
SERMON 

Excerpt from Walking toward Morning by Victoria Safford: 

I find myself telling a young child things I didn't know I believe about 
death, things that shock me, make me wonder.  

We come across a small dead turtle in the road and we decide to bury it. 
So with a stick we scrape a space on the edge of someone else's grass and 
put the little disk of shell in the hollow of the earth, and I tell what will 
happen to the turtle, to the muscle and the blood and the eyes and the 
shell. He loves this. "It all goes back to the earth," I say, "into new soil, and 
new plants will use it and grow, and birds will eat the plants, or we will, 
and the birds will scatter seeds, which turtles might eat, round and round 
and round it goes." This much I know is true. But I also say, because 
clearly the child is waiting to hear more, clearly he knows that this cannot 
not be all: "And the spirit of the turtle comes out and goes back into 
everything, into the stars and the sun and you and me. Everything the 
turtle was returns to everything and it is not lost.” 

We're both a little shocked at that, and pondering, as we continue 
walking. 

We’ll return to that story in a moment. 

This is the final installment for now in my sermon series on process 
theology. It may seem strange that I titled this series “Unitarian 
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Universalism and the Crises of Life” instead of “Process Theology and the 
Crises of Life” - - maybe I should have. For, after all, we know there is no 
one theology for Unitarian Universalists. And, for sure, process theology 
will not resonate with every Unitarian Universalist.  

I wanted to provide one example of a way that Unitarian Universalists can 
engage in spiritual growth that takes religion back from the 
fundamentalism we might have rejected in our growing-up or in the wider 
culture.  

Like Unitarian Universalism itself, process theology draws from the most 
recent scientific discoveries and relates it to that transcending mystery and 
wonder we experience in the world. It also is rooted in interdependence, 
and calls us to create more love and justice in the world. These all sound 
like our UU sources and principles.   

But there are many ways to make religion our own as Unitarian 
Universalists —- because religion in my view means to bind together - that 
“lig” (L-I-G) in religion being like the word ligament, league, allegiance, 
rely… Where do you place your allegiance? To whom are you bound? On 
what do you rely?  

And there’s no time like the crises of life to test those questions for us.  

So today we consider the crisis of mortality - death. As I talk about how 
process theology addresses death, take what works and leave the rest…. 
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More importantly - take the process with you - the process of looking at 
your life and your values, and determining what it means for how you live. 

Back to the story of the small dead turtle found on the side of the road… 
this simple story has 3 of the major elements of process theology as related 
to death: 1) Death happens, 2) All is interconnected and in process, 3) It’s 
all part of a bigger Mystery grounded in love 

First: death happens. In our universe, things die to make room for new 
things…moreover: things die to create new things. We are not separate 
from nature, and in nature, death is natural and right. (For humans, death 
isn’t always “just,” though, due to the systems and choices we’ve created.) 
But acceptance of the reality of death is a spiritual practice that informs our 
lives. The woman in the story didn’t shield the child from the dead turtle.  

Likewise, when my daughter was 5, she found a dead baby bird in our 
driveway. It had apparently fallen from the nest that had been built in a 
vent to our attic, yes. My husband explained to her how it had died and she 
decided she wanted to bury it. They dug a hole a few feet away. She went 
inside and painted a sign that said Ded Brt. She said “I named it Eddie.” 
She drew lots of E’s with hearts around them. And then she decorated the 
grave with flowers. When I came home she wanted me to see it and showed 
me how to add flowers. The stems has to be inserted in the ground so the 
flowers wouldn’t blow away.  
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Later that evening she asked me if I would look out the window and see the 
sign. She asked us to go out to with her and remove the old flowers and 
place new ones. Then she sat down and said to us let’s just sit and be still.  

The Buddhist teacher Frank Ostaseski invites us “to sit down with death, to 
have a cup of tea with her, to let her guide [us] toward living a more 
meaningful and loving life.” 

Second: All life is an interconnected, ongoing process – and we are 
embedded and interwoven in that process.  
Like the woman said in our story: 
I tell what will happen to the turtle, to the muscle and the blood and the 
eyes and the shell. He loves this. "It all goes back to the earth," I say, "into 
new soil, and new plants will use it and grow, and birds will eat the 
plants, or we will, and the birds will scatter seeds, which turtles might eat, 
round and round and round it goes.” 

Buddhists have the concept of interbeing - the idea that we do not come 
from nothing and do not go to nothing. Instead of birth and death, life is an 
ongoing process of transformation— like a cloud transforming into rain, or 
oxygen becoming flame, or flame giving warmth. Or the decaying leaf 
matter turning into rich soil. Yes, death is an ending of one sort, and death 
is also not an ending but a change.  

As the black science fiction writer Octavia Butler said:  

All that you touch  
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You change 
All that you change 
Changes you 
The only lasting truth 
Is change 
God is change 

This is a core tenet of process theology, and it is founded in the latest 
developments in science. Process theology was inspired by a new scientific 
understanding of the universe.  

