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FIRST READING 
The first reading is a letter of condolence sent to Eric Reiner, a member here, in 2013 when his 
father died. It was written by his nephew Teddy Reiner.  
 
Please know that we are thinking of you this day, a day bright as any other, but colored with the 
immediacy of a space made vacant and feelings of newly opened vulnerability and sense of loss. 
Ninety-three years for your father, my Uncle Tim, seems like a long time, a life with many 
chapters and accomplishments, but seen another way so fleeting and precious. 
 
To be given a life is a wonderful and exquisite gift, a result of so many convergences and 
energies combining all the right elements in just the right time. Our spiritual challenge is to know 
what to do with our great gift, how to respond with love and generosity to this one great chance 
we have to be the eyes of the universe, to refine our sensibilities until we see truly how it is.  
When I think of our agnostic Reiner family choosing to contemplate the mysteries in a serene 
Unitarian structure, the brick Bullfinch church on the green In Lancaster, I see how we all long 
to live open lives with souls ever-growing and renewing.  
 
When we think of our mothers and fathers, their eyes starting to dim and see from a greater 
distance, we must surely know that they have lived much, suffered much, and traveled the soul's 
journey in grace and hardship. There are always the two sides, but then the third possibility--the 
transformative experience where we let go of all previous thoughts, concepts, pains,  
conditionings, attractions and aversions--and accept what is given in this moment. This would be 
to somehow reconnect and make whole. It would not be a self-improvement project or 
accomplishment of perfecting our natures. It would be seeing the beauty of our imperfections, 
seeing with eyes of sufficiency and gratitude, not their opposites. 
 
 Our adult relationships with our parents always have elements of unfinished business. But if you 
were to ask them now, you would hear that their love for you was very full and deep, seeing 
beyond imperfections to overwhelming and wholehearted gratitude. Gratitude being a mature 
emotion that sees most clearly. When your eyes are dry, may you see this clearly.    
 
 Love, Teddy and Susan 
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SECOND READING 
White Owl Flies Into and Out of the Field           Mary Oliver 
  
Coming down out of the freezing sky 
with its depths of light, 
like an angel, or a Buddha with wings, 
it was beautiful, and accurate, 
striking the snow and whatever was there 
with a force that left the imprint 
of the tips of its wings — five feet apart — 
and the grabbing thrust of its feet, 
and the indentation of what had been running through the white valleys of the snow — 
and then it rose, gracefully, 
and flew back to the frozen marshes 
to lurk there, like a little lighthouse, 
in the blue shadows — 
so I thought: 
 
maybe death isn’t darkness, after all, 
but so much light wrapping itself around us  
— as soft as feathers — 
that we are instantly weary of looking, and looking, 
and shut our eyes, not without amazement, 
and let ourselves be carried, 
as through the translucence of mica, 
to the river that is without the least dapple or shadow, 
that is nothing but light  
- scalding, aortal light - 
in which we are washed and washed 
out of our bones. 
 
 
THIRD READING       from John Caddy, Minnesota poet  
 
Stubborn ironwood leaves found 
crystal embellishment last night, a gift 
of water vapor and its freezing point, 
when hoarfrost began to grow its own 
ferny leaves right upon the old dun 
ironwood leaves too obstinate to fall. 
In hours the frost will vanish into air 
as if to show the old leaves how it’s done: 
 
   Arrive,  
   Be beautiful,  
   Be gone. 
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Arrive. Be Beautiful. Be Gone.  
 
The hoar frost shows the dying leaves how easy this all is, the old brown leaves too obstinate to 
fall, ironwood and oak: Don’t cling like that. When it really is your time, don’t clutch this life, 
this green and golden world.  You can’t. Let go.  Just go.  The frost shows by example how it’s 
done, etching everything in crystal overnight, then melting to water a few hours after sunrise; it 
becomes again part of the invisible air. The hoarfrost reminds the clinging leaves and all of us 
what our whole assignment is in these, our wild and precious lives, our fleeting temporal 
existence.  The assignment given at our birth is crystal clear:  Arrive. Be beautiful. Be gone.  
 
