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Pilgrimage to Inspiration Stump 

Sermon delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship by Joseph Bednarik 

July 25, 2021 

 

Inspiration Stump. What an incredible word combination.  

Turns out, a place called “Inspiration Stump” is a holy site in Lily Dale, a small hamlet in 

western New York, which is a summer destination for Spiritualists and seekers, New Age 

practitioners and spiritual tourists, as well as a year-round community for registered mediums.  

And, most poignantly, for people who want to make direct contact with their deceased loved 

ones. 

And for those who need a briefing, as I certainly did in advance of visiting Lily Dale last week, 

here are the first few sentences from a three-fold pamphlet entitled “Foundation Facts 

Concerning Spiritualism as a Religion”: 

“Spiritualism receives the authority for its statements from progressed souls of Etheric Planes 

(Spirit World) who, through mediums, bring their knowledge to earth in order to free humanity 

from outdated creeds and superstitions. They give us a religion by which we may live each day; 

in fact, they say, ‘Religion is right living’…encompassed in its entirety in the ‘Golden Rule.’” 

The pamphlet continues: “Other teachings of Spiritualism concern the facts”—emphasis mine— 

“of communication between Earth and the Spirit Planes, and Mediumship. Spiritualism teaches 

that, under certain conditions, there can be interchange of thought between  souls of Earth and 

those of Spirit Planes. This communication is usually carried only means of sensitives called 

mediums, whose nervous systems are sufficiently refined and harmonized with souls of similar 

conditions of the Spirit Planes, that individuals may receive proof of the continuation of life after 

so-called death.”  End quote.  

I know that was a lot. Thanks for hanging in there. 
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[pause] 

I was raised less than twenty miles from Lily Dale, and only went there once—as a teenager, on 

a lark—and paid some precious bus-boy dollars to have a session with a medium. I have a dim 

memory that I was going to take a trip on or over water.  

Many people in Chautauqua County, New York, have similar stories of visiting Lily Dale. And 

the famous rock group that came from my hometown, a band with the wonderful name “10,000 

Maniacs,” recorded a song called “Lily Dale” for their first album. 

Fast-forward forty years to this July, and I was taking a trip over water—the Great Lakes—to 

visit my elderly parents in western New York. This was my first time on an airplane in nearly 

two years because of the pandemic, and the only reason it was possible is because I am fully 

vaccinated.  

So with a long-overdue trip back to my old stomping grounds, I decided I would make a return 

visit to Lily Dale, to experience the wonder firsthand. To feel the place. To bring an open mind 

and my Unitarian Universalist values, including the spirit of our first source, quote: 

“Direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which 

moves us to a renewal of the spirt and an openness to the forces which create and uphold life.” 

I love that the first source of Unitarian Universalism calls for “direct experience” of 

“transcending mystery and wonder.”  

We would do well in our religious practice to embrace this source with gusto. 

To prepare for my visit, I checked out the Lily Dale website and their online catalog which 

included daily events, worship services, lectures and workshops, such as: “Making the 

Connection to the Spirit World,” “Intuiting the Year Ahead,” “Sacred Tree Dance.”  

I thought to myself that these workshops could easily be offered at a UU General Assembly and 

nobody—except perhaps the most hard-core Humanist—would bat an eye. 
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I also began reading a fascinating book entitled Lily Dale: The True Story of the Town  That 

Talks to the Dead, written by a journalist for the Dallas Morning News who specialized in the 

religion beat.  

She made special mention that William James, the great philosopher, historian, and psychologist, 

“noted that belief in psychic events has been recorded in every society in every age.” 

And at this point I need to come clean on one fact: I approached this pending Lily Dale visit—

this direct contact with a Spiritualist community—with a robust skepticism rooted in this source 

of Unitarian Universalism: 

“We affirm and promote…Humanist teachings which counsel us to heed the guidance of reason 

and the results of science, and warn us against idolatries of the mind and spirit.” 

The interplay between the two aforementioned UU sources—“direct experience of that 

transcending mystery” and the call to “heed the guidance of reason and the results of science”—

is a dynamic one, and they seem at odds.  

Those two powerful sources call us to be simultaneously open hearted and hard-headed, to 

realize the world is weirdly and wonderfully layered while appreciating that so-called 

“mysteries” usually have scientific and rational explanations.  

So to be clear: During a global pandemic—a quote-unquote “mass death event”—an open-

minded and skeptical UU boarded an airplane to travel over water to visit his elderly parents in 

the same county wherein exists one of the world’s largest communities of registered mediums 

and a holy spot called Inspiration Stump. 

