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The Friends of Mount Auburn take pleasure in printing the address of The
Reverend Peter J. Gomes given at the dedication of Mount Auburn Cemetery’s
Willow Garden Crypts in June 1985. The Reverend Gonies' remarks express
Jor us the essence of the purpose of the Friends, that Mount Auburn Cemetery
is “more than just a cemetery, and dedicated to more than simply the meni-
ory of the dead. It is a place of living beauty and peace, a place of repose for
the living ™

The following is printed with permission of the anthor who is the Plunmer
Professor of Christian Morals and Minister in the Memorial Chureh, Harvard
University.

A Great And Good Idea

by Rev. Peter F. Gomes

hat brings us together this afternoon is the continued expression of
W a great idea: for that is what Mount Auburn is: a great and good

idea. When the Cemetery was founded in 1831, the first Garden,

Rural Cemetery in America, it was to advance the idea that beauty
and dignity, peace and serenity, were as essential to the reconsideration ol
death as to the experience of life. The founding of the Cemetery occurred at
atime in our theological and moral thinking that saw death and nature not as
opposite nor even as antagonists, but as a natural and shared experience by
which life itself was defined. Thus, it was Mount Auburn’s intention to be
both beautiful and useful, a place for the burial of the dead, and for the rest
and repose, not simply of the dead, but of the living as well. And so nothing
was left to chance and everything here planned and designed to become a
community of beauty for both the living and the dead, a variation on the
theme of Josiah Royee made familiar to an earlier generation by my prede-
cessor, Dean Willard L. Sperry, “the beloved community of memory and
hope.”

The idea of Mount Auburn worked so well from the very beginning,
proved so attractive to the minds of Bostonians and their neighbors, that it
soon became a part of the myth and lore of Boston itself, a venerable institu
tion to be loved, envied, admired, and parodied. An example of this last sen-
timent is found in the bit of doggerel verse about the True Bostonian re-
printed vet again by Barbara Rotundo in her essay on Mount Auburn
published in 1974;

Mount Auburn Cemetery:
A Proper Boston Institution

“A True Bostonian™

A soul from carth to heaven went

To whom the Saint as he drew near
Said, "Sir, what claims do you present,
To us to be admitted here?”

“In Boston [ was born and bred,

And in her schools was educated;

1 afterwards at Harvard read,

And was with honours graduated.
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In Trinity a pew T owned
Where Brooks is held in
such respect;
And the society is known
To be the cream of the select.
In fair Nahant, a charming spor
1 own a villa, lawn, arcades,
And last a handsome burial lot
In dead Mount Auburn's
hallowed shades.”
St Peter mused, and shook his head,
Then as a gentle sigh he drew,
“Go back to Boston, friend,” he said,
“Heaven isn't good enough for you,™

I have had many say to me upon
first seeing Mount Auburn in any of
its beautiful tour seasons: "This is as
close to heaven as | am likely 1o
get.” That may not be necessarily so,
but it makes the point.

surrounded as we are by these
monuments and tombs, the names
that resound and those that now are
but known to God and a few surviv
ing relatives, we know that the dead
are at home here: they receive us,
even welcome us in a neighborhood
of perpetual beauty and memory, the
abode, as Henry James might have
said, of “the sifted few.” We curious
who come to sketch or to gaze or to
play trivial pursuit with the tomb
stones might pause to remember
T. S. Eliot's lines in Little Gidding
where he says:

You are not here to verily, instruct
vourself or inform curiosity or carry
report. You are here to kneel
Where prayer has been valid, And
Prayer is more than Order of words,
the conscious Occupation of the
praving mind,
Or the sound of the voice praying.
And, what the dead had
no speech for
when living,
They can tell you being dead: the
Communication of the dead is
tongued
with fire beyond the language of the
living.

And so it is. And we fail to re-
member this at our peril as we come
here this afternoon to continue that
good work begun by the Trustees of
Mount Auburn now one hundred
and fiftv-four vears ago. These crvpts
remind us of our inevitable and per-
petual linkage with the dead.

But the vitality of Mount Auburn,
and I use that word quite con-
sciously, is that it has been from the
beginning more than that, more than
just a cemetery, and dedicated 1o
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more than simply the memory of the
dead. Itis a place of living beauty
and peace, a place of repose for the
living.

We who walk among these trees
and admire these Howers and the
lush grass, we who escape here from
the demands of an unbeautiful and
unpeaceful world, we who watch the
birds and even the stars, we oo, the
living, we are drawn to Mount Au

burn, and alwavs have been, not by
accident or coincidence, but by the
express intention of its founders. We
too, historians, birders, environmen
talists, quiet walkers, we too have a
place here, and an appropriate one,
along with the dead and those who
loved and mourn them. We, too,
care what happens here, for what
happens here effects the quality of
the lives of the living, as well as the
circumstances of the dead, for a
Mount Auburn the two have bound
up together from the very beginning,

(e

Photo by Fden Si.

