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Welcome 

Welcome to all of you who gather on this late spring morning to celebrate the life and mourn the 

death of Daniel Orr.  Dan was born on May 13, 1933, and died on June 6, 2012.  We come here 

to honor the time we knew him.  We come to give thanks for his life, and to share stories.  We 

come to embrace his family during this time of transition.  In times like these it is important that 

people are together. 

 

I would like to invite Dan’s grandchildren to come forward and light our memorial candle. 

 

Now let us rise in body or spirit to sing “Spirit of Life.”  The words are printed in your order of 

service. 

 

These words come to us from Mary Oliver, from her poem “In Blackwater Woods.” 

 

Every year  

everything 

I have ever learned 

 in my lifetime 

leads back to this:  

the fires and the black river of loss 

whose other side 

 is salvation, 

whose meaning 

none of us will ever know. 

To live in this world 

 you must be able 

to do three things: 



to love what is mortal; 

to hold it against your bones  

knowing your own life depends on it; 

and, when the time comes to let it go, 

to let it go. 

 

Eulogy 

Dan Orr was born on May 13, 1933 in New York City to parents Lillian Nagle Orr and Robert 

Connell Orr.   From the very beginning of his life Dan was surrounded by several generations of 

family.  His parents lived first with his mother’s relatives on Long Island, and then with his 

father’s in Wisconsin.   

 

Dan’s parents greatly valued the life of the mind, and they groomed him from a very young age 

to excel.  They moved often, and Dan went to 13 schools before graduating from high school in 

Oak Ridge, Tennessee.  Dan was exceedingly intelligent, and he was always tall, so over the 

years he was pushed into skipping a couple of different grades.  But Dan pushed back a little.  He 

didn’t always get the grades his parents expected, and he was full of mischief.  He loved sports, 

and longed to play baseball, but his parents didn’t think sports were a serious enough pursuit.  

They were active in community theater, and they thought this would be more suitable for him 

than sports.  So one summer, instead of letting him play baseball, they shipped him off to 

Cherokee to do a play about the Trail of Tears. 

 

When Dan was nine years old, his sister Jane was born.  By the time Jane was eight, Dan was 

away at college.  One of the things about Dan that she remembers is when he discovered music.  

Their parents supported him by getting a cherrywood cabinet to hold the music system, and 

whenever Dan was home the house was filled with music.  Jane resented it because she couldn’t 

listen to her radio programs!  But music became Dan’s lifelong passion, a deep need.  It fed him 

in a way that nothing else did. 

 

Dan’s sense of humor was legendary.  When the family was living near Oak Ridge, Tennessee, 

he and his group of prankster friends got hold of an old car and a gun.  They loaded the gun with 



blanks, and one night they went over near someone’s house at the edge of town and one of the 

boys got out of the car and began running away from it.  Another got out and shot at the first 

boy, who keeled over, and the other boys all got out and dragged him back to the car and sped 

off.  The next day the news of the mysterious shooting was in the local paper and all over town! 

 

Even though Dan didn’t have the best grades in high school, a local Episcopalian priest saw the 

potential in him and recommended him for admission to Oberlin college.  From there it was one 

success after another.  He graduated from Oberlin in 1954 and received his Ph.D. in Economics 

from Princeton in 1957.   

 

In his senior year at Oberlin, Dan met a freshman girl named Mary Lee, who was simply 

flabbergasted by the whole college experience and even more flabbergasted by this tall young 

man coming courting.  They dated, but Mary Lee needed some time and space to find out who 

she was.  She studied abroad, and they dated other people, but while he was at Princeton he 

would hitchhike back to visit her.  He got a job at Proctor and Gamble for a while, and when she 

took a train to Cincinnati to visit him, he had an engagement ring waiting for her at the station.  

They were married on October 12, 1957. 

 

Dan started his teaching career at Amherst College, but soon moved to the Business School at 

the University of Chicago.  Mary Lee, who grew up in the house where she was born, remembers 

Dan coming home and saying, “If you want to be ready to move up, you have to be ready to 

move out!”  So the couple moved.  In 1963 their daughter Rebecca was born, followed by 

Matthew in 1965.  Then in 1966 the family moved to La Jolla, California, to the new campus of 

the University of California, San Diego.  There, Dan would help build the new economics 

department.  And there, their third child Sara was born, in 1967, on Father’s Day.  In the early 

1970’s, Dan’s work in econometrics earned him a spot in Who’s Who in America.  He chaired 

the department there for ten years, during which time two scholars studied there who later shared 

the Nobel Prize in Economics.  Even as an administrator, Dan was straightforward and plain-

speaking, a bit of a contrast with other administrators! 

  

Dan’s children say that when you live in La Jolla, California, you’d think you might want to 



spend your summers there.  But Dan had a serious case of wanderlust.  He was someone who 

needed to be moving all the time, seeing and learning new things.  So each summer the family 

would drive across the country, camping and hiking along the way.  Dan was deeply sentimental 

and would take the family back to places he had lived as a child:  New York, Wisconsin, North 

Carolina, Tennessee.  Eventually they began their regular annual trips to Quetico Provincial Park 

in Ontario, Canada.  At Quetico, they would spend weeks canoeing and portaging and fishing.   

 

In 1979, Dan became the chair of the Economics department at Virginia Polytechnic Institute in 

Blacksburg, Virginia, and the family moved again.  The house wasn’t big enough for Dan to 

have a room for listening to music, so they added on.  Three years later, in 1982, tragedy struck:  

Rebecca was killed by a drunk driver.  Mary Lee and Dan have both said that it was his love for 

Matt and Sara that kept him going.  Dan was a devoted father, coaching sports, teaching his 

children how to listen to music, teaching them how to hike and camp and canoe, teaching them 

the value of a good dirty joke.  When Matt and Sara were in boarding schools, she in New Town, 

Pennsylvania, and he in  Woodbury forest, Dan would frequently drive from Blacksburg to visit 

one or the other.  When Matt went on to college at Amherst, Dan would drive up there every 

other weekend to see him play soccer.   