Remember from my first sermon in this series that the old scientific 
understanding saw the universe kind of like a game of dominos. The 
universe is made of independent bits of matter colliding in predictable 
ways. 

But then scientists learned that space, time, and matter are combined into 
dynamic, interacting “events.” The universe is made of verbs, processes, 
events, not nouns. 

Then we get into the science of quantum entanglement… 

When two or more particles link up, they become entangled - - so that even 
when you separate them by light years, no matter how far apart they are in 
space, their states remain linked. 
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When one spins, so does the other - at exactly the same time. When one 
moves, so does the other. They are connected. It’s true if they are an inch 
away from each other, or a million miles away. 

Or, as one of the early quantum pioneers put it: “If we change one, the 
other instantly changes to compensate. This happens even if we separate 
the two particles from each other on opposite sides of the universe.” 

Einstein called this “spooky action at a distance” because it didn’t make 
sense and we needed to rule it out, which he wasn’t able to before he died. 

Now scientists accept it - - it’s a theory that has been proven over and over 
for 40 years in experiments. 

Once the particles have been connected, they are never actually separable 
no matter how far apart they are. They’re still responding as if they’re 
hugging each other, as if they are still part of each other. We really don’t 
understand how it happens. 

So even down to our smallest parts, the universe is fundamentally 
relational, and nothing is ever lost. 

Given what we now know about the universe, what can we say about what 
happens after we die? Here’s our third piece of process theology this 
morning: 3) It’s all part of a bigger Mystery grounded in love 
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We can resist the message that we are separate from nature. We can lean 
into that place of humility about what we know and what we don’t yet know 
and may never know.  

So the woman tells the child: 

But I also say, because clearly the child is waiting to hear more, clearly he 
knows that this cannot not be all: "And the spirit of the turtle comes out 
and goes back into everything, into the stars and the sun and you and me. 
Everything the turtle was returns to everything and it is not lost.” 

What if, when we die, all that we are goes on, continuing to flow into all 
that is and will become. Not just in the sense of our decomposing 
bodies, and the legacy of our actions - - both of which are powerful in 
themselves. .. But also perhaps something more… 

Here process theology goes into two strains - - objective immortality is the 
belief that an individual's lived experiences and achievements live on 
eternally as a permanent part of God's memory, influencing the future. So 
your life is not lost. It becomes an eternal part of God's experience, 
enriching the divine reality and continually influencing future events in the 
universe.  

(In process theology, remember God is not really a noun but that endless 
process of becoming that beckons us into greater becoming and greater 
love.) 
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Unitarian Ralph Waldo Emerson similarly said that at death our souls are 
reabsorbed into the eternal “OverSoul.”     

My colleague Tom Owen-Towle explains Emerson’s views this way: “The 
distinctive life-energy each of us embodied during our earthly existence 
flows back  toward the center of the universe itself. The whole of cosmic 
reality is altered, because our unique being was present upon the earth for a 
stretch.” 

Another strain of process theology goes even further…. Asserting that the 
individual soul (or energy  or consciousness) gets absorbed into God-ness 
to continue experiencing, feeling, and growing - - - like the river that 
merges with the sea.  
———————- 

An Excerpt from  
“Love Letter from the Afterlife” 

by the late poet Andrea Gibson who died last year of cancer. 
You may have heard of the documentary about their life and death called 

“Come See Me in the Good Light” 

My love, I was so wrong. 
Dying is the opposite of leaving. 
When I left my body, I did not go away. 
That portal of light was not a portal to elsewhere, 
but a portal to here. 
I am more here than I ever was before. 
I am more with you than I ever could have imagined. 
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So close you look past me when wondering where I am. 
It’s Ok. 
I know that to be human is to be farsighted. 
But feel me now, walking the chambers of your heart, pressing my palms to 
the soft walls of your living. 
Why did no one tell us that to die is to be reincarnated in those we love 
while they are still alive? 
…. 
One day you will understand. 
One day you will know why I read the poetry of your grief to those waiting 
to be born, and they are all the more excited. 
There is nothing I want 
for now that we are so close I open the curtain of your eyelids with my own 
smile every morning. 
…. 
My love, I want to sing it through the rafters of your bones, 
Dying is the opposite of leaving. 
I want to echo it through the corridor of your temples, 
I am more with you than I ever was before. 
Do you understand? 
It was me who beckoned the stranger who caught you in her arms 
when you forgot not to order for two at the coffee shop. 
It was me who was up all night gathering sunflowers into your chest the last 
day you feared you would never again wake up feeling lighthearted. 
I know it’s hard to believe, but I promise it’s the truth. 
I promise one day you will say it too– 
I can’t believe I ever thought I could lose you. 
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——————- 

Friends, let us continue together on this spiritual journey that weaves 
together life and death, love and change. Let us keep searching for truth 
and meaning from which our lives can bloom with ongoing becoming. 

May it be so. 
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