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Thursday of this past week, the family and a few UUFP members brought 

Mel Tiger back to life…not literally, but in our lived experience of him. We 

gathered to spread his ashes at the base of a tree planted in his honor just outside 

our main entrance. It’s a pink dogwood intended to reflect his deep commitment 

and connection to this faith community.  

 I hesitated to say we brought Mel back to life…it sounded callus and 

irreverent in a way. But as I thought about it, that is what we did. Each of us, 

there at that ceremony, relived our experience of Mel. Our memories of him 

came back into the present tense. He was very much alive in our lives for those 

moments. We remembered our times with him. We told joyful and funny stories 

of our time with him. The physical and visible part of him, his ashes, were buried 

at the base of the tree.  

 Helen Keller said: “"What we have once enjoyed, we can never lose. All that 

we love deeply becomes part of us."  If true, as long as any of us lives, so will a 

part of Mel…as a part of who we have become.  

 We’re a culture that lives so much in the present tense, often with a focus 

on the future, I suspect our tendency is to relegate the past to the past. As if 
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packed in a box left in the closet. It’s not here and now. I believe we 

underestimate the degree to which the past is alive in our lives.  

 Where were you when JFK was assassinated? My guess is you can 

remember how old you were, where you were when you first heard the news. 

You can probably feel some of the feelings you felt at the time if you let yourself. I 

was in sixth grade. Mr. Stevens, one of my all time favorite teachers, was teaching 

science. It was middle of the afternoon.  

He was called to office. When he came back, his face signaled something 

was not right. He looked like he might have been crying. I don’t remember what 

he told us or how he told us. We all knew it was not good, but I don’t know that 

we really understood the significance. It was either close to the time school 

normally got out or we were let out early. I know we weren’t in the class room 

very long. 

I walked home as usual. When I went inside, mom was sitting in the living 

room watching the television…a very unusual event. She was crying. I remember 

her saying “they shot President Kennedy”. It was a Friday. We watched a lot of 

news for several days.  

There are other events that have stayed with me over these many, many 

years. The first landing on the moon. 9/11. My daughter’s face the first time I saw 
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her. All still elicit vivid images in my mind’s eye. We never know when we will be 

taken back into our own history. 

We never know when we’ll hear an old song that brings memories, 

experiences, rushing back into our awareness.   

 Suddenly, we can be transplanted into that time and place…a part of our 

lives that had been hidden from view, review, can be relived. We can feel the 

sadness of that time and place; or the energy, joy and excitement. The words 

come back without effort, we sing along. If we stay with that “re-experiencing” of 

the past, we can see how that time and place impacted who we are in the present 

here and now. We might want to be in that time and place again, or we’re so glad 

it’s now history. 

 

At a small dinner party recently, we were talking about the Grand Canyon. 

Without recognizing when and how the conversation shifted, someone was 

explaining why she didn’t put sugar in her tea. She told how her mother had 

grown up with few means. Sugar was a bit of an extravagance, not to be wasted 

in tea. This grown woman sitting at the table with us had incorporated her 

mother’s habit and perspective into her own life. Sugar was not meant for tea.   
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The conversation easily moved to other areas of our lives significantly 

impacted by prior experiences…often our experiences of and with others. My 

father lived through the depression. He, like others, attributed those years and 

experiences to having had a lasting impact on him and his behavior.  

The apartment I grew up in, had a good sized storage room near the back 

door. It was dad’s space. It was packed…front to back, side to side, top to 

bottom…with a lane “toward” the back. He kept his tools there, and so many 

other things. For the most part, he knew what was there and where. He saved 

things. He used things sparingly and was known to repurpose them. 

I didn’t experience the great depression. But I’m convinced I got the ‘save it 

‘cause you might need it” gene from my him. I do believe these things can be 

passed down through generations, if not by genetics, then by some process yet to 

be identified. 

Some interesting research has been done in this area. Psychologists have 

studied family trees and found that not only genetics are passed through 

generations. But also, behavioral traits as well. It seems, it’s not at all unusual for 

patterns to be passed from one generation to another, even skipping generations.  

Patterns of how people deal with feelings for example, can travel across 

generations. Clearly, there are dynamics that we recognize and stereotypically 
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associate with culture. Emotional Greeks and Italians. Stiff upper lip of the British. 

Flamboyant colors of African and Caribbean cultures.  

