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“HOW TO DEAL WITH DEATH”

LUKE 12:135-21

YoUu AND I AND EVERY HUMAN BEING WE KNOW
AND LOVE WILL DIE. WE CAN TRY TO DENY

IT LIKE THE MAN WHO TOLD HIS WIFE, "IF
ONE OF US DIES, I'LL Go TO PARIS.” DEATH

COMES TO EVERY LIVING THING, HOWEVER,
HUMAN BEINGS ARE THE ONLY CREATURES WE

KNOW OF THAT CAN THINK ABOUT OUR OWN DEATHS
AND THE DEATHS OF OTHERS.

As I WAS PREPARING THIS SERMON, I MADE
A LIST OF ALL THOSE INDIVIDUALS THAT I

HAVE BEEN ESPECIALLY CLOSE TO DURING MY
LIFE WHO HAVE DIED. ALL OF THESE, WITH
THE EXCEPTION OF ONE, WERE RELATIVES. [HE
LIST CAME TO EIGHTEEN PEOPLE. THUS, I
HAVE PERSONALLY EXPERIENCED THE DEATH OF

A LOVED ONE EIGHTEEN TIMES SINCE [ WAS
ABOUT SIX YEARS OLD., THAT'S AN AVERAGE

OF TWO AND ONE-HALF PERSONS A YEAR.

THOSE WHO DIED INCLUDED A BROTHER, MY
MOTHER, FOUR GRANDPARENTS, TWO GREAT-
GRANDPARENTS, A SISTER-IN-LAW, A BROTHER-
IN-LAW, FOUR UNCLES, THREE AUNTS, AND THE
WIFE OF A MINISTER COLLEAGUE, I MENTION
THIS ONLY TO UNDERSCORE STRONGLY THE POINT

THAT DEATH IS SOMETHING EACH ONE OF US
MUST DEAL WITH, WHETHER WE WANT TO OR NOT,




[T CANNOT BE AVOIDED. IN ADDITION TO
COMING TO TERMS WITH THE DEATH OF THOSE
CLOSE TO US, WE HAVE TO COME TO TERMS WITH
THE FACT THAT WE OURSELVES ARE GOING TO
DIE.

IN ADDITION, AS A PASTOR [ HAVE BEEN
INVOLVED IN DEALING WITH THE DEATHS OF
HUNDREDS OF OTHER PEOPLE ~- INFANTS,
CHILDREN, YOUNG PEOPLE, OLD PEOPLE, THOSE
WHO DIED OF NATURAL CAUSES, ACCIDENTAL
DEATHS, SUICIDES, MURDERS, AND ILLNESS.
AND I HAVE BEEN AT THE BEDSIDE OF NUMEROUS
PEOPLE WHEN THEY DIED.

FORTUNATELY, IN THE PAST TEN YEARS OR MORE,
IN THIS COUNTRY IN PARTICULAR, WE HAVE
BEEN TRYING TO COME TO GRIPS WITH THE

INEVITABILITY OF OUR MORTALITY. MORE
BOOKS HAVE BEEN PUBLISHED ON THE SUBJECT

OF DEATH AND DYING IN THE PAST TEN YEARS
THAN EVER BEFORE. DISCUSSIONS HAVE BEEN
HELD IN SCHOOLS AND COLLEGES. LAST SPRING
I WAS ASKED TO LEAD A DISCUSSION IN A
JUNIOR HIGH CLASS HERE IN LINCOLN ON THE
SUBJECT OF DEATH AND DYING.

MORE REALISTIC AND OPEN ATTITUDES TOWARD
DEATH ARE COMING ABOUT. WHAT IS PERHAPS
FEARED MORE THAN DEATH ITSELF IS THE PROCESS
OF DYING. SOME DIE IN LONELINESS AMID
STRANGERS AND MACHINES IN A HOSPITAL OR