 

Some years later, Dan accepted his last academic position, as an administrator at the University 

of Illinois, at Champaign-Urbana.  When he and Mary Lee retired, it was to Frankfort, on the 

shores of Lake Michigan.  Besides Quetico, it was his favorite place in the world.  Mary Lee says 

that Dan told her “I finally figured out what I wanted to be when I grow up:  retired!”  Here Dan 

could play all the golf he wanted.  He could listen to music on his perfectly balanced stereo 

system for hours at a time.  This man who had been on the move his entire life was finally at 

home.   

 

And yet even after Dan retired, he was a man who never stopped learning.  He began his life as 

what he called “a right-wing Republican nutcase,” and did a 180-degree turn when his son Matt 

became an ecologist and began to teach his father about the state of the planet.  Dan had spent his 

whole academic life championing the free market system, and at the end of his career, he gave an 

address at the University of Illinois about the failures of the very system he had advocated.   



 

And Dan continued traveling often in order to keep his family close, regularly visiting Matt and 

Sara in their different parts of the country. Last year, Dan and Mary Lee took a trip across the 

country, driving and camping, to belatedly celebrate their fiftieth wedding anniversary.  And Dan 

was always there for his children in any way they needed, from a phone call to financial help 

with their children’s educations.  He made absolutely sure that his family would be well provided 

for even after he died. 

Many of us here at the UU Congregation of Grand Traverse and at the Benzie satellite remember 

Dan’s brilliant mind, his wit, and his wide-ranging interests.  He knew more about theology and 

the history of religion than many ministers I know, and gave sermons on everything from 

William Blake to the historical Jesus.   

Dan spoke to me once or twice of his spiritual journey and his philosophy of life.  He told me 

that he found most of his spiritual nourishment in nature, but that he also needed community.  

Then, with his characteristic bluntness he said, “Most of what’s in the Bible and Christianity is 

jingoism and superstition.  But there’s one thing I do believe.  It’s the core of the whole thing.  

It’s what Jesus says in the Gospel of Matthew.  Dan’s voice broke as he continued:  “I was 

hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I 

was a stranger and you invited me in, 
 
I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you 

looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me…as you have done unto the least of 

these, my brothers and sisters, so you have done unto me.”  Dan believed that by loving one 

another, by sharing what we have and caring for one another, we human beings can create 

paradise on earth now.  And this is how he lived:  by caring for not only his family, but also all 

those with whom he came into contact. By sharing generously of his good fortune.   By bringing 

laughter everywhere he went.  This was how he lived.   

And, it was how he died.  Just a few weeks ago Dan was finally diagnosed with the pancreatic 

cancer that had been causing him pain for some time.  And this giant of a man who had always 

been in control, who loved his family but didn’t really like to be touched much, gave his loved 

ones a final gift:  he allowed them to take care of him.  He allowed them to rub his feet and hold 

him and cry on his shoulder.  He let Sara play music for him on a computer rather than on his 



perfect stereo.  He gave everything of himself over to their care.  And this was how he died, 

peacefully, at home, in a room overlooking the sunset on Lake Michigan. 

 

Words to describe Dan:  Loving, devoted, loyal, opinionated, nonjudgmental, intelligent, caring, 

fierce, down-to-earth, sentimental, intellectually honest, open, always there, kind, a great father, 

thoughtful, introverted, affable, really funny, solitary, a loving family man.  

 

Our lives have been blessed by knowing Dan Orr.  He will be greatly missed.   

 

Musical interlude 

Remembrances 

Now I invite (Sara, Matt, Andy, Jane).  

forward to share her/his remembrance of Dan. 

 

  



Now the family would like to invite a couple of remembrances of Dan from those gathered here.  

If you have a brief memory you’d like to share out loud, please use the microphone over here.  Is 

there anyone who wishes to speak? 

 

The family has asked that we sing the hymn “Jerusalem,” because it was one of Dan’s favorites.  

He was a great lover of William Blake’s poetry, and the message of this poem meant a great deal 

to both him and Sara—the idea that we can create paradise on earth.  Nancy will play the melody 

all the way through for us before we begin. 

 

Prayer 

Spirit of Life, 

Source and sustainer of all: 

We are so grateful for the gift of Dan Orr. 

With his life, Dan showed us how to live: 

To love devotedly. 

To laugh often.  

To listen deeply. 

To learn continuously. 

Let us remember Dan when we look upon the faces of our loved ones 

Let us remember him when we hear a new dirty joke 

Let us remember him when we hear a beautiful song. 

And let us honor Dan 

By continuing always to learn 

Let us honor him 

By laughing out loud 

Let us honor him  

by caring for our earth home 

And let us honor him by loving one another. 

With deepest gratitude, 

And in Your many names, we pray. 

Blessed be. 



It is now nearly time for our service to come to a close.  After we sing our last song, please let 

the family go into the social hall and find their place before joining them for the reception.  

Nancy has some Chopin for you to listen to while you wait. 

 

Closing words 

Now, hear these words from T.S. Eliot. 

I. 

What we call a beginning is often the end. 

And to make an end is to make a beginning. 

The end is where we start from. 

II. 

We shall not cease from exploration 

And the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time. 

 

Dan Orr’s life has ended.  A new life now begins for his family and for all of us.  It will be a life 

rich with memory and with love.  We will carry Dan in our hearts as we take our next steps in the 

dance of life. 

 

Please join now in singing our closing hymn, Let It Be A Dance We Do, # 311 in the gray 

hymnal.  #311. 


