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As October draws to a close, we are in a time of transition between the warmer months of 

summer to the colder months of winter. Living in New England, we grow familiar with 

dramatic seasonal changes…including the glorious shows of color we’ve enjoyed this fall.  

 

We are also approaching Samhain (pronounced sow-win). Rooted in the ancient, earth-

based spirituality of the Celts, the holiday marks the end of the harvest and a turn to 

winter.  Here in this turning between a time of growth and a time of decay, the sense of 

divide between a world of the living and a world of the dead grows thin. Time flows 

through a kind of interstitial space. 

 

I don’t think we often spend much time considering interstitial spaces. By definition, 

interstitial spaces are intervening spaces, spaces between other spaces. In medicine, 

interstitial spaces are the between spaces we don’t often consider—the fluid between cells, 

the part of us that is neither blood, nor bone, nor organ.  And, in advertising, interstitial 

spaces are those hovering ads that appear when we transition from one page to another. 

Well, perhaps we notice those for a moment until we click to close them to move through to 

the page we were seeking.  

 

As an interstitial space, Samhain immerses us in an uncertain time that is neither fully 

summer, nor fully winter. It is the space of mixing—like the brackish water where 

freshwater river meets the ocean tide. At least, this is how I understand Samhain. 

Admittedly, this is not a spiritual tradition that I have studied deeply and can claim to truly 

“know.” But it is one that increasingly resonates with me—and I know it does for some of 

you as well. 

 

In the reading, we learned a way that the Rev. Catharine Clarenbach understands Samhain 

as a Unitarian Universalist Pagan. She also suggests how those who are not pagan may  

connect with the holiday through an “ethic of responsibility, expressed through calling out 

to ancestors and descendants, those who live in the shadows beyond the Veil of Life-and-

Death.” Clarenbach does not retreat from the murkiness of this ethic. Our connections to 

our ancestors can be problematic.  Not all that came before was good. As descendants of 

systems of racism, bigotry, inequality, violence, and so much more, we can see this. And, we 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/naturessacredjourney/2015/10/samhain-ancestors-and-descendants/
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are also called to honor the ancestors . . . for the life we have today is only because of those 

who came before.   

 

So also, we are ancestors. Following the 2016 Presidential election, in a sermon entitled, 

“To Be a Good Ancestor”, I wrote: 

 

In a sense, I understand us to be in a kind of millennia-long relay race from 

generation to generation.  We receive our world and our wisdom from our ancestors 

and we will pass along a world and our wisdom to those who come after us. For 

now, we are the ones holding the baton of shaping the world, of learning about the 

terror and the beauty within its many corners and communities. 

 

As ancestors to those who will come after, the ethic of responsibility in Samhain calls us to 

engage the veiled voices of those who inhabit a world yet to be. 

 

Perhaps Samhain has a particular resonance this year because we are not only in a seasonal 

transition, but also in a kind of cultural and political between as well.  We are in an 

interstitial space between an old ‘normal’ of a pre-pandemic world and a next world 

beyond the pandemic that does not yet have shape. We also reside these days in an 

interstitial space of a significant election with voting and campaigning blurring into each 

other.  We are not yet beyond the election, but neither are we before the election. We are in 

the in-between. We live in the brackish waters of the past, present, and future. 

 

Within such muddy, brackish waters, there can be little clarity. And, so often we like clarity. 

We like binary categories of male and female, black and white, right and wrong. To dwell in 

interstitial spaces is to be neither/nor; it is to be both/and. To be in interstitial space is to 

be within uncertainty.  

 

And, in that interstitial uncertainty, fear can rise. In understanding Samhain as a time when 

the veil between the worlds was thinnest, the ancient Celts feared the evil spirits that might 

cross over. Their practice of donning costumes to confuse the spirits remains in today’s 

modern Halloween as a lingering presence of that fear.  

 

But, are there not also offerings of insight in these times?  

 

Clarenbach suggests that Samhain can be “an expression of self-love” and “an expression of 

recognizing that life is a mixed bag, and yet it is what we have, at least for now.”  We inherit 
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both systems of oppression and the scientific knowledge of how to create a vaccine to 

battle a global pandemic. We will inevitably leave behind both new gifts and continued 

injustices to our descendants. “This is what we have, at least for now.” 

 

While one might hear this as a fatalistic resignation, I hear it as a proclamation of love and 

grace. In recognizing both the mixed bag of our ancestors and ourselves as ancestors, 

perhaps we might become more adept at the discomfort of being less than perfect. Perhaps 

we might learn to better love ourselves and others as the flawed, yearning, earthly beings 

that we are.  And, in the end, “we will leave . . . whoever it is we have been and whatever it 

is we have done.” 

 

Even so, to leave this world does not mean we will be forgotten. As the choir so 

magnificently sang, we remember those we have died throughout the changing seasons of 

each year. So too will we be remembered in the memories of those who knew us, but also in 

the traces of our lives upon our descendants—"both of our body and not”—and upon the 

Earth. This simply is the way it is as an interconnected web of being of which we are all a 

part.  

 

So, as October draws to a close and Samhain approaches this weekend, may we lean into 

the lessons of interstitial spaces. May we practice a bit of self-love as well as recognize that 

we often move in the brackish waters of life’s gifts and struggles.  Sometimes we simply live 

in interstitial spaces of uncertainty. 

 

Through it all, what remains certain is that we do not travel alone but are part of a web of 

ancestors and descendants. And, as we move through this life, we do so rooted in the cycles 

of summer and winter, life and death, decay and rebirth.  

 

Blessed Be.  

 

 

 

   


