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Reading

Our reading this morning is from the poet Billy Collins,

His poem called “The Afterlife”: 

While you were preparing for your sleep, brushing your teeth,

Or rifling through a magazine in bed,

The dead of the day are setting out on their journey.

They are moving off in all imaginable directions,

Each according to his and hers private belief,

And this is the great secret that silent Lazarus would not reveal:

That everyone is right, it turns out.

You go to the place you always thought you would go,

The place you kept lit in an alcove in your head.

Some are being shot up a funnel of flashing colors

Into a zone of light, white as a January sun.

Others are standing naked before a forbidding judge who sits

With a golden ladder on one side, a coal chute on the other.

Some have already joined the celestial choir

And are singing as if they have been doing this forever,

While the less inventive find themselves stuck

In a big air-conditioned room full of food and chorus girls.

There are those who are squeezing into the bodies

Of animals – eagles and leopards – and one trying on

The skin of a monkey like a tight suit,

Ready to begin another life in a more simple key,

While others float off into some benign vagueness,

Little units of energy heading for the ultimate elsewhere.

There are even a few classicists being led to an underworld

By a mythological creature with a beard and hooves.

He will bring them to the mouth of a furious cave

Guarded over by Edith Hamilton and her three-headed dog.

The rest just lie on their backs in their coffins

Wishing they could return so they could learn Italian

Or see the pyramids, or play some golf in a light rain.

They wish they could wake in the morning like you

And stand at a window examining the November trees,

Every branch traced with the ghost writing of color and falling leaves.
“All the Souls”

It is Sunday, November 1st and tonight it will be dark by 5p.m.,

Telling those of us who haven’t wanted to believe 

that summer is now officially over.

Any children in our houses will amped up on Halloween candy,

And we may be too, if you steal as I do from the stash.

Candy for breakfast?  Why not?

The leaves are falling from the trees.

Autumn, so beautiful this year, has peaked.
And now, after the rain and wind of this week’s storms,

The ground is covered with color,

Which means for many of us hours spent in the backyard as we 
Wrestle there with rakes and tarps and wind that seems to rise

Just as we’ve formed that perfect pile.

The air is unsettled, changing.
This week the weather will cool.

Soon we will be drawn inside our homes,

Some of us nurtured there by warmth and love,

Some of us, we will admit, not nurtured enough,
And perhaps this is why the fall is for us a complicated season,
Because it balances us between light and dark, 

Between love and loss.

“There is a sadness in the autumn leaf,”

Says Unitarian minister Robert Weston,

“we feel a sorrow that it’s beauty dies and feel its message

For the lives of those whom we have known and loved;
And yet, he says, other leaves and flowers will bloom,

And other lives, richer that we have been, shall take our place.”

And so it is Sunday, November 1st and I find myself thinking 

Of these other lives.

Last night was Halloween, or All Hallows Eve,

A night we have inherited from the Celtic Pagans centuries ago
Who believed that at this time of year the veil between the living

and the dead is at its most thin.
Today and tomorrow Christians mark All Saints Day and All Souls Day,
And our Hispanic brothers and sisters celebrate the Day of the Dead,
All these festivals celebrated as a way to connect us across time and space to the people

Who have left their mark on us.  

And lest we let CVS and i-Party and Walgreens completely 

Overwhelm the religious origins and meaning of these days,

And lest we let them, beginning today, accelerate all of us at 90mph right past

Thanksgiving into the Christmas and Hanukah season,

I call us to RESIST, to PAUSE, to STOP in our tracks from here to there

And remember those whom we have known and loved;
Their names, their faces; their souls.
And before we get caught up in the semantics of that word ‘soul;’

Let’s let it simply mean the essence of being, 
The essence, something like breath or air, that gives life,
That I believe does not leave us when we are gone
As much as mingle with those who remain.
And now I’m remembering how, 
during my first year of ministry with you in 2003,

During this season of autumn,

My father called me one day here in my office to tell me his mother,
My grandmother, had died.  
Her name was ‘Billie,’ a boy’s name,
Which always struck me as oddly cool.

“Billie the Grandma” we liked to call her when we were kids,
 like “Billie the kid”

And she’d laugh her high-pitched laugh that even at 78 years-old
Made her sound like she must have sounded as a little girl.

My grandmother was a Congregationalist-turned-born-again Christian,

Attending for 20 years after my grandfather left her the non-denominational

Christian Free church a mile down the street from where she lived

Her entire adult life in Crestwood, Missouri.  
Do you know how it’s easy to judge other people’s beliefs 

When other people are people you don’t know very well or like very much?

But do you know how some of these judgments and conclusions soften when

These beliefs are held by people you love?

It was like this for me.

At the graveside on that afternoon in late October,

Pastor Mike, her longtime minister,
Eulogized her and spoke from his conviction, one that she shared,

That one day her body would literally rise again from the dead,

And life would be everlasting.

And rather than argue with them about theology,
I went in my mind to the Billy Collins poem
that Laura read for us,

Remembering what he says there about us and our differences:

That everyone is right, it turns out.