SOME OTHER INSTITUTION. DEMAND IS GROWING



FOR THE “RIGHT TO DIE” WITH DIGNITY WHEN

THE TIME COMES. IN ORDER THAT THIS MIGHT
HAPPEN WITH PEOPLE WHO ARE TERMINALLY ILL,
THE "“HOSPICE” MOVEMENT IS GROWING IN THIS
COUNTRY. A HOSPICE IS A WARM, SECURE PLACE
TO DIE AMID FRIENDS AND FAMILY WHEN FURTHER
MEDICAL TREATMENT IS CONSIDERED POINTLESS.
IN A HOSPICE, INDIVIDUALS AWARE OF THEIR
IMPENDING DEATH CAN LIVE OUT THEIR LAST
DAYS FREE OF PAIN, AND FAMILY MEMBERS CAN
BE PRESENT AS MUCH AS POSSIBLE OVER A
PERIOD OF TIME,

YEARS AGO, BEFORE MODERN MEDICAL TREATMENT
AND BEFORE THERE WERE VERY MANY HOSPITALS,

AND THE LIFE EXPECTANCY OF HUMAN BEINGS
WAS NOT NEARLY AS LONG AS IT IS NOW, MANY
PEOPLE DIED AT HOME, AND MEMBERS OF THE
FAMILY AND FRIENDS HAD THE EXPERIENCE OF
BEING AT THE BEDSIDE OR NEAR SOMEONE WHO
DIED. EVEN YOUNG CHILDREN WERE PRESENT.

NOow BECAUSE WE HAVE ERADICATED THE SCOURGE

OF INFECTIOUS DISEASE AND THE LIFE EXPECTANCY
RATE HAS CONTINUED TO LENGTHEN, AND BECAUSE
DEATH IS MORE LIKELY TO BE CAUSED BY CANCER
OR SOME OTHER CHRONIC DEGENERATIVE CONDITION,
THE DYING PERSON IS OFTEN TAKEN CARE OF

IN A HOSPITAL OR OTHER INSTITUTION, AND

DEATH IS NOT WITNESSED SO MUCH BY THE

FAMILY IN THE SAME WAY, EXCEPT, OF COURSE,

IN THE NEW HOSPISE MOVEMENT JUST MENTIONED,
THE POINT IS THAT DEATH IS NOW MORE SEPARATED




FROM THE REST OF SOCIETY THAN IT USED TO
BE .

"THIS IS THE FIRST DEATH-FREE GENERATION

IN THE HISTORY OF THE WORLD,"” SAID PROFESSOR
ROBERT FULTON, A SOCIOLOGIST WHO HEADS

THE CENTER FOR DEATH EDUCATION AND RESEARCH
AT THE UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA. BY THAT

HE MEANT THAT FOR THE FIRST TIME THE VAST
BULK OF YOUNGSTERS NOW REACH AGE 21 WITHOUT
HAVING EXPERIENCED A DEATH IN THE FAMILY.

OF COURSE, CHILDREN DO SOMETIMES WITNESS

THE DEATH OF PETS. [ CAN REMEMBER OFFICIATING

AT AT LEAST SIX FUNERAL SERVICES FOR GUINEA
PIGS WHO WERE PETS OF OUR OLDEST DAUGHTER

WHEN SHE WAS A CHILD.,

BECAUSE DEATH IS MORE SEPARATED FROM MOST
OF US, THERE IS A TENDENCY TO DENY IT OR
AVOID IT OR FEAR IT, AND WE EVEN MAY FIND
OURSELVES TREATING PEOPLE DIFFERENTLY IF
WE KNOW THEY ARE DYING. IN AN EXPERIMENT
A FEW YEARS AGO, A RESEARCHER ASKED MATURE
INDIVIDUALS TO INTERVIEW A MAN WHO THEY
WERE TOLD WAS A HOSPITAL PATIENT. JSOME
WERE INFORMED HE WAS MERELY SICK AND OTHERS
THAT HE WAS TERMINALLY ILL WITH ABDOMINAL
CANCER. THOSE THAT THOUGHT HE WAS ONLY
SICK REACTED WARMLY TO THE PATIENT. THE
OTHERS SEEMED TO BE REPELLED, AVOIDING

EYE CONTACT AND SHRINKING AWAY FROM THE
DYING PATIENT. THIS WAS TRUE EVEN FOR
THOSE INDIVIDUALS WHO EXPRESSED OPEN

ATTITUDES TOWARD DYING ON A QUESTIONNAIRE.




