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I want to share some thoughts with you this morning about the transient nature of life. Not so much about death itself, but about how we live with the knowledge that we will die eventually. I don’t have any special qualifications to speak on this topic, and I must admit I’m not terribly comfortable doing so. And yet I feel I need to try.

Why now? Since I turned 50 last year, even being the optimist that I am, I’m forced to admit to myself that I’m probably getting pretty close to the halfway point. The deaths of my mother-in-law, my stepfather and  most recently the illness and death of my brother-in-law, have led me to further reflection on the subject.

In the process, I have noted that to my surprise, my fear of death – which I expected would only grow stronger as I grew older – has instead gradually gone from rabid denial through a grudging acknowledgement to a more or less peaceful acceptance that I’m not going to live forever. Perhaps some of that comes with age; perhaps some of it from a little exposure to neopagan and Eastern religious views of life and death as a natural cycle.

Life After Death

I still regard myself a Christian, although I’ve gradually shed most of the associated mythical trappings. To use an expression that’s on the verge of becoming trite, my beliefs come closer to “the religion of Jesus” than “the religion about Jesus.” I am a Universalist; I stopped believing in Hell a long time ago. I do believe in Heaven – that is, in an existence that transcends this one – but I won’t pretend to have any conception of what form that existence may take. And I believe that whatever destiny awaits one of us awaits us all.

(Of course, one advantage of believing in life after death is that if I am right, I will get to say “I told you so” to those who don’t believe, but if I am wrong, they won’t get to say it to me.)

But along with a belief that our ultimate destiny is unknowable and that it’s not affected by what we believe or even how we live our lives comes the realization that – if that’s so – then it isn’t really particularly relevant. If I am going to live my life the same way regardless of what comes afterward, then it doesn’t really matter what comes afterward untill afterward gets here. Much to my surprise, I find myself increasingly content to “Let the Mystery Be.”

According to the gospel of Matthew, Jesus instructs his followers to (quoting from the KJV): “Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.” I actually think that the intent of that admonition (and the verses preceding it) wasn’t to tell us not to bother saving for retirement, but to not live this life worrying about the next – that the “morrow” refers not to the next day or next year but to the next life.

Living in the Present
[Intro] One way we live with the awareness of our mortality is by pretending we’re not aware of it. [Grief – personal experience.]

Literally half my life ago, long before I knew what a UU was, I had a conversation with a wise man who put forth the notion that our mortality is actually a good thing, because it is the knowledge that our time here is finite that motivates us to accomplish anything. That gentleman was Don Male, whose picture is on the wall back there and without whose efforts this church almost certainly wouldn’t be here.

A couple of years ago, singer/songwriter Warren Zevon was diagnosed with a particularly aggressive form of lung cancer. Shortly before his death, he appeared on the Late Show with David Letterman. When asked whether he had any words of wisdom to pass along, what he said was simply: “Enjoy every sandwich.” Although Letterman seemed a bit puzzled by that, I understood what he meant: Don’t take life for granted. Treat every experience as if it might be your only opportunity to experience it, and milk everything you can out of it.

I’ve known people who survived near-death experiences who have come away with a newfound appreciation of and zest for life. Being forced to confront their mortality as more than an abstraction jolted them out of complacency.

My brother, a philosopher of no small renown – in fact, of no renown whatsoever – once responded to my asking how he was doing by saying “I was still breathing when I woke up this morning. Anything else is a bonus.” Each new day is indeed a gift. Accept it with gratitude. Live with intensity and with intent. I think the goal is to learn to live in the present…to be fully engaged in and focused on whatever we are doing or experiencing – not thinking ahead to what we’re going to do later or thinking back to what happened earlier while sleepwalking through what we’re doing now. To simply pay attention.

[I’m not suggesting that we should live each day as if it were going to be our last…simply that we should acknowledge the possibility that it could be…]

Reflect on the past and learn from it, but don’t live in it. Plan for the future, to be sure, but don’t mark time waiting for it.

Unfinished Business

I want to talk about what I think of as a bit of “unfinished business” from several years ago. The church held a fantasy auction in which one of the auctioned items was a sermon topic by our part-time minister, Kelly Kaufman. The topic selected was “What do you say to a dying UU?” Kelly’s sermon mostly focused on comforting a grieving family, which I thought mainly missed the point, which I thought was meant to be: “How does one comfort a dying friend or loved one if one or both of you don’t believe in life after death?”

I don’t have a good answer for that, but I will offer several observations:

By virtue of being here, even for a short time, you are forever part of the story of the universe. You not only get to observe it but to participate in it.

Whenever our time comes, it’s unlikely that we will have accomplished everything we set out to do. If we have, we’re either very fortunate or we set our sights too low.

If you have tried to leave the world better than you found it…if along the way, you have touched even one life in a positive way, helped someone, taught someone, loved someone, your being here has been worthwhile.

If the results of your efforts are not immediately apparent, consider this: Like the mythical chaos-theory butterfly that flaps its wings and causes a hurricane on the other side of the world, we cannot know the ultimate consequences of our actions. Having lived means having had a chance to flap your wings, and the effects may be much more far-reaching than you realize.

Indeed, most of you in this room have enriched my life at one time or another, in ways large and small. I thank you for that.

The Gift of Life

If you will indulge me for a moment…I like to imagine that just before I popped into this world, God (or Goddess, or Cosmic Consciousness) took me aside and said:

“I am going to offer you a great gift – the gift of Life. If you accept this gift, you’ll be given a physical form with which to experience and interact with the universe for a time. If you refuse, you will simply not exist. I can’t tell you how long the gift will last – probably not more than a hundred years, possibly much less. During that time, you will experience great joy and crushing disappointment, happiness and sadness, success and failure, love and loss. The positives will probably outweigh the negatives, but I won’t guarantee it. You will have some control over the course of your Life, but you will also be at the mercy of many things beyond your control.”

“What is the purpose of this…Life?” I ask.

“Why, the purpose of Life is to live, of course.”

“But…what does it mean??”

“Nothing yet. It will be up to you to impart meaning to your Life.”

“What happens at the end of this…Life? Will I still exist? Will I come back here?”

“Sorry, that has to remain My secret. A bit of advice: You have no control over that, so try not to worry about it too much while you’re out there.”

“Oh great…do you have any other helpful hints?”

“Just one…everyone you encounter out there will be trying to figure Life out as they go, just like you will. It’s a difficult journey, but it will be easier if you help each other through it. It’s time to decide…will you accept My offer?”

“As opposed to not existing at all? I’ll take my chances. Bring it on!”

“That’s the spirit! For what it’s worth, if you had refused, you would have been the first…off you go then…bon voyage!”

And the rest, as they say, is history.

