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These are the words of members and friends, answering the question,  
“How have those you’ve loved and lost returned to you in memory and wisdom?” 

 
 
 
Ever since the 2016 election, my grandparents have been on my mind a new and different 
ways.  In my mother’s stories, my grandfather was the consummate survivor, but I always saw 
him as a tragic figure.  Born in a small town in Germany in 1898, he was 14 when his father was 
drafted to fight in World War I and he had to leave school to provide for his family.  He later 
took over his father’s business, modernized it, and had just started to become moderately 
successful, when Hitler invaded Poland.  He managed to ensure his family’s survival through 
that war, only to find himself under constant pressure as a small business owner in communist 
East Germany.  Is it any wonder he had ulcers and high blood pressure?  Lately, whenever I feel 
overwhelmed by the rhetoric and actions emanating from the White House, I think of him.  What 
did it feel like to watch the Nazis rise? How did he keep going?  What was it really like to come 
home from vacation to find his house turned upside down, the SS waiting for him to take him 
away, all because he was continuing to meet his Jewish friend for a beer once a week? When I 
was a child, I assumed all the adults that had lived through the war were somehow tougher than 
me. How else could they have lived through it and still function? Now I know they were just as 
scared and uncertain as I am.  My grandfather made it through by doing what he could - feeding 
his family, protecting the prisoners of war that were assigned to him, rebuilding his bombed out 
house.  His courage comforts me now.  On those days when I feel like pulling a blanket over my 
head and hiding he whispers ‘giving up is not an option.’ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Scores of years have passed now since my parents and all the elders of my childhood have died. 
Almost nothing tangible remains of my previous life: in family relationships, in former beloved 
traditions, even in the value of their things strewn about my house. I am visited by my memories 
of these people and by their things—but I’m giving the things away and the memories are fading 
as I age, longing to master the practice of detachment. I live in the present.  
 
A few people I love and respect model how to detach: take care and cherish deeply and lovingly 
in the moments you have with people; accept the inevitability of loss, disappointment, and 
separation quietly and with grace.  
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
When I was a child, I found my father to be rather distant.  That changed when I entered my 
teens, right around the time I was participating in the confirmation class in our congregational 
church.  We began talking about the church and what we believed.  He told me that he wasn’t 
very interested in theological matters, but that the church was important to him because the 
people he met there did good work in the world, individually (my mother foremost among them) 
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and as a congregation, and he wanted to support that.  Our family was in church every Sunday, 
without fail. And he wanted me to be an active member of the church, too.  He served as a 
deacon and as a board member.  I was a leader in the high school youth group.  His wisdom 
returns to me regularly in my participation in the UU churches which I joined as a college 
student and as an adult.  I am very grateful to have had him as my father. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
My story centers on my Mother and my daughter Reba. My mother had me when she was very 
young, only 19 years old. She was terribly unprepared for being a mother and a parent (as were 
both my parents.) She, I believe suffered from bi-polar ism, and was also just powerless in 
controlling her anger. My childhood was difficult, although I am sure others had it worse than I, I 
have far more unpleasant memories than good ones. I chose to leave my parents home before 
turning 18 or graduating from high school as I could not continue to live with the situation there. 
As I grew into young adulthood, and with separation from my mother my relationship with her 
changed and I came to know of her great feelings of grief for how she treated me. She had much 
remorse as well as feelings of guilt for what she had done. She became ill with cancer and died at 
the relatively young age of 47, when I was a young man of 28. I was married but had not yet 
started my own family. When my daughter Reba was a young child of 2 or 3  (this would have 
been 8 to 9 years after my mother passed) I noticed that at bed time she would hug me for a long, 
long time and just not want to let me go. One evening after tucking her into bed and having 
enjoyed a long embrace with her, I had a sense of mental clarity and it came to me that perhaps 
my mother's spirit was with Reba and that the reason for the long hugs was because it was my 
mother's way of reaching from the spiritual world to give me the hugs she neglected when I was 
young, and also to guide me to love my children as I did & do. My daughter is a young woman 
now, about the age I was when my mother died. I have never before or since felt that feeling I 
did that evening, but somehow I know that my mother's soul is at peace because of the time I 
spent hugging & embracing my child as I did. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Paulina is the younger sister of my friend Jasmin, a summer intern I worked with four or five 
years ago.  Paulina got a scholarship to play college basketball.  Before the start of her freshman 
season, she was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s.  Her first treatments produced very positive results.  I 
sent this note to Jasmin. 
  