1. WE DO OFTEN TRY TO DENY DEATH OR AVOID
IT, AND THAT'S THE FIRST THING WE HAVE

TO ADMIT IN DEALING WITH DEATH. NOTICE

HOW SOME PEOPLE DO NOT LIKE TO SAY THE

WORD “DEATH” OR "DYING.” RATHER, WE SAY

HE OR SHE IS DECEASED, HAS EXPIRED, DEPARTED.,
PASSED ON, OR IS ASLEEP. ONCE WE CAN ADMIT
THAT WE ARE GOING TO DIE SOMETIME AND ARE
ABLE TO TALK ABOUT IT, THEN WE HAVE MADE

A GOOD BEGINNING IN DEALING, NOT ONLY WITH
OUR OWN DEATH, BUT WITH THE DEATH OF THE
ONES WE LOVE. THIS DOES NOT MEAN WE WILL

REMOVE THE SHOCK OR THE GRIEF, BUT WE WILL
BE ABLE TO GET THROUGH IT,

2. SECONDLY, IT IS HELPFUL TO TALK ABOUT
OUR FEARS IN REGARD TO THE DEATH OF OTHERS
AND OUR OWN DEATH. T0O HAVE SOME FEAR ABOUT
DEATH AND THE PROCESS OF DYING IS NORMAL,
PERHAPS, AS SOMEONE SAID, OUR FEAR OF DEATH
IS REALLY OUR FEAR OF LIFE -- A PROJECTION
OF OUR FAILURES AND PROBLEMS. JESUS SAID,
"WHOEVER WOULD SAVE HIS OR HER LIFE WILL
LOSE IT, AND WHOEVER LOSES HIS OR HER LIFE
FOR MY SAKE WILL FIND IT.” (MATTHEW 16:25)

BUT WE ARE AFRAID TO LOSE OUR LIVES, TO
GIVE THEM AWAY. WE WANT CONTROL. WE DO
NOT WANT TO SURRENDER OUR CONTROL OVER

OURSELVES AND OTHERS, OUR MASTERY OF OUR
CIRCUMSTANCES. WE WANT TO PLAY GOD. THUS,

IN THE PARABLE WHICH WAS READ AS OUR SCRIPTURE
LESSON, THE MAN THOUGHT HE WAS IN CONTROL




OF ALL THAT HE HAD. HE WOULD BUILD LARGER
BARNS: HE WOULD SAY TO HIS souL, “SouL,
YOU HAVE AMPLE GOODS LAID UP FOR MANY

YEARS,; TAKE YOUR EASE; EAT., DRINK, BE
MERRY."” BUT GOD SAID TO HIM, "FooL, THIS
NIGHT YOUR SOUL IS REQUIRED OF YOU; AND
THE THINGS YOU HAVE PREPARED, WHOSE WILL
THEY BE? IN OTHER WORDS, YOU ARE NOT IN
ULTIMATE CONTROL OF YOUR FUTURE AND YOUR
DESTINY., AND IF YOU THINK SO, YOU ARE

A FooL,”

SO DEATH IS OFTEN FEARED, BECAUSE IT

DESTROYS OUR ILLUSIONS OF GRANDEUR. IT
IS THE ULTIMATE DEFEAT OF SELF CONTROL.

WHEN WE DIE, WE ARE ALL EQUAL.,

WE ALSO FEAR DEATH BECAUSE OUR LIVES ARE
INCOMPLETE, WE WANT TO DO THINGS WE HAVEN'T
YET DONE. I[F WE HAVE CHILDREN, WE WANT

TO SEE THEM GROW UP AND SETTLED IN A LIFE

OF THEIR OWN. WE WANT TO KNOW OUR
GRANDCHILDREN AND GREAT GRANDCHILDREN.,

WE WANT TO FULFILL OUR GOALS AND AMBITIONS,

DEATH ALSO MEANS BEING SEPARATED FROM THOSE
WE LOVE AND FROM THOSE WHO LOVE US.

5. WE NOT ONLY FEAR THE LOSS OF LIFE,
BUT THE PROCESS OF LOSING IT. WE DON'T
WANT TO SUFFER, AND WE DON'T WANT TO SEE
OTHERS SUFFER A LONG, PAINFUL PROCESS OF
DYING., ANOTHER FEAR IN THE PROCESS OF




DYING IS INDIGNITY, FOR DYING CAN BE A
PAINFUL AND UNDIGNIFIED PROCESS. IT MAY
ALSO BECOME A BURDEN TO OTHERS. IT CAN
BECOME A FINANCIAL BURDEN, AS WELL AS AN
EMOTIONAL BURDEN., THE DYING PERSON MAY
DRAW OUT FEELINGS OF SYMPATHY, TENDERNESS,
AND LOVE, BUT ALSO OF PITY, REPULSION,
HATRED, AND GUILT.