Did you get that memo?  I have a copy somewhere, but I keep misplacing it, keep forgetting even 
for days at a time, even years at a time, that I’m not actually immortal and I should maybe plan 
my days accordingly, plan my gratitude accordingly.  Harder still – much harder still – is 
believing it for those I love, or other people generally, all of you, all of them, known and loved, 
or not.  There are times when I can glimpse my own mortality, come to terms with it, accept it, 
even, with a kind of equanimity and amazed and grateful grace; but I have no interest in 
glimpsing your mortality or anybody’s else’s, and much of the time I refuse to do it and so I’m 
always caught off guard when death comes by.  Joan Didion, the writer, who lost both her 
husband and her daughter in a very short time, called it “magical thinking,” our bewilderment, 
our indignation, our rage and wild grief, our broken hearts and disbelief when someone whom 
we love has died.  How could it be, we ask, no matter how old or young they were, no matter 
how well or how sick – something in us will never stop asking, how can it be that they arrived 
and were so beautiful, so necessary, so much a part of us and everything, and now they’re simply 
gone?  
 
In the early mornings, I walk my dog on the same path, in the same park every day.  We see 
many living things and many dead things – moles, mice, birds, fish, animals and trees – changes 
that we might not notice if we ever changed our route.  One time several years ago, we came 
upon a fox in the middle of our path, a gorgeous, radiant red fox, but it was staggering and 
swaying; it was sick and couldn’t run from us, so we turned back the way we came.  It was there 
the next day, same thing, and then not again.  It was fall, like this, with ice in the air and brown 
leaves yet clinging to the branches. Several weeks later, when the leaves were gone, we saw that 
fox again, caught sight of that brilliant auburn fur, off in the woods under an arc of bramble. It 
was coated in hoarfrost, sparkling, and it had died, much to my dog’s delight.  We walked past it 
all winter, and into the spring and the summer.  The golden fur gave way to grey, and then no 
fur, and crows came round, and flies and other animals we didn’t see, at night, so that a year later 
in the fall it was all bones and black muscle. Leaves came down to cover it, then snow, and a few 
years passed and I don’t know if I could find it now. It was washed out of this living, lively 
world, into the light that holds everything.  
 
We notice other changes. Other dogs and other people walk there, and sometimes an old dog that 
was once a young dog becomes in time a vanished dog, a ghost. We notice, all of a sudden: the 
human person is walking all alone. We stop on the path on a grey morning to greet this person 
we don’t really know, even after years of waving on the trail. We ask, even though we know the 
answer, “Hey, where’s Gino?” and shake our heads and say we’re so sorry.  Sometimes the 
owner keeps walking for a few more weeks, just on their own, but most often not.  One woman 
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kept walking for a couple of years and then suddenly one day she wasn’t there- ghosted dog, 
ghosted human: they were part of our lives and still are in a way, but the meadow and the trees 
and the sky and the snow just gently close around their absence and we keep walking on, 
remembering them in the rising of the sun and in its going down.  This whole world is ghosted 
like that. 
 
Strangers, friends, beloveds – the evidence is in, and yet we still just can’t believe it, sometimes, 
that all of them, all of this, all of us, can’t last.  Nothing gold can stay. We got the memo – our 
heads have got this down, but walking in the woods in the fall, or sitting side by side at breakfast 
with someone whom you love so much you almost take it for granted- it’s hard to believe in 
transience, the permanence of transience, until it comes and you’re left quivering: how could this 
be? Where did they go? How could my person get away?   
 
