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    In the summer after my sophomore year of college I worked as an orderly at the hospital in my hometown in northwestern Wisconsin.  It was there that I first became aware of the suffering of those who are sick and dying. I had never known that there was such a thing as bone cancer until the county sheriff, who had been diagnosed with this then always fatal disease, was admitted to the hospital. Over the course of the summer I watched him go from being a vibrant and vital forty year-old to a skeleton-like invalid.  I bore witness to his suffering as I bathed him. If I rubbed his emaciated body too vigorously with the washcloth he would cry out, the morphine injections not seeming to “touch” his pain.  

     During one overnight shift that summer, I was assigned a woman who was alone and in her last hours of life. I remember her agitation, the thrashing about in her bed, calling out to people whom she imagined to be in the room. I would ask her what she wanted, what was wrong, as my voice caught her attention she would turn to look at me, her eyes wild with fear and confusion.  At some point in the hours before dawn she settled down and I watched as she took her final breath.

     Now, many years later, I am a minister who cares for those who are sick-those who are dying. In the intervening years I have cared for a host of friends who were ill, many with AIDS, and was witness to the deaths of many of them. During my first two years of seminary at Meadville Lombard Theological School in Chicago I worked as a chaplain at Northwestern Memorial Hospital and at Children’s Memorial Hospital and last year I was a resident chaplain at the Cleveland Clinic. Over the years I have often been asked by friends and acquaintances as well as those newly-met, how I can do what I do; meaning, how am I able to be around so much death. Early in my career I would respond by saying, “Oh, I’m just used to it, so it doesn’t really affect me,” or “I just don’t think about it, I just do my job.”  Neither response felt entirely true to me and the more I thought about it, especially as I developed my own theological understanding of death and dying I realized that the reason that I could effectively walk with people as they came to the end of the lifespan was that I don’t believe in death, so therefore I am not afraid to be around it, something which can make others a bit uncomfortable, placing me somewhere on the continuum between necromancer and angel. But more on that later.

     Most people I have encountered in my hospital ministry who are facing death or have a loved one who is, have a great need to know what death is and what happens to our identity and personality selves after our bodies cease to function and so turn to religions and their sacred texts and doctrine for answers.  The ambiguity of death cannot be tolerated.  I am again and again amazed by the people who have such absolute confidence that their idea of what constitutes life after death is correct. How do they know? Don’t they have any doubts?  What I do know is that those people who have confronted the anxiety of death and life after death and come up with some sort of answer, either a self-constructed theology or one adopted from the doctrine of their religion, are much better able to die peacefully or with equanimity. 

    In his book, The Courage to Be, the theologian and philosopher, Paul Tillich, wrote that “the anxiety of fate and death is most basic, most universal and inescapable. All attempts to argue it away are futile…For existentially everybody is aware of the complete loss of self which biological extinction implies.”   He wrote further that “the anxiety of death increases with the increase of individualization and that people in collectivistic cultures are less open to this type of anxiety.”   Those cultures are ones in which there is a common worldview and through ritual and a shared experience as a community rich with varied psychological and religious symbols the individual members are able to keep the anxiety of death at bay.  As long this works. Our own Western culture stresses the individual before community and places a great emphasis on personal responsibility. Also, as an historically immigrant culture very few things bind us together other than geography and economics.   

     In a similar fashion, as Unitarian Universalists, we associate with one another as individual seekers and believers who come together as a congregation and in a like fashion our congregations come together as an association.  Is there anything we are able to draw from own tradition that will allow us to face death with tranquility? Is there anything in our Principles and Purposes that can help us to wrestle with the meaning of the end of life?  While contemplating this I was reminded of William Sinkford’s 2003 sermon about the language of faith and reverence, in which he recalled how the UU minister, Walter Royal Jones, who headed the committee that worked on the wording of the Principles and Purposes “..had wondered aloud how likely it is that many of us would, on our death bed, ask to have the Purposes and Principles read to us for solace and support.”   With many of my Christian patients I was able to read to them in their last days or hours scripture that is comforting to them and that expresses the theology of life-after-death that is a defining element of Christianity: John 14: verses 1-4 in which Jesus says: “In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?”; Revelations 21:1-4 in which a new heaven and a new earth are described; and, of course, the 23rd Psalm…and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever.
     So, what does our tradition teach us about death?  As I ruminated on this I was reminded of what my UU history professor, the Rev. David Bumbaugh said about we UU’s; that we share a common history rather than a common theology. As a creedless faith who offer up no certainties about anything. However, as Unitarian Universalists we are charged in the Principles to affirm and promote “A free and responsible search for truth and meaning” and we celebrate the fact that our living tradition draws from many sources, something which defines us as a faith. Therefore, it is up to each of us to use Reason and our own experiences to create a theology of death.

