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In New England, this evening marks a thin place, as our world turns from the lighter half of the 
year back again into its darker half. The ancient Celts used the Gaelic term Samhein to describe 
the special nature of this weekend, and marked their new year from this night’s end. The leaves 
on the trees and many plants are dying in this season, the cold dark damp is returning, and so this 
weekend provides a thin place between living and dying. If you came to our Halloween and 
Samhein celebrations on Friday evening, perhaps you have a sense of the role of costumes, 
masks, and bonfires playing on the thin edge of this midpoint between the autumnal equinox and 
winter solstice. It wasn’t until the 19th Century that Scottish and Irish children began going door 
to door in ghoulish costumes seeking food or coins in return for abstaining from ghoulish pranks 
this night. The great 19th Century wave of Irish Catholic immigration to Boston and America, 
and their blending of Gaelic Samhein customs with the Roman Catholic All Hallow’s Eve, 
became this October 31st custom which is the American celebration of Halloween.  I’m told this 
is the second biggest American consumer holiday, after Christmas, having passed Easter by in 
recent years. Happy Halloween this evening!

Tomorrow is All Saints Day, known as All Hallows, the departed faithful, all those who have 
attained the beatific vision of what comes after death.  For over a thousand years Christians felt 
this particular transition time, or thin place, is an opportunity for those still living to remember 
and connect with those who have gone before.  Including all the departed, not just those 
recognized as saints, is signaled in Christianity by November 2 being All Souls’ Day, which in 
Spanish speaking countries is Dia de los Muertos (Day of the Dead) and in Aramaic is Yom el 
Maouta.  These Christian holidays have a parallel in Buddhist, Taoist, and Chinese folk beliefs in 
their celebration of the Hungry Ghost Festival.  This Chinese celebration says the gates of the 
afterlife are opened for one day each year so people can provide food, drink and good thoughts 
for their ancestors on Ghost day.  So have a happy, spooky, crossing the veil between life and 
death sort of day, however you may celebrate it.  Do you find it odd that we have national 
elections on All Soul’s Day? Perhaps not?

I opened our large King James Version of the Bible to Tobit chapters 7 & 8, which has a nice 
ghost or evil spirit story for today. In this story, a young woman is haunted by an evil spirit.  
Seven times she gets married and seven times on her wedding night the spirit kills her new 
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husband. Now Tobit is asked to marry her. But he is a smart fellow. He gets a witch to give him a 
magic potion that he throws on the fire on his wedding night, which stinks so much that we are 
told the evil spirit flees to Egypt.  Then he and his new wife pray to God for protection before 
they consummate their marriage.  This prayer is often used in Catholic wedding services, but 
they generally don’t tell the rest of the story.    I also want to tell a short Buddhist Ghost story: 
there was a large benevolent ghost roaming an empty old building some nights, perhaps not 
unlike our First Parish Ghost we sometimes hear, but he was confronted one night by a small 
hungry ghost.  How many ghosts were present and what do we know about them?  The small 
ghost was very hungry so he devoured the large ghost’s legs, much to the distress of the large 
ghost, then he ate his arms, leaving him an amorphous blob, then he ate his body and finally his 
head.  Now how many ghosts are present?  The small hungry ghost is now quite large but no 
longer hungry.  So which ghost is truly gone and which is the ghost that remains?

This morning we have heard two perspectives on the Haitian Day of the Dead.  More than 90 
percent of Haitians are black. It is the first country in the Western Hemisphere to be ruled by 
former African slaves, and it is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere.  If you want to 
see how climate change will hurt poorest countries the most, take a look at the increase in the 
ferocity of hurricanes, tropical storms, and other weather-related events on this small Caribbean 
island.  And the recent earthquake there has left cholera outbreaks in its wake. 

Haitian religious practices combine Arawakian traditions, the people indigenous to this island, 
with practices of the West African Fon and Ewe tribes, the ancestors of most of the formerly 
enslaved peoples, and its Roman Catholic Christianity. The West African tribal practices that 
survive in Haiti, reflecting this distinctive mixing of religious cultures, are called Vodou and 
center upon a creative interchange between the living and the dead. 

The Day of the Dead is an important holiday in Haiti.  It is a day when Haitians visit the graves 
of loved ones bearing flowers, candles and other gifts, seeking guidance about their future or a 
change in their fortune. This loving connection with the ancestors can bring peace to our hearts 
and added meaning to our human existence. Even those who are not Vodou practitioners can 
benefit greatly by this religious focus upon our dearly departed. Haitian Vodou offers spirit 
guides, called Gede, who mediate between the living and the dead. Dancing with Baron Samedi, 
the head of the Gede family of spirits, can be a sensual, fully embodied spiritual experience 
connecting this life and death in dance. Papa Ghede, who is crass but kind, will mediate death, 
especially on behalf of children, and make a poor life bearable.  Maman Brigitte, as Baron 
Samedi’s consort, will protect those who venture unprepared into the world of the deadly spirits. 
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So why are these Haitian religious practices important to us?  I think their emphasis on 
embracing the veil between the living and the dead, and honoring ancestors, can teach us 
something.  Last Sunday I went with our seventh grade Neighboring Faiths class to visit the 
Hindu Temple in Ashland.  Our guide had a wonderful way of explaining the practices of 
Hinduism to our youth as she walked us through the various shrines to each of the Hindu deities.  
We learned about the creator, sustainer and destroyer aspects of the divine mysteries, and we 
learned about the shadow side or consort of each aspect, life and death ever present in our lives.  
We saw a Hindu priest saying Sanskrit prayers for a new-born child, a family suffering illness, 
and a family wishing to remember their dearly departed. She pointed out to us that these Sanskrit 
prayers for times of transition were nearly identical to each other: whether it was welcoming a 
birth, celebrating a marriage, or honoring a death. Each was a prayer for a successful transition 
from one state of being into another; 90% of the words are the same, with only brief references 
to the state each had left behind and the deepest wishes for the state which they were now 
entering. 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Chinese Taoists, ancient Celts, and Haitian Vodouisants name these times 
of transition, seeing a thin place. So what must we sophisticated 21st Century UU’s do in order to 
see such a thin place, to benefit from the wisdom of ancestors and ages past?  It helps if we begin 
by noticing, remembering, our place in this stream of time, these brief few decades when it is our 
turn to roam the earth.