4, PUNISHMENT AFTER DEATH IS ANOTHER FEAR
FOR SOME. IT HAS BEEN LONG ENLIVENED BY
RELIGIOUS VISIONS OF HELL. THE ANGRY AND
THE GUILTY ARE MOST AFRAID OF BEING PUNISHED.,

THE DEGREE OF OUR HOSTILITY IN LIFE HELPS
DETERMINE HOW MUCH WE FEAR PUNISHMENT AFTER

DEATH. WE ALL MAKE MISTAKES. NONE OF

US LIVES A PERFECT LIFE. FOR THOSE WHO
CANNOT FIND AND ACCEPT FORGIVENESS, DEATH
IS THE BITTER END, OR AN EVEN MORE BITTER
BEGINNING.,

5. WE ALSO FEAR THE UNKNOWN, AND THERE

IS ALWAYS A MYSTERY ABOUT DEATH. IT IS
PERFECTLY NATURAL TO WONDER ABOUT WHAT
HAPPENS TO US AFTER DEATH. OFTEN THOSE

WHO FEAR WHAT COMES AFTER DEATH ARE THOSE
WHO CANNOT FACE THE UNKNOWN IN LIFE. THEY
LACK THE SPIRIT OF ADVENTURE. ANY SURPRISE
IMMOBILIZES THEM., [ HAVE ALWAYS LIKED

THE REPLY OF THE HUSBAND WHO, WHEN HIS

WIFE ASKED HIM WHERE HE WANTED TO BE BURIED
AFTER HE DIED, PHILADELPHIA OR PITTSBURGH,
REPLIED, “SURPRISE ME!”




THE IMPORTANT THING TO REMEMBER IS THAT
OUR PROBLEMS IN DEALING WITH DEATH ARE
OFTEN CLOSELY RELATED TO OUR PROBLEMS IN
DEALING WITH LIFE, DEATH IS MOST FEARED
BY THOSE WHO ARE WITHDRAWN FROM OTHERS,
WHO ARE CONSUMED WITH HATE OR GUILT, WHO
ARE TOO DEPENDENT OR INDEPENDENT, TOO
ASHAMED, OR TOO PROUD.

| OOKED AT POSITIVELY, THOSE WHO WELCOME
LIFE ARE ALSO THOSE WHO CAN WELCOME DEATH,

AS WELL. PSYCHOLOGICAL STUDIES HAVE SHOWN
HAT PERSONS LIVING AT THE PEAK OF HAPPINESS

HAVE NO FEAR OF DEATH. AT THE MOMENT OF
HIGHEST JOY, DEATH IS NEITHER FEARED NOR

IGNORED, BUT OFTEN EMBRACED, THOSE WHO

ARE AFRAID TO DIE ARE THOSE WHO DO NOT

ENJOY LIFE ENOUGH, WE SHOULD ASK OURSELVES,
"UNDER WHAT CONDITIONS WOULD I ACCEPT MY
DEATH AS A JOYFUL CONCLUSION TO MY LIFE?"
OUR ANSWER COULD OFFER A REASON FOR DYING

AND ALSO AN ORIENTATION FOR LIVING,

REMEMBER, JESUS CHRIST SAID, "I CAME THAT
THEY MAY HAVE LIFE AND HAVE IT ABUNDANTLY."
THE EMPHASIS OF OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH IS

ON LIFE AND NOT ON DEATH. THE EMPTY TOMB
IS OUR ULTIMATE SYMBOL., [HIS DOES NOT
MEAN, OF COURSE, THAT WE DENY OR AVOID
DEATH, BUT IT DOES MEAN THAT WE LOOK AT

DEATH AND ARE ABLE TO DEAL WITH IT IN A
NEW WAY WHEN WE BELIEVE THAT TRUE LIFE,
ETERNAL LIFE, BEGINS HERE AND NOW,




ANOTHER WAY TO SAY IT IS, "LIFE IN PARADISE
WITH GOD BEGINS IN THE HERE AND NOW, AND
NOT JUST AFTER DEATH.” WE BELIEVE THAT
GoD’S SPIRIT REVEALED IN CHRIST LIVES AS
MUCH IN US IN THE MIDST OF OUR LIVES AS

AT THE MOMENT OF DEATH. To0 BE A CHRISTIAN
IS TO BE DISCOVERED BY (GOD IN OUR PRESENT

PLACES.

