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Autumn has always been my favorite time of year. When I was young, there was something 
almost magical about this season. The crispness in the air, the shorter days, the trick or treating. 
 
And, I was mesmerized by the smells of Autumn. There is a unique fragrance to drying corn 
stalks. The scent of apple cider. The comforting aroma of cinnamon and pumpkin. Somewhere 
off in the distance, a wood fire in a hearth. 
  
They say that our sense of smell carries some of our most powerful memories. My nose knows 
the autumn magic of my childhood. 
 
Because of this, I spent a great deal of my childhood time outdoors each fall. My parents owned 
8 acres on the side of a hill. We had hundreds of mature trees that turned vivid colors at this time 
of year. Seemingly overnight, the green leaves of summer gave way to vivid gold and red and 
orange. Is there anything more beautiful than a tree bursting with color in Autumn? 
 
Just a few years ago, when my mother was battling cancer, I found great comfort during my 
visits home by taking long walks in the late afternoon around that same property. While mom 
was resting and dad was attending to chores, I would escape the overwhelming sadness of what 
was happening by going out the back door, and following the edge of the woods. Maybe I was 
hoping that the cool weather and comforting smells of Autumn would somehow heal my heart. 
But, the smell of pumpkin and cinnamon can’t heal your heart when someone you love is dying. 
 
As I walked, I tried to pray. 
 
One afternoon, as the colors of the trees were particularly spectacular, I walked near the woods 
of my childhood home, and I prayed. Actually, I was yelling at God. Mom was becoming weaker 
and weaker. 
 
Yet even as we were trying our best to take care of mom, it dawned on me – she was the one 
who was actually taking care of us. She wasn’t focused on what was happening to her – she was 
focused on us. She was loving us, trying to make sure her family was ok.  
 
It was pure love. It was self-transcendence. It was beautiful. 
 



As I walked, all of this was in my head. Then I looked up. Right in front of me was a maple tree 
that looked like it had exploded with color. It was perfect. I just stood there and let the beauty 
soak in. And I said out loud, almost like a prayer, “Isn’t it beautiful?” 
 
Then, deep within, I felt God asking me a question: “Michael, what is happening to that tree?” 
 
I said aloud – “it is being beautiful.” 
 
God asked: “And what else is happening to that tree?” 
 
I knew the answer: “The leaves are dying.”  
 
Something was dying. And it was beautiful. 
 
The tree and its leaves were always beautiful. But on that autumn day, as the leaves were dying, 
there a special beauty that was happening.   
 
And I said: “I get it, Lord. Mom is dying. And she is showing us something beautiful. In her lack 
of selfishness. In her self-transcendence. In her faith. In the way that she is taking care of us 
when we thought we were taking care of her… she is being beautiful. And she is teaching us 
how to do that.  
 
She was choosing to do something beautiful, even in her dying. 
 
+++++ 
 
There was nothing beautiful about the way that Jesus died. The Romans had perfected 
crucifixion in order to insure that the victim suffered maximum pain and humiliation.  
 
So there was nothing beautiful about the circumstances of Jesus’ death. But in the midst of the 
horror, he chose to create beauty. He chose to love. He chose to be self-transcendent.  
 
The women at the foot of the cross may have thought that they were there to care for him, but it 
turns out that he would take care of them.  
 
From the cross, Jesus looked at his heartbroken mother. He knew that he would no longer be 
there to help care for her. So – in the midst of his dying - he decides to take care of her. 
“Woman, behold your son. Behold your mother.” He entrusts Mary to a new family. He is taking 
care of her, even as his life is bleeding away. 
 



Beauty and dying. Choosing to love, even as you are letting go. 
 
When I was a child, our pastor told us that we should pray for the “grace of a happy death.” That 
didn’t made sense to me. How could any death be happy?  
 
As I’ve gotten older, I think I understand what he meant. Life is mysterious. People die in 
accidents every day. People die suddenly. Earthquakes happen. Violence occurs. Disease ravages 
bodies. Suicide. Some people die alone. 
 
And others die surrounded by loved ones, knowing that they are not alone, supported by prayer 
and the sacraments of the church. Important words get spoken. In those situations, you sense that 
something beautiful is going on, even in the midst of letting go.  
 
It is a mystery how and when any of us will be called home to God. No matter how your loved 
ones lived or died, God has a healing for you that only comes from his heart. 
 
To someone unfamiliar with the Christian faith, tonight’s gathering might seem strange indeed. 
There is so much that is beautiful about this celebration – the music, the candles, the photos. But 
to someone unfamiliar with the Christian faith, this may all seem odd. Why are we doing 
something so beautiful on a day that is focused on death? 
 
The death of loved ones. The dying of friends. The souls of people we miss so much. A stranger 
might ask, “why do you Christians surround Death with such beauty?” 
 
And the answer comes from a place deep within: ultimately, it is not the death of loved ones that 
is beautiful. It is their life that is beautiful. It is their love that is beautiful. And it is their eternal 
life that is beautiful. 
 
The Jesus who chose to do something beautiful as he was dying didn’t just do that on one day. 
He dedicated his whole life to doing something beautiful for others. His act of love on the cross 
was a summary of every act of love he ever undertook on behalf of us, his loved ones. 
 
My mother, who chose to do something beautiful as she was dying, didn’t just do that on one 
day. She dedicated her whole life to doing beautiful things for others. Her acts of love during her 
cancer were a summary of every act of love she ever undertook on behalf of us, her loved ones. 
 
And as we look into the faces of the people pictured here, and as we call to mind so many others 
who have died, we are not just called to remember how they died. We are called to remember 
how they lived. 
 



Every loved one who has walked through the doorway of death did beautiful things for us, and 
for others. Every one of them blessed us in some way, they changed us somehow, they showed 
us a glimpse of the beauty of God’s love.  
 
Were they perfect? No. Did we love them? Yes.  
 
And even as we confront the ongoing sadness of their absence, we can stand in awe at the beauty 
we saw in them, in their living, and –sometimes - even in their dying. 
 
And we can say to God, “thank you.” 
 
Tonight, in this beautiful Mass, we pray that the souls of our loved ones can now stand before 
God. We pray that they can finally, fully, see God’s beauty. And in the presence of such beauty, 
we pray that they will be healed, and whole, and forgiven, and welcomed, and full of joy. Beauty 
can do that. God’s beauty. 
 
And as we pray for all souls, let us pray for our own souls. Whenever the church asks us to 
remember that we will die, the church is ultimately asking us to change the way we live. 
 
If I hope to do something beautiful for others when I am dying, I will only be able to do that if I 
strive to do something beautiful for others while I’m living. Now. Today. 
 
Every day we experience some kind of sadness or struggle or loss. And every day we can choose 
– we can choose, even in the midst of the sadness and struggle, to still do something beautiful, to 
still be someone beautiful, to transcend ourselves, as Jesus did. 
 
If I follow the example of Jesus, then all the days of my life – even my dying days – can be 
beautiful. 
 
And if I follow the example of Jesus, then the sadness of my own Good Friday will give way to 
the bursting, glorious, vivid color of my Easter. Through Christ’s resurrection, we, too, will be 
able to stand before the glory of God. We will stand hand in hand with all of our loved who have 
died, and we will look upon the Risen Lord and say, “Isn’t he beautiful?”  
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