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There is a Celtic saying that heaven and earth are only three feet apart, but in places called "the thin places," that distance is even smaller.

Thin places are places in which the worlds of the living and the dead, or the worldly and the divine, seem to be magically woven together. Thin places may literally be places--the Dingle Peninsula in the west of Ireland is thought to be one. Thinness may also refer to times of year, like now, when, in some belief systems, the veil between the living and the dead is lifted and we who are alive can more easily commune with the dead,  and they with us. 


In 1994 and early 1995, my brother, father and mother all died. Patrick, Thomas, and Rita O'Shea.  Thomas, my dad, was a man with the soul of a seeker, yet so close to God you could sense it. He sang plaintive Irish songs and American Ballads. He sang like an angel. Rita was my complicated mother with whom I had a complicated relationship. Patrick, my brother, was a musician and a bit of a mystic.  My grief after their deaths was huge, so huge I was not functioning well for quite a while. 

In 1997, I went to Ireland with my girlfriend to bicycle the west coast. I also went to grieve, and to come to a better understanding of the circle of life and death which was so evading me.  Our plan was to let the wind carry us to the places that seemed most magical, and that is pretty easy to do in the west of Ireland. There is magic everywhere you look.You can round a bend and there before you are the ruins of a castle, presented to you without fanfare.  You can almost hear the giggles of the faieries and flower nymphs as you ride down a lane flanked by hedges of red and magenta fuschia, foxglove growing wild everywhere, salt sea air drifting across the towns and farmfields on this island where nowhere is more than one hundred miles from the sea. . 

Our ride onto the Dingle Peninsula was challenging. We rode into a driving rain.  We rode up the Slieve Mountain Range to Conor Pass with so much rain and wind coming at us, that even with rain gear we were drenched. The Conor Pass is the highest mountain pass in Ireland, a tight, precarious road, weaving its way around the sharp cliff faces and past high lakes and pastures. 

That night we stopped at a town called Annascaul, and the next day rode our bicycles down to Inch Strand. From the cliffs above, Inch Strand is one of the most beautiful places I have ever seen.  "Strand" is the Irish word for "beach" and aptly named in the way that the beaches there wrap themselves around you and weave their way into your consciousness. Inch Strand is clearly a thin place.  I went deep inside that day, so much was I struck by the austere beauty and inexplicable sadness of the place. The sound of the sea in front of me and the sea grasses behind me lulled me into a place of longing, and it is in that longing that our ancestors pull the veil aside to greet us, comfort us and teach us. Tommy O'Shea was there with me that day, finally not trying to tell me that everything was going to be okay, as he always did, but instead urging me to see things as they are: beautiful and ugly, sad and joyous, difficult and so very easy. 

People who have experienced thin places say that they defy explanation, and that is why this reflection has challenged me so. I long to tell you about it but the words have scurried ahead of me and I can never quite catch up with them. So, I have adapted a poem called What's In The Temple by Tom Barrett that explains that communion with the divine better than I ever could on my own.  


In the quiet spaces of my mind a thought lies still . 
It begs me to pull back the veil so it can walk about. 
The seeker seeks, just around the corner from the truth. 
If she stands still it will catch up with her. 
Pause with us here a while. 
Put your ear to the wall of your heart. 
Listen for the whisper of knowing there. 
Love will touch you if you are very still. 

If I say the word "Divine", people run away. 
They've been frightened...
Now they play hide and seek with something they can't name. 
They know it's out there looking for them, and they want to be found, 
But there is all this stuff in the way. 

I can't talk about the Divine and make any sense, 
And I can't not talk about the Divine and make any sense. 
So we talk about the weather, and we are talking about the Divine

That is all I can say. You will know it when you are there, in a thin place, and years later it will be so clear in your head yet impossible to explain. 

Put your ear to the wall of your heart and let your heart take you to the thin places. 
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I want to begin by thanking Patty O’Shea for sharing her wonderful words about thin places and thin times – those places and times when the boundaries between life and death, between the living and those who have died become thin. As Patty so beautifully points out, thin places are places of both sadness and joy, despair and hope.  I am experiencing a thin place and a thin time in my life right now and I’d like to take a few moments to tell you about it.


