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“When I am among trees…..,”  

They give off such hints of gladness.” 

(Writes Mary Oliver in the poem we heard today) 

I love that. 

I love all the poems about autumn 

One of my favorite podcasts called A Daily Poem 

Had a whole series of poems about autumn, 

And then I went and rummaged amidst my files and found others 

John Keats’ ode “To Autumn,” 

Published 200 hundreds years ago last month 

“Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness 

Close bosom friend of the maturing sun 

Conspiring how to load and bless 

With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run….” 

 

Or William Butler Yeats: 

“The trees are in their autumn beauty 

The woodland paths are dry 

Under the October twilight the water 
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Mirrors a still sky…”1 

 

Or, a modern poem by my cousin Barbara Crooker: 

“Today a red fox ran down through the corn stubble; 

He vanished like smoke.  I want to praise things 

That cannot last.  The scarlet and orange leaves 

Are already gone, blown down by a cold rain… 

Geese cut a wedge out of the sky, drag the gray days 

Behind them like a skein of old wool. 

I want to praise everything brief and finite.”2 

 

Her words were whispering in my ear this week 

Walking here, driving there 

In that rush of meetings and activities that signal the coming of this season 

I tried to look 

To see 

To notice 

 “I want to praise things that cannot last.” 

Each moment of course is here and then gone again 

And so we try to train ourselves 

By careful gentle practice 

To take a breath and then another and to notice 

The moments as they slip through our fingers. 

 

 
1 W. B. Yeats, “The Wild Swans at Coole.” 
2 Barbara Crooker, “Equinox.” 
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The autumn equinox has come and gone, 

The planet Earth tips away from the sun, 

And the nights are a little longer than the days. 

Some of us in true Yankee tradition will try to put off the day when we actually turn 

the heat on! 

—but we know it’s coming don’t we? 

Autumn . . . . 

These months in New England where if we are lucky we’ll swim in colors so deep 

they are almost dreamlike— 

Golden 

Scarlet 

A flame orange that can spear us through the heart with its beauty 

 

It is autumn and also the time of the High Holy Days in Judaism 

Rosh Hashanah last Sunday and Yom Kippur this coming week 

These are the 10 days that are commonly called The Days of Awe 

Rosh Hashanah, the New Year 

Marked by apples and honey, the sending of cards and good wishes 

And Yom Kippur 

The most solemn day of the Jewish liturgical calendar 

The Day of Atonement 

At-one-ment 

On Yom Kippur, some rabbis taught that the forces which normally work to keep us 

barricaded from God are suspended 

And for this one day of all the year, we are able to come the closest to the Holy One, 

That on this one day, humans are almost like angels. 
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It is said that each year on Rosh Hashanah 

 God opens up the Book of Life 

A person has 10 days to consider their life,  

Take stock 

Make amends 

Ask for forgiveness 

And then, on Yom Kippur, God closes up the book again 

And it is shut tight for another year. 

 

And so Yom Kippur is a solemn day 

A day for fasting, long hours in the temple without food or drink 

Every year, at afternoon service on Yom Kippur, the book of Jonah is read. 

Jonah with its story of a man who was called by God 

And who tried to escape that call— 

Run in the opposite direction. 

Jonah with its story of a God who seeks you out even in the belly of the best 

Even when it feels like all the waters and billows have gone over you 

A story about judgement and repentance 

Letting go of one path and starting again on another. 

*************************************************************** 

 

It has been a lively week around the parish here: 

Fall classes starting up 

An all-church supper on Wednesday night 
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Last week 18 of our children collected food at Donelans for St. Joe’s food pantry 

And then had a grand parade, marching solemnly across the street 

And putting cans and boxes carefully away on pantry shelves. 

On Thursday I gathered with some of you around a table in the Lincoln library 

archives 

We looked at a sermon written in 1749 by your very first minister, Rev. William 

Lawrence. 

