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Last week I went on a field trip with my daughter who is a Kindergartner this year. We went out to Wolfe’s neck farm in Freeport to learn about the animals, feed the animals, ride the tractor pulled hayride and pick pumpkins from the pumpkin patch. Being part of 55 5 year olds spending their entire morning outside, learning about farming, is my idea of the Kingdom come - heaven on earth.

In the pumpkin patch we did a skit. (Mostly what I learned is that my knees are getting too old to do skits in the cold, in a pumpkin patch, but that was not the point.) We pretended we were seeds. We pretended to sleep in the cold of winter. When spring came we stuck out our feet and pretended to put down roots. As spring grew warmer we pretended to put out a little sprout of green, and then a vine that becomes a long, long stalk too stubborn and prickly for animals to eat. In full spring we become a flower (poof!  That’s what the farmer said, a young beautiful woman with a nose ring – “Poof!”), and then the bees work with us to pollinate our flowers and we develop funny green bumps and we actually wait and wait for the first cold nights so we can become large orange pumpkins. We are picked in the fall and taken home to be made into jack-o-lanterns and pumpkin pies…but the ones that are not picked, the winter starts to set in and they…And everyone said “Die!” and the farmer, who was a young, dark-haired, laughing beauty of a person, with dirt under her nails (a farmer, which our children don’t meet every day like I did when I was a child), she said, “No, they DON’T die, they ROT!” The grown-ups tilted their heads but the children kept going – “They rot!” and their seeds spill out and here we are again, still a pumpkin, still alive, under the ground, small and hard, waiting for spring, waiting to bloom and grow…still a pumpkin, still alive.

For over 3000 years the people of Mexico have worshipped a goddess of death – the Queen of Bones, the ruler of the Underworld, and now she is the Fancy Lady, Catrina, but I picture her as a farmer.  She’s a farmer. She has pretty hair and even better skin and dirt under her fingernails and she reminds us that we do not die, we rot, we transform, and we live on. We are here to nourish, and be nourished.

Our society places a high value on one particular kind of being alive - work, professional accomplishments, money, youth and beauty – a very particular kind of physical beauty – all tangled together someone in one big ball of success. The more we align our values with these societal values the more afraid of death we become. Death involves sickness, pain, loss of control, loss of the ability to DO MORE. Death involves grief. Death exposes the body for the changing, bleeding, breathing, rotting, vulnerable vessel it really is. Death is un-American. We try to ignore it at all costs.

The Queen of Bones does not like to be ignored.  

Every person who has ever lived lives on in us, and the ones who mattered in particular? They live in us particularly.  We are our parents, and our aunts and our uncles and our grand parents and our great grandparents – we didn’t even have to know them to know that we are them, we carry them with us. Our children, nieces, nephews, grandchildren, they carry us. They have our eyes, our temper, our smarts, our relentless need to know “Why?”, our desire to travel, our shoe size, our love of Italian food… We believe this. This is the interdependent web of human existence, this is the collective unconscious that we visit in our dreams, this is the human society across the globe and inside our homes when we tuck everyone in at night. 

You are not an island; you are one strand in an intricate, beautiful web.

You are a pumpkin, when you die you will not die, you will rot, and everything you were and are will be, has already been, by then, redistributed – your smile, your taste in music, your preference for a certain TV show, the foundation you supported, and finally your blood and your body and your bones…you have planted seeds, elsewhere, and they will grow. Nourishment.

The danger is not in death. The danger is in fear, shame, guilt, malice. The danger is that we never live at all – we never know what it is to truly be fed, nor to feed another - so caught up in doing and accomplishing, so caught up in one very particular way of proving we are alive, hoping we are invulnerable. …I have never been the only person at a funeral, the only person standing at the hospital bed, the only one saying a prayer at the graveside. But I have met living people who are utterly alone and profoundly lonely. I have seen pain and grief and fear and anger steal people’s lives long before their body and souls have returned to their dormant state, seed-like, and waiting. We are here to live fully, bloom fully, die fully, live on again is ways we can barely understand. Don’t let anything get in the way of that. Don’t impede your own exceptional transformation. Feed and be fed.

This is the Day of the Dead. This is the day we recognize that life and death are one, and are the most awesome force on earth, and, as far as we know now, anywhere in the cosmos. This is the day we recognize that what we call death most cultures call transformation, most cultures see as one part of a very long journey, one part of the human existence – life, death, rebirth and life again. The thing we call death is nothing to be afraid of, it’s a step, a path, a movement forward. 

What we can be afraid of is grief that becomes hopelessness and so we take time this morning to honor our dead by remembering their life here on earth with us, remember what they loved to eat and the funny colors they always wore, and the jokes they told and the love they shared with us. They live on in us, and so we feast and tell stories, and laugh, and remember, and they live again, and again, again.

The Queen of Bones is with us, relentless, beautiful, loving and full of care. Let us open our hearts to Her, and to one another. Please come forward as you feel moved to do so and place your loved ones’ name on the Tree of Life.