I've thought a lot about your sister and your family in the last few weeks.  Of course, I'm glad 
that the prognosis is so positive.  But there's something else that's been on my mind and has 
given me a very good feeling. 

  
I'm sure I've never mentioned this, but my best friend in high school and college died of 
Hodgkins in 1974.  He was 27.  The center of a group of great friends.  With an amazing sense of 
humor.  And, like Paulina, a tremendous athlete.  Gary died a week after my father, so it was a 
very dark time for me.  And a very dark time for cancer treatment.  Gary's doctors tried, among 
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other things, mustard gas, which had worked very well to kill soldiers in the trenches of World 
War I.  It didn't do anything positive for Gary.  In 1974 it felt as if every cancer patient was a 
guinea pig, an opportunity for doctors to try things, to see if they could find effective 
treatments.  And, for Hodgkin’s, they have.  So I understand now, as I hadn’t completely 
understood before, that Gary's death wasn't in vain.  He contributed, in his way, to the tools 
doctors will use to fight your sister's Hodgkins.  Which is why, reading your note, I had a good 
feeling. 

  
Every time I go back to Oregon, I visit Gary's grave, in a small hilltop cemetery on a country 
road between Eugene and Corvallis.  It will feel different to stand by him next time.  I'll be 
thinking of you and your family and hoping for the best possible outcome. 

  
 Six or seven years after Gary died, I reconnected with his family.  They had moved to the Bay 
Area.  His father had retired, done some work with the prison ministry project founded by Chuck 
Colson, played some piano at the Nordsrom’s near their home.  I’ve kept in touch since 
then.  Stu has just turned 99.  I see him now, in Eugene, a couple of times each year.  We’ve 
always talked about Gary and, though it was painful at first, we were always able to laugh about 
things he had said or done.  Now those are joyful conversations.  Something would cause one of 
us to say, “Gary would love that…” or “Can you imagine what Gary would have to say about 
that” or “Remember when Gare … “ And we laugh. 
  
Note that I write “would love” not “would have loved.”  Forty-five years later he is alive in our 
memories. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
This year was the 50th anniversary of my mother’s death and in February it would have been her 
100th birthday. One of my brothers thought it was a good idea for all of us to gather at the 
cemetery on the day she died.   
 
I was surprised at how much that scared me. We would just stand around, I thought, still not 
talking.  I was afraid one brother would get all religious on us.I wasn’t sure I had the courage to 
go,  
 
Instead, I wrote a little book for the grandchildren and great grandchildren 
who never knew her.  I included pictures and stories and told them of how she visited in my 
dreams sometimes, and explained the difference between a regular dream and a visit from her, so 
they would understand if it ever happened to them. 
I carefully wrapped the books, attached gift tags and put them in a box I carried with trepidation, 
to the cemetery. 
 
Two of my brothers spoke, gently and quietly, as it turned out, and Jesus stayed home. 
 
Then I set a little speaker on the headstone and let Judy Garland sing “Somewhere Over the 
Rainbow,” our mother's favorite song, The music floated through the trees and damp grass,over 
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the urn with what was left of the pansies and red twig dogwood I’d planted before the deer ate 
them. 
 
I heard her voice singing that same song in the kitchen. Tears ran down my face, and I couldn’t 
look around. Trying to be stronger than I was at 15,I stood tall and held her dignity. 
 
Maybe my brothers were crying too.Maybe the nieces and nephews  
were gently nudging dirt with the toes of their shoes,cleaning the flat markers  
to read the names of family members who had died of old age, as it should be.  
 
I didn’t look, so I don’t know if perhaps, they noticed.  
She was standing with us. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
My father died when I was only 17, and my mother had a full and eventful  
life for a full fifty years after. They both influenced me, perhaps in  
proportion to the time I had them with me, perhaps not. But let me give a  
couple of examples of how my father is still present for me. 
 
My father was a buyer for a manufacturer of women’s clothing in the old  
Garment District: representatives of the mills would come to him with  
swatches of woolen cloth in the hope that he would recommend using their  
fabric. It was a job that could be a natural for receiving kickbacks:  
choose an inferior sample, and take a few hundred dollars as reward from  
the mill. My father once remarked that if the bosses, who were in offices  
not far from his, got wind of any such behavior, he would be out of a job.  
So perhaps he didn’t see his position as any serious threat to his  
honesty. 
 
