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Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs

READING    Nikki Giovanni, “Legacies”1

her grandmother called her from the playground   
    “yes, ma’am”
    “i want chu to learn how to make rolls” said the old   
woman proudly
but the little girl didn’t want
to learn how because she knew
even if she couldn’t say it that
that would mean when the old one died she would be less   
dependent on her spirit so
she said
    “i don’t want to know how to make no rolls”
with her lips poked out
and the old woman wiped her hands on
her apron saying “lord
    these children”
and neither of them ever
said what they meant
and i guess nobody ever does

REFLECTION
A grandmother and her granddaughter talk, but “… neither of them ever / said 

what they meant / and i guess nobody ever does.”  There are so many things going on 
in Nikki Giovanni’s poem “Legacies.”  There is a legacy—a special way kind of rolls— 
that the grandmother is trying to pass on to her granddaughter.  But the granddaughter 
is resisting.  Why?  It’s not because she doesn’t love her grandmother.  She doesn’t want 
not to be “dependent on her [grandmother’s] spirit.”  She doesn’t want the spirit of her 
grandmother to ever leave her.  But she doesn’t say this.  The grandmother is 
exasperated at her granddaughter, but to my ear, when she says, “lord / these 
children,” I’m not hearing anger there, or even a whole lot of exasperation.  Maybe 
because it is a kind of cliché phrase, a phrase that’s become so standard that it can’t help 
but always be a little ironic—carrying a kind of feigned exasperation that is actually full 
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of affection.  Using irony, the grandmother isn’t coming out and saying what she feels 
directly.  In a poem called “Legacies,” we are left to wonder what the real legacy is here.  
Could it be a way of keeping our feelings mostly to ourselves?  And key to this is that 
neither the grandmother nor the granddaughter are aware of this legacy and how they 
are carrying it forward, repeating it.

Perhaps with this poem Nikki Giovanni is calling us to wake up to the legacies 
we are carrying on.  Calling on us to recognize them and be able to speak up about 
these legacies.  In our individual lives, I don’t think this means having to reveal all the 
closet skeletons in our ancestral homes.  But it does mean knowing that skeleton is in 
there and making a decision about the sort of relationship you want to work toward 
having with it.  

There are lots of things that are passed on from one generation to the next.  But 
they include things like trauma as well as recipes and hair color.  There’s a holiday 
movie that illustrates this: the Pixar movie Coco from a couple years ago.

In Coco, central to the plot of the movie is a broken relationship with an ancestor 
who abandoned the family in favor of a career in music.  The trauma that the wife 
Imelda suffered when Héctor left her alone with her daughter, Imelda hands that 
trauma down to her children and grandchildren and great grandchildren.  The outward 
sign of that trauma is the banishment of music from their home.  But members of the 
family carry an emotional wound, too.  The resolution of the film is centered on the 
healing of the relationship with that ancestor.  The wound in this relationship was so 
deep because of the depth of feeling around it — feelings never fully shared.  The 
feelings of hurt are so strong, they hold onto them, refusing to look beyond, behind or 
around them.  The denial of that ancestor—Héctor and his music—shaped the family’s 
present and in a way kept them locked in the past.  Each generation starting with 
Imelda has made shoes and excluded music, and it was supposed to stay that way.  But 
main character, the grandson Miguel, wants to honor the past by doing something 
different.  

In a way, Miguel does want to repeat the past because he wants to be a musician 
like his ancestor.  But what he’s feeling is that the family’s denial of music kept them 
from acknowledging all that they are and can be.  And it’s time for him to claim his own 
voice—a voice that is both a legacy and something that is his own.  Reclaiming all that 
they are, regaining a sense of wholeness, he and the family can both honor the ancestors 
and grow into new directions.