 

But even within cultures, behavioral traits, or how people respond to 

emotions is often passed down through generations---like a river flowing through 

generations. Many families have a cross-generational history of members with a 

tendency to abuse alcohol or drug abuse. There are families with generational 

histories of suicide. There is a fair amount of documentation that suggests how 

people deal with death is correlated with family history.  

While much of that which remains, may not be visible to the eye, we are 

surrounded by visual cues of the past. Mountains, great lakes, and rivers are 

“present tense” reminders of time gone by.  The earth has known glaciers for 

more than 2.5 million years. The last glacial period occurred between 22,000 and 

11, 700 years ago. During this time glaciers advanced and retreated, leaving their 

marks behind.  

They radically changed the geography, north of the Ohio River. The ice 

sheet covered much of Canada, the upper Midwest, New England, and parts of 

Idaho, Montana and Washington state. The retreat of the ice helped to create the 

Great Lakes and Niagara Falls. The retreat of ice left us what is now called Long 
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Island, Block Island, Cape Cod, Martha’s Vineyard, Nantucket and Sable Island. It 

even left groves in rock formations in Central Park. [Wikipedia] 

 

On a smaller scale, the Grand Canyon is only 277 miles long, 18 miles wide 

at its maximum and about a mile deep. The Colorado River has been its architect 

for 5-6 million years.  Its mile high excavation displays some 40 identifiable layers 

of rock. I marvel at the sight of it. At certain times of day, it’s a kaleidoscope of 

color. And I’ve tried to wonder what the world was like when each of those layers 

were at ground level. 

While I’ve enjoyed thinking about rock and land formations and how they 

came to be, what takes my breath away is the night sky. My mind boggles at the 

concept of light years. I can’t fathom the number of stars in the sky. If there is 

such a thing as a miracle, the night sky has to be near the top of the list. 

I’ve read that the farthest star we can see with our naked eye is named 

V762 Cas. Part of the constellation of Cassiopeia, near the north star, Polaris. It is 

16,308 light years away! (That they know this is also amazing). A light year is a 

measure of distance, not time. One light year is equal to 5.9 trillion miles---that’s 

how far light can travel in one year. I can’t get my head around a trillion miles, let 
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alone 5.9 of them. At the notion of 16,000 light years, my mind simply shuts 

down.  

Our closest star is really quite faint to the naked eye, and it’s only 4.2 light 

years away, named Proxima Cenauri. That means the nearest star to earth is over 

25 trillion miles away. If we stop to think about it…that star may not actually be 

there as we look at it. Given the distance, we are looking into history. The light of 

the star we see, left that star more than four years ago. We don’t see it as it 

actually is in this moment, even though it appears to be right there.  

Time is an interesting concept. I had a boss once who used to encourage us 

not to be overly concerned about mistakes. He’d say, “in a hundred years, no one 

will care”. How we see ourselves in reference to time varies greatly. At one 

moment, while very young, we can see ourselves as a “big boy”. Or, the very next 

day, we might say, “I’m only five”.  

Some of us with decades of life experience see ourselves as not very old 

but, at some point, it becomes clear that we have aged. With age, we can 

perceive ourselves to have accumulated wisdom. Or we can see ourselves as 

“over the hill”. 

Time is an interesting concept. It all depends on how you look at it,,,or 

maybe, at times, simply how you feel. We can view time in moments or light 
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years. Our reference point does make a difference. We can see ourselves as self-

made, independent people. Or we can recognize that we are part of a family tree, 

extensions of those who have come before.  

We can take the long view, assuming things will work out in the end. Or we 

can be tethered to the past and assume everything will remain the same. Either 

way, time marches on. It’s our relationship with time that makes the difference in 

how we experience it. 

The sages council that we neither take a long view of time or be 

constrained by it. They tell us, both, in a real sense, is an illusion. Rather, they tell 

us the only thing that truly exists is this very moment. And that life, existence 

itself, consists merely of moment upon moment. This moment, then this moment, 

this moment then the next.  

The sages tell us there is only now. Repeatedly, there is only the now, this 

very moment. All else is history, existing in its present form, or the future existing 

in our minds, our thoughts, hopes and fears…as we perceive it, in the here and 

now.  

May your life be full of being, in this moment, then this moment, then this 

one! 

  Amen and Ashee 
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