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To Autumn! 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 9/24/17 

 

Reading: first verse of “To Autumn,” by John Keats 

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,  

     Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun;  

Conspiring with him how to load and bless 

     With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run; 

To bend with apples the moss’d cottage-trees,  

     And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core;  

          To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells  

     With a sweet kernel; to set budding more,  

And still more, later flowers for the bees,  

Until they think warm days will never cease,  

      For summer has o’er-brimm’d their clammy cells.  

 

To Autumn! 

“Once again we come to a balance of the light,” writes Patricia Montley in her book In 

Nature’s Honor [Skinner House Books, 2005, p. 253]. Twice a year the hours of the day and the 

hours of the night are equal. The autumnal equinox; a balance of the light. What wisdom might 

we find in the season? 

This last Tuesday I was looking at the Weather Channel on my cell phone when I realized it 

had information about sunrise, sunset, and the length of the day.  I was a little surprised to see 

that the length of Tuesday—the time between sunrise and sunset—was 12 hours and 18 minutes. 

Eighteen minutes?, I thought. That’s quite a long way to go to get down to exactly 12 hours in 

time for the equinox on Friday. Each day I checked the Weather Channel to see how we were 

doing. Wednesday had 12 hours and 15 minutes and Thursday had 12 hours and 12 minutes, and 

the equinox was the next day. This was not going right.  On Friday, I checked again: 12 hours 

and 9 minutes. Should I be worried?  But then I Googled “hours of daylight at equinox” and 

found out that equinoxes don’t have exactly 12 hours of daylight.  It turns out that night and day 

are almost the same length all over the world, but depending on your latitude, the date when 

night and day are equal can vary by over a month. There was more, about refraction and the 

exact definitions of sunrise and sunset, but at our latitude, about 43° N, the real balance comes 

sometime tomorrow.  So the good news is that if you didn’t pay attention to the equinox Friday, 

you have another chance tomorrow. 
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A balance of the light. Harvest time. Season of chrysanthemums, scarlet maple leaves, 

pumpkins, and apple cider. Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness. There is so much beauty 

right now.  

I’ve been working on memorizing that poem, “To Autumn,” for quite a few years. Every 

autumn I think of it and read it at least a couple of times.  I can almost say the first verse by 

heart, but not quite. And yet, for all my love of this poem, there’s something about its message 

that I missed until this year.  

I have to admit that I loved autumn unreservedly when I was younger, but in recent years I 

have felt more melancholy associated with autumn, and I’ve welcomed it reluctantly.  I think 

more about the foliage dying back, the leaves falling—or dancing, or maybe, I thought this week, 

floating—and about the days growing shorter and the nights longer.  I see the beauty and I have 

found much wisdom in the season—about the cycles of life, about letting go, about falling 

gracefully. Unitarian Universalist minister Meg Riley once wrote, “when I'm having a little ‘Pity 

Party for One,’ I get up and walk around my garden. The plants restore me to balance 

immediately every time:  they know when to hold on and when to let go, when to bloom and 

when to go dormant or die. They shine with vitality every moment from seedling, right up to the 

frost. They soak up exactly what they need and offer it to the world in beauty or nourishment, 

and then they let go without complaint” [CLF-announce Digest, Vol. 123, Issue 4]. Nature shows 

us so much about life. But there’s an important piece I was missing.  

I love to walk around my neighborhood on weekday mornings.  Usually I leave around 7:30 

and time my walk to be back around 8, so that I can hear the bells from Sacred Heart Cathedral, 

just a few blocks north of us.  I need to be close to home to hear the bells; otherwise the noise of 

traffic, even just one or two cars, will block them. My walk is a meditative time for me. Usually I 

try not to think about anything in particular, but I do notice trees.  I don’t know trees, except for a 

few, like maples and oaks, but I’m slowly learning more of them. This week I saw acorns on the 

sidewalks, and one day I found some other kind of nut or seed that I had never noticed before.  I 

brought a few of the seeds, along with the split-open casing that they came out of.  And when I 

saw these, suddenly it occurred to me that autumn is about seeds. And seeds are the potential for 

new life. Autumn is not just about endings, it’s also about seeds and beginnings.  

So of course I Googled “autumn is about seeds,” and I found an article called “Seeds in Fall: 

Collect ‘em All,” on the National Gardening Association’s website. “Fall is the time when many 

trees, shrubs, and wild plants release their seeds,” it said, and it went on to discuss the 

implications of germinating in different seasons of the year. Many seeds produced during the 

summer or early fall will germinate right away, as soon as they fall to the ground, but when it 

gets colder, seeds need to have a way to stay dormant for a while, until the conditions are more 

favorable. Many require a period of cold, i.e., winter, followed by a period of warmth, i.e., 

spring.  I always knew that was true of spring bulbs, like daffodils, but I never thought about 

seeds. The seeds and the wintertime are matched. And listen to this: “Some seeds have hard seed 
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coats which, during alternate freezing and thawing conditions, will soften up and germinate” 

[garden.org/learn/articles/view/1030/].  Is there not wisdom there? Something about letting life’s 

good times and hard times soften us so we can still sprout and stretch and flower? 

