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Call to Worship  

Because we are alive and know that we will die, we gather together in the reality of life 
and the certainty of death. 

Because we are alive and know that we will die, we gather together in the miracle and 
beauty of life and the mystery of death. 

Because we are alive and know that we will die, we gather together to say “yes” to life, 
“yes” to love, and “yes” to hope. 

Because, regardless of what may or may not lie beyond this life, we believe in life before 
death, we gather in community, in compassion, in justice, and in service, vowing to live this life 
courageously, fully and deeply, with wonder and amazement, and grateful for the one wild, 
precious, and unique life we have been given. 

Because, religion is our human response to being alive and knowing we must die, we 
gather together in worship this morning. 

Come, let us worship together. 

Readings  

Sleeping in the Forest (Mary Oliver) 

I thought the earth remembered me, 
she took me back so tenderly,  
arranging her dark skirts,  
her pockets full of lichens and seeds.  

I slept as never before,  
a stone on the riverbed,  
nothing between me and the white fire of the stars but my thoughts,  
and they floated light as moths among the branches of the perfect trees. 

All night I heard the small kingdoms breathing around me,  
the insects, and the birds who do their work in the darkness. 

All night I rose and fell, as if in water, grappling with a luminous doom. 

By morning I had vanished at least a dozen times into something better.  

White Owl (Mary Oliver) 

Maybe death isn’t darkness, after all,  
but so much light wrapping itself around us— 
as soft as feathers—that we are instantly weary 
of looking, and looking, and shut our eyes (not without amazement), 
and let ourselves be carried, as through the translucence of mica, 



to the river that is without the least dapple or shadow— 
that is nothing but light—scalding, aortal light— 
in which we are washed and washed 
out of our bones.  

Sermon 

I 

All human beings will die. (Pause.) I am a human being. (Pause.) Therefore, I will die. 
(Pause.)  

Death is not just a remote possibility or theoretical probability, but an inescapable 
reality: a fact of life. No one gets out of this life alive. 

Death is literally encoded in our DNA and in the DNA of all living beings (with the 
possible exception of jellyfish)—an inherent and unalterable characteristic of DNA known as the 
Hayflick limit, which means, in effect, that every cell in our bodies has an internal molecular 
clock that is inexorably winding down from the moment we’re born.  

There are, of course, some scientists (like Aubrey de Grey, whose 2007 book is titled 
Ending Aging) who believe that science and medicine will one day, perhaps soon, discover ways 
to halt the natural processes of cell damage and aging, allowing human beings, at least 
theoretically, to live forever. But I’m skeptical.   

Science and medicine can prolong our lives by curing disease, healing physical trauma, 
and transplanting hearts, lungs, livers, kidneys, and other organs, but even if we escape car 
accidents and cancer, death awaits us all at the end of life’s journey.  

Life itself is a terminal disease and death is the price we pay for having lived. 

And so, I accept death (not that I really have any choice in the matter). Nor do I fear 
death (though I hope to hang around for a while longer). The only thing that bothers me about 
dying is the dying part. I hope that when my time comes, my dying isn’t as hard or slow as my 
aunt Mary Wini, who said: “If I’d known that dying was so hard, I wouldn’t have done it.” 

II 

It’s been said that human beings are the only living creatures that know that they will 
die one day.  

As human beings, we live our lives in the knowledge of death and, as the late UU 
minister Forrest Church often said, religion is our human response to being alive and knowing 
we will die.  

And yet, knowing that death is certain and inevitable has never stopped human beings 
from pondering the meaning of death as well as life, from wondering what, if anything, lies on 
the “other side” of death, from hoping and yearning for some sort of immortality or eternal 
life—a life beyond death that is better and happier than this life, which, though filled with so 
much happiness, beauty, wonder, and love is also filled with pain and suffering, disappointment 
and sorrow, injustice, hatred, and greed, despair, loss, and death.  



Archeological evidence regarding the burial rituals of our Neanderthal cousins more 
than 50,000 years ago suggests that, from the earliest days of pre-history, human beings have 
believed in, or at least hoped for, some sort of life after death—a persistent belief that is also 
reflected in the religious beliefs of the ancient Egyptians and Greeks, in the concept of 
reincarnation that lies at the heart of both Hinduism and Buddhism, and in the Muslim and 
Christian beliefs regarding heaven and hell, physical resurrection and the immortality of the 
soul.  

The meaning of death, what happens when we die, and what, if anything, lies on the 
other side of death are questions that will not go away—questions we still ask ourselves and 
sometime struggle with today—because they are not only religious questions but also 
existential, ontological, and human questions: unanswerable questions that we still seek to 
answer. 

