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One of my earliest memories is of a Memorial Day weekend in south central Illinois.  My mother’s family was from a tiny place called Sailor Springs.  It was one of those towns where everybody was related.  I think there were exactly 2 acceptable last names – Smith or Brown.
Well, I remember going out to the village cemetery and placing flags and flowers on the graves of relatives I never knew.  Then we went back to Aunt Aleta’s house and made ice cream in her electric ice cream maker.  Aunt Aleta owned an appliance store so she always had the coolest stuff.

While we ate chicken and corn an d ice cream, the adults would tell stories about some of the people whose grave we had just visited.  I learned a lot about some of my family.  I had an uncle Henry Brown who owned a Ford Model T.  I don’t know why that was important to know, but I heard about Uncle Henry Brown’s Model T every Memorial Day for 10 years.

Sad though, as I think back, there were relatives whom we never told stories about.  I don’t think I could write more than one sentence about Mom’s father.  I never met him, my dad never even met him, but I knew so much more about an uncle’s third cousin than I did about my own Grandfather.  I knew so little about him, I never thought to ask anyone about him.

That makes me sad.  I think I’ll talk to my sister the genealogist and try to learn more about Theodore Smith.

Back in November, 2001, Annie, Steph and I went to a family reunion of the Smith family, back in Illinois.  This was a gathering of all the descendants of Theodore Smith.  My sisters, Annie and I walked through several cemeteries looking for family members.  We stood over their graves and told stories.  

These were people my children never knew, like my mom, aunt Aleta, Gramma Smith and even uncle Henry Brown.  In fact we went to so many cemeteries that at one point Annie leaned over and whispered, “I see dead people”.  We all laughed so hard we almost all , well never mind that.

When I stood at the bedside of my sister Sue with my other sisters, and Sue’s family we didn’t know if Sue heard us.  But regardless, we told stories.  The silly things Sue or the rest of us had done.  We talked about walking through cemeteries looking for Uncle Henry Brown.  And we laughed again when I told the “I see dead people” story.  Even Sue’s kids laughed and they hadn’t been there.
When Sue died, we were all there, touching her, saying her name.  When she took her final breath we all stood quietly waiting for the nurse to come back in.  Just as the nurse entered the room, Sue took one more breath.  As sad as we were, everyone of us started laughing.  One last time, Sue had to show us who was in charge.

We tell that story whenever we get together.  My kids know it and they weren’t there.  I know that sometime in the future someone will tell the story about Aunt Sue’s last stand.  And I hope they laugh just as we did about Uncle Henry Brown and his stupid Model T.

See, telling these stories does something more than giving us a good chuckle.  It keeps them real.  We re-member them.  I don’t mean that we have a mental picture, I mean re-member like putting parts of a body back together.  We re-animate them in our hearts and in our imaginations.  They become not characters in a story, but living, breathing, reacting parts of our lives.

I can’t explain it, but when I talk about Sue’s last stand, I can’t help but see her and even feel in some way, her presence.  As I was writing this I felt a warmth and could here Sue’s voice.  If ever I doubted that the dead lived, I can’t possibly doubt it now.

I wrote in my All Saint’s Day letter about a conversation I had with a clergyman from a more fundamentalist denomination.  We were talking about praying for the dead.  His denomination didn’t believe in it, because, for them, when someone dies they are judged by God and go to either heaven or hell and that’s it.
I tried to explain that we believe that at death, life is changed, not ended.  That the souls of the departed continue to live and grow to become more and more in the true image of God.  This is important for me.  I am greatly relieved to know that Sue will not spend eternity sad and sick.  She will continue to grow as we say in our burial office from strength to strength.

That’s why we pray for the dead.  They still live.  They still grow.  Not only do they live forever in our hearts and imaginations, they live and move and have their being in the heart and imagination of God which is heaven.

Sue, Uncle Henry Brown, Grandfather Smith, Aunt Aleta all live.  Not just because we remember them, but because God remembers them.  That’s what we mean when we talk about the communion of Saints.  That great body of faithful dead that live on in God.

Today is the day we have our memorial day.  Today is the day that we re-member, re-animate our beloved dead.  It is a day to be reminded that no one dies having not touched the world.  
The Beatles had a song called Eleanor Rigby.  It tells the story of Eleanor dying and being buried and only the priest was there.  Such a sad thing, that there was no one to remember her, let alone tell stories and re-animate her in the hearts and imaginations of her friends and family.

But even still, she touched the life of the priest, if no one else.

I am who I am because of all the people I have met.  I may never remember who they are.  I may not remember what they said to me.  But, I am different because they touched me, perhaps even in an unconscious way.  

People often ask if you would change anything in your life.  I have things I regret having done.  I have things and people that have hurt me.  And I am loved and love.  If one thing in my past were to change, there is no way to know how that would affect my present.

Whenever we meet someone, have a conversation with some one, praise them, curse them, ignore them, we change their lives and they change ours.  No one is inconsequential.  Certainly not to God, but even so with us.

No one is worthless.  No life is unimportant.  No one falls outside the mind and imagination of God.  No one is outside the love of a merciful God.  In the book, The Shack, whenever Papa refers to someone, Papa says, “I’m especially fond of that one.”.
God is especially fond of all his children, even the ones that bring tears to God’s heart.  

God loves them in their life, and God loves them in their death and God loves them for their eternity.  Not as a memory, but as living beings growing in love and understand for ever.

The communion of saints is real.  We are surrounding by so great a cloud of witnesses.  Surrounded by so much love.  And when call into the present reality are beloved dead, they bring with them the collected love and wisdom of all their fellow travelers on their journey into God’s eternity.

I have no idea why it’s important for me to know about Uncle Henry Brown’s model T.  But I do know that my life would be different if I had never heard the story.

O blest communion,  fellowship divine, we feebly struggle, they in glory shine, for all are one in thee for all are thine, alleluia, alleluia.