I watched your faces light up as you took the old yellowed paper in your hands and 

tried to decipher the bold black handwriting, 

Then don white cotton gloves to carefully hold his snuff box, gleaming and polished. 

 

********************************************************* 

At staff meeting, Gert brought us these words 

"The transition from summer to autumn 

 Is a time for us to let go  

Of what is no longer needed,  

Shed the extraneous,  

Allow ourselves into a quieter, more focused mode,  

And to gather,  

Feast and nourish. . . . 

"As autumn begins, 

 Sweep away the ash left from the blazing fires of summer. . . . Clear your space of 

anything unnecessary."3 

 

Letting go of what is no longer needed— 

 
3 Jennifer La Lima-Ortmuller, “Letting Go of Summer With Grace & Dignity (for once in my life), 

Huffington Post, Sept. 19, 2011, accessed on October 4, 2019 at:  

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/letting-go-of-summer_b_949695. 

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/letting-go-of-summer_b_949695
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How that might speak to us in so many different parts of our lives. 

Letting go of stuff we know we no longer need but are reluctant to part with 

Letting go of emotions that hold us back 

Resentments, grudges that we’ve gotten so used to, never really noticing how heavy 

they are on our backs 

 

Autumn is a time when leaves let go of the trees that have been their home for so 

long 

Let go and float to the ground 

To become fertilizer for the next generation of growth to come 

And it is the time of the High Holy Days which urge us to turn back to the sacred 

Admit to ourselves and to others if need be, of the ways we have fallen short 

In the words of the prayer book of my youth, the prayer that was about confessing 

we hadn’t done the things we ought to have done and we’d left undone those other 

things. 

 

In our liberal religious tradition, confession gets short shrift, 

I sometimes think. 

When Unitarians separated themselves from more orthodox Calvinists 

In the early 1800s 

They emphasized human goodness over sinfulness 

And there was much that was beneficial in that 

 

But the instinct to confess is a deeply human one. 

There is a need to admit we don’t always get it right 

 Do things perfectly 
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And as the pressure in our culture ramps up, urging us towards perfection 

Where are the places we can go to confess that in fact we don’t always say the right 

thing, do the thing we ought to do and leave undone the other thing 

We lack those places 

And our souls grow weary as a result. 

Burdened down, we carry too much with us, 

No longer having those ancient practices of prayer or ritual that would help us to get 

it out 

Lay it down 

Let it go. 

 

It is autumn and the High Holy Days and I’m musing on the themes of repentance 

and reconciliation. 

This week I re-read a talk given by an Episcopal minister, an experienced interim 

minister. 

He was remembering one church he served where there were still enough people to 

have two services on Sunday, one at 8 am, and one at 10 am. 

At 8, he said the people liked to sit close together, they knew one another’s names 

and took care of one another; it was a close knit group. 

At 10, they liked to sit farther apart; it was a different crowd with different needs and 

characteristics. 

They were very different, BUT….the minister went on to say, 

“If there was one thing that those at both services had in common was their practice, 

I called it “muttering about the past.”4 

 It wasn’t different parties or allegiances, 

 As Paul faced in writing his first letter to the Corinthians 

 

 Where he complained of skismata (Greek) or schisms.The NRSV translates the word 

as “divisions,” . . . . 

 
4 The Rev. Dr. George H. Martin, “The Interim Preaching Task Part One, Reconciliation,” sermon 

published May 17, 2019 by Interim Ministry Network. 
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The New Testament scholar Margaret Mitchell suggests the better term is “factions.”  

 

At this church there weren’t “factions” but they were divided in their opinions about 

what had taken place in recent years.  

Thus, ….. 

The issue was reconciliation.”5 

 

 

I read his words, and I started thinking about you. 