WHEN WE LIVE WITH THE SENSE THAT GOD'S
SPIRIT IS IN US AND GUIDING US AND A PART
OF US., THEN WE ARE NO LONGER SO AFRAID.,
AND ALONG THE WAY THERE ARE MANY GIFTS.

THERE IS THE FREEDOM THAT COMES FROM NOT
BEING ANXIOUS ABOUT OUR LIVES. THERE IS

ALSO THE HUMILITY THAT COMES FROM THE FACT
THAT WE KNOW THAT ONE DAY WE WILL DIE.
THERE IS THE DELIGHT THAT COMES FROM NEW
AWARENESS OF THE PRECIOUSNESS OF LIFE,

IN SHORT, WHEN WE TAKE ACCOUNT OF THE FACT
THAT WE ARE GOING TO DIE ONE DAY AND PREPARE
FOR THAT INEVITABLE MOMENT, THEN WE WILL
BEGIN TO SEE OUR LIFE DIFFERENTLY. THERE

WILL BE A NOTICEABLE SHIFT IN OUR PRIORITIES,
AN INTENSIVE SOUL-SEARCHING FOR NEW MEANINGS,

AND THE USE OF OUR ENERGY FOR WHAT IS REALLY
IMPORTANT IN OUR LIVES,

DEATH MAKES LIFE PRECIOUS. WE BEGIN TO

REALIZE THAT IN ONE SENSE THE TWO LEAST
IMPORTANT DETAILS ARE USUALLY INSCRIBED
UPON OUR TOMBSTONES -- DATES OF BIRTH AND




DEATH. WE WILL NOT BE REMEMBERED FOR THE
LENGTH OF OUR YEARS, BUT FOR THE BREADTH
OF OUR SYMPATHIES FOR OTHERS, THE DEPTH
OF OUR APPRECIATION FOR BEAUTY., AND THE
HEIGHT OF OUR LOVE.

A LITTLE BOY CONFUSED HIS NIGHTTIME PRAYER.
HE SAID: "“Now I LAY ME DOWN TO SLEEP,

[ PRAY THE LORD MY SoOUL TO KEEP, IF I
SHOULD DIE BEFORE I LIVE . . ." THE REAL
TRAGEDY IS TO DIE BEFORE YOU LIVE.,

ONE WOMAN SAID, "HAVING TO FACE THE FACT

THAT MY HUSBAND IS DYING MAKES US VALUE
OUR LOVE WITH AN INTENSITY AND INTIMACY

THAT WE HAD NEVER KNOWN BEFORE. FEACH DAY
BECOMES A GIFT TO EXPERIENCE TOGETHER --
NO LONGER DO WE TAKE OUR RELATIONSHIP FOR
GRANTED."

THE LIVING GOD WE WORSHIP IS THE LORD OF
BOTH LIFE AND DEATH. BECAUSE LIFE AND
DEATH ARE CONNECTED, WE LIVE IN LOVE. IT
IS SAID THAT WHEN THE POET GOETHE WAS ABOUT
TO DIE, HE CRIED, "LIGHT! THE WORLD NEEDS
MORE LIGHT!” YEARS LATER A PHILOSOPHER
RESPONDED, “GOETHE WAS WRONG. WHAT HE
SHOULD HAVE SAID WAS, ‘WARMTH! THE WORLD
NEEDS MORE WARMTH!® WE SHALL NOT DIE FROM
THE DARK, BUT FROM THE COLD,"”

NOT ALL OF US WILL BE ABLE TO CHOOSE THE
WAY WE ARE GOING TO DIE. SOME WILL DIE
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ACCIDENTALLY, SOME SUDDENLY FROM NO APPARENT
CAUSE, SOME AFTER A LONG AND LINGERING

