
Sunday, October 31, 2021
Scripture: Genesis 35: 1-8, 16-21, 27-29

“What the Trees Remember” by Rev. Rachel Knuth
I.

I think I’m supposed to be preaching a defense of Halloween today. It seems many mainline and

progressive preachers are going that route-- they’re taking the coincidence of today being Halloween

as an opportunity to respond to the view that Halloween is devilish and wrong. Some of my preacher

friends have posted their sermon ideas-- to look at how Halloween builds community and how

children in costumes can experiment outside their usual identities. That’s great, and probably is a

message that’s important in certain places around the country. But, and I could be wrong, but I don’t

actually get the sense that in Sebastopol there are too many people who are offended by Halloween--

if anything, West County probably leans in the direction of celebrating our earth-centered pagan

neighbors, and we love children in costumes, especially obscure and homemade ones. (The bigger

problem I hear from parents is the struggle with unhealthy candy coming into their homes.)

And if I’m not preaching a defense of Halloween, I should probably be recounting for you the

importance of the next three days on the Christian calendar: Halloween, All Saints, and All Souls

Days. But, in the UCC we don’t have doctrine and policies around canonizing saints (which is what All

Saints Day is about), or praying for souls in purgatory (which traditionally is what All Souls Day is for).

In fact, we have a pretty wide definition of “saints.” When I asked one of my children what their idea of

a saint is, they said, “A saint is someone who lives a good life, and when they made mistakes they

were good at making things right afterwards.” My child said, “because everyone makes mistakes

even saints, and what matters is what you do next after you make a mistake.” --I’m pretty sure that’s

not the traditional definition of saint, but I like it.

So what are we celebrating? Well I think we are freed up to conflate the three days a bit, to spend

these holy days remembering the way Christ’s light has shined in the people we have loved and lost,

gifts they have shared in particular, and that even in death, love never ends. It’s also a moment when

we can acknowledge grief and allow tears to come as we remember-- to allow the candlelight to be

blurry and our cheeks to be wet. We need this moment, especially emerging from a pandemic when

families have not been able to gather and memorialize their loved ones in the usual ways. There are

some feelings that need to be let out. I think it’s painfully beautiful that our first service in the

sanctuary after 18 months involves remembering those who have died. We have lost some truly

remarkable people since the last time any of us were in this place. In some ways we are consecrating
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the sanctuary again, with a blessing of candles and tears and singing. God is in this very place, God

is with us in the remembering, and grief is sacred work.

Our ancestors in faith also grieved and buried their dead-- we have accounts of deaths and

memorials that have been passed down for over 3000 years. In our text today, we are coming to the

end of a story cycle in Genesis, where the Great Family of Sarah and Abraham is settling down in the

land of Canaan. If you didn’t quite catch it in the reading of our text, there are four burials: The

family’s beloved servant Deborah dies and is buried under an oak tree at Beth-el; Rachel dies in

childbirth on the way to Bethlehem and her husband Jacob marks her burial site with a pillar; and next

Isaac dies at the age of 180 and his sons bury him beneath the oaks at Mamre. The fourth burial is

actually the first one that’s mentioned-- before they go to Beth-el, the family buries any false idols

they have beneath an oak at Shechem, as an act of commitment to God. In each case, the people

who die are named--even the servant, Deborah-- and all four burials take place beneath trees. As I

imagine these burials-- each specific, each with its own set of circumstances, I keep thinking of those

trees… looking down upon the graves below them… one of them is even named Allon Bakuth, which

means, “The Oak of Weeping,” ...and I wonder, What do the trees see from their point of view? What

might the trees remember?

II.

We are all aware that death is a natural part of life. In the opening of his book of the same name,

author Stephen Levine asks, “Who Dies?”--and in a gentle way he goes through a litany of all the

people and living things that one day will die. I hope it’s not a total spoiler to say that the answer to

the question of “who dies,” is… everyone! As human beings, we can come to accept the reality of

death, even though we might not like to think about it. But what we often struggle with is learning how

to carry grief. For me, the smell of a pipe will always make me think of my Uncle Jimmy, and the taste

of baked potato brings me back to Mrs. Evangelista’s dinner table, every time. We called her Mrs. E,

and she was beloved by my sister and me. That’s what I miss when I am missing them. I miss the

particulars-- how my fun-loving Uncle Jimmy climbed trees with me in his dress shoes, Mrs. E’s

unwavering kindness. We miss particular people. We miss exact things about them. That’s so

important. You can take a moment right now and think of what it is you miss when you miss someone.