 

When I started here last fall I asked you to tell me about your experiences here 

Some of you were kind enough to sit down and share some time with me 

 

 (That invitation is always and perpetually open I might add, email to set up such a 

meeting) 

 

I heard a lot of stories 

Some of them were about ways you have been helped by this community 

Strengthened in your personal life 

Supported in your spiritual quest 

Helped in times of trouble 

 

Some of them about ways you have been hurt here 

Or disappointed 

Times you felt someone didn’t tell the truth 

Went behind someone’s back 

Took an action you thought was at best questionable and at worst unethical 

 

It is normal for there to be hurts, slights, grudges, tensions, even fissures in a 

community like this one 

After all, this is a human institution like any other, right? 

There aren’t perfect people here, just human people. 

 

Sometimes we get it wrong, we make mistakes 

And in the process we can hurt one another 

We can get hurt 

We can feel let down, frustrated, offended, put off, angry. 

 

Sometimes, people even leave.  We miss them.  There is a sense of loss. 

 

Is there a way to get past this? 

To begin to put some of this to bed? 

 

This is the place I wish I could say something wise 

 
5 George H. Martin, “The Interim Preaching Task, Part One:  Reconciliation,” Published May 17, 

2019– IMN E-Letter www.imnedu.org. 
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And comforting 

But instead I’m going to be honest and say   

I think the jury is still out on this one 

 

I have seen communities with fissures begin to heal and come back together 

I have seen hope reborn after a time of conflict and fracture. 

 

And I’ve also seen the damage that lingers in a community 

When things are NOT able to be named in a forthright way 

Where wounds are left untended and fester 

 

And trust is not restored to what, it could be. 

 

 

Again, I wish I could say something eminently wise and helpful here 

But I’m not that audacious 

 

However, I am, at heart, an idealist 

(Probably wouldn’t have gone into this profession if I were not!) 

And I can tell you what my hope for you would be: 

 

My hope is that little by little, in this time together 

We could begin to name some of the things that need to be named 

Take a kind of inventory 

And begin to figure out ways we can ask forgiveness of one another if we need to, 

Let go of what needs to be let go, and then, 

Move on. 

 

 

This kind of spiritual housekeeping takes time 

It takes truth telling 

It takes courage 

 

But if done right I think it can lead to a kind of forgiveness and reconciliation that 

can be real 

That can be healing 

That can be powerful 

 

That can, in the end, be life-giving 

 

And remember this is not just life-giving for you 

It is life-giving for the people who come after us 

It is life-giving for a world that needs a community like this one to be strong. 

 

I’m thinking of the memorial service for Tim that was held here yesterday 

This place packed with people who needed a place to come 
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The beautiful music, the words that were said, the prayers 

 

You made that possible.  With the work you do and the gifts you give and the energy 

you put into this place 

 

You made it possible for this sanctuary to be here when it was so sorely needed. 

Thank you. 

 

We are called to do some hard spiritual housekeeping work not just for us— 

 

We exist not just for ourselves alone 

We are here to serve people we do not yet know 

We are here to serve a larger purpose we may not yet even be able to put into words 

but is there, just there, on the horizon, glimmering and shimmering 

As we reach towards it, try to put our arms around it, try to put it into words 

 

The forgiveness we can give one another 

The reconciliation we can accomplish here 

 

Will in the end make this place stronger 

And that is a good thing, not just for the people who are here now 

 

But for the people who have not yet walked in the door 

And yet who will need this place 

As we do. 

 

Need it so much in their lives 

 

********************************************** 

 

The autumn equinox has passed 

The days grow shorter and the nights longer 

It is a time for putting the garden to bed 

For acknowledging the end of summer 

For letting go of summer’s warmth and blossom, its beauty and bounty 

A time for gathering in 

Harvesting the last of the tomatoes 

Cutting the basil and rosemary, sage and mint to dry 

 

It is a time for gathering in, putting up, harvesting, gleaning 

 

A time, as Gert’s reading said “to gather, feast and nourish.” 

 

May we be inspired by the autumn and by these Days of Awe 

To consider ways of repentance, turning, reconciliation. 

 



11 

 

 