W.S. Merwin has a poem called Season:  
 
This hour along the valley  
this light at the end of summer lengthening as it begins to go 
this whisper in the tawny grass  
this feather floating in the air  
this house of half a life or so 
this blue door open to the lingering sun this stillness      
echoing from the rooms like an unfinished sound 
this fraying of voices at the edge of the town beyond the dusty gardens  
this breath of knowing 
without knowing anything  
this old branch from which years and faces go on falling  
this presence already far away  
this moment peopled with absences  
with everything that I remember  
the wheeze of the gate  
greetings  
birdsongs in winter 
the heart dividing dividing  
and everything that has slipped my mind as I consider the shadow 
all this has occurred to somebody else who has gone 
as I am told  
and indeed it has happened again and again  
and I go on trying to understand how that could ever be  
and all I know of them 
is what they felt in the light  
here in this late summer 
 
When people die, whenever someone dies, we are left bewildered every time, standing on the 
shore, stranded on this side of the land of the living, what one writer once called “heaven’s 
coast,” not quite believing they could leave us behind, that “that’s that.” We understand then that 
the strands of memory are lifelines, and we grasp for them before they float away, tie them down 
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securely.  It’s hard to remember that we’re all weaving such strands now out of our own living, 
our own choices, actions, interactions, words. All of these are threads for someone else to catch 
and cling to after we are gone. Love and memory abide, and the imprint on your spirit that cannot 
ever be removed.  
 
A man writes in an essay about his son, and how to hang on, cling to memory and love when life 
itself lets go.  He writes about the mail that kept coming – snail-mail – even after his son died: 

“When was the last time you shopped for car insurance?” asks the letter, which arrived the day 
before Father’s Day. “If your answer is ‘I haven’t done that in years,’ you may be missing an 
opportunity to save money and get great service from GEICO.” The letter is addressed to our 
son, David. 

“Treat yourself to a welcome offer,” American Express writes David, providing “an exclusive 
invitation to apply for our most rewarding Gold Card.” 

 “One Week Left: David, Don’t Miss Out on 25,000 Bonus Miles,” Delta Air Lines writes in an 
email to our son, whom it deems “a valued SkyMiles member.” 

On the other side of the equation, the I.R.S. writes David to tell him that he owes $5.68 based on 
his 2010 Form 1040. 

All of them assume a tone of urgency. But David is now and forever beyond both opportunity and 
obligation. Two and half years ago, he died after mixing heroin and alcohol, at the age of 21. 

That has not stopped the slow and steady trickle of mail and email, oblivious to our loss. A part 
of me is resentful that it continues, and yet, I keep each bit of mail and email in a file marked 
“David,” knowing full-well how foolish and pathetic it is. But I cannot do otherwise. 

On the flight from Akron to Boston, as we carried our son’s ashes home, the alarm on his 
cellphone went off in the overhead compartment, telling him it was time to get up and go to class. 
I jumped up out of my seat and tore his suitcase apart desperately trying to silence the alarm. 

Eleven months later, I come upon his dog-eared copy of “Make Way for Ducklings.” On the 
back cover, I discover a note in pencil and in the hand of a child. It reads: “WAKE ME UP 
PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE.” 

If only I could. 

I had nearly forgotten how death plays out over time — not the biological episode that collapses 
it all into a nanosecond of being and nonbeing, but the slower arc of our leaving, the long 
goodbye — sorting through the mail, paying the bills, stumbling upon notes. It is like the 
decommissioning of a great battleship. There is the official notice and ceremony, and then the 
long and agonizing process that follows — the disposition of so much tonnage. Eulogies are 
never the last word. 
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Some of you have known that strange experience: you’re doing just fine after some major loss, 
or so you think, so your friends and your therapist are telling you, and then a photo falls into 
your hands, or letter, or a leaf falls out of a book; a song comes on the radio, or the smell of 
something cooking or a greeting on voicemail, right when you never thought you’d hear their 
voice again.  I’ve seen dead people walking on the sidewalk in a city, far up ahead, the shape and 
the height and the gait of a person I loved: it looks just like them, if I squint my eyes and turn my 
head… It isn’t them, of course, but I’ve been jerked back into seeing them – and all these 
visitations, these glimpses, are so razor-sharp painful, and they are so welcome, because for just a 
moment, just a little while, your heart is just exactly where it wants to be, in proximity again, to 
your loved one who is on the other side.    
 
