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“Some people seem to think that death 

is the only reality in life.  

Others, happier and rightlier minded, 

see and feel that life is the true reality in death.”
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Meditation:  by the Polish poet Czeslaw Milosz, a poem entitled “All Hallow’s Eve,” which he wrote in while living in South Hadley, Massachusetts 

In the great silence of my favorite month,

October (the red of maples, the bronze of oaks,

A clear-yellow leaf here and there on birches),

I celebrated the standstill of time.

The vast country of the dead had its beginning everywhere:

At the turn of a tree-lined alley, across park lawns.

But I did not have to enter, I was not called yet.

Motorboats pulled up on the river bank, paths in pine needles.

It was getting dark early, no lights on the other side.

I was going to attend the ball of ghosts and witches.

A delegation would appear there in masks and wigs,

And dance, unrecognized, in the chorus of the living.

Reading:  by the medical doctor Sherwin Nuland, from How We Die (p.xv)

None of us seems psychologically able to cope with the thought of our own state of death, with the idea of a permanent unconsciousness in which there is neither void nor vacuum – in which there is simply nothing.  It seems so different from the nothing that preceded life.  As with every other looming terror and looming temptation, we seek ways to deny the power of death, and the icy hold in which it grips human thought.  Its constant closeness has always inspired traditional methods by which we consciously and unconsciously disguise its reality, such as folk tales, allegories, dreams and even jokes.  In recent generations, we have added something new:  We have created the method of modern dying.  Modern dying takes place in the modern hospital, where it can be hidden, cleansed of its organic blight, and finally packaged for modern burial.  We can now deny the power not only of death but of nature itself.  We hide our faces from its face, but still we spread our fingers just a bit, because there is something in us that cannot resist a peek.

 Reading:  by Kelly and Patricia Bulkey from Dreaming Beyond Death  (p.53)

Death is not the end.  It is rather a new beginning, a mysterious movement from individual bodily life to something beyond.


This is the testimony of countless pre-death dreams that make creative use of the death-as-journey metaphor.  Dreams of traveling, passing, moving, changing locations, and crossing from one place to another are remarkably common, and they help the dying person anticipate what lies ahead, envisioning the momentous transformation to come…  


This is what happened to Bill, the ship’s captain…  His dream of sailing at night in uncharted waters stimulated within him a “tingle of excitement” and spirit of adventure that countered his depression over the inevitable fatal conclusion to his illness.  The dream took Bill back to a special time in his life when he also faced the vast unknown, while steering cargo ships at night through the South China Sea.  In so doing, Bill’s dream metaphorically prompted him to make a connection between the spiritual trust he felt then and the spiritual uncertainty he is experiencing now.  “I feel ready to go,” he said after the dream, “More so every day.”  To dream of death as a journey is to reorient oneself towards the future, beyond the end of bodily life, out into new realms of being and becoming.

Reading:  a poem by Billy Collins entitled “The Afterlife” 

While you are preparing for sleep, brushing your teeth,

or riffling through a magazine in bed,

the dead of the day are setting out on their journey.

They are moving off in all imaginable directions,

each according to his own private belief,

and this is the secret that silent Lazarus would not reveal

that everyone is right, as it turns out.

You go to the place you always thought you would go,

the place you kept lit in an alcove in your head.

Some are being shot up a funnel of flashing colors

into a zone of light, white as a January sun.

Others are standing naked before a forbidding judge who sits

with a golden ladder on one side, a coal chute on the other.

Some have already joined the celestial choir

and are singing as if they have been doing this forever,

while the less inventive find themselves stuck

in a big air-conditioned room full of food and chorus girls.

Some are approaching the apartment of the female God,

a woman in her forties with short wiry hair

and glasses hanging from her neck by a string.

With one eye she regards the dead through a hole in her door.

There are those who are squeezing into the bodies

of animals - eagles and leopards - and one trying on

the skin of a monkey like a tight suit,

ready to begin another life in a more simple key,

while others float off into some benign vagueness,

little units of energy heading for the ultimate elsewhere.

There are even a few classicists being led to an underworld

by a mythological creature with a beard and hooves.

He will bring them to the mouth of a furious cave

guarded over by Edith Hamilton and her three-headed dog.

The rest just lie on their backs in their coffins

wishing they could return so they could learn Italian

or see the pyramids, or play some golf in a light rain.

