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Glorious the Sight of Rust Leaves Falling

October 31, 2010

This Halloween morning, I would like to begin my sermon with one simple word: Boo. Yes, Boo. But not just any Boo. I would like to begin with the Boo who lives down the street from a widowed man and his two children, the Boo who lives down the street, more specifically, from Atticus Finch, his son, Jem, and his daughter Scout, in the little Alabaman town of Maycomb. I want to talk about Boo Radley who, as a teenage boy years ago had been shut away in his house by his father, Mr. Radley, after a night of excessive partying with friends, almost never to be seen in public again. Boo Radley, the peripheral yet central character in Harper Lee’s 1960 novel To Kill a Mockingbird, who exists behind the curtains of his parents’ tightly shut house like the dead separated from the living by a veil, but who occasionally brushes up against that veil, to raise the hair on the back of children’s necks. Scout Finch, the narrator of the story, recalls:

Nobody knew what kind of intimidation Mr. Radley employed to keep Boo out of sight, but Jem figured that Mr. Radley kept him chained to the bed most of the time. Atticus said no, it wasn’t that sort of thing, that there were other ways of making people into ghosts. 


And ghostly, and haunting, Boo Radley is--at least in the children’s imaginations. Jem and Scout’s new friend, Dill, asks of Boo toward the beginning of the book, “I wonder what he looks like?” And in her narration, Scout notes: 

Jem gave a reasonable description of Boo: Boo was about six and a half feet tall, judging from his tracks; he dined on raw squirrels and any cats he could catch, that’s why his hands were bloodstained--if you ate an animal raw, you could never wash the blood off. There was a long jagged scar that ran across his face; what teeth he had were yellow and rotten; his eyes popped, and he drooled most of the time.


Some 250 pages and many trials and tribulations later, when Scout finally sees Boo for herself, Jem’s description, while exaggerated in its violence, seems not so far off in the ghostliness of this man. It is Halloween night, and Scout has just been in a school play in which she plays a ham to help illustrate the county’s agricultural enterprises. While walking home through a stretch of woods, Scout still in costume, she and Jem are followed, then attacked by a man, and a fourth figure comes to the children’s rescue, saving the children from the attacker, and carrying the wounded Jem home to Atticus while Scout follows after. 



When Scout comes into Jem’s room, where Jem lies unconscious with his arm badly broken, she sees a shadowy figure standing in the corner. When the Sheriff arrives wanting to know who saved the children, Scout remarks: “Why there he is Mr. Tate, he can tell you his name.” Scout then remarks in her narration:

He was still leaning against the wall. He had been leaning against the wall when I came into the room, his arms folded across his chest. As I pointed, he brought his arms down and pressed the palms of his hands against the wall. They were white hands, sickly white hands that had never seen the sun, so white they stood out garishly against the dull cream wall in the dim light of Jem’s room. 


Scout continues:


I looked from his hands to his sand-stained khaki pants; my eyes traveled up his thin frame to his torn denim shirt. His face was as white as his hands, but for a shadow on his jutting chin. His cheeks were thin to hollowness; his mouth was wide; there were shallow, almost delicate indentations at his temples, and his grey eyes were so colorless I thought he was blind. His hair was dead and thin, almost feathery on top of his head.


When I pointed to him his palms slipped slightly, heaving greasy sweat streaks on the wall, and he hooked his thumbs in his belt. A strange, small spasm shook him, as if he heard fingernails scrape slate, but as I gazed at him in wonder the tension slowly drained from his face. His lips parted in a timid smile, and our neighbor’s image blurred with my sudden tears.


“Hey, Boo,” I said.

Hey, Boo. Hey, that which scares me. Hey, that which, now that I know you, now that I see you, is not so scary after all. Hey. Isn’t that, in many ways, what Halloween, and Samhain which came before Halloween, are all about? They’re about greeting. They’re about welcoming. They’re about bowing down respectfully to the good in that which we greet, even if that which we greet might seem at first glance a bit unknown or even scary. 


