Sermon on death and dying - Sunday 7th March 2010

Let’s pray… Father, as we approach this difficult subject of death and dying, please would you send afresh your Holy Spirit, we pray, and assure us of your loving presence. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

Both passages that we’ve heard this morning talk about time – in Mark, we hear a warning about the unpredictability of God’s timing, and in Ecclesiastes we have a more measured approach to time. The author suggests that there is a time for everything under the sun. Time… for everything. I don’t know about you – but I rarely feel that there is time for everything! Instead time has taken on rather a negative spin in our world… it feels like at any given hour on television, someone is fighting against the progress of time – whether they are fighting the ticking of a clock which brings a quiz to a close, or fighting the natural ageing process in a panoply of reality tv shows. 

We often use the word ‘time’ to refer to its relentless passing, but it can also denote the demarcation of a particular period. For instance, in some countries, there may be occasions when it rains a lot… One could say – it’s been raining forever! I can’t imagine it ever stopping! Thereby conveying the perpetual movement of time. But, instead, one might say – it’s just the rainy season - a season, by definition, being finite. The Hebrew word in our Ecclesiastes passage is more like the latter, each time will come, but each time too will pass. 

And so we read, there is ‘a time to be born and a time to die… a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance.’ (Ecc. 3:2a,4) Yet, even though we have been told that the two certainties in life are death and taxes
, in our culture, we talk far more freely about birth, laughing and dancing than we do about death, weeping, and mourning. So, how can the Bible help us address these issues?

For a start, we need to acknowledge that these issues are here in our passage because they are important – they are significant to God and they are significant to us. They deserve our attention. As I listened to the beautiful song of a sparrow the other day, I was reminded how Jesus used this apparently unremarkable bird to signify to his followers that all life is important, and that human life is particularly so.

He says to them: 

 “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father. And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered. So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.” (Matt.10:29-31)

It may sound an obvious thing to say, but I think this is something that we need to grasp – our death and the death of those we love mean something profound to God… they matter. And there is something about having a ‘time’ allocated to death and mourning that can be very helpful. 

When nursing, if a patient died on the ward, I was often painfully aware of the relentlessness of time. You want it and the world to stop – for there to be a respectful silence, for traffic to cease and everyone to take note of that precious and gut-wrenching thing that has just happened. But you would step out of the room and work still needed to be done – traffic still passed, and the world was still going about its day. The perpetual motion of time seemed in those moments like an offense. There was a real need to take stock, to have a moment held – a season to mourn, and that is the gift that the writer of Ecclesiastes is trying to bestow. 

We need time, time to weep, time to pause and reflect when death impacts our life. At the death of Lazarus, Jesus allowed himself time to stand and weep, even though he knew that that bereavement would be unique. We need time because death feels inherently wrong. If we had carried on in our reading from Ecclesiastes 3, we would have read the words: “He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the hearts of men…” (Ecc.3:11) We have been designed for eternal life and relationship with God that transcends this earthly existence, and I believe this is why death can be so hard to reconcile. And why, it is important to think and talk about it in advance, so that we can start addressing those issues that shape our attitudes to living as well as to dying. 

Working in an area like cancer care certainly highlights how very fearful our society is about dying. On the ward we would often have conversations about denial – was a patient or their family in denial? This isn’t always a bad thing… denial is part of our natural response to loss and bereavement, however, it isn’t helpful if prolonged, especially if it prevents the person concerned from actually facing the truth, and from making important decisions. 

I’m currently reading a Lent book, which is called ‘A Season For the Spirit’.
 In it the author suggests that denial is a much bigger and more widespread problem in the West than we might think. He reminds us that we are all dying and suggests that most of us live in a constant state of denial regarding this inescapable fact. In exploring the effect this has on our relationships he quotes the Russian Philosopher, Nicolas Berdyaev, who says:

“Our attitude to all men would be Christian if we regarded them as though they were dying, and determine our relation to them in the light of death, both of their death and our own. A person who is dying calls forth a special kind of feeling. Our attitude to him is at once softened and lifted onto a higher plane. We can then feel compassion for people whom we did not love. But every man is dying, I too am dying and must never forget about death.”

