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Matthew 23:1-12

Next week during the prayers of the people I am going to read off the names of those persons who have died in the parish over the last year. For you see, next Sunday is All Saints’ Day. I will also read off along with these names the names of anyone who has died regardless of when. If you have a name of a deceased loved one, friend or relative, then please call the church office where the secretary will keep a list. Give her the name or names of whom you would like remembered, and I will read off the name next week. I like the idea of at least one day out of the year that we commemorate and remember those persons who have gone before us----those persons whose shoulders we stand upon to see just that much further into the horizon that we would not have been able to do except by standing upon their shoulders. And we will do the same for the next generation and on and on with the hope of seeing more and being better people.

I have taken this tradition of reading off the names of the deceased on All Saints’ Day from a church I served prior. I always liked it. But the tradition goes back far beyond this. The entire concept of a day of the dead in which we remember the dead at least in our Western tradition stems from the Celts. The Celtic new year was November 1st. They selected this day because winter was coming. Cattle had to be brought in from far fields and all crops had to be harvested. The life of spring and summer was about to end. So, seasonal death….of sorts….was in the air. It was thus believed by the Celts that as the night of October 31st changed into the day of November 1st all persons who had died in the previous year would transition from this world into the next. In doing so, they walked on the earth among the living. And they did so on this particular evening because the space between life and death was at its thinnest as the transition of one year faded into the next. 
My guess is many of you have heard of the “thin places.” This is in reference to the closeness between dimensions specifically between life and death. I will tell you that if you have ever been with anyone as they died, you know how “thin” the space is between life and death. In other words, the person is breathing and then……..not. They look the same….everything appears the same except they are not breathing. It happens in an instant. It happens so seamlessly and so unexpected and yet expected that it is hard to believe that you are looking at death. And yet what seems so thin a space, becomes the great abyss when you realize that despite all efforts once the breathing stops, there is no way to get the person back. Once we are dead, we are dead. 
Thus, despite that which seems so seamless and so natural seems so unnatural. Despite all of our attempts in society to get back to nature------eat naturally, breath clean air, don’t use deodorant, do away with certain nature debilitating devices---despite all of this we don’t want to talk about or face the natural process of dying. Halloween to us is a children’s holiday or increasingly a fun adult fanfare. To the Celts it was serious business. The human and the spirit worlds---the living and the dead--came together on this night. It was also believed that humans would be privy to supernatural aid or otherworldly knowledge on this night. Thus, on All Hallow’s Eve, the Celtic people gathered to sacrifice animals, lay out fruits, and vegetables and light bonfires in honor of the dead and to aid them on their journey. 

However, to us it is all fun and games. We don’t want the serious side of Halloween or All Hallows Eve. For instance, look at this. When a loved one dies, the first thing we do is to have them whisked off to the morgue or to the funeral home. And if your loved one is going to be cremated, frequently the very last time you will see them will be those few precious moments after they die. Generally, after a loved one dies in the hospital, we don’t end up hanging around the room for very long. The reasons being, first of all, we are aware that the hospital needs to the room. Secondly, don’t we think this is kind of morbid? I mean seconds prior to death, we are hugging and kissing our loved one and then….boom….they die, and we have an aversion to touching them. Somehow they are in some way dirty or diseased. But they are only dead.
Recently, I came across a book entitled, Sleeping Beauty. This is not the Walt Disney version with which we are all familiar. Instead, it is a book of memorial photography in America. Postmortem photography, photographing a deceased person, was a common practice in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. What is astounding is that although postmortem photographs made up the largest group of nineteenth century American genre photographs, they are largely unseen and unknown. And you know why don’t you? It is because today we struggle to avoid the topic of death. These photographs were a common aspect of American culture, a part of mourning and memorialization. Surviving families were proud of these images and hung them in their homes, sent copies to friends and relatives, and wore them as lockets around their necks. 

Many of the photographs display deceased children. Parents used take their deceased child’s body to a photographic studio, dress them in special clothes and prop them up and put them in various poses and take photographs. Can you even image doing this today? I mean is it even legal to walk around the streets with a dead body in tow?

