tied for 12th

School of Education
■ Tied for 30th
■ Administration/supervision, tied for 14th
■ Curriculum/instruction, 17th
■ Secondary education, 14th
■ Special education, tied for 11th

Public Affairs
■ Tied for 23rd
■ Environmental policy and management, 14th
■ Local government management, third
■ Public finance and budgeting, tied for 20th
■ Public management and leadership, tied for 15th
■ Public policy analysis, tied for 32nd

This category includes programs within the School 
of Government, the College of Arts and Sciences 
and the Gillings School of Global Public Health.

Sciences
■ Biology, tied for 33rd 
■ Biostatistics, tied for eighth
■ Chemistry, tied for 15th 
■ Analytical chemistry, second
■ Inorganic chemistry, 10th
■ Computer science, tied for 25th
■ Earth sciences, tied for 54th
■ Mathematics, tied for 34th
■ Physics, tied for 47th
■ Statistics, 19th

More: www.usnews.com/best-graduate-schools.

UNIVERSITY RANKINGS

Medical School Returns to No. 1
in Grad School Rankings
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