But one winter, a case of whiskey was delivered to our house. Pop could  
have kept it, and the bosses would surely be none the wiser. He sent it  
right back, with little second thought. 
 
I got offered improper money only once: a naive student named a sum that I  
could certainly make use of if I gave him a good grade. I stood up from my  
desk and in my coldest voice, said, “Get out;” I may have repeated the  
words. The poor kid was obviously shaken by my reaction, which I guess he  
had been brought up not to expect. 
 
My father loved working in the basement shop, to get away from the  
tensions and frustrations of his hated job. There were a few wood-working  
machines, but mostly it was hand tools down there. He taught me to use  
them, and also how to handle the metal-turning lathe that he splurged on  
shortly after the War, when I suppose everybody was comparatively flush. 
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I too have a basement full of tools, with in fact a far more extensive  
collection than Pop’s. When I pick up a plane or a chisel, my thoughts  
almost always turn to my father, and though my skill does not approach  
his, I like to think that he would have been well pleased in me. 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
It’s been almost three years since Dad died, and I find that he doesn’t return to me as much as I 
return to him. As part of his memorial, I collected from family and assembled a number of 
stories and  images of him and his life. Since then I find I spend time in the family photographs 
and heirlooms seeking to preserve not only his stories but our family's so that they can be 
preserved and passed to future generations. I have returned to Dad in his role as a keeper of the 
family history kept in slides and photographs and stories. 
 
Along with Mom’s quilt, the “photo quilt” that I put in the arts and crafts display is a direct 
product of that return. 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
A favorite returning for me is my mother’s wanting to go along on an evening out or a trip. I 
used to enjoy outings and travel with her occasionally before she died in 1999. I will periodically 
get her message that she wants to accompany me when I’m digging in my jewelry drawer for the 
evening's outfit accessory or especially when I’m packing for a trip.  When she wants to go 
along, I’m directed to her double strand of pearls that my father gave her just before leaving for 
service in France, Belgium and Germany during WW II. When I’m digging in that jewelry 
drawer and mom wants to come, the pearls totally fill my mind and are the only item I can 
choose.  It always make me smile. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
A  friend of mine committed suicide after moving to New Zealand from her native 
Germany.  When I lucid dreamed shortly after, I called her up in the dream so I could talk to 
her.  She showed me the place where she died, a spot in a beautiful park where she took her own 
life.  She was indifferent to my grief, and it made me mad, but it still gave me closure to see her 
once more.  Dreams are a form of wish fulfillment, and we can harness their power to speak to 
the dead.  
 
My cousin Audrey died at age 30.  At first they said it was a heroin overdose, but then they said 
her fiancé murdered her.  I saw the photos of the bruises on her body but didn’t want to feel the 
dent in the back of her skull where my aunt thinks he bashed her head in.  The police in Texas 
didn’t want to investigate her death because she was just another drug addict to them.  My cousin 
was very beautiful with hazel eyes, long blonde hair and a mischievous grin.  I see her face all 
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the time in crowds.  Sometimes I stare and stare because the woman I’m seeing looks just like 
her.  I know it’s wishful thinking.  
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 I'm not one who has handled grief very well, or gotten past it readily.  In a way, I grew up in 
grief since my father died when I was four months old, and my birth story was closely tied up 
with his death story in family lore.  I have no memories of him, yet I've always missed him and 
longed for a father. 

As probably everyone has, I've also lost many friends and relatives, from the neighbor boy my 
age who was killed by a car when we were both eight, through aunts, uncles, older cousins, 
neighbors, and dear friends. 

All that aside, however, after the passing of my mother, I experienced a new thing...her return in 
my dreams.  At first, I had nightmares that she wasn't really dead but I was the only one who 
knew that and so faced struggles with unbelieving doctors and pharmacists and how I would get 
her medications and care if no one else realized that she hadn't really died.  And, of course, I 
cried and missed her when I was awake.  Over time, however, my mother became younger and 
stronger in my dreams, and sometimes mischievous like the night I dreamed that she had taken 
our old 1968 Mercury Comet for a joy ride despite her license having been revoked for medical 
reasons and not having driven for years.  As is the way with the impossible possibilities of 
dreams, I imagined that I was running alongside the car somewhere in Minneapolis calling to her 
to stop because she couldn't drive anymore, and her just ignoring me and driving along.  Through 
the nearly dozen years she has been gone from this life, she has continued to get younger in my 
dreams, and now near the age she was when I was a small child.  While dreams of her come less 
often, they continue to be a comfort to me. 