But you see in a generation or two back, death was a regular part of life. Many children died at young ages. And when a person died, the family was responsible for washing the body, fixing the hair and dressing the deceased in Sunday-go-to-meetin’ clothes. And many times loved ones even built the casket and buried the deceased near the house. How different it is today! My guess is there are many in here today who have never seen a dead body let alone touched one! Honestly, a person today could easily go through their entire life without ever seeing a dead body. If life is all about health, then death is all about disease. So, we keep it at arm’s length.
As I mentioned, today, when someone dies, we have the body removed as soon as possible. Note the difference between this and childbirth. At one time in the not too distant past, when a pregnant woman came into the hospital to give birth, the first thing that was done was to separate mother from father and other family members and whisk her off alone and then knock her out until as if magically she awakens to a clean precious baby. Then, dad is allowed in to see mother and child all perfect and wonderful-----no blood, no fuss, no pain, no life! It was as if a stork dropped off this perfect little human being into the loving arms of June Cleaver.
Today, we would consider this barbarian and Neanderthal. Today, not only is dad knee deep into the blood, sweat and tears but so is most of the family and all is captured on iPhones and streamed to relatives in New Zealand! I know when our son was born we went to Lamaze classes for several weeks to practice. When was the last time any one in here went to death and dying classes? How about never!
You see, we are mute when it comes to death…..almost as if we don’t believe it exists. Like diseases it is to be avoided and not talked about. Of all the times I have visited people who were terminally ill, rarely do they or their loved ones want to talk about dying. As a matter of fact, I have seen a fair number of cases wherein the dying person didn’t want others to know they were even dying which reminds me of an old joke. A woman answers a knock on the front door. Standing on her front porch is a messenger from Western Union. “I have a telegram for you,” he says to her. “Oh, a telegram! I have never had a telegram before. Would be so kind as to sing it to me, please?” “Oh, no ma’am, I couldn’t do that.” “Oh, please, oh please!” begs the woman. “Okay,” says the messenger. “Da da da da da da, your sister Rose is dead.” 

Everyone is invited to experience a birth; many are excluded from experiencing a death. 
Being a young inexperienced priest in my first church, I scheduled to take a youth group of teens to a local funeral home as we were doing a program on death and dying. Howls went up from some parents. Some would not let their kids go. And while at the funeral home, a few of the teens had to step out of the tour when we were only looking at caskets! As a result of this experience, I chose to cancel our scheduled trip to the county morgue.
What is it like to die? Don’t we all want to know? We turn to our faith, and there is little there to assist us. Scripture is no help. After all, our savior died on a cross and not of old age or disease. Thus, Christianity has no death and dying theology. We have a great afterlife theology in resurrection. But we have very little to offer those in the process of dying and help for all of us when we ask what it is like to die. 
As a result, I suggest we become acquainted with Kubler-Ross’ On Life After Death. Having interviewed twenty thousand people in the process of dying, she came up with stages in the dying process. She talks about how when we start to die there is this bright light which embraces us in love. There is a life review stage wherein we will remember every detail and every deed of our life. This is not for punishment but an acceptance of ourselves----perhaps honest repentance. Death for Kubler-Ross is about a transition and not an end. The experience, thus, is like a butterfly shedding a cocoon. And all is bathed in an unconditional love.
Another excellent resource is the Dalai Lama’s stages of dying. The Buddhists are far ahead of us in explaining what happens in the process of us dying. Like Kubler-Ross, it is peaceful. 
I like both of these because I want to know in advance what to expect. It helps me be less anxious. It helps me be more accepting. All our lives we are told to hang in there and never give up UNTIL we are close to death and THEN we are told by health professionals and loved ones to let go. Well, exactly how are we supposed to do that having never been shown how? We say it is natural. If it is so natural, then why do we run and hide from it in our society except on Halloween when we play and toy around with it?
My point is this---we need to educate ourselves from early on in childhood about death. Death is natural. What is it like to die? We all want to know. How many churches have hospice programs? We fall all over ourselves to provide bags of groceries to the needy and homeless, and yet what do we offer families and parishioners when facing their fears regarding death? I have never in thirty years of ministry gone to a clergy conference on death and dying. I have been to countless conferences on social justice issues. And right now our bishop wants every church in the diocese to read The Lemon Tree, a book about Israeli/Palestinian struggles. How about we all read Kubler-Ross’ On Life After Death? Right now there are 100 million baby boomers out there. I think it wiser to address their deaths and dying process than Israeli/Arab relations. And even more to the point, 100% of us are going to die, and we don’t know how, and we are afraid. Like Jesus’ comment about the poor, I think the Israeli/Arab conflict will always be with us, but how often do we get to confront our fears regarding our death and dying?
“Who cares about phylacteries?” states Jesus this morning, “when you should be concerned about God’s free gift of grace. How can you Pharisees and scribes not see that?” I agree with you, Jesus…..only with a twist. How can the Church not see this gaping hole regarding death and dying in our theology?
As I mentioned, Christianity has no death and dying theology. So, let’s step up to the plate and start allowing death to be an acceptable integral part of life because some day some priest unknown to you will read a list primarily of unfamiliar names of those deceased on All Saints’ Day. And on that list will be your name. Why wait until then to find out what death and dying are all about?
PAGE  
1