The emotional payoff of the movie comes with the song “Remember Me” and it 
comes from its combination of repetition and difference.  A writer for The New York 
Times, Aisha Harris, noticed this.    We are set up for it by the return of the “Remember 2
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Me” theme.  The song means something different each time we hear it.  It starts as a 
rousing, flashy love song, then shifts to a lullaby sung by a father to his daughter.  
Finally, it is sung by a grandson to his grandmother, the daughter of the man who wrote 
it as a lullaby.  Sung by the grandson, Miguel, it brings memories back to mind and 
heart for the grandmother.  Sung by the grandson, it becomes a song about love of 
family and how we remember them.  The emotional impact of the song—its ability to 
jerk tears from our eyes—comes from the combination of repetition and difference.  
After the theme, the melody, has been presented, we recognize it when it comes around 
again.  And what moves us is when it comes around again with a difference, with a 
greater emotional depth and a greater wholeness.  Could it be that repetition with a 
difference is what healing looks like?  Is this what a relationship of wholeness looks like 
with an ancestor?

The UU religious educator Rayla Mattson does not carry a trauma inherited from 
her father.  But she says she does always have shoes on her feet like he did.   Growing 3

up in rural Georgia, for her father, shoes symbolized wealth, it was a sign that he was 
providing for his family.  So Rayla learned to always have shoes on her feet.  For Rayla, 
they are an expression of her love for her father.  But her kids run around barefoot.  
After some reflection, she comes to feel that, “I appreciate the path that my grandfather 
paved but also recognize that I can start or add to his path in my own way and still 
honor the road he paved the way for.”

Repeat, but with a difference.  A growth toward wholeness.  Become aware of the 
legacies we carry with us, and widen the circle when we don’t have the full story.  Don’t 
get stuck in the past.  Know what it is, and grow beyond it.

Just as we can get stuck as individuals, we can get stuck as a community, as a 
society and culture, too.  I was thinking about this when I read an opinion piece by 
Jamelle Bouie.  He was criticizing the judicial philosophy of “originalism” that our 
newest Supreme Court Judge practices, as did her mentor before her.   An originalist 4

tries to hold on to the meaning the constitution had to its authors.  But it’s a mistake to 
think that the authors—there were many—agreed on what everything in the 
constitution meant.  And then, Bouie, with help from historian Eric Foner, points out 
that later amendments to the constitution—especially the 13th, 14th, and 15th—the ones 
made at the end of and just after the Civil War—redefine and expand the meaning of 
the terms of the earlier versions of the constitution.  The “who” who has rights gets 
broader and the authority of the federal government changes.  So, Bouie asks, if one is 
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determined to look for the original meaning of the constitution, do you mean the 1787 
constitution or 1865 or 1868 or 1870?  

As a faith tradition, Unitarian Universalism is about not getting stuck in the past.  
One of our UU hymns talks about “a freedom that reveres the past, but trusts the 
dawning future more.”   The question about the past is which parts of it are when stuck 5

in?  Because the dawning future is about a larger wholeness.  Don’t get stuck clinging to 
a partial story about who we have been, who we are, and who we could be.  Religious 
truths, sacred texts, the history of a faith are all alive and if we just grab part of 
something and try to exclude or ignore everything else, that is idolatry and putting 
limits on which humans count as human.  A vital Unitarian Universalism will always be 
about widening the circle.  Don’t just repeat and preserve.  That is not to move in the 
direction of healing and a greater, growing wholeness.  

The direction of healing our relationships with our ancestors is not to repeat 
exactly what they did.  Healing our relationships with our ancestors means taking their 
legacies and helping them to live, which means helping them grow, which means 
helping them change.  Let the “who” who matters grow.  

May we come to a greater awareness of the legacies we carry, the legacies of 
trauma and oppression as well as the legacies of creativity and life.  May the best of our 
ancestors—our familial ancestors and our cultural and religious ancestors—come to a 
greater wholeheartedness in our living.  May we nurture that wholeheartedness even in 
the way we vote.  May we—and I mean our country—vote as if everyone matters.  May 
we vote as if all of us need all of us to thrive.   And as our closing hymn says, may we 6

say “yes” to life, may we say “yes” to truth, may we say “yes” to love.  May it be so.

 Hymn no. 145, As Tranquil Streams, in Singing the Living Tradition.5

 UU minister Rev. Theresa Soto says, “All of us need all of us to make it.”6


