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I’ve wondered over the years how it lands for you all that we traditionally hold a 

Halloween parade as part of a service of remembrance.  I’ve wondered if it’s 

too much emotional multi-tasking.  Holding in one hour the heaviness of loss and 

the delight of costumed children.  Of course, that is how life comes at us 

sometimes in close succession, and we ritualize that in this annual service. 

  

The heaviness of loss:  When I was in my early 20’s, my good friend’s mother died 

young.  I remember being so anxious about what to say to my friend at the 

funeral home.  Gravitas -- I felt it palpably and I almost let it paralyze me, but I 

didn’t.  Of course, it was never about that moment in the funeral home, but 

about the visits and long talks that her painful loss asked of our friendship over 

time…to be a close witness to her weaving the loss into her living.      

 

In the 25 years since, I’ve worked in crisis settings, and as a chaplain in hospital 

and hospice settings, and being in the presence of death has come to feel 

more natural.  I’m grateful for that because after all, death is natural.  That 

heaviness is always there, but it doesn’t overwhelm me.  I’ve learned to say 

less…much less.  It’s not that words don’t matter.  They do.  But less is 

more.  Presence is more.   

  

And in being supportive of those who are dying, the same thing goes.  Nel, a 

dear Soul who died this past summer, had no interest in talking to me of her 

dwindling days, and so I listened to what she did want to talk about, like the 

blue sweater her mother knitted her that perfectly matched her eyes, the fresh 

vegetable gardens of her youth, and the intricate painting that hung over her tv 

set.   

 

On one visit, Nel became very serious looking down at the floor, and I wondered 

what she was about to say.  I didn’t fill the silence.  I just waited.  She looked up 

to me and said, “I never noticed before how big your feet are!”  We laughed 

and laughed.  She said, “please forget I said that,” and of course I never will.  To 

giggle at that is part of how I honor her memory.  See it’s not all gravitas - we 

can honor as we laugh. 
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Lorraine, a dear Soul who died the first summer of Covid, had a wicked sense of 

humor.  And she was very no nonsense.  When she learned of her terminal 

cancer diagnosis she decided not to share it broadly, but she was not at all in 

denial.  She called me one evening and said, “I’ve been busy all day calling 

companies that send me catalogues.  I pretended I was a family member 

informing them that I’ve already died and to take me off their mailing list.”  I 

cackled in laughter and so did she.   

  

Some coffee hour, I don’t know how it came up, but Lorraine and I agreed that 

the moment at night when you get into bed and pull up the covers might just be 

the best part of the day.  The sweet relief of letting go.  She nudged me on the 

way into the service one Sunday and said, “I thought of you when I pulled up 

the covers last night!”  We laughed: “Best part of the day,” I said. 

  

For months, Lorraine had no symptoms.  “I feel like a fraud,” she would joke.  Her 

decline happened quickly.  When I got to the hospital, she was not responsive, 

but I sat and sang her hymns.  Reverend Carolyn joined me and we sang 

together.  It was a time of privilege for me and Carolyn.  Such sacred 

ground.  When it was time to leave, I pulled up her covers and tucked them 

in.  “It’s that beautiful part of the day, Lorraine.”   

  

I look out at this sanctuary, and I see where Nel used to sit, and where Lorraine 

used to sit.  I see Barbara singing with the choir and Gail selling books in the 

hallway.  Sometimes it’s as if they’re still here.  

  

The pagan holiday Sa-win ritualizes the possibility that there is a time of year 

when the space between the living and the deceased becomes very thin, and 

the deceased are, in a way, here.  It is the time when the last of the harvest is 

gathered and we are preparing for the coldest half of the year.  The roots of Sa-

win are Celtic, and with migration and conquest, the tradition wove itself with 

Catholic ideas and the cultures of other continents.  We in the U.S. have 

become familiar with the “Day of the Dead” celebrations in Mexico and some 

other Latin American countries.  “Dia de los Muertos” sets the table (often 

literally) to invite the spirits of our loved ones to come spend time with us.       

  

It is common for families to set up an altar in their home, with offerings for their 

deceased loved ones.  Candles to light their way from the spirit world, a cup of 

water to quench their thirst after their journey, and marigolds for sweet smelling 

decoration.  Some altars purposefully include the 4 elements of fire, water, earth 

(sand) and wind.  Papel picado (thin paper with shapes cut into it) is said to 

signify the wind that can breeze through it.   

  

The altar will also include pictures of the deceased and, importantly, their 

favorite foods.   
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Were my loved ones to create a “Dia de Muertos” altar for me when I’ve died, 

truth be told, the most prominent food item should be McDonalds french 

fries.  Chocolate, preferably dark, would also be front and center.   

 

My father taught me a reverence for chocolate as nearly sacramental.  I 

recently took my daughter and her friend to an insanely delicious chocolatier in 

Harvard Square.  Before we entered, I told them that we were approaching 

sacred ground and to prepare themselves spiritually.  Here they are 

[photo].  The hot cocoa that followed was other-worldly.  I am my father’s 

daughter, and as such, I take chocolate very seriously.  Now, so does my 

daughter.  And so it goes…through the generations.  

  

“Dia de Muertos” celebrations lift up these tactile and sensory traditions across 

generations.  And they also bring a sense of play to the realm of death.  People 

dress and parade as skeletons and decorate with skeletons doing goofy things. 

Here’s a skeleton mariachi band [photo], for example.  It is a festive time.  It 

seems to me that this playing can have a way of poking holes in the overwhelm 

of death.  Like the papel picado, letting some air move through.  

 

And like a Halloween parade in the middle of a service of remembrance, “Dia 

de los Muertos” celebrations bring a complex emotional charge – As one 

anthropologist puts it, that emotional charge causes participants to “forget for a 

moment deference and fear of death.”1  Now, that is time well spent.   

  

Fire, water, earth and wind…. Their balance reminds us that our loved one came 

and went within a complete natural system.  Some deaths come too soon from 

a biological perspective or certainly from our relational perspective.  But they all 

take place within a whole that I consider sacred, though I don’t always 

remember it.  Like “Freddie the leaf,” I sometimes forget about the roots I can’t 

see.   

 

Even when I consider that the oneness “Freddie the leaf” found at the end of 

our story might only be material and biological...only the dance of atoms 

through endless time...I am moved at the thought of it.  And it is profound 

enough for this Soul.  And also, I’ll always wonder if more than just our biological 

material lives on in some way.   Whether spirits live on energetically or only 

through the rituals and memories of we who are left living, it does us good, I 

 
1 Moreno, Luis Alberto Peniche.  “The Joy of Death in Mexico: A Reflection on the sacred 

objects that generate social cohesion on the Dia De Muertos”.  October 2020.  Retrieved at 

https://www.appliedworldwide.com/holidays/dia-de-muertos 
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think, to spend time with those whom we miss.  It helps us to sense the oneness 

that always holds us and them.  May we savor that.   

 

Let us share a moment of silence…Amen. 
 