The human family is a widening path of surviving DNA. Look at pictures of your parents and 
grandparents; you continue them when they have passed on. Think upon your children; real or 
metaphorical, they too will carry you forward in some sense long after you have passed on.   
Think of living and of dying, both together joined as one, parts of an eternal process by which 
life re-emerges in the universe. By remembering our lost loved ones, and our mortality, we can 
come to recognize our part in this ever-flowing stream of life. These ancient religious rituals, 
known in one form or another across so many ancient cultures, can help us find our humility, our 
suffering and our joy, and even our common humanity.  I cannot think of them as dead, but as 
those who went before.

Peter Morales, the President of the UUA, who is Hispanic, seeks to help us transcend our 
skepticism, our modernity, and our disdain for superstitious religious beliefs, in order to open us 
to the gifts of this season. In a sermon to a UU congregation, he said: “If we dismiss the Day of 
the Dead as pure superstition, we can easily miss the profound spiritual and psychological insight 
that makes this tradition powerful. A Mexican boy spending the night at his uncle’s grave has a 
connection across time with his forebears that our children do not. While we dwellers in a 
technological age are connected to the World Wide Web, cellular phones, and cable TV, have 
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message machines, voice mail, pagers, and call waiting, we have cut ourselves off from the web 
of time. Traditional cultures, with their mediums and ghosts and reincarnations, have understood 
intuitively something we’ve repressed: the dead don’t die; they live on.”  

How do we recapture this sense of our place within the stream of time? I think we re-imagine 
ancient practices for our current situation. I think we open ourselves to memories. Notice these 
pictures here before us, we are not alone, they have not left us, they have transitioned to another 
state of being, yet we can still be transformed by their memories.

There is a prayer from the Jewish tradition for visiting an ancestor’s grave. Each line concludes 
with, “We remember them.”

At the rising of the sun and it’s going down: We remember them. 
At the blowing of the wind and the chill of winter: We remember them.
At the opening of the buds and rebirth of spring: We remember them. 

At the blueness of the sky and warmth of summer: We remember them
At the rustling of leaves and beauty of autumn: We remember them.

As long as we live, they too will live; for they have become part of us: We remember them.

When we are weary and in need of strength: We remember them.
When we are lost and sick at heart: We remember them.

When we have a joy we crave to share: We remember them.
When we have difficult decisions to make: We remember them.
When we have achievements to celebrate: We remember them.

As long as we live, they too will live; for they have become a part of us:
We remember them.

This remembering is sacred.  It is sacred to the memory of our beloved departed, and also to our 
being firmly grounded in our place within the seasons of the year and the seasons of our life.  
The deep remembering appropriate to this time of year, which transcends particular religious 
traditions, was captured well by the mid-20th Century New England Unitarian minister Ernest H. 
Sommerfeld, when he wrote: “October’s last beautiful days of gentle loss have come and gone.  
Stealing upon us softly and easily, they’ve left us with this ruin of leaves and angry crows. But 
now begins another time. Late October’s clear blue sunless, starless dawns are full of time’s high 
grief. Colder, harsher winds stir now. On a rustling day you can hear a prophesy in the dead 
leaves. It’s late and getting later. It won’t be long until we are shoveling walks instead of raking 
yards…  
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“There is something about this season that bears remembering.  I mean to say this quite literally.  
This time of year, these rare unforgettable days of late October and early November, these mild 
and lenient afternoons of pale yellow suns, bear or carry a bittersweet freight of memories. The 
sun slants just so through some window pane, and it becomes a prism for another kind of light, a 
light living within the heart or mind. It is this other light that the season bears and quickens in us 
now. It’s no ordinary light…  It lives in us and is the life we feel when we feel most alive.  
Perhaps it’s the light with which the universe itself began … This slanting sun, the silver air, a 
bank of dying yellow flowers here, these colored leaves, and there a certain tree.  The half 
remembered faces of good friends we haven’t seen for many years, the songs of seasons past, 
lost loves, the children that we were and are. These ghosts that walk our woods both night and 
day; this is what the season bears.”

This is the power of remembering, of being open to those thin places where past times, past 
loves, and past lives can break into our present life. We are living in the presence of a deep and 
abiding mystery. We wish to be aware of how our small insignificant lives fit into the mighty 
flow of all human life. With humble hearts we look into the veil which separates us from those 
we have loved. We celebrate in memory and song the borderland in which we find ourselves 
today, within the movement of time, the passing from light into darkness, the changing of the 
season, and the sense of the living and the dead that permeates these days. 

May this awareness help us pay attention to our Samhein, more fully celebrate and embrace our 
Halloween, contemplate the lessons of the saints, the universality of all souls, and the deeper 
meaning of the Day of the Dead.  May any ghosts we encounter be of the friendly sort, with 
lessons for our journey. May we be open to the wisdom of our own ancestors, even as we reach 
out to learn what we can from the ancient religious traditions of others.  This is our work for this 
time of year.  We remember them, and this remembering is sacred. I love you all dearly. Blessed 
Be and Amen.      
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