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 Way back in time, in 1984, I was ordained a deacon in the United Methodist Church.  At that 
ceremony I was given a gift of a book, A Guide to Prayer for Ministers and Other Servants.  It is a book of 
resources for weekly devotions throughout the year.  Each week included snippets of readings from a 
wide variety of sources labeled as Readings for Reflection.   
 
 This is one of my favorites.  From the novel My Name is Asher Lev by Chaim Potok, “And I drew, 
too, the way my father once looked at a bird lying on its side against the curb near our house.  It was 
Shabbos and we were on our way back from the synagogue. 
 “’Is it dead, Papa?’ I was six and could not bring myself to look at it. 
 “’Yes,’ I heard him say in a sad and distant way. 
 “’Why did it die?’ 
 “’Everything that lives must die.’ 
 “’Everything?’ 
 “’Yes.’ 
 “’You, too, Papa?   And Mama?’ 
 ‘’’Yes.’ 
 “’And me?’ 
 “’Yes,’ he said.  Then he added in Yiddish, ‘But may it be only after you have lived a long and 
good life, my Asher.’ 
 “I couldn’t grasp it.  I forced myself to look at the bird. Everything alive would one day be as still 
as that bird? 
 “’Why,’ I asked. 
 “’That’s the way the Ribbono Shel Olom made his world, Asher.’ 
 “’Why?’ 
 “’So life would be precious, Asher. Something that is yours forever is never precious.’” 
 
 I grew up with three grandparents, three great-grandparents and multiple great aunts and 
uncles.  My childhood included many funerals for what I thought of then as old people.  We had pets 
that died.  We buried them at the corner of the garden.  I cannot say I did not know about death in my 
childhood.  But when I was about nine, a little girl from a family who belonged to my childhood church 
died of a brain tumor.  That was the first the realization came to me that one day I would die. 
 “’Everything that lives must die.’” 
 We are all of a certain age in this congregation.  I expect all of us have come to the realization 
that we ourselves will die, but on days like this, Halloween, the Day of Dead, All Saints and All Souls 
Days, Samhain, whatever you may call it, when we remember the dead gone before us that truth may 
hit us more strongly.  We will die.  Today our special collection is for Hospice.  Today we remember the 
dying , which is likely to remind us again.  We will die.  
 Why? 
 “’So life would be precious…. Something that is yours forever is never precious.’” 
 Unitarian Universalist minister Mark Morrison-Reed wrote,  
“We are all dying, 

our lives always moving toward completion. 



“We need to learn to live with death, 

and to understand that death is not the worst of all events. 

“We need to fear not death, but life—empty lives, loveless lives 

“lives that do not build 

upon the gifts that each of us has been given, lives that are like living deaths, 

lives which we never take the time 

to savor and appreciate, 

lives in which we never pause to breathe deeply. 

“What we need to fear is not death, 

but squandering the lives we have been miraculously given. 

“So let me die laughing, savoring one of life’s crazy moments. Let me die holding the hand of one I love, 

and recalling that I tried to love and was loved in return. Let me die remembering that life has been 

good, and that I did what I could. 

“But today, just remind me that I am dying so that I can live, savor, and love with all my heart.” 

 Last week I was attending a 60th anniversary service at the BuxMont Unitarian Universalist 

Fellowship in Warrington, PA where I served for two years as I transferred from United Methodist to 

Unitarian Universalist ministry way back in the late eighties, early nineties.  Throughout the service I 

kept remembering people I knew there who have now died.  This stole I am wearing was a going away 

gift from that congregation.  The member who designed it is now gone.  I was at BuxMont while they 

searched for their settled minister.  I remember the man who had been active for years but had never 

joined because he was leery of making that kind of official commitment.  He joined while I was there 

because they wanted him on the search committee, and he needed to be a member to do that.  He too 

is now gone.  I remembered the church matriarch, a short woman who always wore an apron.  She too 

has died in the time since I was their minister.  Those memories were both sad and joyful.  I 

remembered those people and the parts they played in my life with affection.  

 This week’s Braver/Wiser email was written by Rev. Tania Yadira Márquez.  She celebrates the 

Day of the Dead.  She writes in part, “Every year around this time, there is a distinctive smell in the air 

and the trees sway like the whisper of a thousand voices. That’s how I know they are coming. At that 

point the perpetual altar in my heart begins taking place outside of me, for a few days, and it dances 

with joy at the thought of their coming. 

