Love Letters From Rev. Sex Ep 4: A
Love Letter to Our Ancestors -And
the Magic Within Us

Axis Mundi: [00:00:00] Axis Mundi.

Reverend Sex (Rev. Alba Onofrio): Hi, beloved. Welcome to Love Letters
with Reverend Sex. I'm your host, Reverend Sex, and I wanted to introduce
myself to you. This series is a part of the Soulforce Podcast Channel. And it's a
place for deep liberating conversations about being Queer and Latine,
decolonial theology, faith, gender justice, and above all, sacred resistance and
healing.

I wanna tell you a little bit about me because I think about you all the time. We
may not have met yet in person. [00:01:00] I may not be able to recognize your
face or your name. But I think about you all the time. I think about our people,

especially now in this moment. I'm obsessed with how we find each other, how
we connect, especially now amidst the chaos and confusion amidst the hurt and
overwhelm.

I believe it's possible. I believe that that is the way we move from here to where
we are going, and I can't wait to have more conversations with you.

Tonight, you have found me deep in the night, in the witching hour here in my
office, where all is quiet. I'm Reverend Sex, and this is my love letter
specifically to those of us who we're told that Halloween or Samhain or Dia de
los Muertos was the devil's holiday. [00:02:00] For the church kids who had a
fall festival or a trunk and a treat, for those of us who were denied access to our
ancestors, or who are ashamed of our forefathers, or who don't really know
where we come from because of white Christian supremacy and all that it's
stolen from us in the name of Christian morality.

I wanna talk to you while the veil is still thin and the moon is still full and the
ancestors still feel very close. For most of us in Western societies, death is
something that we fear and therefore we outsource to nursing homes and funeral
parlors and cemeteries. Somewhere over there. Many of us have never
witnessed death or birth firsthand, certainly not as part of a regular [00:03:00]
cycle of our lives and culture.



We have no clue how to be useful or comfortable in those very sacred, limited
liminal spaces. And, um, I worked for hospice in rural Tennessee during my
seminary placement, and I was really honored to be able to accompany people
as they or a loved one transitioned. There are endless interesting stories of
miracles and healing and struggle and difficulty.

But one of my main takeaways was that for many, many people in that
community, in addition to the sadness that comes with the grief of losing a loved
one, it was also a time for families of great guilt and of exploitation, [00:04:00]
specifically because of this outsourcing of death. People having no community
or culture around taking care of a body at home or hand digging a grave, and
instead everyone pays a funeral home and has to figure out what to do often at
the very last moments before or after a transition, and I just saw so many people
in this very poor and working class community of previous, uh, DuPont factory
workers. I saw so many elders and middle class, lower middle class, and, um,
working poor folks at the end of life, feeling like they had to choose between
paying their rent or [00:05:00] paying for medicine and paying the final funeral
expenses for their spouse or their loved one.

And in this situation, in most states, if you give uh, somebody over to the state
for state burial, then you have no access to where that person is buried. There's
no notification of when it's gonna happen. There's almost never a ritual or
people at the grave site. It's kind of this world of, of, you know, the unknown
mass grave site that is held by the state for the indigent.

So you can guess that most often people chose to pay for the funeral expenses
rather than paying for things like rent. Sometimes this became very complicated
[00:06:00] when elders were choosing between their own lifesaving medicine
and being able to pay for the cremation or funeral of their spouse, often spouses
of decades and lifetimes.

And I felt like my blood would boil almost every time we had this experience as
I was serving one of these families. Because I never understood why the church
of all places shouldn't be a place that we talk about death. Because unlike
almost everywhere else, when we, when we talk about death in church, we
believe that death is not the end of the journey.

It just feels like it would be an incredible ministry. So I'm putting that out there
for whoever is connected to church spaces or if you know about this kind of
ministry, [ would love to hear about it and help spread the word. But this work
of [00:07:00] talking about final wishes and arrangements, doing wills and
helping people learn about alternative options to the funeral industrial complex



that makes a lot of money off of folks in their time of grief. Um, and instead of
maybe going out into a different part of the world and doing mission trips,
maybe we could start by ministering to our own elderly, um, and folks who need
support in, in this final, final arrangements and, and living wills and what we
desire for our bodies and our spirits and rituals around that.