Another aspect of my preparations for this journey—this pilgrimage, if you will—was to ask 

some version of this question to family and friends: “Have you ever been visited by a ghost or 

spirit?”  

The people I asked included the editor for a magazine, a retired teacher, and an executive 

assistant. You are invited to ask the question of yourself and your loved ones. 

The vast majority of the people I asked… answered yes.  
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While far from a fool-proof survey, these informal results indicate that many of our fellow 

human beings believe they have had direct experience with visitations and communication with 

people who are no longer living on the Earthly plane. People whose bodies have died, but 

somehow, some way, have made contact with the loved ones they left behind.  

Welcome to “transcending mystery.” 

Not only that, but powerful beings like God and the Devil also appeared in the responses to my 

question: “Have you ever been visited by a ghost or spirit?” 

One person, a devout Catholic who recently turned eighty, told a story of seeing the Devil.  

This direct experience was forty years ago, at dusk after a lovely garden party, and forty years 

later he still firmly believes in the actuality—the fundamental Truth—of the visitation. He said 

he could bring the image of the Devil to his mind at any time. While the Devil did not speak, this 

retired teacher told me quote:  “I took the message to be ‘Get your act together,” which I did.”  

Mind you, this is a rational man, a retired educator, who loves studying local history and 

architecture, and does volunteer work with the Wounded Warrior Project. 

He also talks regularly with his brother, who has been dead for half a century.  

Another person had a radiant visitation from God.  

This person was in a 28-day rehab for alcoholism, and on day seven or eight, God appeared and 

told this person to do their part, to work the twelve steps and take rehab seriously, and then God 

would take care of the rest. This person has been sober for thirty-plus years—the miracle of 

sobriety rooted in a Divine visitation. 

With both God and the Devil visiting people—people who I was talking to in real time in three 

dimensions—let us also recall angels.  

While no angels, per se, appeared in my conversations, according to a scientifically sound survey 

of religious beliefs, seventy seven percent of Americans believe in the existence of angels. 

Repeat:  Three in four Americans believe in the existence of angels. 
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This is particularly notable when considering that this is a higher percentage than those who 

believe in evolution or that climate change is caused by human activity. So moving forward in 

your life on this Earthly Plane, if you want to catalyze an interesting conversation around the 

dinner table, ask whether anyone has ever seen a ghost or spirit. 

I know I’ve seen the ghost of my dead grandfather.  

It happened during a dream, where my recently deceased Grandpa—who died in my arms 

appeared in my living room as an intensely bright presence—and I’m loathe to admit to myself 

to this day…that I was frightened.  

Frightened by seeing my own grandfather!  

There he was, standing near the threshold of the kitchen, radiating a bright glow. The feeling was 

an electrifying hyper-presence. I thrashed about in bed, and my wife shook me awake saying 

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” As I came out of the dream I kept saying “Ghost! Ghost!”  

I regret to this day that my fear forced my grandfather to vanish from the dream, the radiance of 

his “hyper-presence” dissipated.  

For decades I have wanted to be gifted with another visitation, to not be afraid.  

So far, nothing. Maybe Grandpa would visit me at Lily Dale, since he died only twenty miles 

away… 

One woman I talked with in Michigan described her visitations beautifully: The bright red 

cardinal was her father’s favorite bird. After her father died, the first time she saw a cardinal she 

felt—intensely—the presence of her father. So, from that moment onward, any sighting of a 

cardinal is a visitation from her dead father.  

I pressed her on the issue and asked, “Do you really believe that a cardinal represents the spirit 

of your father?” 

She nodded yes. “Absolutely,” she said.  
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So “absolutely” that her children also think the cardinal is the spirit of their grandfather.  

Who am I to say?  

It seems unlikely to my rational mind that the random sighting of a bright red bird is actually the 

visiting spirit of a specific woman’s dead father… but then again to take communion in my 

mother’s Lutheran church, one of the conditions is that the person must “believe that Christ is 

truly present in the elements of bread and wine.”   

Is one belief more fantastical than the other?  Hardly. Though both serve to nourish a rich 

spiritual life.  

And so it is that with these stories fresh in my mind I paid the fifteen-dollar gate fee and entered 

Lily Dale, determined to experience as much as I possibly could while there.  

My first stop was at the library—one of the largest libraries of Spiritualist material in the 

world—where I descended the basement stairs with other seekers to watch a documentary about 

Spiritualism and Lily Dale.  

What was hilarious was that after the docent pressed the start button on the DVD player, these 

three words flashed across the screen:  “No signal detected.” 

