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Celebrating the Beloved, is actually a critical concept of all of the festivals that underlie the modern American celebration of Halloween. Halloween has become a day wrapped in candy and freakish horrible aspects of death, but that is not all that we have to focus on with Halloween or all hallows eve, in fact it is the least important part of this holiday season.

This week is simply littered with holy days, holidays both pagan and Christian, from European, Euro-American and Latin American cultures as well as from Caribbean and African cultures. The aspect of this time that is most relevant to us as UU’s and the one that most aptly carries a name reminiscent of our roots in Universalism, is All Souls Day. All Souls day has many interpretations and many reasons for celebration, but most importantly in my eyes it is the opportunity to celebrate the beloved. As Unitarian Universalists we mark All Souls day because of its connections with ancient earth based cultures. As Unitarian Universalists we celebrate All Souls day because it reflects our connection with the Judeo-Christian tradition.  We celebrate All Souls day because of our connection with Universalism which believed that All Souls will ultimately be saved, and so, many Universalist churches have long been named All Souls, in fact it remains one of the most commonly found names among UU churches today. We celebrate All Souls day because all of us in our lives will love people in one way or another who will die, and we need an opportunity to remember as well as to grieve them, so we celebrate the beloved.
Celebrating the beloved is both joyous and deeply sorrow filled. Joyful because these people touched our lives and left lasting impressions in our world, however their departure leaves a whole. Life is very mysterious and so are its cycles and rites. We who are among the living often do not understand the timing of or the need for the deaths of loved ones…and even when we are able to admit that death’s time has come we have difficulty accepting the sense of loss with which we the living are left. There are many cultural pressures to move on, to get past the loss and get on with our lives, but how is that possible? How realistic is it for us to sever our ties and connections with those whom we loved for a lifetime? I know that this is why in previous times we were not expected to get over a loss; rather we were allowed to integrate these losses in our lives. 
Jews sit Shiva for seven days but that is not the end of their honoring the life lost, family continues to grieve and pray for a year, when the year ends the head stone is finally unveiled more prayers are said, and yet that is not the end, when you visit the grave after that you leave a pebble on the stone to let others know the deceased is remembered. In New Orleans the rituals involve bands and cleaning up the cemetery and scrubbing head stones, in Latin America the area of the grave is cleaned and blanketed with marigolds and chrysanthemums. 

One of the most important roles of a religious community is to provide support for people as they struggle to integrate traumatic losses, the death of a parent or child, miscarriages and divorces into their lives, to cope with the loss of a spouse, beloved companions and long time friends and coworkers, there is no end to the list of relationships we will have and there fore no end to the losses any one of us might have to cope with. The religious community is essential in providing a place, a safe place to openly feel your feelings. The church is here to help individuals live into and through their time of grieving. Another key role for the church community is to accept and support the individual in the times throughout life when losses resurface and overwhelm in a way that society has no time and no place for.

Human beings are rarely if ever able to deal with all of their grief at one time. Grief comes to us at the time of a loss; it comes to us weeks, months and yes, even years later. Grief comes to us when we hear a song from our past and it sweeps over us with the music. Both fortunately and unfortunately we can not turn the grief off as we might the radio which brought the song and its agonizing associations with it. As a person who has in their lifetime known many deaths, deaths of pets, of family and of friends, I know that the purpose is not to get over those losses but rather to learn how to integrate such losses into our lives. The important thing is to remember the beloved, remember the joy , the fun the silly and playful times, but let the memory be whole, people who have died do not suddenly become perfect, we dishonor them and ourselves by not remembering all of who they were, imperfections and all, for our imperfections are every bit as much a part of our identities and our beloveds identities as all the strengths. All Souls day is a day that we as a religious community can give to those burdened with on going grief, a time to share pictures and speak names, a time to hold them close. 

I invite you to bring forward photos or speak names from your seats…..Amen

Exploring this topic is a challenge for this religious community, which is made up of such diverse views, but it was not always the way. This church was established as a Universalist church. The congregation of this church first gathered in 1836. Those who were instrumental in founding this congregation were interested in the message of Universalism because the message was that of hope and courage, and the love of God, in a time when most mainstream American churches were focuses on a God who wanted people to work to cleanse their souls from sins they were born with.

My colleague Tom Owen-Towle writes in his book The Gospel of Universalism “From the Universalist perspective, human hope and courage are ultimately grounded in and surrounded by the eternal embrace of the divine. The Universalist theological stool will wobble, eventually collapse, without all three legs in place: hope, courage, and God’s love.”

Owen-Towle continues by saying “Refusing to believe in eternal punishment, Universalists were branded heretical, irresponsible, and subversive. At certain times they were even shunned from societal tasks, denied positions on juries and the like, because they were deemed immoral. Yet their compassionate anthropology flowed directly from their merciful theology.”

It is hard today to accept that believing in a loving rather than angry wrathful God could be enough to get your house burned to the ground, to be denied the opportunity to make a living to support your family but in it's early years that was what faced believers in Universalism. Universalism was the religion founded on the concept of Universal salvation. The loving God of Universalism would ultimately redeem all people, that people did not have to work to attain God’s love, rather God’s love was a gift bestowed out of God’s graciousness. In a time when people died in large numbers from disease, child birth and accidents, when families had many children for there was no guarantee of survival, a religion that taught infants were blessed, not dammed to hell or purgatory was a welcome relief, these views allowed the grieving the hope of reuniting with their beloved.
Today we say “we believe in the inherent worth and dignity of all people”. Then we say, “we believe in the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part”.  This is a message of all encompassing love too, maybe not in so many words, and maybe it is not given over to a supreme entity, but it is about a universal sense of being loved. In our community today we are perceived as a church with no history, a church in which people can do whatever they want, but those who believe that are wrong. We have strong beliefs. Our beliefs are historically and currently what differentiate us from other religions who claim connection to the Judeo-Christian tradition. Our beliefs differ because they are filled with love, they are filled with courage, and they are filled with hope and we are all challenged in our everyday living to maintain and honor those beliefs.

In 1899 Quillen Hamilton Shinn author wrote these words. “The word Destiny distinguishes us from Christians of other churches. We believe in a good destiny for all. We believe God will make all his bad children good; he wants to and he can. He has the disposition, the power, the means and the time. If love is all conquering, there is no foe it will not subdue, not even the rebellious will of man. We believe more than our brethren of other churches, not less. No faith is so grand or complete as ours, and yet so misunderstood. All benevolent people want it to be true, but think it is too good to be true. The selfish man hopes for something better, and looks forward to it, for himself. The benevolent man- and every Christian is one- is looking forward to something better for all the other members of the great family; and he will never be satisfied and perfectly happy until there is something better for all.”

According to Shinn we are the most benevolent and loving church with the strongest affirmations of any in his time. Well our times are far different than his, yet we remain a loving and affirming faith a faith based on the widest of human hopes and the challenge to be courageous is with us daily as we continue to live our Unitarian Universalism. And like Quillen Hamilton Shinn says we are still “so misunderstood”. There are few in our community or in the wider world who know who we are and what binds us to this church. They do not know that love and faith in human goodness and the ultimate love of the Universe is what keeps us coming back to this place.

On this day we remember all those souls who worked hard for this faith, shared their hope and their love that this faith would be carried on. We remember those souls because they have created this home and left it into our keeping that we might one day pass this church and this great faith on to those who will follow us…we thank them, as we thank our beloved for creating and enriching the world we inhabit. AMEN and Blessed be.
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