     How many of us are OK to live with the ambiguity surrounding death? Is it all right if we don’t know what happens to us after death? Does it matter?  For much of my adult life I was an actor, and early in my career I appeared at a theatre in Florida in a production of “Ten Little Indians,” by Agatha Christie.  The lead role in the show is the part of a judge who was played by a wonderful older character actor, a Harvard grad named Robert Beatey with whom I developed a friendship which continued when we both returned to our lives in New York. His longtime partner, Bene Lewis was a birthright Quaker and an Emerson scholar. I had the privilege of caring for both of them at the end of their lives. Bene died first from lung cancer and a few years later Bob died after a series of strokes. From both of them I learned a lot about human nature and the challenges that are faced by people who do not have a religiously imposed concept of life-after-death.  While caring for Bene in his last weeks and days with the help of a hospice service Bene regaled me with stories of his colorful past and confided in me secrets from his years plummeting the depths of existence. Bene had not been a practicing Quaker since his college days at Earlham and was comfortable being an atheist. The last day of his life, gasping for breath, he told me with the utmost certainty that all that would happen when he died was that everything would go black. I jokingly asked what he would do if he woke up on the other side and saw God standing there. Mustering his strength, he forcefully replied that he would point his finger at Him and categorically deny His existence. Bene died peacefully.

     When Bob’s health started to fail I asked him what were his beliefs. He said he just didn’t know. I encouraged him to give it some thought and would bring up the subject from time-to-time in hopes that he could come to terms with his mortality, thus allowing him to experience some grace in his final days rather than the turmoil which was already apparent. He never could take himself to that place where he could either find a way to accept the ambiguity and unknowingness or to create for himself his own theology of death. He died restless and afraid. 

     Our Humanist tradition tells us that the only way we can live on are in other people’s memories of us, in the work we have done while alive, or in our children. In the Fall 1995 issue of the Secular Humanist Bulletin, Tom Flynn wrote about the recent death of his mother. I quote:   “Because I don't believe in God, I didn't need to wring my hands and wonder why my mother had more than her share of suffering in life. I don't assume that the universe has an author; that the events in one's life happen the way they are "supposed to," or that the world is under the control of a good and powerful force that cares about our welfare. Unencumbered by theological expectations that that life will be fair, I am able to confront life's unfairnesses on their own terms, without experiencing them as assaults on my metaphysics.”  

     I don’t know how many of us have such certainty about there being nothing, but Mr. Flynn certainly has not shied away from the task of figuring out Death and that thing called Life. Many, if not most, people are so uncomfortable with discussing death that they can delay coming to terms with it until late in life.  Even some of my chaplain collegues have an uneasiness about Death and will use the clinical term expiration when a patient has ceased living. Some will also say that a patient has “passed away” or “that we lost a patient,” unconsciously showing their own uncomfortablity with death and signaling to the survivors that it isn’t OK to talk abut what really happened: through the use of these euphemisms denying them an opportunity to accept the finality and reality of the demise of their loved one--death as inevitable. 

     As Unitarian Universalists we are encouraged to look to other faith traditions and religions for guidance and inspiration when dealing with the challenges and meaning of Life.  The Abrahamic religions teach of the existence of a life after death in a heaven that can either be an actual place as believed by many Christian and Muslim sects or it can be a metaphorical heavenly existence which is a more contemporary reading of the Bible by more liberal Christian denominations. Of course, there’s that whole sin business and the attending Judgment Day, but that can be dealt with if one is willing to be embrace a more expansive interpretation of it. Judaism does not overtly concern itself with what happens after death. There’s this place called Sheol in the Hebrew Scriptures, but there seems not to be agreement about what and where it actually is. And there’s the prophet Ezekiel and all those dry bones being reanimated, the dead being reawakened. To most Jews it doesn’t really matter. What matters is how life is lived, something with which we Unitarian Universalists can identify.

     A passage from the Kaddish in the Union Prayer Book reads: “The departed whom we now remember have entered into the peace of life eternal. They still live on earth in the acts of goodness they performed and in the hearts of those who cherish their memory. May the beauty of their life abide among us as a loving benediction.”  And later, “By love they are remembered and in memory they live.”  By living a good life and helping others, by being remembered by our loved ones after death we become eternal. 