Earlier this week, Rev. Mary Harrington, a wonderful Unitarian Universalist minister and the beloved sister of our own Doug Harrington, died after a long and very difficult illness. Doug has very graciously given me permission to tell you about his sister, Mary, and I want to take a moment to acknowledge the grief and loss that Doug is experiencing at this time.


Last Tuesday morning, Doug came to church to share the news that Mary had passed away. For the last 5 or 6 years, Mary had been battling ALS or Lou Gehrig’s disease. During that time, Mary displayed a kind of courage and commitment to life that was extraordinary. After illness forced her to retire from parish ministry, Mary founded a non-profit organization that takes youth and young adults to on trips to New Orleans to help rebuild in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. Mary also remained very active in Unitarian Universalism and took on significant leadership responsibilities among her colleague UU ministers. And Mary also took the time and energy, in the midst of battling one of the most terrible and debilitating illnesses, to befriend and mentor a student minister who was going through a very difficult time. And that student minister was me.   

Three years ago, the minister who was serving as my mentor became seriously ill and was no longer able to provide me with the support I needed. Suddenly I found myself taking on enormous responsibilities at the church I was serving as an intern – a church very similar in size to this congregation. Clearly I needed the guidance and support of an experienced colleague. Unfortunately, all the experienced ministers I knew were either too busy or already mentoring someone else.


Then one of those experienced colleagues suggested that I ask Mary Harrington to be my mentor. At first, I felt very reluctant to even approach Mary. For one thing, I had never met her. But I knew she had a very serious and life-threatening illness. It didn’t seem right that she should take what precious time and energy she had to worry about the problems of some aspiring minister she had never met. 

On the morning when I finally got up the nerve to approach Mary at a ministers meeting and ask her to work with me, I felt so awkward and guilty. Here I was going up to someone who I didn’t know and who was so sick and basically saying, “Hi you don’t know me and I know you’re facing this terrible illness, but would you consider being my mentor and basically saving my ministry?


When I first spoke to Mary, I know I must have been stammering all over the place. I was hoping she would put me out my misery and simply say, “Thanks but no thanks, I’ve got enough going on in my life.” But instead, Mary listened, looked at me with the most loving and compassionate expression I’ve seen, and simply said, “I would be honored.” I would be honored. And for the remainder of that church year, as she battled a terrible illness, cared for her family, and led dozens of youth and young adults to New Orleans, Mary Harrington advised me, inspired me, held my hand, and gave me the love and support I needed to make it through a very difficult and challenging experience. I’m not exaggerating when I say that I wouldn’t be standing here today if it were not for Mary Harrington.



And that’s the memory of Mary that filled my mind and heart as Doug and I sat together last Tuesday.  In that very difficult moment, I was certainly experiencing a fault line and those shifting plates Robbie Walsh talked about in our reading. I felt sad, angry, and so very lost. Mary’s illness and death was so painful, so cruel, and so unfair. And yet, as those plates and those emotions shift inside of me, and I must say I can feel them moving right now, I am already beginning to find my way to those tensile strands of love Robbie talks about – strands that do not erase or cover over our pain and sorrow, but that begin to bring comfort, peace, and even hope to our lives. 


Mary Harrington is a strand of love and light that I will always carry in my heart. In those brief months we spent together, I learned more from her about life and ministry than during all the other time I spent preparing to become a minister. I learned what it means to live and minister with courage and compassion, what it truly means to be present for another person, and what it means to live life as if it is a gift and not a given. That’s the strand of love Mary Harrington blessed my life with and I will always carry her life, her love, and her spirit, with me.


Friends, death is the end of life but it is not the end of love. Love lives on in the hearts, in the minds, and in the souls of the living. As that famous passage in the Christian scriptures says – “Love bears all things and endures all things because love never ends.” 

In a few moments, a single candle of remembrance will be lit. Then beautiful music will fill this space.   Once the music begins, you are invited to come forward in silence and place a photograph or object on the altar of remembrance to honor the memory of a beloved who has died. As you place your object, please take your time. This can be an emotional moment, and sharing our emotions is one of the most important things we do in religious community. Patty and I will be nearby to offer support.


After we have finished placing our objects and the music concludes, you will then be invited to call out the name or names of your beloveds who have died. And please feel free to call out names even if you did not bring an object or photo, or did not come forward to place an object. This ritual is for all of us.

And now, may this ritual be a time of sharing and remembering, and may we experience the power of love and memory to comfort and to heal.