 

“First, the table that will be the altar. A few boxes on top to create different levels. I begin to think about 

the pictures I am adding to my altar today; the beloved friend who didn’t get to say goodbye, the one I 

loved, my grandparents, the cousin who left too soon. I allow myself to think about the ones whose 

pictures won’t be on my altar, but that I still remember…. 

 

“My family and I gather. We tell stories, we laugh, we also cry a little, we rejoice in their company. Their 

stories come alive in our telling, and so does the love we still feel. I have learned to listen more often to 

things than to beings; to listen to my heart that knows a different way of knowing. My heart knows that 



the dead aren’t really dead; their stories are perpetually being told by the world around us; like trees 

swaying, like the whisper of a thousand voices.” 

 Today is a day to remember the host of people who have blessed our lives who are now gone.  I 

said as I moved here that I missed my father.  He could always pack more into a car than I ever can.  I 

half think I wouldn’t have needed a moving truck if he had packed my car.  Although I doubt if even he 

could have gotten a mattress and box spring into a Chevy Cruz.  I remember my fourth-grade teacher 

who would read a chapter from a chapter book to us each morning and occasionally as a special treat 

even two chapters.  I remember my grandmother who got me my first job back when I was in high 

school and who taught me to drive.  Who are the people you remember today?   

Samhain begins tonight.  Hear this prayer. 

“This is the night when the gateway between 

our world and the spirit world is thinnest. 

Tonight is a night to call out those who came before. 

Tonight I honor my ancestors. 

Spirits of my fathers and mothers, I call to you, 

and welcome you to join me for this night. 

You watch over me always, 

protecting and guiding me, 

and tonight I thank you. 

Your blood runs in my veins, 

your spirit is in my heart, 

your memories are in my soul. 

[If you wish, recite your genealogy here. This can include both your blood family, and your spiritual one.] 

 

With the gift of remembrance. 

I remember all of you. 

You are dead but never forgotten, 

and you live on within me, 

and within those who are yet to come,”. Prayers for the Pagan Samhain Sabbat (learnreligions.com) 

I said I knew three great-grandparents.  They were all on my mother’s side, but I could say I 

actually knew all four of my great grandparents on that side of the family because of all the stories the 

family told about my great grandfather who was killed in a car accident a little before my mother was 

born.  I know he played the fiddle for dances.  I know he worked as a breaker boy in the coal mines of 

eastern Pennsylvania.  I know he was fascinated with Native American artifacts and stories.  I never 

knew him, but a piece of him was passed on even to my generation. 

Tell the stories of those who came before.  Pass on your heritage.  Tell your family stories.  Tell 

the stories of Tri-UU.  This spiritual community is only what it is today because of those who came 

before us.  

And while this is a day to honor the dead it is also a day to prepare ourselves for the day when 

we will die.  It is a day to remember that life is precious exactly because it will end.  Samhain comes at 

https://www.learnreligions.com/about-samhain-prayers-4079509


the end of harvest and is sometimes described as the pagan new year.  When one harvests one does not 

eat everything one reaps.  One keeps some of the harvest as seed for next year.  American writer and 

visual artist of the Beat generation William S. Burroughs wrote, “when I become death. Death is the 

seed from which I grow.”  I do not need to believe in resurrection or reincarnation to believe that I will 

leave something of myself behind from which something new may grow.  

Hear another Samhain prayer.  

“The harvest has ended, and the fields are bare. 

The earth has grown cold, and the land is empty. 

The gods of death are lingering over us, 

keeping a watchful eye upon the living. 

They wait, patiently, for eternity is theirs. 

 

“Hail to you, Anubis! O jackal headed one, 

guardian of the realm of the dead. 

When my time comes, I hope 

you may deem me worthy. 

 

“Hail to you, Demeter! O mother of darkness, 

May your grief be abated 

when your daughter returns once more. 

 

“Hail to you, Hecate! O keeper of the gate, 

between this world and the underworld. 

I ask that when I cross over, 

you may guide me with wisdom. 

 

“Hail to you, Freya! O mistress of Folkvangr, 

guardian of those who fall in battle. 

Keep the souls of my ancestors with you. 

 

“Hail to you, O gods and goddesses, 

those of you who guard the underworld 

and guide the dead on their final journey. 

At this time of cold and dark, 

I honor you, and ask that you watch over me, 

and protect me when the day arrives 

that I take my final journey,”  Prayers for the Pagan Samhain Sabbat (learnreligions.com) 

Blessed Be.  

 

https://www.learnreligions.com/about-samhain-prayers-4079509