To keep remembering that we are dying brings truth to the fore and pushes denial out of sight – even though this truth may be quite uncomfortable. And the more we can talk about it, the more prepared we are likely to be when we eventually come to making our journey from this world to the next. This will not only impact our relationships, but also our plans for the future. My parents have, to my great surprise, begun to approach the subject of death in a much more robust and practical fashion that I would ever have imagined. And whilst it is uncomfortable, because I would rather remain in denial about their mortality, it is also tremendously reassuring to know that they have not only considered it from a spiritual point of view – do they know where they are going, but also very practically, they have made some very straightforward decisions for their own peace of mind, relieving the anxiety of those likely to be left behind. 

[Yesterday evening, I was watching Simon Cowell being interviewed about the death of his father and the pain of attending his funeral, and he said: “I never go to funerals because I never want to deal with that kind of reality”. This is the kind of denial that is prevalent and stops people from making practical decisions but also from asking difficult questions of themselves… Do I know where I am going? Do I know with confidence that Jesus is my Lord and Saviour?]

Funeral arrangements, legacies and wills are important and also pragmatic things, but facing up to the reality of death and dying can also help us to admit and confront our fears which may well affect our life, as well as our death. For some of us, we will recognise a very real fear of letting go. Dying means having to let go of everything that we have here in this world, everything that we have invested ourselves in. There is security in what we know, and we know this world all too well… It can be such that we forget we aren’t designed to stay here - Paul in 2 Corinthians says that ‘as long as we are at home in the body, we are away from the Lord’ (2 Cor.5:6). It is easy to invest so much in this world that we forget that such investment can only ever be temporary. We need to learn to let go… Jesus reminds his disciples that where their treasure is, there their heart is also.
 Accordingly, we need to be mindful of having one eye on the eternal, investing in that which furthers God’s kingdom here on earth as well as in heaven.

Fear of death and dying may take other forms too, some of us may know the fear of the process of death itself; the anticipation of pain or discomfort and fear of the unknown. These feelings are understandable, and I believe are fuelling much of the pressure for us to endorse the assisted suicide bill at the moment… Yet taking the opportunity to explore these concerns can allow us to appreciate all that palliative care has to offer, as well as having the opportunity to share anxieties with others and to receive prayer for peace, healing and reassurance. 

Easter seems an appropriate time to be thinking and talking about death, because we can acknowledge truthfully that it is not only inevitable and costly, but also that God has defeated death through the resurrection of Jesus. To those who have accepted that healing power of Jesus’ resurrection into their lives, Rowan Williams has said:

"When death has done all it can do, God remains untouched and his will is the loving and generating will that it eternally is. When we look at death, we look at something that can destroy anything in our universe - but not God, its maker and redeemer.  And if we accept that we shall die and all our hopes and schemes fall into the dark, we do so knowing that God is unchanged.  So to die is to fall into the hands of the living God."

The psalmist says in Psalm 31:

‘…I trust in you, O Lord; 

I say, “You are my God”.

My times are in your hands…’ (Psalm 31:14-15b)

So, let’s take this time, time to consider, time to pray and talk, time to weep and mourn, knowing that there will also come a time to laugh and a time to dance. 

Let’s pray: 

“The eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms…” (Deut. 33:27) Father, wherever we are at today, whether we know the pain and loss of grief still near to us no matter how much time has passed, I pray that you would be our refuge. And as we consider our own mortality, may we know your comforting presence, the awareness that you hold your arms underneath us – not that we might ignore the truth that we are all dying – but so that we might face that truth with clear-sightedness, enabling us to live lives that have an eye to the eternal. And we ask all this in and through the equipping of the Holy Spirit and the power of Jesus’ name, Amen. 

Questions:

How do you feel abut time? Do you have too much of it? Too little?

Do you agree that society is reluctant to face issues of death/dying?

How has death touched your life? Have you known the loss of someone that affected you especially?

How do you feel about it now? On reflection, do you feel you had time to take stock, to pause and mourn?

It was stated that death feels inherently wrong – that we have been designed for eternal life and relationship with God. Would you agree? How has this shaped your attitude towards death? 

How might you imagine your interactions with others changing if you looked upon them as people who are dying? 

Have you made practical arrangements for your own death (e.g. funeral arrangements, legacies and will etc.)? 

Do you feel that you have the confidence of Rowan Williams that God is untouched by death and has beaten it? Could you take some time this Easter to explore this and other spiritual questions regarding this?
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