I think we could alleviate so much guilt that I just saw in family after family if
we were willing to talk about death and especially from a position of, while it is
sad, and it is [00:08:00] heartbreaking, so many times people are left behind that
are grieving this loved one, but. As people who believe in an afterlife, how
healing would it be to be able to talk about death in the context of eternal life
and possibility of being with those we love again at some point, um, in our own
future.

So even though many of us were taught that our people are in heaven, very few
of us were taught to talk to the dead. Much less anything that sounds like a
prayer to them, because ancestor veneration equals idolatry. It's just this idea
that if we are invoking our ancestors in any way that it's a kind of witchcraft,
even the Catholics who do a better job of honoring the dead than most other
[00:09:00] Christian denominations, there's still a formal process of becoming a
saint or authorized as somebody who can be an intermediary or an intercessory
for our prayers.

We, at least where I come from, we're taught to keep it very broad in this phrase
of "cloud of witnesses". Um. And my guess, or maybe a little bit more than a
guess, 1s that this too is about power and control as we try to heal from white
Christian supremacy and the ideologies of white Christian supremacy and
colonized religion that have been embedded in our culture and in so many of us.

We need to recognize where religion and Christianity in particular has been
co-opted to cause harm and to control us rather than to help us be more
[00:10:00] alive, to flourish, to be more whole in who we are. And I think this
comes directly from, I don't know if this is true for you, but in my experience,
this invoking of ancestors, particularly those who disobeyed systems of power
or who forged a new path and made a way where there seemed to be no way, or
who overcame unbeatable odds, they give us strength and their stories give us
power and insight. Even the quote unquote "bad ones" teach us lessons about
how we wanna be and show up differently in the world. They help us remain
committed to our own part in making sure that the arc of history bends in the
right direction towards justice.



So when we forget our history, when we silence the places and the people that
we [00:11:00] come from. We're fragile, I think of a tree without roots, with
shallow roots or, or roots that have been pulled up. We're easily toppled whether
our ancestors challenge or inspire us, whether they're cultural ancestors or
familial ancestors, blood or chosen, whether we know a lot or a little, whether
our ancestors are in the land or in the sky or just running through our DNA in
every one of our cells. Our dead are still very much alive, and their legacies
require our attention.

I feel like they are impacting us every day, whether we're mindful of them or
not. Whether it's generational traumas or cycles of violence, strategies of
survival, legacies of healing, and embodied knowing are all [00:12:00]
undeniably at play every day in all of our lives. Even if we don't build altars to
our dead or believe in ghosts or even the afterlife. So I truly believe that until
we deal with some of the original sins of this nation and of colonization and the
role of religion, particularly Christianity, in that work, in those systems and
those empires, we'll never be able to heal both individually or as a people. And
we certainly never will be able to live into this unified society that we at least
claim to aspire to. And, at the same time, I wanna honor that it's not always fun
or easy to do ancestor work.

I, um, moved back to the Appalachian Mountains where I am from, where |
grew up, and I [00:13:00] felt really clear, from spirit, that I had to do some
work to be able to live at peace on this land that my white ancestors had come
from for many, many, many generations. And I really didn't have any idea what
I was doing.

I felt very led by intuition and I was trying to do my best to live in harmony
with the land. Um, I live in a little cabin that doesn't have heat except through
firewood or air conditioning. Water comes directly from the ground. It's a very
rural and rustic kind of lived experience that for me was, about trying to
simplify my life and live as close to the land as I possibly could and have the
lightest footprint on the earth I, I can, [00:14:00] as part of my spiritual practice.

But I felt very called to learn more, as much as I could, about my ancestors from
that place. And just tend to those relationships, even though I knew very little
about them. And over the course of many years and research, um, I began
visiting grave sites. My, um, father's family, are coal miners.

And so, I visited the very rural counties and places where they were from and
began doing grave cleanings and grave site visitations and, and just kind of



honoring that history and trying to learn more about who they were, where they
were, what their lives might have been like.

And one time when I was doing this work. [00:15:00] I came across the family
graveyard of my great great grandparents and their many children, and one
headstone had been kind of toppled and had moss and dirt on it. So my very
young daughter and I spent a long time cleaning the gravestone and digging it a
little bit out of the mud and trying to get it turned over, at least facing up where
we could see the name.