The same thing happened after my dog, Bear, died.  He didn't come in a dream for a long time, 
but when he did it was a great comfort to me.  I dreamt I was in an art gallery at an opening and, 
while looking at paintings, Bear came down the stairs young, healthy, beautifully furred and led 
me upstairs to where he had been...in a room full of children, some in snowsuits, some in car 
seats, and Bear was their guardian.  He let me know he was happy, and doing what he had 
always done and loved.  He came to me in dreams once in a while after that, and always sporting 
a most beautifully groomed coat, grinning his best dog grin, and happy. 

When Officer Gomm was murdered at work, and I was grieving that young man I'd never met, I 
"prayed" to Bear, and later to my mom, to go be with him - since Joseph Gomm had adored 
animals and rescued wild birds, and since his mother in her wheelchair and with her oxygen tank, 
reminded me so of my own mom before she died.  It felt as if their dream images could be a 
comfort to his.  Oddly, I didn't dream of Bear or my mom for many, many months after that.  It 
might have been the recent one-year anniversary of Joseph's death that found me again dreaming 
of both of them off and on again.  It also could be that I'm doing some therapy that involves these 
old griefs.  For whatever reason, they've been less often with me in dreams.  As I write this just 
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now, I find it an irony that both of the officers who died on duty last summer were named Joseph 
(Joseph Parise was the second one), and that my dad's name was also Joseph. 

Like anyone, I have no idea what happens to a person's memories, energy, or "soul" after that 
person dies, or what will happen to mine either.  Intellectually, I think we are simply gone except 
for the memories, writings, and the effects of our actions that we leave behind us.  But, for me, 
my closest loved ones - my mom and my dog - both come back to me in my dreams, and it 
always comforts me.  Sometimes they are funny and let me know that they are happy in some 
way or at least doing better than they were in their final years of illness and aging, sometimes 
they are comforting to me, and sometimes they advise me on what is important in life...like Bear 
protecting young children. 

That's as close to eternal life as I can imagine...that they will be with me as long as I am alive 
and dreaming of them.   I wonder...maybe this is a hereditary approach.  My mother once told me 
a story of how she was lying in bed, sobbing in despair over my dad's death.  That would have 
meant I was in my crib nearby, but of course I don't remember.  Her name was Ursula, and her 
nickname was Ersie.  She told me that she was sobbing so hard that she felt she would never stop 
and then she felt my father, Joe, get into bed beside her, hold her tight, and tell her, "It will be 
okay, Ersie, stop crying, it will be okay."  Or words to that effect.  She said she must have been 
asleep and dreaming, but that she was so comforted by that sense of his presence and his words 
of assurance, that she didn't fall into a sobbing attack like that ever again.  That doesn't mean she 
didn't miss him.  I asked her once when she was in her late 80s to "tell me about my dad," and 
she looked out the window with tear-fogged eyes and, after a long silence, said only "what can I 
tell you?  He was the love of my life."  Several days before she herself died, I thought she was 
talking to me in her sleep or her waking incomprehension of her surroundings - a tale for another 
time - but then realized she was not present with me but, with eyes open, talking to her husband, 
Joe.  My brother tells me that she was talking to her father during her last hours when he was 
with her. 

Dreams?  Memories?  Spiritual encounters?  Who knows?  None of us will know what, if 
anything, is after death until we pass that gateway.  And, if there is nothing, we won't know even 
then.   But, on this side, I now know that my loved ones live on inside my dreams and memories, 
and that's enough for me for now. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
When I think how I walk on the paths created by my people, I think most strongly about my 
maternal grandfather.  He was a man who "took care" of people and things.  He is my lodestar. 
 
He grew up dirt poor, but went to college and served in the CC.  He found his calling working 
for his community as a soil and conservation officer for the Little Blue conservation district in 
southeastern Nebraska.  He took his job seriously, but never took himself too seriously.  He 
didn't leave his post until he was forced out in his seventies.  Then he picked up odd jobs to help 
out folks he had met over the years. 
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He loved Nebraska football and traveled to every bowl game. In his tidy garden, both the 
vegetables and flowers always bloomed.  His tools were always cleaned and put back in their 
proper places. 
 
