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In an old box of special papers from relatives long deceased, my mother and 

I came across this envelope that says “Ribbon from flowers of Ralph when 

we laid him away.”  It was written by my great grandmother, Jesse.   

 

Prior to finding this, I had been dabbling on ancestry.com, filling in boxes of 

births and deaths.  Ralph’s name was in that timeline, with dates that said he 

only lived a few months.   

 

But this ribbon brought home to me so tangibly the trauma of loss, the loss 

of Jesse’s baby boy.  She had born him, held him, sniffed his baby hair.  And 

because of any number of malidies, his soft body lost its life, and she had to 

do the unthinkable.  She had to return his body to earth, never to see or touch 

him again.   

 

But there was this ribbon that remained.  It traveled through generations of 

attics, and is now here for me to touch and smell, and to imagine the day it 

adorned flowers by Ralph’s small coffin. 

 

Jesse is the woman who would later birth and raise my grandmother, Ruth, 

who in turn birthed and raised my mother, Meg.   What does it mean that I 

am the great grand daughter of Jesse’s sorrow?   

 

There is also a story in my ancestry about my great great grandfather on 

another side, who was sent to America on a ship alone as a very young boy 

during the Irish potato famine.  The story goes that he grew up in a New 

York orphanage, and worked his way up to become a U.S. congressman.  I 

found that based on his own name, Dennis Michael, he named one of his 

daughters Denise Michaela.  I came upon this long after I had named my 

own daughter Michaela.  And when I saw her name down the family line, I 

felt butterflies. Some kind of grounding in a story that I didn’t start… and 

that I won’t finish. 

 

So what does it mean to be the great great granddaughter of Dennis’ self-

made resilience?  
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The t.v. show, “Who Do You Think You Are?,” which shows famous people 

their ancestry, says it all in the title.  To look back in time at one’s ancestors 

is a way of looking inward at ourselves.  Some of us will find history we 

aren’t proud of.  And some of us will learn of ancestors who started to 

change the world in their own way.   

 

When I ran the idea of ancestry by the youth group recently, Isis James-

Carnes talked about her Uncle Frank whose historic lunch counter sit-in 

helped to spark the civil rights movement.  She said, “I feel it’s my 

responsibility to finish what he started.”  Another All Souls member, Frida 

Berrigan, considers the same in her wonderful book, “It Runs In The 

Family.”
1
  She asks herself how she can honor her role as a mother and also 

live out her family’s long-standing commitment to the peace movement.  

How do we honor our ancestry in the lives we live today? 

 

Thanksgiving is coming…  For some of us, that means a table full of 

relatives.  For some of us, that image brings great joy.  Others of us may feel 

some faint nausea as it approaches.  For some of us, a little of both.   

 

While the foods, and stories and familiarity can lull you into a homecoming 

that feels grounding, you may also feel off kilter, because homecomings can 

be disruptive, too.    You may deeply miss someone who is no longer at the 

table.  You may have uncomfortable conversations about political and 

religious views different from yours. You may find that some relatives are 

relating to you as a younger version of yourself, one you long ago outgrew. 

 

So, in these complex ways, the encounter with our larger family is like 

standing before a funhouse mirror at a carnival.  You recognize yourself 

somewhere in there, but you’re also a little dizzy.  The mirror says, “this is 

kind of you, and kind of not you.”  You belong here in ways that are as 

fundamental as oxygen.  And yet you are your own person, forging your 

own story. 

 

Today, I want to talk a bit about that paradox, that you are both bound and 

free.  

 

It’s a fact that we are born into relationship, held and formed by it.  That, 

like the wild geese in this morning’s anthem, we are swept into the wisdom 

                                                        
1 Berrigan, Frida.  It Runs In The Family (New York:  OR Books, 2014). 
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and practices of generations back -that move us unconsciously.  “Something 

told the wild geese it was time to go,” says the song.  How do they learn the 

way?  

 

They learn it through family. Our 7
th

 UU principle is the respect for the 

interdependent web of all existence, of which we are a part.  And most of us 

first learn about interdependence in our family.  Some of it is beautiful – like 

how you leaned on a parent when you were desperately sad.   

 

Some of it is the tit-for-tat of sibling antics – like the time I made my brother 

mad and soon after, I walked into my room to find he had created a mock 

homicide scene with one of my Cabbage Patch dolls.  This week, I was 

texting my siblings to sort out the details of a particularly memorable 

rebalancing of power…From what we could recall, one day, my brothers 

were teasing my sister, and it may have included creative armpit noises.  