And when we did that. When I finally turned it over, I almost couldn't breathe.
Um, the headstone that I had spent this time tending and cleaning and their
siblings buried all around them that I was learning about in this tiny coal mine
county in rural southwest Virginia, [00:16:00] the headstone said Robert E. Lee
and then the family name Osborne.

And as the only Brown descendant of these very white coal miners. Um, I didn't
know what to do with that, to be quite honest. Because what it said to me was
that at some point in the 1800s there was my great, great grandparents, who
were very poor Appalachian coal miners, who had admired Robert E. Lee
enough to name one of their children the entire thing. Robert E. Lee. Then the
family surname. So that's something I've been sitting with and thinking about
and working on, and [00:17:00] honoring that even in my Brown body that
never passed for white growing up in Appalachia, where I'm from, that is still
part of the legacy that I carry in my body that I need to contend with.

That and other ancestors that are not fun to think about or don't make me wanna
spend time honoring their memory. I have what I would consider a good for
nothing father who has passed, lots of lost stories of ancestors because of the
color of their skin, or the people of their origin or, second wives of grown ass
men who were married as kind of a throwaway in their youth to take care of that
grown man's child or children. Lots of abuse and addiction and tragedy, and a
whole lot of blank spaces that I [00:18:00] can't find information and just don't
know who goes there or what the stories or lives were, especially having, um, an
immigrant mother from another country that has less than perfect record
keeping, particularly for folks who didn't have money. So if it's hard to do this
ancestor work. Know that you're not alone. Not all of our ancestors are going to
be these amazing, perfect, idealistic, um, figureheads that are just honored and
revered by everyone.

Some of us may not have much access to any of our ancestors. It was helpful for
me to know that there are almost a million ancestors, direct ancestors in each



one of our bloodlines [00:19:00] since colonization about 500 years ago. And if
you think back even more ancestors before that, tens of thousands of years
before that, we all have human ancestors.

And in those millions of ancestors that we have some connection to through our
DNA, through our embodied knowledge, there are amazing kindred and there
are really challenging and troubling past. So many of us have both the colonizer
and the colonized in our bodies, the slavers and the enslaved, the refugees, and
the colonizing forces of war.

And I hope that that's a hopeful thing. I hope that that feels in our spirits,
[00:20:00] like, oh, it's so vast. It's so much more vast and encompassing than
just the couple of people that you can name, or I can name in my legacy or my
direct genealogy. It is also helpful to remember that the land is also an ancestor
and rebuilding relationship to land wherever you are, through plants, through
gardening, through paying attention, through prayer, environmental justice.

For care for the water that always remembers, through animal siblings, cousins,
and family, through pets and other four-legged beloveds that have gone before
us. Even elements like the air and fire that have been around for as long as the
universe and cosmos have existed, that all [00:21:00] of those can be ancestors.

For me, the moon and the stars have been a really steady place to build
relationship because they are also part of God's creation and they have seen so
much of life and so much of death, and even our bodies are made of the stuff
that was there at the beginning of this planet and before. And I find that really
comforting.

And the last is that it's always possible to build relationship with writers and
artists and music and historical and cultural figures. And for me as a Christian,
last, but certainly not least, is our ancestor Jesus, who has an entire legacy
around him and who he was and what he has to teach us and what the stories are
surrounding him.

Regardless of what you know or don't know about the historical Jesus or what
we can prove or not about his [00:22:00] divinity, it's helpful for me to think of
Jesus in this way because as all beings human and mythological historical where
we get just a little snippet, um, and archetypal, it helps us. At least it helps me to
pull from the lessons both good and bad of who we could be and who I could be
in the example and legacy of who has been before.



So I think this love letter is just to say that being Christian does not take any of
this away from us. If God is the creator of all and we carry the divine in us,
which I believe with all of my heart and soul, then the potential for the
relationship to ancestors has God all up in it. God is timeless.

[00:23:00] God is before, during, after, in the future, in the past, in the right
now, in this very moment. And that means for me that God has things to tell us
and teach us and show us in every possible way that we're open to. So healing in
plant medicine and learning about the gifts that are available to us through the
flora that exists in our world, the medicine of love and community.

The joy and embodied healing that we can get from music and sex and
knowledge. And yes, through the history, and the ancestors, and the spiritual
connections of who came before is all there for us if we want to tend and grow
those sources of power, of knowledge, of connection. It's not witchcraft or
Christianity, we don't have to choose.

