
March 25, 2000 is a date that is etched in my memory and as long as I have memory 

I’m thinking it will be there.  That was the Sat. afternoon that I got a frantic call from my 

sister who said that I need to come right away, they thought Mom was dying.  Wait, 

dying?  How could that be, yes mom had been ill for the past year, and had had bouts of 

illness all her life, but her death was not expected.  It was one of those chronic disease 

that saps life out of a body and one never knows when the last breath will be taken.  I 

jumped into the car and drove quickly from Goshen to Middlebury, disregarding traffic 

signals that would have normally stopped me.  As I pulled in the driveway I knew Mom’s 

earthly life was over.  Paramedics were putting things back in their vehicle with no eye 

contact or communication from them as I rushed into the house.  As I went to mom’s 

bed she was indeed there, and yet she was not.  I looked at my father and as I cupped 

her face I said to him, “dad where is she?”  Tears were his only answer.  Eternity had 

claimed my mother, she was no longer with us.  From then on till now and beyond we 

only carry memory.  She became one of the people in my cloud of witnesses.  She had 

become one of the fallen trees of our family forest.  The family tree has shifted, there is 

something missing. 

I will also always remember Aug. 19th 2014 when I was at my father’s bedside when he 

took his last gentle gasp.  My grief for each of my parents have been very different.  

While each of them was ready and welcomed their birth into the eternal, I was not yet 

finished with my mother.  I had some deep longings that I knew now needed to be filled 

in another way other than directly with her but that is my own story of grief which will not 

be told here.   



Today as we remember the six people who left us in this past year, I’m sure the same 

feeling of not being finished lingers in your hearts, and for some of you that sense is 

very strong.  For Lewis, Wayne and Frank life had been full and the end was grieved 

and yet welcomed.  But for Tyrel, Dale and Jenny it seemed life was cut short and we 

still had expectations and longings for them and our relationship with them.  How do we 

gather these together, how do we make sense of what is, how can this be?  Where do 

we find hope? 

Today we as a community gather to remember, to celebrate and to grieve, to name the 

losses whether they are raw or remain as scars on your soul.  My prayer is that you will 

continue your journey of grief, find community and spaces of healing.  

 

Several weeks ago Sheldon and I left for a 10 vacation.  Our end destination was 

Boston Mass. but before we got there we were going to spend a number of days at a 

cottage in western Massachusetts which was situated among the trees in the greater 

Berkshire forest.  As we drove to our destination and as we hiked and drove up through 

the mountains the words from the Psalms 24 became much more profound:  “Who may 

ascend the mountain of the Lord, who may stand in his holy place for surely we were on 

holy ground?”  As we lifted our eyes to the mountains, the song that came to mind was:     

“You shall go out with Joy and be led forth with peace, 

the mountains the hills will break forth before you 

there’ll be shouts of joy and all trees of the field, will 

clap, will clap their hands.”  And indeed the trees were 

clapping their hands in the riotous display of color and grandeur.  The other song that 



came to mind was, “The hills are alive with the 

sound of music.”  There was the sense of wonder 

and worship and I wanted to sing with the trees on the 

hill.   

 

As we stood and listened in the silence the leaves had their own music as they fluttered 

and danced in the wind and as the trees let go and relinquished yet again the fruit of 

their branches.  I realize that it felt like music but if I had been grieving deeply it may 

have felt like the trees were weeping.  We were part of God’s Holy sanctuary, a place 

we had nothing to do with creating and yet a place that drew us into its community.  We 

gazed at God’s delightful quilt, warmed to its design and color and wished for it to stay 

longer. 

 

One of the joys of this vacation was the luxury of time with no agenda and I worshiped 

alongside nature in a way that I don’t think I ever had.  I resonate with Joyce Rupp when 

she says, “Sitting in autumn’s quiet sunlight can be a sonnet without words.”  I sat 

outside our cabin in the morning, wrapped in a blanket and just allowed the trees to 

speak to me.   

As a side note:  I observed as one who has not studied trees.  I know there are 

those among us who could talk about trees much more eloquently but I’m going 

to tell you what blessed me as I observed. 

 



The trees up close looked different than viewing the mountain of color.  Here I saw the 

individual trees.  Different kinds of trees, trees of different shape and color, trees that 

held scars of places where branches were cut off, or a storm had taken them off or  

something had eaten out part of the bark.  

Some of the tree trunks had what looked like a fungus or 

mold on them, there were dead branches among the 

branches that still held their leaves.  There were young 

trees, just starting out and then there were the large trees that had seen many seasons 

of birth, fruitfulness and death.  There were trees that had incorporated some kind of  

foreign object in its growth, trees that were bent and yet 

still growing, trees that were still holding on to large 

sections that appeared dead, and then of course there 

were trees that had fallen and were at different stages of 

entering back into the soil.    

The soil that would continue to nourish the new 

sprouts, the young trees and old wiser trees.  Before 

me was the whole gamut of growth.   

The trees out here in nature were doing a sacred 

dance of recycling.  The trees needed to let go of 

fruitfulness in order to continue to live.  The trees were dying to live, the leaves that they 

were dropping were going to feed and nourish the ground for next spring’s seeds to take 

root in.  The fall season has the face of both acceptance and surrender.  The trees were 

giving me the superb example of letting go gracefully.  Letting go of beauty, productivity, 



and apparent life.  The close up view of the trees spoke to my soul in ways that the 

mountain of beauty did not.   