     The second reading today was based on an African folktale. Ancestor worship is a fundamental belief that is shared by much of the population of sub-Saharan Africa, even if they are Christian or Muslim.  In his book, The Spirituality of African Peoples, Peter J. Paris writes, “In the African worldview there is no death in the sense of radical separation from either the family or the tribal community. Rather, Africans believe that life is eternal and that its motion is not linear but cyclical…they expect a so-called good death to follow a good life. The latter is manifested in a person who has reached old age and has many prosperous children and whose time has arrived to join the realm of ancestral spirits. ..departure from physical life marks a transition of the human spirit from the state of mortality to that of ancestral immortality.” 

     Here again is a view of death which can assist us in our quest for a comprehensible view of death.  It would take too long this morning to cite the teachings of the many earth based traditions which have such expansive and inclusive conceptions of death and the afterlife, especially those of the First Peoples of North America. Also the various Buddhist and Hindu teachings that offer invaluable lessons for us as we contemplate the eternal. Rebirth or reincarnation, karma and dharma. 

     Earlier, I mentioned that people often ask me how it is that I am able to handle working with those who are dying or have died.  I told you that I say to them that I don’t believe in death.  As a Unitarian Universalist I believe in the all encompassing, and expansive nature of the divine in all things and occurrences. There is only Life. It may change form through the process of birth and death, construction and destruction, but the divine itself is unaltered. As a thirty year initiate in the lineage of the swamis and teachers of the Himalayas, a sadhaka in the raja yoga tradition, I believe in karma and reincarnation. I know that death is an illusion.  In the second chapter of the Bhagavad Gita, Lord Krishna says to Arjuna, “As a man casts off his worn-out clothes and takes on other new ones in their place, so does the embodied soul cast off his worn-out bodies and enters others new.”  A few years ago I worked with a Mahayan Buddhist family from Taiwan as they sat ‘round the death bed of an elderly relative, quietly chanting mantras so that he could exit gracefully from his body and be harmoniously reborn into his next life, one that they hoped would be propitious.  Anyone can look at these beliefs and actions and decide if they speak to them in such a way as to see if they can be included in their own theology or aspects of them integrated into other beliefs that they have.

     One of the most significant events of my life that formed my worldview was a near death experience I had when I was thirty. One evening as I was walking home from the theater I was set upon by two attackers and during the course of the robbery was dragged into a construction site. I would gladly have given them my wallet and jewelry, but I wasn’t given the opportunity as one of the men was strangling me while the other one searched my pockets. I somehow managed to loosen the first man’s grip and yell “Help!” In response to this outburst the second man pulled out a knife with one hand while ripping open my shirt with the other. What followed was one of the most important experiences of my spiritual life, of my whole life. I suddenly found myself twenty feet up in the air surveying the scene below which had seemed to have frozen in time. I looked at the two men with compassion and on my own self with such a feeling of tenderness and love.  My gaze then lifted and there in front of me was the most beautiful illuminated entryway into what I knew to be Home. It pulled on me as I thrilled to the recognition of it and seeing within it the spirits of so many familiar beings reaching out to me in welcome. I didn’t know them as individuals, but rather as a collective. I ached to be with “them” again! To be at peace. To rest. 

     I then looked back down upon my body and felt such tenderness and compassion for this young man and who he was and of his dreams for life. But then the light again caught my attention and I was pulled by the longing to be home. Before I could make a decision to step into the entryway I found myself plummeting back down to the ground and back into my body. Just as the attacker was about to plunge his knife into me a police officer had intervened and he and his accomplice ran off leaving me in a heap gasping and choking for air. 

     In the days and weeks that followed I was so thankful to have not been killed, nor hurt worse than I had. It was fantastic just to be alive. I had a sense that Life was actually a tangible Thing. That it existed in a quantifiable way. That I could touch it and feel it and weigh and hold it. I also knew that life was a great gift and that it was up to me to do make something of it. To Live! 

        This near death experience which allowed me to gaze into this other place has stayed with me always and any time that I’ve had doubt about the existence of a life after this one I think of it. This knowingness sustains me and gives me strength! 

      This is why I can spend my days with my sisters and brothers at the end of their lives, waiting for Death as they breathe in and they breathe out, connecting with the source of life, aware of their place in Creation, in the interdependent web of all existence.
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