I was looking for another good poem or two to read about the beauty of the season, and most 

of the poems I found were about endings. Here’s one: “October 10,” by Wendell Berry.  I love 

Wendell Berry.  I don’t know his intention with the title, but October 10
th

 is, or at least used to 

be, the average first date of frost in this part of the country. So here’s “October 10”: 

Now constantly there is the sound, 

quieter than rain, 

of the leaves falling. 

 

Under their loosening bright  

gold, the sycamore limbs 

bleach whiter. 

 

Now the only flowers  

are beeweed and aster, spray 

of their white and lavender 

over the brown leaves. 

 

The calling of a crow sounds 

Loud—landmark—now 

that the life of summer falls 

silent, and the nights grow. 

 

Wendell Berry’s poem is beautiful, but it’s about the end of the year. And I found two poems 

by Barbara Crooker that echoed the same theme. One of them, called “And Now it’s October,” 

contains the lines “Summer’s fruits are preserved in syrup, but nothing can stopper time. No way 

to seal it in wax or amber; it slides through our hands like a rope of silk.” And the other poem, 

called “Now,” talks about summer being gone and the leaves giving up their green, and ends 

with “It’s enough to make the heart break, // isn’t it?  We keep going down the one road, there’s 

no turning back.” 

There is beauty here, and wisdom; we do know about endings and about heartbreak; and we 

know that there are times when we are spent, when we need to go fallow, maybe even to empty 

ourselves, like the proverbial cup that’s too full for anything more to be poured in. But what I’m 

realizing now, or maybe remembering, is that autumn is also about beginnings, about seeds 

having what it takes to safely navigate the winter, about new life. Seasons change; life forges 

ahead. 
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The Jewish people know this. This past Wednesday night was the beginning of Rosh 

Hashanah, the Jewish New Year.  It’s a time of reappraisal and rededication—a chance to make a 

fresh start. It’s a little like the secular New Year, when we look back over the year and think 

about the year ahead, and make resolutions about how we’re going to do better. There are festive 

meals with round foods like apples or bread shaped into a round that symbolize the yearly cycle 

and time without beginning or end, and there are sweet foods that symbolize the wish for a sweet 

year ahead.  It’s a celebration of the birthday of the world.  

We are in a time of national and international catastrophe, a time when we need to know that 

we can have faith in life. Our Earth, our mother, teaches us. The Rev. Richard Gilbert has 

written, “There is something of the pagan in us all—something that responds to the great 

spinning Earth that calls us to worship daily, that fills our soul, that heals our spirit, that enables 

us to greet the new day and the new season not with dread but with anticipation” [p. xvii, 

Building Your Own Theology: Exploring (Vol. 2), UUA, 2005]. And so we honor our connection 

to the cycles of nature and the changing of the seasons. We watch as nature flames, as leaves and 

plants and uneaten fruit crumble into the dirt, as seeds go underground in preparation, and we 

know that everything lives, that life is always creative, that life forges ahead [references to Mary 

Oliver’s “Fall Song”]. 

I marked the equinox Friday afternoon by sitting in my back yard, sharing a celebratory beer 

with my spouse Marie and watching about two dozen butterflies—Painted Ladies—swarm over a 

patch of overgrown asters.  A few weeks ago the asters were nothing more than a potential in the 

garden, and the Painted Ladies that we saw were not yet in existence. Today the flowers are 

starting to fade and the butterflies, with only a two-week life span, will soon be moving on. 

Before they do, the females will lay their eggs on plants that they like to eat, maybe our thistles. 

Each egg is the size of a pinhead and each contains a caterpillar. The caterpillars grow quickly, 

shedding their skin and growing new skin four times before they’re fully grown. Then they find a 

place to rest, spin a silken pod from which to hang, and morph into a chrysalis, from which, two 

weeks later, a butterfly emerges.  

I am amazed at the incredible amount and diversity of nature’s doings. Autumn is indeed the 

season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, of more and still more, later flowers for the bees and the 

butterflies, of life everywhere. And I am excited that autumn is a balance of endings and 

beginnings. 

In closing, here is one more poem—“Nature Walk,” by Gillian Wegener. 

The fern fronds glow with a clean, green light, 

and I lift one and point out the spores, curled 

like sleep on the back, the rows so straight, 

so even, that I might be convinced of Providence 

at this moment. My daughter is seven. 
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She looks at the spores, at the leaf, at the plant, 

at this wise, wide forest we are in, and sighs 

at my pointing out yet another Nature Fact. 

But look, I say, each one is a baby ready 

to grow. Each one can become its own fern. 

But she is already moving down the path 

toward the bridge and whatever's beyond. 

Amen. 

 