You go to the place you always thought you would go,”
And I imagined what that place might be for her, 
of being young again and not old,

A healthy body and not a sick body, 
dressed in her beloved nurse’s uniform, 
doing the work she loved to do her whole life.
After the service my family gathered in the fellowship hall of that 
Christian Free Church

As Pastor Mike and a crew from the congregation served us a true-to-form

mid-western lunch of potato casserole and roasted ham, 
with apple cake for dessert.

“We loved her,” they said, as they served us large portions 
Meant to help fill the large places inside us that were empty from Billie’s passing.
And hearing the truth of these words was enough for me
Not to begrudge them a single theological thing.

It is Sunday, November 1st, tomorrow is All Soul’s Day,

And remembering this scene of gravesides and comfort food

has me thinking about the dozens and dozens 
Of such services and meals

You and I have gathered for in my years of ministry here,

The names and faces of those whom we have known and loved 

never hovering too far from my dreams:

This year, Fred and Fran

Last year Jenney, Mary, Wendy, Andrea, and Thomas.
The years before: Jan (Yan), Howard, Ellie, Larry,

Jean, Tony, Claudia, David, Lily, Drew, Annabelle,
Kim, and many more.

Where do our loved ones go?  What happens to their souls?

There are well over 100 people in this room right now,

And so there are well over 100 different answers to this question.
This doesn’t mean that we as Unitarian Universalists are confused; 
it simply means we resist the idea

That simple, uniform answers can be given to complex questions.

This is what I believe:
I believe that spirit is like breath, and as Frederick Buechner says,

I believe that when your spirit is unusually strong, the life in you unusually alive,

You can breathe it out to other lives, becoming literally in-spiring.  

This means I believe that one kind of immortality we have 

is the kind of life, the kind of spirit, the kind of memories we leave.

Who am I?  Whose am I? How do I spend my time? 

For me these aren’t just questions about the present.

They are also questions about legacy, about memory,

Because what we do now has the power to in-spire others

After we are gone.

No pressure, right?

I believe this ability to inspire isn’t just left to the saints and the heroes.

From the Unitarian side of our faith I find the belief that we all come

From a source of common goodness, that we each have inherent worth,

And so I believe that we all have the power to leave an important legacy.

And from the Universalist half of our faith I find the belief that we are all

Loved, even and perhaps especially when we don’t measure up to

To high aspirations we hold for ourselves and others.
Having presided over many memorial services, I can you tell I have to 
Eulogize someone who was perfect.

I believe that most of us try to lead lives we and others can be proud of,

And I believe that over a lifetime all of us miss that mark, 

Sometimes by a little, sometimes by a lot.

And so I believe in the necessity of forgiveness.

I believe that the words “I’m sorry” and “I still love you”
Are among the most important words we can speak to one another 

While we are alive,

Because I have seen the hurt that happens when we wait to tell someone
How we feel, and I have seen the healing that happens when we do.

I believe that one of the central functions of our religious traditions

Is to help us through this healing and this hurt at the time of death - 

That because we live in a culture that is constantly telling us to ‘get over’ our loss,
That confuses grief for depression,

That invites us to judge everyone else’s belief but our own as superstition – 

I believe that what we need more of, not less of,

Are sanctuaries, traditions, practices, festivals that help us 

Stop and Pause from here to there

To remember the names of those whose lives have touched ours.

And so, here at the end,

I would like us to try something together.

I would like each of us to call to mind those we have loved,

And who have loved us, who are no longer with us….

And once you have someone or several people in mind

I would like to invite you to come forward and take a stone

From the baskets the ushers are holding,

And then place that stone on the table there in the center

In their memory. 

Laura will play some music for us,

And when you’re ready simply come forward.   

(Place Stones)

Max Gaebler, the longtime minister of the Unitarian Church in Madison, Wisconsin,
Wrote this prayer for All Soul’s Day many years ago.

With it we close:
“In this season of the year’s dying, when we turn our thoughts to the remembering of our own dead, we are all of us the representatives of that all-embracing love which encompasses our human ways. 
In this feast of All Souls there is at the very center a great democracy, which leaves none out. We call first to mind our own dead, those whom we have loved and lost, but who still live in the twin immensities of our own hearts, our Love and our Memory. 
“But we reach out to others as well, to all whose names live within our memories, whose lives formed the world of our childhood and who have preceded us on life’s last journey. 
Finally we welcome into our loving remembrance those countless men and women and little children who have walked the earth and breathed its air, who have enjoyed the gift of life and known its anxieties, all on every continent and in every time whose individuality has long since disappeared, gathered up in the vast treasury of human life upon this planet.
“For all — all have their places on the silent roll of the dead. From this our celebration of All Souls let none be excluded, none forgotten. For every death is in truth a death in the family, in our family, in the great human family in which we are all bound up with one another.
“Death in this past year has taken many whose faces still rejoice our memory’s eye, who live still through us who loved them, has bound them indeed more closely to us. So has it always been in every year. So will it be next year and in the next.
“But life itself will remain. As we reflect, in these days of the year’s dying, on our own beloved dead, so will others remember us in days to come, on to the last days of humankind upon the earth. And even when memory ceases, the substance of our living will still remain, an ineradicable part of what has happened in this corner of the Milky Way.”

Amen.