When his daughter became the single parent of a toddler, he and my grandmother took them 
in.  He considered various ex'es of his children and grandchildren to still be family if they 
wanted to be included. When my grandmother became agoraphobic in her last years, he made 
sure she was safe and happy.  When his brother suffered through heart failure he visited the care 
facility daily.   
 
All the while he continued to take himself to the Methodist church, the Rotary and the Lion's 
Club. He also made sure that the ducks on the municipal pond were properly fed. When my aunt, 
who had returned lived with him when they were both widowed, died after a long bout with 
cancer, he said he didn't know what he would do now that he had no one to care for.  By that 
time he was nearly 100 years old.  
 
He finally moved to the local assisted living facility, where he continue to weed the garden in the 
central patio and offer flowers to the ladies, even when his eyesight was nearly gone.   I hope to 
be as strong and helpful as he was all his life.  Feeling that he would be proud of me and that his 
spirit lives in me keeps me moving forward. 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
[My daughter] 'comes back to me' ,when friends and I are in a conversation about their teenagers 
or young adults, and they ask me  "so how was Linnea in this type of situation." I am always so 
grateful that she , and our relationship, is not forgotten or glossed over.   I think often, people 
sort of don't want to bring up the deceased persons name for fear it will bring sadness back. But 
really it makes the one who's left, so glad. 
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READING 
from John O’Donohue, priest and theologian from Ireland 
 
In Connemara, the graveyards are near the ocean, where there is a lot of sandy soil.  To open the 
grave, the sod is cut on three sides.  It is rolled back very carefully from the surface of the field, 
but it is not broken off.  The coffin is put down, the prayers are said and the grave is blessed and 
filled.  Then the sod is rolled out over the grave so that it fits exactly over the opening.  A friend 
of mine calls it “a cesarean section in reverse.”  It is as if the womb of the earth, without being 
broken, is receiving back an individual who left for a while to live as a clay shape above the 
world. The image is of homecoming, of being taken back completely again.  
 
It is a strange and magical fact to be here, walking around in a body, to have a whole world 
within you and a world at your fingertips outside you. It is an immense privilege to be alive. The 
more lonely side of being here is our separation in the world. When you live in a body you are 
separate from every other object and person. Many of our attempts to pray, to love, and to create 
are secret attempts at transfiguring that separation in order to build bridges outward so that others 
can reach us and we can reach them. At death, this physical separation is broken. The soul is 
released from its exclusive location in this body. The soul then comes in to a free and fluent 
universe of spiritual belonging. 
 
 
 
Clouds of Witnesses 
 
In the kitchen drawer I have an old address book which I never use, but I haven’t tossed it out. 
There are neighbors still living in that book from neighborhoods we lived in, Ross and I, many 
years ago – Poughkeepsie, New Haven, Northampton, Block Island, Vermont. Couples long 
divorced are still married in this book (for better and for worse); excellent plumbers and roofers 
and a midwife are still standing by their phones, waiting for my call, and veterinarians for cats 
who, if they were still alive, would be older than the sphinx.  And people who have died are still 
sitting side by side on their alphabet pages with people who have not yet died (whom I guess it’s 
more polite to call “the living”).  I never crossed them out, the dead.  Even now, in my phone, 
there are some whose voicemails I have not erased, contacts I do not delete, and texts I save and 
sometimes scroll through, the way you look at pictures again, when you have the courage; or the 
way you trace your finger over someone’s signature on a letter, your hand on the page right 
where theirs once rested; or breathe in the scent of an old shirt someone wore; or handle old 
tools; or cook from a recipe card that you could have typed and saved into a Google doc, and 
probably you did, but you still cook from the gravy-stained, flour-dusty, dog-eared index card 
that somebody wrote out with a pencil, and kept in a box in a drawer in the kitchen next to their 
address book.  It’s not exactly sentimental or nostalgic; it’s a deliberate intention to keep 
company.     
 
