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I want to start a little where we left off last week when we considered our identity as 

derived from the merging of Unitarianism and universalism.  And the courage it took to allow 
individual identities to evolve.  

We are a liberal religious faith.  That has been the bulwark of our identity.  Liberal faith 
in a few ways. Liberal meaning it takes into consideration modern science, progress, knowledge 
and ethics.  And liberal meaning it takes into consideration the multitude of cultures and 
traditions and works to not privilege one sense of truth and meaning over others.  It 
emphasizes group liberty and rationality and democratic processes to determine the value 
system and tenure of the community together.  It is a movement and term that stems from the 
enlightenment period that gave rise to the concept of political liberalism. Religious liberalism 
makes space for the idea that there are many paths up the mountain to truth. Liberal Religion 
more often references that spectrum of a specific tradition and its more liberal expression in 
rituals and beliefs. The term is more indicative of where a tradition falls on the spectrum of 
expression.  Reformed Jews allow for female Rabbi’s where Orthodox Jews don’t allow women 
to show their own hair.   

So that is an important distinction for us to consider.  Liberal in allowance of people 
having different faiths coming together under the umbrella of shared values and principles, 
versus liberal in expression of adherence to commandments, traditions, creed and culture 
within a specific tradition.  We are a liberal religious church that came out of liberal Christianity.  
Originally moving away from creed, catechism, theology and authority. Believing that all have 
access to God and salvation.  We have transitioned over the last few decades into a liberal 
religion that is open to all traditions. That emphasizes the ethics that faith points to and the 
importance of social response to make the world a better place. You hear the echos of our 
Christian liberalism in the hymns we sing.  And you hear the echos of our social idealism in 
them as well.  If you looked at the history of our hymnody you would be able to see the shift 
from Christian liberalism to the welcoming of Judaism, Islam, indigenous spirituality and earth 
based spirituality into our identity. As well as our calls to action for peace and tolerance and 
welcoming to all people. 

It is allows us to look back and claim truths that are more than our own. It allows us to 
look back at leaders that have influenced us and all of society and name and claim the 
greatness and wisdom and integrate that into our value system. It requires us to be current 
with the word truth.  As a filter for looking backwards and for creating a path to move forward. 
This liberal religion requires us to have a constant relationship with the word change. Which 
takes a lot of courage.  Courage and a commitment to let go of what doesn’t serve us, what 
holds us back, of what saps our energy or makes us hesitant to embrace our neighbors new and 
old.  Courage to let go of a lot of things. 

And so it is with this tradition. we let go of most of the rituals and celebrations that 
accompanied the streams of Christianity.  During enlightenment and during the protestant 
reformation we let go a lot of the more doctrinal Traditions.  Christians gave up a lot of those 
during the reformation.  Confession, last rights, marriage as a sacrament as sexample. What 
was kept was baptism, communion and ordination as sacraments of Protestantism.  And we as  
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a liberal religion and religious community have moved further afoot.  Our communions are of 
water and flowers.  Not the body and blood . 

Having a liberal religious perspective thus requires us to be discerning about rituals.  We 
can consider that many religions have meaningful rituals that have great beauty and 
importance.  That could be used or adapted to create meaning for us individually as a s a 
community.  But/and we need to be ever mindful that we are not being disrespectful of a faith 
tradition or community by co-opting a sacred practice or ritual.  Doesn’t mean we cant adapt 
rituals for our own use.  We need to be respectful and mindful to protect the dignity, agency, 
identity and autonomy of those who wish to preserve their own.  Difficult tight rope to walk.  
We don’t always get it right. I found a native dress upstairs that was gifted to a minister years 
ago. We would never think of staging a native dance with one of us wearing it. Or perhaps a 
more recent contextualization. We would not have a thanksgiving day pageant with someone 
wearing the dress and others dressed as Indians and pilgrims talking in what we perceive to be 
old accents, telling mythical tales of overwhelming good will towards one another.  I would 
have to consult with our church historian, but I am not so sure that we didn’t do that some 
years ago.   

Unitarian Universalists have embraced earth-based religions.  I have heard the term 
Pagan used. Although Pagan is a negative term used in Roman times to refer to the polytheists 
and non-Christians. As we look back now, we use that term for Celts, Norse and many, many 
other traditions that are non Christian and non monotheistic. For Christians, our specific 
forebears, the has most often been used as a degoratory moniker. We UUs have come to 
embrace it. Recognizing the truth and beauty in many of the beliefs and practices including 
important things left out of Christianity, like the Goddess and the feminine Divine. We UUs have 
had the courage to change in a culture of oppression of dissenting views.  Of empirial views, of 
colonized views.   