You know what it is, it’s so visceral and immediate. Let it linger. This day is about holding on to this

collection of memories-- not to make the pain of losing them go away-- but to choose love while also

carrying our grief forward. We live in a broken world, and learning to carry grief is part of living life.
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III.

The great family in our story today also has to learn to carry their grief. They do this in part by naming

the things around them-- On her death-bed, Rachel gives Benjamin his first name, “Ben-Omi” which

means “Son of My Suffering.” They call the tree that stands over the grave of the servant Deborah

“the Oak of Weeping.” Naming out loud the pain of loss is part of their family’s practice. What if we

could do the same in our own families? What if at gatherings this Fall and Winter, we take a moment

to say that it hurts that people we love are not sitting at our tables, and then share a story about

them? This is another way that the great family carries their grief: by telling and re-telling the stories

of people they have loved. How else would we know of the burials of Deborah, Rachel, and Isaac,

3000 years later, unless the stories of their deaths and details of their gravesites were recounted for

generations?

It’s just interesting which members of the family get mentioned thousands of years later. Honestly the

deaths of Rachel and Isaac seem appropriately memorialized here-- they hold important positions in

the family ecosystem. But Deborah... It’s fascinating that a servant would be named in a biblical story,

much less her burial-- she must have meant a lot to their family. She is not the same Deborah who

judged Israel under a palm tree at Beth-el but we can hear echoes that connect the two Deborahs in

name, place, and heart. The spirit of the two Deborahs-- of fairness, of belovedness, lives on and

connects them. But what is her story doing here? As a wet-nurse for Rebekah, she would have

physically sustained the family. This would have connected her to the children and women in the

family. And the name Deborah means “bee”-- some commentators connect this with honey. That as

they arrive in the land of Canaan, the land of milk and honey, it is Deborah who had been both milk

and honey for them up to this point...It could be that her importance is revealed to them, and to us, in

her death. In short, sometimes we don’t know how special someone or something is to us until we

lose them.

Some of you may know that our family has a celtic-style labyrinth in our backyard, it’s about 15 yards

in diameter, carved into the ground with a hoe. Our church Youth Group walked it this summer, and I’d

guess that at least one person walks it every day. We have been tending it through the seasons-- so

when the field grass gets really high in the spring, we use the weedwhacker to carve out the labyrinth

so you feel like you’re in a secret garden. In the summer we have a string of solar lights and walk it at

night. We have placed 200 candles into the grooves of the labyrinth and walked it under the light of a

full moon on the winter solstice. And I knew that I loved the labyrinth. But let me tell you a story… We
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are doing tree work on our property and had a rental chipper delivered this week. For some unknown

reason, the delivery driver chose not to use our driveway but pulled into our backyard and got stuck.

In fact, he drove a big truck and chipper right through our labyrinth-- and with all the rains we’ve had

lately his wheels sank two feet down into the mud, settling in the exact middle of the labyrinth. When I

went outside and saw what happened, I just burst into tears. It just all came out. And the poor delivery

driver, oh my goodness, he had not only immobilized his truck, but was now confronted with a lady

crying in her rain boots as he stepped out of the truck and looked down and saw the labyrinth’s

pathways carved into the ground. In that moment, I realized how much the labyrinth meant to me.

Isn’t that how loss can sneak up on us? I realized how the sacred spirit of the thing had imprinted

upon me and upon our family, and the earth itself. Of course it is only dirt, and can be repaired. The

grooves of mud can be graded, our family will draw meaning from the work of mending the labyrinth,

and life will go on. But it was a lesson in loss that I was not expecting this week.

I share this story because the suffering of loss is real and it is physical and it can overwhelm us in

surprising ways. At the opening to our labyrinth stands a large grandmother coastal oak tree. I guess

it’s our family’s own Oak of Weeping. And I wonder what that tree observed this week? Did it see grief

surface? Did it notice my heart had to grow a bit wider to expand around this new sorrow? Was the

oak watching when my children were the first ones to say it’s only dirt, and what matters is not the

mistake, but what comes next?

IV.

The Christian faith by definition holds tension between life and death. We are called to “do this in

remembrance,” not to forget or ignore pain and suffering. Not to gloss over death. It’s not easy but

God calls to keep living in a broken world filled with suffering, and yet create meaning. So go forth this

day-- tell the story, your story, of how Love outlives death. Amen.
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