III 

There are, of course, some people who claim they have the answer. But most of them, I 
believe, are simply confusing belief and dogma with knowledge. They can’t know what happens 
when we die because they haven’t died and come back to tell about it. 

Some, though, have, or say that they have: people who have died, at least temporarily, 
and, while they were clinically dead—while their brains were not functioning—claim that their 
spirits left their bodies and travelled into a bright light where loved ones were waiting to meet 
them, and then returned to their bodies when doctors brought them back to life. 

It is estimated that at least 8 million Americans have had “near death” experiences. 
Perhaps some of you here today are among that number. I haven’t, though. And I have to say 
that I’m skeptical, not of the reality of “near death” experiences themselves or the sincerity of 
those who have had “near death” experiences, but skeptical that “near death” experiences can 
be explained only by the existence of a life beyond death or the continued existence of 
individual consciousness apart from the continued physical and biological functioning of the 
human brain rather than the normal physiological “by-product” of a dying brain.  

I’m skeptical even after reading a new book titled Proof of Heaven that was written by a 
neurosurgeon Dr. Eben Alexander, whose brain—or at least the cerebral cortex that makes us 
human—completely stopped functioning for six days due to a rare and unexplained bacterial 
infection of his central nervous system.  

In his book, which was excerpted in Newsweek magazine last fall, Dr. Alexander 
describes an experience quite different from that described by others who have had “near 
death” experiences—being trapped in a dark underworld without any memory of who he was, 
eventually rising up through a gateway of light and music to a beautiful world that was, to him, 
more real than this world, being told (without words) by a girl he had never met that he had 
nothing to fear and that there was nothing he could do wrong, and then entering what he 
called “the core” (a place where hearing and seeing weren’t separate and all of his questions 
were answered).  



After coming out of his coma and going on to make a full and, in the words of his 
doctors, miraculous recovery, Alexander considered, and rejected, a number of neuroscientific 
hypotheses, which, he concluded, simply could not explain his experience—leaving him with 
the conviction that human consciousness survives the death of the brain and that there is, in 
fact, life beyond death.  

IV 

Alexander’s experience is interesting and, to some extent, compelling. But I’m still 
skeptical. 

I’m an agnostic when it comes to life after death. I don’t know and I don’t think that any 
of us can ever know, for sure, what happens when we die.  

We can’t know, but we can think about it—either a lot or a little or not at all. We can’t 
know, but we can speculate. We can’t know, but we can believe.  

So, what do you believe happens to us when we die? What do we, as Unitarian 
Universalists, believe about life and death, about life before death and life after death? 

In 2011, UUFR’s ministerial search committee asked members and friends of our 
Fellowship which one of six statements most closely reflected their beliefs about immortality.  

Over 60 percent agreed that “a person’s memory lives on in the minds and hearts of 
their loved ones and in the lives of those they have touched.”  

For many, if not most, of us, immortality doesn’t mean the survival of a person’s 
immortal soul after death but rather the survival of his or her life, spirit, or memory in the lives 
of others—an immortality that isn’t necessarily eternal since it continues only as long as she is 
not forgotten and the impact of her life and work has not been erased.  

And for many of us, that is enough and more than enough—to live on in the hearts and 
memories of others, in the lives of children, grandchildren, in the lives of students and friends, 
in the things that we have done to transform, save, and heal the world and make it more 
beautiful, just, loving, and whole.  

For many of us, that’s enough—though it apparently isn’t enough for Woody Allen who 
said: “I don’t want to achieve immortality through my work... I want to achieve it by not dying. 

If nothing else, we (or at least the memories of who we were and what we did) do live 
on after we die. 

One out of five UUFR members and friends who responded to the survey, however, said 
that they believe that “a person’s body dies but a person’s spirit or soul lives on” in some way 
that is different from merely being remembered by others or having made a difference in the 
world. 

Few Unitarian Universalists, of course, believe in hell as a place that the souls of sinners 
go to be punished when we die. And while our Universalist ancestors believed that, sooner or 
later, God would drag even the worst sinners kicking and screaming into heaven, the concept of 
heaven isn’t all that appealing to me. To me, eternity would be pretty old after a while.  



It’s clear from our survey, though, that even if there is no heaven or hell, many Unitarian 
Universalists do believe in some sort of an afterlife in which our souls or spirits—that which 
makes you and me, you and me—live on after our bodies have died.   

And for some (and additional six-and-a-half percent of those responding to the survey) 
that means reincarnation—the belief that a person’s spirit or soul is reborn in another living 
being.  