As mentioned before, part of our heritage is creating or adapting rituals that make 
meaning for our community that don’t disrespect the culture or tradition where the rituals or 
traditions originate. So today, I want to create a Samhain ritual that marks and celebrates life 
through harvest, honors death as a part of life and centers love as a driving forces in between 
and through it all. Adapting a ritual from some of your personal rituals you have shared with 
me. 

Samhain (sawain) was celebrated thousands of years ago by the indigenous people of 
Ireland, know as the Celts. It is a celebration dedicated to the beginning of the dark half of the 
year. Samhain marks the end of the hard work of harvest and the beginning of the winter rest.  
Some Pagans consider it the mark of the new year, as harvest symbolizes the practical end of a 
year. And this time between harvest and solstice connotes a time of darkness.  Of cooling.  Of 
slowing down.  Of death.  In Judaism, Rosh Hashanna, the Jewish New Year is celebrate around 
the time of the Harvest moon for instance. 

Many cultures believe this time in between is a time of the thin veil.  The time when we 
are closest to the other side of life. A time when spiritus can cross back over or that we can 
connect with them. It is a time when many traditions have harvest feasts and celebrate 
ancestors with altars or feasts. Another Samwain tradition was to have people (often children)  
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perform or tell stories in exchange for smalls gifts or coins.  This is thought to be the origin of 
our modern day “trick or treating” on Halloween.  When you step back you see even more 
synchronicities between traditions in the northern Hemisphere.  Dias de Muertos, the Mexican 
day of the dead, All Hallows Eve and All Saints Day from the Christians.  All take form around 
this time in the northern hemisphere. 
 Recognizing that this time is meaningful to many.  Recognizing the meaning is grounded 
in gratitude, and change, and death, and letting go, and on the liminal space in between of all 
things. It feel like an opportunity to make meaning together through ritual to mark our march 
into darkness.  Saying goodbye to those who have passed, saying goodbye to what doesn’t 
serve us, perhaps what has hurt us.  Making space for quiet reflection, contemplation, in 
preparation for the returning light, and love, and life. 
 I had many interesting ideas in mind before I consulted with the Goddesses of our 
sanctuary to explore what we might work practically and legally before creating our ritual 
today.  And also talked with some of you about how you make meaningful in ritual at this time 
of year. With all of those things in mind, I have created a ritual for us of a Samhain altar of light.  
I will begin by lighting an ancestor candle to honor all of the souls of our UU forebears who 
created and have cared for this community through the years. I will light a candle for death, life, 
gratitude and to let go. After those are lit, I will invite all of you who wish you up to light a tea 
light for someone in your life who has passed and/or something you wish to let go of. In this 
good company may you find strength to shed light on your losses.  In this good company may 
you find courage to let go.  
 
I light this candle for our Ancestors 
They once dwelled among us, the people of memory. The people who paved our way from 
many years back.  Whose wisdom made a path for us, whose legacy guides us still. Whose 
shadows grow longer and fades from memory but whose molecules will always be with us in 
this place. 
 
I light this candle for Death and those we have lost this past year or years. 
They who knew us, they who taught us, 
They who hurt us, they who loved us. 
They touch our lives time and again, 
through their presence and their absence. 
 
Life 
I light this candle for Love 
Let us hold onto to love, Ever-stronger than death. Giving us strength and courage to become 
more, to move through life and move on to change. 
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I light this candle in Gratitude 
As We reach back in gratitude and understanding - 
Without our time together, 
The pain and the joy, 
We would never be who we are today; 
 
I light this candle for letting go.  Letting go a wrong done or the receiving of a wrong. A letting 
go of resentment, fear, anger, blame. A letting go in preparation of your inward journey in 
these dark days of autumn. 
 
And now I invite each of you to come forward help us create our Samhain alter of light.  Death, 
Life, Gratitude and Letting Go 
 
Let us be in a spirit of prayer 
 
Holy mystery and source of all of creation 
 
We acknowledge this sacred time of descent into darkness. The loss of light in the sky and the 
loss of life in our fields.  The loss of life in our lives.  Death is many things, for us it is can be a 
marker of possibility of new life. A marker of rebirth.  As we acknowledge death, let us 
remember the new life and possibility that comes from every end. May we have gratitude for 
the harvest of all seasons, including the seasons of our life.  May we have courage to let go of 
what prevents us from stepping into new possibilities and the promise of a new day.   
 
And may it be so 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  

  