Soon after, when tons of neighborhood kids were in our yard playing, my 

sister put my brother’s underwear on the end of a broom stick and waved it 

out the window for all to see.  It was brilliant!  To quote my brother’s text of 

this week “it was definitely a game changer.”  Sometimes a family member 

has to return you to the right path.   

 

(Take a look at that V formation on the front of your order of service).  

Those geese know the way because they follow their family.  And some 

migrating species, like the monarch butterfly, seem to receive the map 

through an unlearned genetic memory transmission.  You see, it takes 3 

generations of butterflies to make it from their winter home in Mexico back 

North.  So no one butterfly has flown the whole route.  Yet the community 

makes it.
2
  

 

Oh, we are bound…to those in our lives now and perhaps those we may 

have never met. In my case, Jesse and Dennis Michael started a journey that 

I’m only doing a leg of.  And the material passed down for use in my 

journey has many layers.  One is cultural:  children, whether biological or 

adopted, will take on mannerisms and norms of their family.  These norms 

are passed like butter for bread at the family table.   

 

                                                        
2
 Treffert, Darold.  “Genetic Memory, How We Know Things We Never Learned,” 

www.blogs.scientificamerican.com, January 28, 2015. 

 

http://www.blogs.scientificamerican.com/
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Then there are genetic traits, some which we might wish were different.  For 

example, did you receive the genetic cargo of a health or addiction problem?  

Or a physical trait you wouldn’t have chosen?  This is the stuff that may not 

be welcome at the table, but can’t be returned.   

 

Here at All Souls, I asked Carol Thompson what it is like for her counseling 

clients when they learn that an ancestor had, for example, a trauma or illness 

that might relate to their own struggle.  For example, discovering that 

depression is in the family blood line.  Does it feel restricting?  “No,” she 

said.  “It’s often a relief to the client, who’s been told for a long time to just 

snap out of it and get better.  To know that a struggle is not of your making 

can be in a way liberating.”  Maybe it expedites acceptance and gets us to 

coping and meaning-making faster… 

 

So there’s cultural cargo, genetic cargo, and also something called epi-

genetic cargo. These are the internal and environmental factors that may lead 

a gene to express or not express itself.  It’s a kind sphere of influence, not 

yet as decipherable as a DNA strand, but present all the same.  We are 

learning that epigenetic markers like trauma response can be passed on 

through generations.    

 

Rachel Yehuda researched the psychological resilience of the offspring of 

survivors of the 911 attacks and also the Holocaust.  In the case of survivors 

living with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, their offspring show 

significantly lower cortisol levels in response to a stressor.  Cortisol, I’m 

told, is the hormone that steps in to calm the system once a stressor has been 

addressed.
3
  Rachel Sopher is the granddaughter of a Holocaust survivor, 

and shares in a New York Times piece that the Holocaust was almost never 

mentioned in her family, but had a profound effect on her upbringing.  Once 

she started to unpack this influence in her life she said, “I could finally begin 

to speak my family’s lost and forgotten history, to begin to put it into words, 

out loud and in a voice all my own.”
4
   

 

Honoring, and then consciously making her own way. 

 

                                                        
3 “Pregnant 9/11 Survivors Passed Trauma On to their Children”, The Guardian, www.theguardian.com, 

September 9, 2011. 
 
4 Sopher, Rachel.  “Our Secret Auschwitz,” The New York Times.  July 21, 2015. 

http://www.theguardian.com/
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Last week at All Souls, we sang together Dr. Barnwell’s song “We are” – 

“we are our our grandmother’s prayers, we are our grandfather’s dreamings.  

We are the breath of our ancestors.  We are the spirit of God.  For each child 

that’s born, a morning star rises and sings to the universe who we are”…   

 

Who are we?  Whose are we? 

 

There’s a form of psychotherapy called “Family Constellations” – I know 

some of you know about it – it assumes that the key experiences in the lives 

of  your ancestors can impact how you live now.  I know what you might be 

thinking:  “what I have on my plate in this life is plenty, thank you.  Do I 

really have to chew on something from someone else’s life?”  Bert 

Hellinger, the founder of this philosophy, says that some of us live in a way 

that tries to resolve or rebalance something that was shaken in the family 

system in a previous generation.  He describes this as being entangled “in 

the fates of previous members of [the] family.”
5
     

 

I’m not sure what to make of this, but I’m curious about it.  I know that the 

more exclusively scientific folks in the room right are likely experiencing 

some indigestion right about now.  It feels like a pretty “out there” concept.  