Think of Wendell Berry’s poem, “Enriching the Earth,” which we heard Ceryta read earlier. The setting, the tone, and the mood of the poem are all quite different from those of Scout and Boo’s world in To Kill a Mockingbird. And yet there is a similarity, for just as Scout turns to face and welcome Boo, the persona in Berry’s poem turns to face the fact that just as he has “sowed clover and grass to grow and die,” just as he has “stirred into the ground the offal and the decay of the growth of past seasons,” in order to mend the earth and make “its yield increase,” he too is “slowly falling into the fund of things.” That is, he recognizes the fact of his aging, of his mortality, of his own inevitable death. And rather than bracing against it, or seeing it as the end, he welcomes the gifts his death will bring: “After death, willing or not,” he says, “the body serves, entering the earth. And so what was heaviest and most mute is at last raised up into song.” 


Similarly, Annie Finch, in her poem, “Samhain,” writes, “we who die can peel back another kind of veil.” And while Wendell Berry’s pulled back veil enables him to look forward into spring and renewal, Finch’s moves her in a different direction. “I feel the nights stretching away thousands long behind the days till they reach the darkness where all of me is ancestor.” Finch continues, “I am with my mother’s mother. Sure as footsteps in my waiting self, I find her, and she brings arms that carry answers for me, intimate, a waiting bounty....” 


Either way, forward or back, Halloween, Samhain, the simple yet glorious phenomenon of autumn, all call us into liminality, into a threshold, in which we are invited to look beyond our own particular finite existences and to see ourselves as standing not only in thresholds, but as thresholds between past and future. In other words, this hallowed crossing of seasons calls us to remember and respect the interdependent web of all existence not only in place but in time. This is the web that connects the dead to the living and to the not yet born. This is the web that threads together the fallow fall and the fecund spring. This is the web in which we stretch beyond ourselves, beyond our fear, beyond the perceived scarcity of food or light or safety, into the sanctuary of faith.


Speaking of sanctuaries of faith, yesterday evening, I attended the Wildflower family Halloween party at Shady Hollow. There, I experienced such a sanctuary, such a web of both place and time. As older children, also known as fairies, dragons, princesses, flowers, Mario Brothers, super heroes, and yes, even one Wal-Mart employee, as older children darted about, a group of parents and their infant children, also known as a spider, an elephant, a Russian peasant of sorts, and a fish, sat peacefully in a circle on the grass. Others, including myself, joined them. Most of the families in the circle were actually very new to, or even just visitors to, the world of the Wildflower community. One or two people have been around the congregation for a year or more. And yet here we were, adults and the very young, some of us only acquaintances, choosing to spend this time together, sowing the seeds of possibility, of community, of seasons to come. 


In my particular position in this community, I look, as I did last evening, at infants and toddlers with a special sense of awe, not because I have the expectation that these very little ones will some day do the job we have not succeeded in doing, turning into superheroes and saving the world, but because I see through them how I am called to be a threshold figure in this world. For here before me, as I grow older each year, is new life continually coming into my life, as I was once new life to those who came before me.  Here, as the minister of this congregation, I see the continuity of beloved community across generations, if I but continue to sow my share of the field. 


What gifts do I have to pass down? Because I myself am not a parent, or because these children are not my own, does that mean I have no desire, no obligation to show them that I see them, care about them, have gifts to share with them? Even Boo Radley, imprisoned in his own home, reaches out.


For remember, if you are familiar with the story, how Jem and Scout Finch first came in touch with Boo Radley. One night early in the book, Jem dares to sneak onto the Bradleys’ back porch, to see if he can catch a glimpse of Boo through a window. As Jem crawls along the porch, Scout, hidden away in the yard with their friend Dill, notices a shadowy figure approaching him. “It was the shadow of a man with a hat on,” she says. “At first I thought it was a tree, but there was no wind blowing, and tree trunks never walked.” Jem sees the shadow just in time, leaps off the porch, and the children flee, hearing the roar of a shotgun as they run. Scurrying under a fence, Jem gets his pants stuck and has to leave them behind. Safely back at their own yard, they look down the street to see their father talking to Boo’s father, Mr. Radley, “standing inside his front gate, a shotgun broken across his arm.” Not wanting Atticus to make a connection between the shotgun fire and his own children, Jem runs back in a daring move to retrieve his pants. 