They wish they could wake in the morning like you

and stand at a window examining the winter trees,

every branch traced with the ghost writing of snow.
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All Hallows Eve is the night of the year in which the veil separating the world of the living and the world of the dead is thinnest.  The souls of the departed will wander the streets, visiting the homes of friends and strangers, bringing with them perhaps good fortune, perhaps trouble.  At least this is what the ancient Celts believed.  

Catholics turn their thoughts to the departed a day later for All Saints Day, honoring the faithful who no longer live among us, but now dwell in the divine realms of heaven.  And the day after that, November 2nd, on All Souls Day, they honor those who have died, but have not yet reached heaven, those who are still spending time in that otherworldly way-station called purgatory.

Now, even though I am neither Celtic nor Catholic, I appreciate the sentiment of their seasonal observances.  As we head through Autumn, as the trees drop their summer attire and take on a their bare and barren Winter appearance, as the nights grow noticeably longer, and the wind blows noticeably colder, as the fields lie fallow after another year’s harvest that has come and gone, I am reminded of the recurring movements of life, and the inevitability of death.

This year I feel particularly ready for Halloween.  I am ready for that unique spirit of this-worldly and other-worldly observance, the combination of family fun and more sinister themes captured aptly in the homemade spooky jack-o-lantern pumpkins and, the plastic skeleton limbs reaching out of imagined graves in my neighbor’s front yard. 

Our children, Noah and Sophia, have been busy preparing costumes for their Tuesday night and their eagerly awaited evening rounds, when, along with their friends, they will threaten to play tricks on those neighbors who don’t offer them treats. 

This year even Elaine and I, in an uncommon show of seasonal solidarity, donned costumes for a Halloween Party last night. 

* * *

I wonder… will spirits from the realm of the dead be walking the streets of Urbana-Champaign this week?  Do the souls of those who once lived and walked among us, now live and walk the roads of heaven, or purgatory or hell?  Do our actions here on earth affect the fate of those who are no longer with us?  Do the dead continue to influence the fate of the living?

* * *

It was just two months ago that my father died unexpectedly.  His weak but resilient heart, that had long confounded cardiologists, again and again proving their pessimistic predictions wrong, suddenly, after 77 years of service, stopped. 

And though for almost twenty years now I have, with some regularity, ministered to families grieving the loss of someone who died, even though I have discussed the theological, philosophical and scientific aspects of death more often than I can remember – dealing with the death of my own father literally brought death home in an entirely new way.

What is death?  Death is the ultimate mystery.  It is the time when we return to the elements out of which life has arisen.  This is what I have said, in one way or another, in countless memorial services.

This year, I am struck how death is not only a mystery, but is in fact unbelievable.  Of course, death is an undisputable fact of life.  But at the same time it seems utterly ungraspable.  This is why I have a renewed appreciation for the rituals we have developed around death, rituals that may strike the sober-minded as non-sensical, superstitious or hopelessly sentimental, and yet which are simply our feeble attempts to grasp the ungraspable.

* * *

My initial reaction to the news of my father’s death was disbelief.  My mother called me right after receiving the news from the hospital.  It seemed like a bad joke.  Surely it must be a mistake, I thought.  They probably got the patient records mixed up.  There was probably a glitch with the high-tech monitoring devices to which he was hooked up.  Over the years my father had survived all sorts of medical emergencies, of course he would persevere once more.

That evening I was unable to make flight arrangements, because part of me was waiting for the call I would get once my mother arrived at the hospital and cleared up the confusion.  But that call never came.

I was able to spend almost two weeks with my family in Germany, helping with the arrangements that accompany a death.  As many of you know, my father was a minister, just like his father before him.  My father had had a lifetime’s experience dealing with death from a ministerial perspective.  And in the years since his retirement he had had ample opportunity to share his thoughts about how he wished to be remembered, how he hoped his life’s work would be carried on after he left the stage. 

My father was a man of strong conviction, who was never afraid of charting a course of action contrary to convention.  He was firmly grounded in the liberal religious tradition, which means that he fiercely upheld his own idiosyncratic sense of a tradition that was proudly non-traditional.  

For instance, cremation has long been a tradition among religious liberals in Germany.  Historically, cremation was partially a practical cost-saving measure, and partially a theological statement, saying, “We don’t believe in the physical resurrection, we aren’t afraid to embrace the finality of death.”  For generations the ashes of my family forebears have been added to family graves.  My father, however, decided against cremation, and chose to be buried in different cemetery in a new grave he himself thoughtfully selected a few years ago.