But here’s an interesting scientific tidbit to consider:  A team at Emory 

University trained a group of mice to fear the smell of cherry blossoms.  

Right after they exposed the mice to the smell, they gave them an electrical 

shock.  (We’ll consider that treatment of the mice in another sermon some 

day soon.) Well when these mice reproduced, their offspring were shown to 

have the exact same phobia of the cherry blossom smell, though they had no 

previous exposure to it.  A fear had been passed on to the next generation, 

unlearned.
6
 

 

So each of us holds within us the cultural, genetic and epi-genetic cargo of 

those who came before us.  The question is, what is it within us that is 

malleable, subject to our choices and commitments?  There’s only one way 

to find out: and that’s to try something different.  If your family cargo urges 

you to avoid communication, for example, give communication a try!  You 

get to choose that.  

 

                                                        
5 Hellinger, Bert and Gabriele ten Hovel.  Acknowledging What Is: Conversations With Bert Hellinger. 

(Phoenix, AZ:  Zeig, Tucker & Co. Inc., 1999), 1. 
6 Gallagher, James.  “Memories Pass Between Generations,” www.bbc.com, Dec 1, 2013.     

http://www.bbc.com/
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In my conversation with the youth group about all this, Maggie Cloud said, 

“Yup. When you’re born, you’re dealt a deck of cards.  The cards are 

beyond your control.  But you get to decide how you play them.” 

 

And, players, this is what I suggest:  keep your eyes open – learn what you 

can about your deck of cards, what the stories and norms are, what the 

genetics are. Take that in – with tender alertness.  Honor those who came 

before you, whether through exploring artifacts and history, or lighting a 

candle at the dinner table and saying the names of ancestors.  In a certain 

way, they’re at the table anyway – you might as well acknowledge them!  

 

And as powerful as our ancestors’ influence can be, it remains true that we 

aren’t robots living out scripted patterns from our ancestry, not when we 

look at it for what it is, unpack it, light a candle and make peace with it, and 

then consciously choose what our own lives will look like from day to day.   

While the cells, patterns and norms of your family are a part of you, they 

don’t capture your essence, not the way YOU do.  You are the hero of your 

own life story!    

 

So, go ahead and tell your doctor what she or he may need to know, then 

lovingly run your finger along the nose or hips that you wish were different, 

and step out to live the life you were born to live.  Add to the story in the 

ways that you find powerful.  

 

You aren’t locked into a path already paved.  The migrating geese aren’t 

really either.  Consider this sweet story: 

 

Scientist Christian Moullec discovered that an endangered specie of geese 

were following a migration pattern that was putting them in harm’s way 

because of human poachers.  So he and his wife raised baby geese, stayed by 

their side since day one and bonded with them so that they would trust them.  

(Take a look at the pictures in your order of service).  Together, they led the 

geese on a safer migration path, and it worked.  The geese followed their 

human guides to a safer place and they flew back again (on their own) the 

following spring.
7
  We are bound and we are also free to shift the path when 

this life now calls for it.  

 

                                                        
7 “How Do Migratory Birds Find Their Way,” International Polar Foundation, www.educapoles.org 

http://www.educapoles.org/
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Like nursing a chick from its hatching to its flight, bringing about a shift in 

the ancestral story takes time, commitment and nurture.  And sometimes it is 

helped by making friends outside of the flock.  Friends who have your best 

interests at heart, like the community here at All Souls.  This place, a chosen 

family, is yet another sphere of influence you get to flow with and bump up 

against as you make your way.     

 
So, who’s at the welcome table?  People whose DNA and perhaps whose 

sorrow and strength, pulse through your veins as you run your lap of the 

relay race.  And people outside of the bloodline who know and care about 

you.   

 

And then, also at the table, is YOU.  You, who know a thing or two about 

being you.  

 

 

As the poem says: 

 

“And the table will be wide, and the welcome will be wide… 

 

And we will come as children who trust there is enough… 

 

And we will open our hands to the feast without shame… 

 

And the blessed will become the blessing 

 

And everywhere will be the feast.”
8
 

 

 

May it be so. 
 

 

 

 

Please rise in body or in spirit to sing hymn # 67, “We Sing Now Together” 
 

 

                                                        
8 Richardson, Jan.  “And The Table Will Be Wide - A Blessing for World Communion Sunday”, 

www.janrichardson.com 