The irony of this message at a Spiritualist community was registered by everyone present and 

there was that lovely sound of communal human laughter, albeit muffled by masks. 

After the documentary, I visited the offices of the National Spiritualist Association of Churches, 

where I bought books, chapbooks, and pamphlets like “The Laws of Spirit Mediumship,” “Keep 

and Even Mind,” and “Declaration of Principles.”  

Please note that both Unitarian Universalism and Spiritualism operate on a set of principles. 

I had a great conversation with Revered JoAnn, who also serves as the the NSAC secretary. She 

said that Lily Dale began as a group of “Spiritualists, liberals, and ‘Free Thinkers.’”  

The group strongly supported women’s suffrage, and Susan B. Anthony was s a regular attendee 

at Lily Dale. Not as a Spiritualist per se, but as a women’s rights activist. 
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Reverend JoAnn told me this amazing factoid that in the early 1900s, one in five Americans 

were Spiritualists.  

One in five!  

She also mentioned that after mass death events—think Civil War, World War I, and the 

Pandemic of 1918—there was a notable spike in people seeking out Spiritualism.  

I learned that the sunflower is the symbol of Spiritualism because, quote: 

As the Sunflower turns its 

face to the Light of the Sun— 

So let Spiritualism turn the face 

of humanity to the light of the Truth. 

I walked a labyrinth made of shrubs…  And brief commercial:  Next Sunday’s service will 

feature a deep dive into labyrinths… 

I also attended a Spiritualist worship service in Assembly Hall, the same hall where Susan B. 

Anthony would speak to thousands. 

And, of course, I went for what I came for:  Inspiration Stump and the “Inspiration Stump 

Message Service.” 

Inspiration Stump exists within an old growth forest of mostly deciduous trees—hemlock and 

northern hardwoods. It became a special place back in the late 1800s when a boy stood on the 

stump and received a powerful message from the Spirit World. Others began to stand on the 

stump to receive messages, and one thing led to another and the stump developed into a holy site.  

Today, because of decades of use and the natural forces of decay, the original stump is encased 

in concrete and sculpted to look like a stump, with steps up to the flattened cut that essentially 

serves as a raised stage.  

Benches have been added over the years, so now there is an outdoor, open-air chapel with rows 

and rows of benches for the congregation.  
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It is a tranquil and beautiful setting. And as the Lily Dale website says, “It is not unusual to 

become aware of the spiritual energies  while in an open and receptive state at the Stump.” 

 During the “Inspiration Stump Message Service,” five different mediums will, one after the 

other, receive messages from the spirit world, with those messages directed at specific attendees  

of the service, most of whom are visitors for the day.  

When a medium picks out a person, they say “Can I come to you with a message?” 

The congregant needs to verbalize a response, so the medium can feel their vibrations, and then a 

message begins. 

To be clear, I attended the Stump Service as a respectful and curious observer, and my interest 

was definitely piqued when the woman sitting right next to me—in the very back row, I might 

add—was selected by a medium for a message. 

“Can I come to you?” the medium asked. 

“Yes,” the woman said. 

“I am sensing tobacco…cigarette smoke…the smell of oil, cars… a garage or mechanic shop. 

Does this make sense?” 

“Yes.” 

The medium went on to describe the person as a man, very smart but not formally educated, and 

through his hard work, others in his family were able to get educated, to go to college. 

“Does this make sense?” 

“Yes,” my neighbor answered. 

“Were you a beneficiary?” the medium asked. 

“Yes.” 

The woman was beaming. 
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After the service I asked my neighbor what it felt like to receive a message. 

“Wonderful,” she said. 

“That was my grandfather coming through. He visits me often.” 

Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources 

Lily Dale website:  https://www.lilydaleassembly.org/ 

“Foundation Facts Concerning Spiritualism as a Religion,” informational pamphlet published by 

the National Spiritualist Association of Churches. 

Lily Dale: The True Story of the Town That Talks to the Dead, by Christine Wicker, 

HarperSanFrancisco (2003). 

Embrace the Light: Lily Dale Assembly 2021 Workshop Program 

“7 Things Americans Think Are More Plausible Than Global Warming,” Salon.com, December 

20, 2014: 

https://www.salon.com/2014/12/20/7_things_americans_think_are_more_plausible_than_global

_warming_partner/ 

“Will I Be Able to Receive Holy Communion?” https://flcjny.org/visitorinfo/ 

https://www.salon.com/2014/12/20/7_things_americans_think_are_more_plausible_than_global_warming_partner/
https://www.salon.com/2014/12/20/7_things_americans_think_are_more_plausible_than_global_warming_partner/