My brother died three years ago, and like the writer, we kept receiving his junk mail, all these 
invitations to join the gym or pay a bill. One said, “Hey Mark! Let this be your year to quit 
smoking!”  Well, actually, it was.  It was also the year he quit drinking, and quit his addiction to 
oxycodone, and all the other pain meds he wrangled from doctors or desperately stole. It 
absolutely was the year he quit smoking, and struggling and suffering, and also smiling and 
laughing and telling weird jokes, and thanking us over and over for taking him in, and hoping all 
the while that he’d get better, that maybe this would be year of the liver transplant and sobriety 
and health.  It was the year he quit smoking, quit breathing entirely, and in the end, just as Mary 
Oliver describes it, the white light, soft as feathers, wrapped around him like the wings of a great 
bird, gentling all distress, smoothing his anxiety, and he was carried far from us and far from 
every disappointment, every worry and regret.  I think his religion, more than mine, held to 
images like that. I don’t think about him every day now, and so I’m always a little glad, as well 
as a little annoyed, by the odd piece of mail from the VA or his old credit card, or the collection 
agency from when he borrowed money to go back to school to learn to be a truck driver. This 
junk mail feels like notes from him to us, imploring us, remember me.  See me now as I truly am: 
not sick, not sad, but whole.  Know that I loved you, and I know you loved me.  
 
I wish that I could know that he is ok, says someone here whose son died much too young, a 
teenager, by suicide. I wish that I could know that he’s okay, that he could send me some kind of 
sign. And that’s a longing not of the head so much, a longing not for cogent understanding and 
proof positive. It’s a longing of the bones, to know in your body made of cells, to know in the 
fibers of your own warm skin that knew the touch and smell and taste of their warm skin – you 
want to know in your bones that they’re okay.  That it’s okay.  That you’re okay. That the image 
of the light surrounding us is right and true – or whatever image, whatever story whatever it is 
you believe or want to believe, that it comes round right.  Glimpses come to us, of gratitude, of 
laughing memory.  Glimpses come, maybe more often, and a little more lastingly, as time goes 
on; glimpses come to steady us and save us, save our lives here, now, while we’re still alive, 
assurances that all is well, that all will be well and all manner of things will be well, and we 
breathe a little in that quiet, healing space.  But glimpses are not proof – and so we go on faith, or 
whatever you’re going to call it.  We go on faith that we can keep on going.    
 
All these old traditions – All Saints Day and All Souls, Samhain in the Celtic pagan world, the 
Day of the Dead in Mexico – all these old traditions, practices, and rituals call us back to 
memory and love.  They speak of when the veil is thin, these feasts that mark the turning year, 
the dying time, the veil between the living world and the country of our dead.  People called their 
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loved ones back with gourds left lighted in their windows, the pungent scent of marigolds on the 
offrenda, and special masses, candles, picnics in the graveyard.  That veil never feels thin enough 
for long enough, and so in all these different places, different cultures, different times, there’s 
this moment set aside each year when nothing’s not left to chance – you call them back.  In 
Mexico you cook their favorite food, and eat it, laughing, with your friends, trading recipes for 
when your own day comes.  At All Souls and All Saints, All Hallow’s Eve, you pray for 
everyone, the living and the dead, peace for your beloved person, and peace in your own heart.  
The season darkens, the old brown leaves let go, the great wheel turns, and maybe for a moment, 
we remember to be gentle, remember to be kind. None of us can know what losses other people 
carry.   
 
A nephew writes to his uncle on the death of a man they both loved: 
 
To be given a life is a wonderful and exquisite gift… Our spiritual challenge is to know what to 
do with our great gift, how to respond with love and generosity to this one great chance we have 
to be the eyes of the universe… We all long to live open lives with souls ever-growing and 
renewing… When we think of our beloved dead, we must surely know that they have lived much, 
suffered much, and traveled the soul’s journey in grace and hardship. [There is also] that 
transformative experience where we let go of all previous thoughts, concepts, pains, 
conditionings, attractions and aversions, and accept what is given in this moment… If you were 
to ask them now, you would hear that their love for you was very full and deep, seeing beyond 
imperfections to overwhelming and wholehearted gratitude. When your eyes are dry, may you 
see this clearly.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________________________ 
 
The quote from the grieving father is from “The Afterlife,” by Ted Gup, The New York Times, 
2014 July 13. 


