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Dia del Muerte or los dias de los muertos is the day of the dead, dead as in singular and plural, because both the dead are singular and plural and so are the day and days of celebrationl. At this time of year as we Americans celebrate Halloween, complete with ghouls and goblins, ghosts, witches and skeletons others around the world are celebrating holidays both similar and different. The day of the dead is one such holiday. 

As we heard in the readings earlier this morning the day of the dead is a combination of traditional Aztec celebrations and rituals and Christian rituals brought to Mexico and the New World by the Spanish Conquistadors. The Conquistadors were the so-called conquerors of Mexico. These Spanish soldiers came around the world to destroy a culture and instill in those people their own culture a culture that they perceived to be right or at the very least better than the ones of the people indigenous to these lands. And while I may sound a bit brash in my criticism of the Spaniards who invaded the New World, I will continue on by saying that they were not alone. For most of the history of the human race people have been traveling to new places by various means and attacking the ways of the previous inhabitants, to instill their own ways of life, and most of the time parts of the old culture became integrated into the new culture, and that is true in Mexico as well as in other parts of what is so often called the New World.

The day of the dead as it is celebrated today in Mexico and around the world in places where Mexicans have relocated is a celebration of life as well as death. Dia de los muertos is an opportunity for people to publicly celebrate the lives of those they loved who no longer live in this world. Our American culture for the most part does not have a place for this particular custom. In the contemporary United States people work hard at leaving the dead behind, attempting to turn off the memories and the feelings. We tend to be a culture focused on medical advancement and increasing the longevity of human beings in this world.
Yet for me as a minister there is another side to this, the celebration of lives well lived. So often in pastoral situations over the years people have said to me “I know I should be able to let this go” when they talk about their sadness at the loss of a loved one months and sometimes even years later. I always ask those people why? Why should you let these feelings go? I believe very strongly that if people are important in your life, if you love them you will grieve their loss in some way forever. There is no right time frame for letting go of a loved one. Instead of letting go I like to think of it as integrating that loss into your life.

I know that this time is particularly difficult for me this year as I recall my best friend Mindy, a year ago I was spending as much time as possible by her bedside as she slowly lost her battle with cancer. I remember her daughters coming into her hospital room and telling her about their costumes, but I also remember a childhood of Halloweens spent planning our costumes together, and making costumes together, like the year we planned to go as a leopard and spent days coming home from school trying to make a head out of papier-mâché, and while we started the evening as a leopard we quickly disassembled into a pair of leopard spotted Siamese twins, last night at the Halloween party I dressed as a leopard, I suppose it was part of my celebration of love and memory for Mindy.

Mindy is not the only one I think of at this time of year, I think of my mother, Isabel Macrae Curry Silberman who was born on Halloween and always said she was a good witch because of it. Because Halloween was my mothers birthday it was always a time for parties and celebration at my house even after we grew up, my mothers last birthday party was a big one with over forty guests which says a lot for a woman who could no longer speak or move independently, but she let us know what we were to prepare, she planned much of the party with all of her favorite things, and I surprised her with a wonderfully special cake with a witch flying through the sky. My mother sat by the door in her wheel chair that Halloween so one last time she could have the pleasure of seeing children trick-or-treating in costumes, she loved it, and believed I think her whole life it was how the world celebrated her birthday.

I don’t have Mindy or my mother to celebrate with any more but Celebrating Dia de la Muerte gives a chance annually, publically to remember and lift up a person and the importance of that person in our own lives as well as in the life of a family or community. Even more than celebrating the life of those who have died this celebration strives to educate us to the fact that death is part of the journey. That the dead want to come home, they want to see family and friends as much as friends and family long to see them. Another wonderful aspect of this holiday which I like to think of as a sacred life day or sacred family day is that it celebrates the person, their favorite foods and beverages are prepared, beautiful flowers are elaborately displayed as a sign of welcome to those returning. It is a warm hospitable celebration, filled with joy and excitement. 

In our own culture this is not the case. When Americans go to a cemetery to visit a grave it is usually a time of great sadness. We take small bouquets or wreaths of flowers to place on the grave, we may plant a few flowers or bushes but we rarely take picnics with children and favorite foods to this place we perceive to be of sadness. In other cultures death is less removed from life than it is in our society. There are many in our society who avoid images of skeletons and ghosts because they feel they are not healthy or proper images for people of faith, but these images all come out of religious history.
In the Mexican culture these images particularly the images of skeletons are common. Sugar is used to form skulls and skeletons. Dancing skeletons, bride and groom skeletons, skeletons on bicycles and all kinds of partying skeletons can be found at dia de los muertos festivities both as humans in costumes and as sculpted figures, these skeletons can be found in the local markets and shops of Mexico and Mexican communities elsewhere, some of them are extraordinary in their craftsmanship and detail, and others are silly and fun. 

I often wonder what it would be like for us if we lived in a society that understood more fully death as part of life. How much healthier we would all be in both our living and our letting go, we would not have to fear being forgotten by our families or lost in a graveyard, our families would have a natural opportunity to celebrate our living instead of having to carve out time to stop by our final resting place. Surely before modern medicine, people must have seen death as a more natural part of life, even if they feared it they were not so removed from it. 
I still wonder though why if death is part of all of our journeys are we so afraid of death? Why do people avoid hospitals and family members and friends who are ill or dying? I do not believe as some do that it is fear of contamination or illness themselves. I believe that it has more to do with a cultural emphasis on being superhuman and immortal. But we are neither superhuman nor immortal and so we must face the fact that we and all those we love will die, someday, perhaps sooner than we expect but eventually death will come for each of us. Rather than fearing the inevitable wouldn’t it make more sense to live life fully? To live life fully we must feel fully all of our joys and sorrows, our longings and our fulfillment’s. 

Life is good. Life is for the living. Celebrating the holiday of Dia de los Muertos is exactly that; it is about saying life is good, live it while you can because neither you or I know how long it will last and when it is over everything is different. Note that I said different not over. In other cultures death is a beginning of something different it is the end of life as we know it but it is not the end of existence.

As a Unitarian Universalist minister I must deal with the reality that every member of this congregation has their own views on death and dying, afterlife and reincarnation and all the other possibilities. I also know that whether you believe the human body and all of its other qualities end with death, or you believe in the death of the body but the continuation of the soul, or you believe in some form of reincarnation or other view you must know that attachment (attachment on the part of loved ones who remain alive) does not end with the last breath taken in this earthly form.
I know from experience that for all of those of us who have ever loved, losing a person dear to us is painful and sad. In so many cases today the human body can be kept alive long after the person ceases to be whole. In these cases as in cases when a loved one suffers there are mixed emotions, gladness that the pain or dysfunction is gone with death, but sadness still at losing the person of our memories and our longings. Love is a deep and lasting emotion that does not leave us quickly.

The day or days of the dead are important; they are a blessing and a gift. The days of the dead give us the opportunity to remember all those we miss all those whose lives shaped and influenced our own, all those whose words and touches are now absent and oh sooo dearly missed.

This morning I will share will you a few of my own special muerte. And then I invite you to come forward and share the name and something odd or quirky or simply special about those you would like to honor and celebrate who have gone from this place this piece of the journey.
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