ILLNESS, SOME WILL SIMPLY DIE FROM OLD
AGE, LIKE THE ONE MAN IN OUR CHURCH WHO
WAS OVER 90 AND HAD NEVER BEEN SERIOUSLY
ILL OR IN A HOSPITAL FOR ANY REASON. HE
WENT TO BED ONE NIGHT AND DIED IN HIS
SLEEP, AND HE HAPPENED TO DIE IN THE SAME
BED IN WHICH HE WAS BORN.,

OTHERS, WHEN THEY KNOW THAT DEATH IS NOT
FAR OFF BECAUSE OF A TERMINAL ILLNESS,
HAVE A DIFFERENT EXPERIENCE. THEN THE

ONE WHO IS DYING AND THE FAMILY CAN PREPARE
FOR IT AND BE TOGETHER SO THAT IT BECOMES

A BEAUTIFUL AND UNFORGETTABLE EVENT. SUCH
WAS THE CASE WITH A MAN IN THIS CHURCH
AND HIS FAMILY NOT TOO LONG AGO, HIS

FAMILY GAVE ME PERMISSION TO TELL THE
STORY THIS MORNING. I DO SO BECAUSE I

THINK IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL WAY OF DEALING
WITH DEATH,

HE PHYSICIAN HAD ADVISED THE PATIENT AND
HE FAMILY THAT IF HE WAS REMOVED FROM

HE RESPIRATOR, HE COULD LIVE NO LONGER
HAN 24 HOURS. RATHER THAN LIVING THE
REMAINING DAYS OF HIS LIFE TIED TO A
MACHINE, IN CONSULTATION WITH HIS FAMILY,
HE DECIDED IT WAS ALL RIGHT TO DIE, AND

THEY AGREED.,

— -4 +H —

THE HOSPITAL WAS HELPFUL AND SENSITIVE
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TO THE SITUATION. HE WAS MOVED OUT OF
INTENSIVE CARE INTO A PRIVATE ROOM WHERE
HIS FAMILY COULD BE WITH HIM THE LAST HOURS

OF HIS LIFE WITHOUT INTERRUPTION. HE WAS
ALSO TOLD THAT HE WOULD BE GIVEN AS MUCH

PAIN KILLING MEDICINE AS HE DESIRED SO
HE COULD BE AS COMFORTABLE AS POSSIBLE

THE LAST HOURS OF HIS LIFE,

HIS LAST HOURS WERE SPENT IN PEACE AND
REST, QUITE DIFFERENT FROM THE STRUGGLES

TO BREATHE OF THE PREVIOUS DAYS AND WEEKS,
[ WAS ABLE TO BE PRESENT OFF AND ON DURING

THE 24-HOUR PERIOD, AS WAS JANE ELLEFSON,
WHO IS SINGING HERE THIS MORNING. SHE

WAS THEN A PART OF THE CHAPLAIN’S STAFF
AT THE HOSPITAL. SHE HAD BECOME QUITE

CLOSE TO THE FAMILY DURING THE PATIENT'S
HOSPITALIZATION., JANE WAS ASKED TO SING
THE SONG, “AMAZING GRACE.” I SAID PRAYERS
OF THANKSGIVING FOR HIS LIFE AND THE LIFE
OF HIS FAMILY. THE FAMILY AND THE PERSON
DYING WERE ABLE TO SAY THINGS THEY FELT
ABOUT EACH OTHER. THEY WERE ABLE TO COMFORT
EACH OTHER, TO TOUCH EACH OTHER, TO CRY
TOGETHER, AND TO LAUGH TOGETHER. IT WAS

A TIME OF SADNESS, BUT ALSO OF CELEBRATION,
AS PREDICTED, HE DIED WITHIN 24 HOURS,

AND HE DIED PEACEFULLY AND WITH DIGNITY,

THOSE OF US WHO WERE PRIVILEGED TO BE
DRESENT ALSO KNEW WE WERE IN GOD’S
PRESENCE AND HAD TAKEN PART IN A VERY
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PRECIOUS EXPERIENCE. IT WAS TRULY A TIME
OF THANKSGIVING FOR HIS LIFE,

AS CHRISTIANS WE CAN DEAL WITH DEATH WITH
SADNESS, THANKSGIVING, AND CELEBRATION,
AND GOD IS WITH US IN ALL OF THEM, AND

IN BOTH LIFE AND DEATH. AMEN,