We [00:24:00] are healing and learning and growing, and when we honor where
and who we come from, we open more paths to God, for God to show us more,
to co conspire, for our collective healing, for our individual healing, for us to be
able to root down into the reality and truth of interconnectedness, to fortify our
strength and our resistance in this moment, and also to do that arc bending work
for the future so that one day we can become a good ancestor.

I believe that Halloween or Samhain or Dia de los Muertos is one of the most
sacred and high Holy Holidays because it creates a time and a space that gets
toward that liminality of life and death and the sacredness of that [00:25:00]
transition. And it being a transition, not the end. Or if it is an end, it is also a
beginning.

But it is that movement through time into timelessness, and it offers us, if we're
willing to decolonize our faith, and spend some time in the hard, as well as in
the good, it creates space for us to imagine a world in which we are so deeply
loved and so deeply connected, and so incredibly powerful that we have the
potential to help heal the past and help create the future differently. So if you're
feeling a little bit helpless or if you're feeling a little bit left out of the
Halloween celebrations, I invite you to pull out some of your craft supplies.
Build yourself an altar with the flowers or the flora of the season, [00:26:00] to
light a candle, get a bowl of water, say a prayer to God on behalf of those who
were harmed by religion, by colonizing religion, those who were made stronger
by the testimony or the gospel, and just spend a little bit of time whenever you
can, opening more pathways to the divine so that we can maximize our impact,



maximize our healing, maximize our love and our fullness. Will you pray with
me as we close out this Samhain, Dia de los Muertos, Halloween love letter?

Holy one. Holy one who moves [00:27:00] through and throughout time and
space, past and future, help us now in the present. To remove all of those
burdens of labels that tell us that we are bad, that tell us that we are not worthy
of your love. Make us believe that it is only through cutting off pieces of our
own story, of our own history, of our own being, that we can be close to you.

Reveal to us what you know we should know, reveal in the quiet moments, the
connection to who we have been and who we can be. Make a different future
possible. Hold us, especially those of [00:28:00] us who are working so hard to
decolonize our spirits, to reclaim our faith and our spiritual practices. Help us
feel solid in the work of remembering and help us re-member.

The places that make us strong, the places that help us heal, both past and
present and future. Go with us on these journeys of history of ancestor work.
Help us honor those that we claim as ours, those that challenge us to be better.
Challenge us to be the good ancestors that we want for ourselves. Help us be
our own good ancestors.

Guide us in your ways. Keep us from evil. [00:29:00] Hold us in the spiritual
danger of liminal space that we may not be lost to despair, that we may not be
hidden under piles of shame. But rather that we may feel the incredible
connected power of being rooted down into you, into the core of the earth and
out into the vast expanse of the cosmos.

May we always know that we are yours and that there is no other way to be than
in community with you and with each other. In all of the holy and precious
names we have come to call you in the quiet still moments and the witching
hours. Amen.

If this love letter resonates with you, we wanna hear your story. You can find me
on social media @soulforceorg or [00:30:00] @Reverend Sex and at
soulforce.org website and reverendsex.com. Make sure to like and subscribe and
all the things, but most importantly, if someone you know or love comes to
mind during this time together, that might be the tap of the divine asking you to
pass along this message of love for the healing of someone else's heart.

May this love letter be good news, of great joy for all the people, and may we
come together again next week for more Love Letters with Reverend Sex.



Thank you for spending a little bit of your day with me and Love Letters from
Reverend Sex. I'm your host, Reverend Alba Onoftrio, also known as Reverend
Sex, the ED and Spiritual Strategist here at Soulforce. Make sure you also check
out our Monday show, Teologia Sin Vergiienza, which is a space for Queer and
[00:31:00] feminist Christian Latine folks navigating faith in family, sexuality
and identity, where we talk to theologians, elders, and everyday saints about
decolonizing our faith and working on social justice issues from a very
informed political lens while shamelessly, theologically centered in our faith.
You are welcome. Leave us a review and comment on Apple Podcasts and make
sure to visit soulforce.org to find more resources on fighting white Christian
supremacy and building life affirming communities for all those at the margins
of faith.



	Love Letters From Rev. Sex Ep 4: A Love Letter to Our Ancestors -And the Magic Within Us 