 

Here was the real life, here is where the pain and strain of living, the birthing and dying 

happened and there was something deeply moving about this.  This is me, this is us, 

and we are part of this ongoing cycle of life right along with the trees.  While the dying 

was happening around me, I was also aware of the hope of more seasons to come. 

As I meditated I was aware that even though some of the trees were bent and twisted, 

all of them kept reaching upward.  They received the nourishment of the sun and the 

rain and kept reaching for more.  I am kin to the trees, I need sunlight and water. 

Neither one of us can survive without.  Trees need carbon dioxide to thrive and I gladly 

gave them mine, and I took their oxygen which they freely gave to me in order to live.  

We shared freely. 

 

What I didn’t see, but was aware of was the root system of these trees.   The roots, 

anchor the tree to the ground, gives it stability and supplies it with water and other 

nutrients.  The roots are the least glamourous of the tree parts and yet the most crucial.  

Virtually invisible, the roots carry neither the majesty of the tree’s body or the 

colorfulness of its leaves nor the tastiness of its fruit, and yet without the roots it would 

not survive.  A healthy tree needs deep, strong wide spreading roots.  What is 

fascinating about this is that all the trees in this forest have roots and it appears there is 

room for all of them.  They are, I’m assuming intertwined in the ground, growing around 



each other, helping to hold the community of trees together.  Their reality was much 

larger than my eyes could behold. 

 

Could we say we are spiritual trees in need of a good root system? A root system that 

has taken nourishment from the creator, and from the fruit of other trees.  We/I are not 

good solid, productive trees unless we also dig deep in the soil, giving shade and 

stability and fruit to the younger trees. The invisible part of ourselves, the part we cannot 

see in each other determines what the visible part of us will display. Our faith, our love, 

our fruitfulness comes from the strength of our root system.   

Luke Gascho tells me, and I quote: “Trees function better and have a higher quality of 

living if diversity is present.  A forest of only one type of tree is out of balance and is 

very susceptible to disease and degradation.”  Again the parallel is made:  we as 

humans do much better and become healthier if we have the other present – others 

who are not like us.  Those that will challenge us, inspire us and push us to live fuller 

lives.  Let’s embrace the diversity.  

 

We here at Waterford Mennonite are a community of trees.  We are one community with 

thousands more in the world.  And while I look out at this forest of trees this morning 

and see your beauty, I and we are all very aware how different we look up close.  We 

too carry the scars of life, we too have “mold” growing on us that needs to be cleaned 

up.  Here is where life is isn’t so beautiful to the eye, but it is still part of the life cycle 

and a very important one.  It reminds me of a book title I saw this week: “Relationships: 



A Mess worth making.”  We grow from the mess.  It is in these times that we along with 

the Psalmist “cry out to God for help, we cry in our distress.”  We lean in for comfort. 

 

We have had some of our mature trees succumb to death and we have also known the 

pain of our young trees and our middle aged trees being cut down.  Those trees that 

had so much promise and purpose.  Those we wanted to see the fruitfulness revealed. 

Indeed we were not yet finished with those trees.   

 

Yet in all of our living and dying our roots are entwined with each other.  We need each 

person to help hold the community together.  We know some of the pain of surrender 

that each death has brought.   Surrender and letting go is difficult work and we do this 

painful work differently and I have found we let go over and over again, and as we let 

go, scars remain and remind us of what we have surrendered and what we have loved.   

Each of us here at Waterford is part of the forest, from sprout to fallen tree.   We stand 

in community, roots entwined with others, making space for each other, all of us 

reaching for nourishment, longing to grow, knowing that one is not more important than 

the next one. 

These 6 lives that we remember and celebrate this morning have surrendered to the 

mystery of the next season.  While we no longer see them in person we feel their 

fruitfulness here on earth, they have left their roots, their legacy as part of the rich soil 

we can draw from as we live out our days.  While we can no longer cool our aching 

souls in their shade, or lean against them for support, we can know and remember who 



they were and the joy we had in their company.  We of course will also remember the 

pain of seeing and feeling the ending of their physical life here on earth. 

As I was preparing this sermon I was reminded of the trees that have been planted here 

at Waterford in memory of human trees that have died.  Charlotte Holsopple Glick, Dale 

Kauffman, Jamie Kauffman, Vernon Yoder, Marvin Yoder, Keith Gingerich, Rachelle 

Wise, Elmer & Orpha Stoltzfus, Elno Steiner and a bush planted for Heidi Claassen.  As 

I named each one and as you see the trees, memory comes….. as it was intended.  

There are also two benches in memory of Bill Breckbill and Clarence Yoder. 

 

As we together sink our roots deep in the soil of God’s love and care, we are equipped 

to walk a new path among the trees that remain, because of the root systems that were 

left to us and the nourishment we receive from those who came before us.   What these 

6 lives gave to us will remain, they become part of the rich soil that we draw strength 

from.  

May we as God’s delightful trees continue to put down strong roots, spread our 

branches wide to shade others and know that our fruitfulness will bless others long after 

we are no longer part of the visible forest.  May it be so. 

 

 

 

 

 


