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‘Tis the ancestor’s breath, when the fire’s voice is heard; ‘tis the ancestor’s breath 
in the voice of the waters.  ‘Tis our ancestors’ breaths infused in our own, breaths 
that touch many parts of our lives, both visible and invisible. 
 
Today we are celebrating an annual tradition here at First Unitarian, inspired by 
the Mexican holiday el Dia de los Muertos, the Day of the Dead.  It’s a time when 
folks gather to remember and pray for their loved ones who have died, and it’s 
celebrated in cultures throughout the world.  Here we take time in our service to 
name and remember those we hold dear, both those who have died in the past 
year as well as those who we’ve lost less recently. 
 
And today we hold both their memories and the gifts that they’ve left us with, the 
ways that they touched us and continued to touch us.  These are gifts like we 
heard in our two stories today.  In the story about Badger which Catherine shared 
with us, while the animals were sad at first after Badger had gone down the Long 
Tunnel as they said, they began to share memories of the gifts that Badger had 
left with them.  Mrs. Rabbit recalled her cooking lessons from Badger, and Frog 
had grown in confidence in his ice skating.  With time and sharing with each 
other, they were able to treasure these gifts. 
 
And in the precious moment shared between Pooh and Christopher Robin, they 
hold the gift of friendship that will linger long after Christopher Robin has gone.  
I’d like to name these gifts as blessings. 
 
The late Celtic poet John O’Donohue lifts up blessings as divine gifts between 
each of us.  He says, “A blessing evokes a privileged intimacy.  It touches that 
tender membrane where the human heart cries out to its divine ground.  There is 
nothing more intimate in life than the secret under-territory where it anchors.” 
We carry the blessings left with us by those who’ve died.  Sometimes these are 
conscious when they are given by that person, but I think usually they are realized 
later, sometimes much later.  To this day, I am still realizing blessings left with me 
by a dear friend from high school who died a number of years ago.  Many of these 



aren’t things that he would have ever realized that he was giving me, and I’ve only 
come to know them over time. 
 
Blessings have two parts: first they are given and then they are received.  The 
blessings that we are talking about today have already been given since the 
person who gave them is already gone.  Perhaps some of these gifts have been 
received and some, like the blessings from my friend, are still being realized.  And 
some are yet in the future.  In the grief work that I’ve done, one of the things that 
we talk about is how each of our losses has an element of gain – actually that for 
every change in our lives there is both gain and loss – some of the gains are larger 
and some might be teensy.  I don’t know if I fully agree with this – I think it may 
be that some completed relationships don’t have blessings or gifts in them, just 
relief that they are over. (pause) 
 
The gains and gifts are blessings that stay with us.  What does it take to receive 
these blessings?  What does it take to be aware of them and to be able to receive 
them?  This will be different for every relationship.  Not just for each of us, but 
loss is experienced differently for every one of our relationships.  To start with, it 
takes a combination of recognizing the blessing and also being in a place 
emotionally to feel it as a blessing and not just the pain of the loss. 
 
Unitarian Universalist memorial services I think do a good job of working to blend 
these, of finding a delicate balance between grief and joy.  On the one hand, 
there’s sadness and grief, the vulnerable broken-open feelings that are fresh just 
after losing someone but that also linger on and rise up so many times too.  On 
the other hand, our memorial services are services of celebration, of 
remembering the essence of the person being honored, recalling experiences 
with them and recalling the blessings they have left with us.  Finding a balance 
between the grief that we feel and the life that we are celebrating is what we try 
to do in our services.  This tone of celebration is present in traditions surrounding 
the Day of the Dead as well.  The Mexican holiday features bright colors in the 
decorations and marigolds, as we see here today.  Traditional decorations feature 
skeletons and skulls but made of sugar or wearing colorful clothing.  It is a holiday 
of celebration and joy. 
 
In a recent memorial service here for one of our members, Roxanne Harris, we 
held her favorite quote by Leo Roston: “The purpose of life is not to be happy, it is 



to matter.”  How did our loved ones and those precious to us matter?  We 
remember this in remembering the gifts and blessings left with us. 
 
I come back to the question, what does it take to receive these blessings?  It takes 
a shifting and an opening of the heart.  O’Donohue called blessings a privileged 
intimacy that touch the tender membrane where the human heart calls out.  It 
goes far deeper than just what we see in our world.  Blessings reach past the 
surface and into the deepest recesses of the heart.  What does it take to receive 
them?  It takes a willingness to open our hearts and know that they are there. 
 
As we move into our ritual this morning, I invite you to reflect not only on 
remembering those who you have lost but also on the blessings and gifts where 
they have touched your heart. 