Ted Kooser, poet of Nebraska, writes, 
 
My grandmother is turning potatoes in hot fat, the thin slices bubbling and snapping and 
browning.  The Second World War has just ended. She is using a small, bone-handled, three-



11 
 

tined fork, and she has been standing there in my memory, for more than fifty years. I can no 
longer see her as well as I could as a boy, from the side of the warm wood stove looking up at 
her face.  Whenever I think of her, she must rise from her daybed by the parlor window and 
return to that hot kitchen and stand on her swollen feet to fry potatoes. This is not the afterlife 
that the Lutheran Church taught her to expect.  [I am old now.] When I am gone, she will finally 
be freed from this duty.  
 
And then what?  Where will she be then?  In a prayer for the dead that we almost always say 
here, at memorials, at funerals, we say: as long as we live, they too shall live, for they are a part 
of us and we will remember… But what happens after that?  What happens when our memories 
falter, when our lives ebb away, and the sod rolls back to swallow us into the mothering earth, as 
late and soon, it will also swallow everyone who ever knew us?   It does not take long, a few 
generations, for the memory of a person to dissipate entirely.  Who knows the names of their 
great-great-grandparents, seven generations back?  Maybe amateur genealogists can trace some 
kind of tree, names and dates and marriages, but who knows the heart of a person, their stories, 
their struggle; the way they held their hands in their lap when they were still, the way they held a 
ladle, held a hammer or a hoe; the way they held a baby, or a principle; the way they liked their 
coffee, whether they liked dogs or flowers or ever made a poem or a mistake or a wish -  and 
what happened when the wish did nor did not come true?  What happened inside them and 
around them, and what happens to all that and to us when memory fades and no one living holds 
us anymore?     
 
For some of us, this is the most terrifying prospect.  For some, for centuries, religion has flowed 
in to fill the lonely void: heaven fills the void, and hell, and makes meaning out of existential 
emptiness.  For others, our eventual erasure is a source of comfort and great peace, and is itself 
the deepest meaning of our little mortal lives within the web of things.   And here we all are, side 
by side.  
 
Ursula K. LeGuin, science fiction writer, wrote a poem near the end of her life called, “My 
Elegy:” 
     
… There’s all too many graveyards handy 
these days, too many names to read through tears 
on long black walls, too many bulldozed bonefilled ditches. 
And all the animals to mourn, wiped off 
the earth like mist wiped off a mirror, leaving one 
face, reflection of itself alone, 
image of its imagined image; nothing else, 
no grief, no dirt, no dogs, no elegies. 
 
…And so I looked 
where death is birth and gods are animals 
and being flows through being as from spring 
river flows into river to the sea; 
but what’s to mourn, if life betakes itself into 
another life? Better a rite of passage, 
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painful joyful celebration of the change, 
warning and welcome to the soul returned 
forgetful who it was, and we not knowing either, 
seabird or child, salmon or fern or fawn. 
 
And on the eightfold way, although compassion finds 
itself at home, all the hard work of sorrow 
dissolves to breathing in and out the lives let loose 
from turning turning turning, gone nowhere 
to do no harm at last, … 
 
So where to seek [my elegy]? I used to dream of climbing 
high in the hills, those silent ridges red with dawn, 
… but that’s 
a hero’s journey. I am older than a hero 
ever gets. My search must be a watch, 
patiently sitting, looking out the open door. 
 
…. In dusk some stars shine small and clear as tears 
on a dark face that is not human. I will follow [that]. 
 
Hers was a wild and pagan understanding, science-based, and mystical, not supernatural at all.  
It’s similar in ways to what John O’Donohue, a Catholic, believed about death, how it dissolves 
our distance from the stars and mystery and the elements of earth:  While you’re living in a body, 
he wrote, you are separate from every other object and person. Many of our attempts to pray, to 
love, and to create are secret attempts at transfiguring that separation in order to build bridges 
outward so that others can reach us and we can reach them. At death, this physical separation is 
broken. The soul is released from its exclusive location in this body. The soul then comes in to a 
free and fluent universe of spiritual belonging. 
 
Who knows?  What we know is this, that when we die, our bodies break down quickly, unless 
they’re pumped full of coroner’s chemicals.  Dust goes back dust, and more than dust, nutrients 
for living soil. I like to think about the soul this way, or the mind, the part of a person that thinks 
and feels and wonders, cries and strives, creates and calculates,  imagines, prays and loves: I like 
to think the spirit, or the soul or mind, settles like dust also, fractured fragments of the spirit-self 
sifting with a billion others, scattered shards of our divinity gathered and not lost, accumulating 
somehow. A minister colleague wrote somewhere that for him, God is nothing more or less than 
the totality of everything that is and ever was and ever will be, and I like to think the spark of us 
is part of that – for where else would it go?   
 