If that’s true, I think I’d like to come back as a much-loved house cat spending my days 
basking in the sunlight coming through the window and being petted by my human 
companions—or maybe a butterfly (even though my life would be short and precarious) or a 
bird flying through the air or a turtle swimming in the ocean—not a mosquito or cockroach.  

But, of course, we don’t get to choose whether we come back as a cockroach or 
bodhisattva. It’s all karma!  

And what would it mean for “me” to be reincarnated? Would the reincarnated “me” 
remember the old “me?” Would I still be “me” or something or someone entirely different? 

Only four members who responded to the survey chose as their first answer: “a person’s 
spirit does not live on after the person’s death.”  

My guess, though, is that many Unitarian Universalists believe that when our bodies die, 
we die—that death is the end of our physical and spiritual existence as unique and individual 
human beings or personalities. We die and, for us, that’s it, regardless of what our life and 
death continues to mean for those we’ve left behind. (Pause.) One and done. 

A handful of members who took the survey said they had “no opinion” with respect to 
the question of immortality and a few said that “concern about immortality or life after death 
distracts us from living fully and well in the here and now.” 

Again, though, my guess is that many, if not most, Unitarian Universalists would say that 
they’re agnostics with respect to life after death and that many would say that what really 
matters is this life—life before death, not life after death. What matters is the here and now—
this life, this one wild and precious life that we’ve been given to live and the lives of our fellow 
human beings who live in this world, the lives of all living beings, and the life of the world in 
which we live. 

We’re content, as Henry David Thoreau said when, on his deathbed, he was asked 
whether he was prepared for the life to come, to live “one life at a time.”  

And if there is another life after this one, the best way to prepare for it, I believe, is to 
live this life with love, kindness, and compassion, in beauty, wonder, amazement, gratitude, 
and reverence, justly and courageously.  

V 

I didn’t take the UUFR survey. And if I had, I don’t know which answer I would have 
chosen if I’d been forced to choose just one. 



I know that some part of me will live on in my children and grandchildren, in their genes 
and in their hearts, in their memories, who and what they are and do. I know that some part of 
me will live on in the lives of all those whose lives have been touched by mine for better or 
worse and in the work that I’ve done. 

But, like Woody Allen, I sometimes wish there was something more. There’s a part of 
me that wishes that, when I die, “I,” or at least some part of “me,” will live on—especially if that 
means being with the people I’ve loved. And who knows? Maybe that’s what will happen. 

It’s hard, though, for me to believe in personal immortality—that there will still be a 
“me” after I die.  

But, despite that, I do believe in life after death—not my life, but Life with a capital “L.”  

I believe that my life—my little life as an individual human being—and the lives of all 
living creatures are part of the larger Life of All. I believe that my life is held in the larger Life of 
All, that my life came out of that larger, universal Life, and that when I die my life will return to, 
and become merged with, the larger Life of All—just as a tiny drop of water is thrown up into 
the air from the crest of a wave, becoming, for one split second, a separate and distinct particle 
before it falls back and becomes again part of the ocean from which it came. 

Perhaps, when I die, I’ll simply become a part of the earth, like Barney the cat, helping 
flowers and trees grow. And that’s a pretty nice job for a human being or a cat.  

Perhaps, as Mary Oliver writes, I’ll sleep “as never before, a stone on the riverbed, 
nothing between me and the white fire of the stars but my thoughts” and vanishing “at least a 
dozen times into something better.” 

Perhaps I’ll discover that “death isn’t darkness, after all, but so much light wrapping 
itself around me—as soft as feathers—that I’m instantly weary of looking, and shut my eyes 
(not without amazement), and let myself be carried into the scalding light in which I am washed 
out of my bones and myself.  

Perhaps the Buddha was right and, one day, after many reincarnations, I’ll become 
enlightened and reach nirvana, realizing, at last, that the self is only an illusion and, like the 
flame of a candle that has been blown out, simply be no more.   

I don’t know what will happen to me when I die. But, as Mary Oliver writes, “when 
death comes … I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering: what is it going to 
be like?”  

And, until then, I want to live this life—to say “yes” to life—so that when it’s over, “I 
don’t have to wonder if I have made of my life something particular and real or find myself 
sighing and frightened or full of argument.” 

Whatever death may bring, “I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world.”  

 

 

 



Benediction  

When Death Comes (Mary Oliver) 

When death comes … and takes all the bright coins from his purse 
to buy me, and snaps the purse shut; 

I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering: 
what is it going to be like, that cottage of darkness? 

And therefore … I look upon time as no more than an idea,  
and I consider eternity as another possibility. 

When it’s over, I want to say:  
all my life I was a bride married to amazement; 

I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 

When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder if I have made of my life something particular 
and real. 

I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened or full of argument. 

I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world. 

 

 