I confess I wasn’t very happy with his way of carrying on the family tradition.  Especially his decision to have the stone from his father’s family grave moved from Offenbach, where my grandfather once lived and was buried, to Frankfurt, where my father had lived and would be buried.   During my weeks in Germany, I tried hard to put my own reservations aside, and did my best to help my mother carry out her husband’s wishes, as she understood them.

* * *

There is much about the rituals surrounding death that contradicts the mindset with which we approach the regular routines of our lives.  

Why would you want to spend all this money on a beautifully crafted wooden box that you will only see for a few minutes before it is buried in the ground?  Why would you want to spend precious time selecting and purchasing special clothing, pillow and blanket in which the deceased is laid?  Why go to all this trouble?  It makes no difference to the dead.  

* * *

The service that I planned with family members and friends was unlike any I had conducted before.  It was in German, and to a certain degree followed the customs of Germany, but it also conveyed the sensibilities of a Unitarian Universalist service, including several speakers, and lasting much longer than the usual 20 minute German celebration. 

It meant a lot to me to take time on the day before the funeral to see my father’s body, to stand there as long as I wanted, to look closely at the face I had watched grow and change throughout my life, and confirm that, yes indeed, he was dead.  On the day of the service it meant a lot to see the small chapel packed with people who knew my father in good times and bad.  It meant a lot to see an overabundance of colorful flower arrangements sent from friends near and far.  It meant a lot to hear a piece of music that was also played on his wedding day.

After the service, the casket was rolled out of the chapel, with everyone following behind, all the way to the gravesite.  There it was lowered into the ground, and after some additional words, everyone was invited to drop some earth, or a flower into the grave.

The music, the words and the ritual acts helped me begin to grasp the reality of death.  Everything done carefully and thoughtfully. 

In the end, it all struck me as perfectly simple and profoundly right:  Someone dies.  You look at the dead person.  You see, yes, he is dead.  You put him in a box.  You close the box.  You gather with friends and share some memories.  Then you put the box in the ground.  Put earth in the grave.  Shake everyone’s hand.  Then friends gather for food at a local restaurant, and later the closest friends gather for coffee at the family’s home.

All of this helped my father’s death become more real to me.  And even so, it hasn’t yet completely sunk in.  Every once in a while I stop Elaine, as we are both busy bustling around the house, and say, “You know what?”  “What?”  “My father is dead.”  “No…”

* * *

Just as no two lives are the same, every death is different.  But death is also a universal fact of life, and our different experiences of loss share common themes.  There is an element of disbelief.  There is a need to honor the life that has ended, to grapple with the good and the bad, to remember moments of tragedy and moments of joy.  There is sadness for what is lost, and there is an awareness that something remains, some aspect of the life that was continues to exist within us and around us.

Something continues on, as if in a dream, as if on a journey to a distant and unknown shore.  Each of us will think and feel differently about our final destination, and yet, as the poet says, as it turns out, everyone of us is right.  “You go to the place you always thought you would go, the place you kept lit in an alcove in your head.”

* * *

This year I understand in a way I had not before, that our ideas about an afterlife are not ancient stories designed to rob death of its sting.  They are not unbelievable tall tales crafted for the sake of gullible believers, who are unwilling or unable to face the fact that all life ends.

This year I understand that it is simply much more difficult to grasp the reality of death, than the reality of life.  The stories we tell and the rituals we share are not meant to hide the fact of death from us.  They are meant to help us come to understand a reality that lies beyond understanding.


Sherwin Nuland tells us, as humans we seem psychologically incapable of coping with the idea of our own death.  He sees our folk tales, our allegories, our dreams and our jokes as attempts to disguise death’s reality.  He sees them as efforts to close our eyes to death’s constant closeness.

Perhaps he would see our light-hearted Halloween customs as just one more attempt to distance ourselves from death. 

But I don’t think so.  Halloween brings the reality of death closer to us.  The masks we playfully put on, may serve to disguise us, but they are grounded in rituals that once were meant not to disguise the reality of death, but to remind us of how the dead are perpetually present to the living.  They are constantly close.

This year the sound of children’s laughter in the street, and the sight of their colorful costumes on All Hallows Eve will serve as a poignant reminder of how precious, how fleeting life is. 

As we watch the leaves fall and the seasons turn, 

and the world prepare for a well-earned period of rest,

may we remember the many guises of life 

in growth and change and becoming.

They are eternal, unstoppable manifestations of creation, 

of life forever moving toward more life.

May we be mindful of the life we have been given,

the lives we have touched,

May we each do our part as co-creators 

of ever more life and ever more love.

Amen.
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