We’re learning how trauma lives on and on when it’s left unnamed, unanswered, unhealed and 
untreated, rippling through generations like a poisonous snake, recombining and repeating, 
mutating and twisting into all kinds of new trouble.  I wonder if tenderness is like that, too, if like 
trauma and abuse, kindness has a kind of after-life.  You often hear families say, Our people 
come from sturdy stock, brave, resourceful, innovative, resilient.  Do you ever ask yourself, or 
ask your relatives, I wonder if we come from compassionate stock, if we and our kids are the 
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latest incarnation of a long line of people who took care to be kind, to be generous, to be grateful 
and humble and civic-minded, who showed great courage that way?  This history wouldn’t 
predestine you to be a nice person – all kinds of things could get in your way - but it could be 
good to know what kind of legacy you carry, what your ancestors expect.  I think of the story 
someone shared with us about his father refusing to take bribes, and how when he, the writer, 
was approached years later by a student tempting him with cash, he knew exactly what to do.  
“My grandfather was my lodestar,” said someone else.  
 
And I love the story someone shared about forgiveness jumping generations, about how his 
mother bore him way too young, and how her rage and mental illness prevented her from 
mothering him properly, so he left as a teenager, and then over time, with healthy separation, 
found a thread that could lead him to understanding. And how after she died, still young, when 
he had a child of his own, he found himself loving that child unconditionally, and believes it was 
his mother guiding him, showing him the path.  Maybe it was. Or maybe by grace and by his will 
he just resolved to do it better.  Either way, an old story got disrupted there, and the living legacy 
that will be his child’s inheritance, the genetic coding of love, will be different. That child comes 
from people who know how to be a parent, how to be a person, how to be a family, how to love 
yourself enough to save yourself, how to discern the preconditions of forgiveness, how to love 
wildly and wisely and well.  
 
Long after they are gone, we can stay in relationship with our dead, our beloved ones, our 
difficult ones, the ones who betrayed us, the ones we betrayed, we can stay in relationship with 
them, shifting the story, writing new chapters.. Maybe this is one reason to keep them in your 
contacts, to keep the old address book in the drawer: to keep in touch. Literally.    The meaning 
of our lives is still unfolding.  Rest in peace, says Alice Walker, rest in peace, in me, the meaning 
of our lives is still unfolding. We don’t have to pass everything on as irrevocable legacy; trauma, 
injury, violence and hurt.  Here in the present we can give our lives to breaking all kinds of 
cycles of addiction and abuse, cycles of secrets and silence.  Sometimes one life, kind and brave, 
can be the axis, the fulcrum on which a whole history, even centuries of story, can shift. 
You can say to yourself, say to your children, We come from people who were bold and fierce in 
love.     
 
James Wright, a poet who spent much time in Minnesota, had a poem called  Milkweed: he 
describes how you can stand in a field on a day in the fall and make a little snowstorm all by 
yourself with the gentle tap on a milkweed pod.  He’s writing about grief, and maybe memory, 
the loss of a place and people he knew.  Where do they go? How do these beloved get away?   
 
While I stood here, in the open, lost in myself, 
I must have looked a long time 
Down the corn rows, beyond grass, 
The small house, 
White walls, animals lumbering toward the barn. 
I look down now. It is all changed. 
Whatever it was I lost, whatever I wept for 
Was a wild, gentle thing, the small dark eyes 
Loving me in secret. 
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It is here. At a touch of my hand, 
The air fills with delicate creatures 
From the other world. 
 
They are all around us, our beloved dead.  Clouds of witnesses all around us, like the magic in a 
milkweed pod, visible and invisible.  At Samhain and All Hallows when the veil is thin, at All 
Souls and All Saints when churches light their little candles, and all the time, waking and 
sleeping, they are tumbling out of kitchen drawers and dresser drawers, in our cooking and our 
stories, our habits of speech, they ways we hold our children and our principles and each other.   
At memorials we say, “May they be at peace. May they be at one with life eternal.  May the 
beauty of their lives shine and shine and may our lives bring honor to their memory.” 
 
And so may it be. May our joy and our work, our kindness and our courage bring honor to their 
memory, and bless the lives of those who will come next.  
Amen.  
 