In my capacity as a clergyman, 1
have brought many to their final rest
in this place. | have committed mor-
tal remains to the ground or the
clements, I have watched the sor-
rowful, and have tried to be among
those who give comfort to those
who mourn. 1 know the care and
dignity with which this place re-
ceives its dead, and I cannot pass
among these stones without recall-
ing old friends and old times, That in
some measure is the purpose of a
cemetery, and Mount Auburn fulfills
its purpose honorable and well.
These new crypts will help carry on
that good work so that the future
may be as well served as the past.
We dedicate them today in the name
of God whose nature is love and
who offers rest 1o his beloved.

But Mount Auburn would not be
the Mount Auburn we know if it was
simply left to the dead. It has a place
for the living too, for me, not simply
as a professional habitué of cemeter-
ics, but as a lover of beauty, peace,
and concord: 1 come here more
olten than not for sanctuary, and [
know others do as well. When the
day comes when Mount Auburn will
not be able to receive the dead any
longer, it will still have a mission to
receive the living; it will then enter
upon a new phase in its long and
glorious history, a phase as worthy
and important to the well-being of
the generations to come as the
Cemetery as we know has been to us
and our predecessors. No longer is
the cemetery a place of ghoulish,
fearful, haunted disquiet, the place
one crosses to the other side of the
road to avoid, a scene of neglect, and
gloom and doom. No. It has become
a place of bright grand holy beauty, a
place with claims upon the living as
well as the dead, an oasis to those
who require relief from concrete,
steel and noise,

There indeed may well be more to
heaven than Mount Auburn: for
some we know that is quite enough,
But here we have the experience of
something perhaps even more com-
prehensive than heaven itself, for
here both the living and the dead are
united in bonds of memory, affec
tion, and beauty, and for those of us
who know and care for this place,
this is not simply an idea, but an ex-
perience, and one that we honor and
cherish deeply. What brings us to-
gether here today is the continuing
expression of that idea and expe-
rience, We are grateful, and even
glad.
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English Mastif [ watches over the gravesite of William Frederick
Harnden (1812-1845), founder of the express mail business. Central
Avenue, D6 on the map.
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Volunteers Make The Difference

Historically, Mount Auburn has been indebted to
generous men and women who have donated their time
and energies to making Mount Auburn Cemetery the na-
tional treasure it is today. In fact, members of a volunteer
committee found the land for the Cemetery, sold the first
lots to their friends and families to pay for it, and laid out
the roads and paths. This year, the Friends have also
been blessed with many talented and hard working
volunteers.

Kathleen Dowhan has been diligently cataloguing the
books in the Cemetery's library in order to make it ac-
cessible for study or pleasure. Ms. Dowhan has a Masters
degree in Library Science from Simmons College, and a
Law degree from Suffolk University Law School.

Elizabeth Johnson, a student at Boston College, made
it possible for the Friends to send newsletters with the
schedule of programs to many of the people who live
near Mount Auburn. Ms, Johnson typed addresses into
our computer so that they could be printed on mailing
labels. Many of our neighbors joined us for lectures and
tours last fall,

Roberta MeDermott and Agnes Starkey have served as
gracious hostesses at many of the Friends' events,

Finally, many of the guides and lecturers for the pro-
grams sponsored by the Friends have generously do
nated their time and expertise.

We are most grateful to all of the volunteers who have
shared with us their very valuable time and knowledge.
Many things would not get done without them, and their
help enriches our appreciation for Mount Auburn,
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Staff News Notes

A dinner party was held in October for Dan Cedrone
and Philip “Tippy" Burgess in honor of their retirement.
Dan had been the Cemetery's mechanic for thirty vears,
and Tippy worked as head mason for fifteen years. We
wish them all the best in this new phase of their lives,
and we miss them. Cathy Taylor for cight vears offered
information and solace to anvone who came to the front
desk. Cathy joined the Massachusets Institute of Tech-
nology as a head secretary,

Recently hired or promoted: William "Bill” Seward,
mechanic, Mauritz “Maurey™ Nordstrom, head mason:
Anastacio Ponton, gardener; and Joan Schaffner, assistant

bookeeper.
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Horticultural Exhibit

The Cemetery’s horticultural staff have designed a de-
lightful revolving exhibit in the main office highlighting
some of the plants that are unusual or are of particular
seasonal interest. Every week cuttings of six to ten plants
from the grounds are displayed in numbered vases. The
exhibited specimens can be located on the Cemetery
grounds by matching the number on the vase with the
corresponding number on the map behind them. The of-
fice is open Monday through Friday from 8:30 to 4:30,
Saturday from 8:30 to 4:00. We hope that vou visit this
everchanging display, often.
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Winter scene at Mownt Aubirn Cemetery:
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