Days later, Jem confesses to Scout: “‘When I went back for my breeches--they were all in a tangle when I was gettin’ out of ‘em, I couldn’t get ‘em loose. When I went back--’ Jem took a breath. ‘When I went back, they were folded across the fence.... Like they were expectin’ me.’”


Jem continues: “‘And something else’--Jem’s voice was flat.... ‘They’d been sewed up. Not like a lady’d sewed ‘em, like somethin’ I’d try to do. All crooked. It’s almost like--”


Scout speaks what Jem’s thinking. “‘Somebody knew you were comin’ back for ‘em.’” “Jem shuddered... ‘Like someone could tell what I was gonna do. Can’t nobody tell what I’m gonna do lest they know me, can they, Scout?”


As Jem and Scout ponder the scenario, they pass a tree, in whose knot-hole rests a ball of yarn. This is not the first, nor will it be the last, anonymous gift left in the hole, for Jem and Scout to receive. Of course, he giver of the gifts, the sewer of the pants is Boo Radley. So see, even supposed ghosts have something to give. 

 
Not that we have to wait to be ghosts before we can discover and share the gifts our lives have to offer. The simple act of answering our doors on nights like tonight and offering up treats to children dressed in their Halloween costumes is a lovely place to start--and a powerful place to start, if you allow yourselves to think about it. For when you answer the door to trick or treaters, you are literally stepping into the threshold. And not only are you looking into the eyes of the future through the children standing before you, you are often looking into symbols of the past--ghosts and zombies and vampires; ancient warriors and princesses; fairies and monsters. And the encounter all happens in the threshold between day and night. The veil separating past and present, light and dark, the living and the dead is for a moment lifted, and though we dress in scary costumes and carve scary faces on our pumpkins, and our black cats arch their backs in our windows, faces are beaming with smiles. For here is a moment of exchange, of giving and receiving, of encountering the spirit of life and love as well as its shadow.  


But the shadow, as Maya Angelou notes, is not counter to the spirit of life and love. The passing from summer into winter that fall is, is simply a “gruffish gesture alerting those who will not be alarmed that we begin to stop in order simply to begin again.” 


So as we step from day into night, from summer into fall into winter into spring, how do we step from our daily lives into the spookier but equally real world of the Boo Radleys of our lives, and of our own bodies “falling into the fund of things?” Are we ourselves little, or not so little, Boos in the worlds of those who don’t yet know us? 


Boo, by the way, has a real name. When Scout sees Boo in Jem’s room, realizes who he is, and says, “Hey, Boo,” her father Atticus is quick to step in. “‘Mr. Arthur, honey,’ said Atticus, gently correcting me. ‘Jean Louise, this is Mr. Arthur Bradley.  I believe he already knows you.’” 


It is easy for us to come up with names for those people and things we don’t yet know. But those names, as does the name Boo, often perpetuate a fear and a distance that keep us from asking ourselves, “Who is that person, really?” Autumn and its festivals invite us to ask, “Who are my ancestors, really? And how shall I be remembered as an ancestor? Might I strive to greet the unknown not in fear, but in faith?” Halloween and Samhain are often recognized by the bright orange of fire glowing in the darkness of night. The hymn says, “Gather the spirit, harvest the power, our separate fires will kindle one flame.” So may the light within each of us, past, present and future, near and far, young and old, known and not yet known, kindle the flame of beloved community, and so may this sermon end with a new word, a welcoming word, an affirming word, that word being amen. 

#347 Gather the Spirit 

