C 'r';-%' ians : 51-58
I o/__n,hl..n 15:51-58 L-e-e C /MMW/
f

f Death Without Dread
!

Someone, seeing the sermon theme for today, asked me if this has
grown out of my pastoral experience, I replied that indeed it had, Hardly
a week goes by in which I am not confronted by death or the possibility of
death. Therefore, it seems to be supremely relesant to our explorations
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John Skea in his introduction to his book-se $timulating peems, The

as Christians when we come to worship.

God Who Yell rrom Heaven, recalls an episode on the Mary Tyler Moore show.

pm—

The death of a friend prompted the newsroom members to speculzte on arrange-
ments for their own funerals, #1l1 began their pdans with "When I die ., ., ."
But when it came time for Ted Baxter to tell his plans he began with, "If I
die. « o (p.13) Ted Baxter was, of course, a most prefhtious person, often
a fool, so it was natural for him to pretend that he might not die. This is
the situation with most of us, How often do we preface certain plan-making

sessions by saying, "If wz I were to die., . " But the brilliant theologian,

Reinhold Niebuh{,long ago put his finger on our problem when he wrote: "Man

p—r — —

is mortal. That is his fate. Man pretends not to be mortal, That is his sin."

e L
(Bgwnnd Tragedy, p. 28) And what havoc, what mimkia?® mischief such pretentions
can plays

" Rollo May, another Christian thinker, has sugrested that Americans who
—

so
are otgyﬁfffﬁliiiggwmgjgxialismEandﬂaex and that this obsession is directly

related to a up suppressed and overwhelming fear of death," (Christian Century,

e et e i _ - _— Preocculation
Dec, 31, 1980, p.1296) So we saturate our cultture with a kind of sexual ‘-

and we seek fo adorn our lives, indeed smother them, in fine clothing, fine

food, fine houses, beautifual cars and many luxurious vacations, just %o cover

. F he Sue, swl  mana,
up our dread of our mortality, our fear of one day dyine, -,I.-: a,p;q:-'-;“f:‘ w.'ftar-‘fa
. +his ellovt +s egcare.

But Leo Sandon, 2 writer several ysars ago most tellingly reminded us
-:-—-""'_‘.— . ¥ . - &
of our marbality by citing something from the "1ife of Philip of Macedon, the

father of Alexander the “reat, Philip had a slave whose assignment it was
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every morning of Philip's life to enter the king's presence, regardless

of what he might be doing, and to say to him, "Remember, Philip, thou mus%

die.” Sandon poifted out that Philip was in effect observing Ash “ednesday

—
pach day of his life. "To unders*and that in the midst of 1life we are in death,"
is the beginning of wisdom.” (Christian Century, March 21, 1979, 0.302)
- R |

In effect, then, what T want to do for all of us this morning is to say:
"Remember, mortal souls, you will one day die." It does not matter who you
are, or how rich or poor you are. It does not matter what kind of a house
you 1ive=1 what clothes you wear, what clubs you‘belong to. It does not matter
how much power you have or how many people you can push around, The number
of prizes in your trophy room is irrelevant., It does not even matter how
good a Christian you might be. I am telling you what you already know, once
you clear away the clutter and collateral of your life: You will one day die,

This is a sermon I have been planning for a long, long time, The file
of ideas and references and reflections I assembled éﬁﬁ&ﬁﬁéﬁ:ééi? bulge . But
let me tell vou where the essential motivation came from. Three years ago
this summer in the EEEEEEEEE_EEEEESﬂiCQI seminery chapel we sang one evening
a beautiful hymn from the Presbyterian Hymnal, The hymn's first verse is
thiss

A1l praise to thee, my God, this night

For all the blessings of the light?

Keep me, O keep me, King of Kings,

eneath thine own almighty wings.

Since it was evening in Princeton, after a busy and mind-filling day, and I
knew that within a short time I would be lying down to sleep, the third verse
really caught me:

fPeach me *o live, that I may dread

The rrave as little as my bed;

Teach me to die, that so I may
ise glorious at the Judgement Day. (No. 493)

5:1:(2./:,5.
those words, xﬁxgxxuxghtxhaﬁxfaiiﬁn as night was falling, I fell
undar the spell of that beautlful thought . If 1 we mortals could learn to
dread the grave as li*tle as our bed! l

Thinking about death, hearing xhmxfrx and seeing the frightening
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approach of death, our mind and souls are often filled with dread., But then
there X®x are also available thoughts in which death may be viewed with
dignity and beauty. I have thmught »Exxinzd gathered and retained through

the years a number of such thoughts, amExTxLimdXiNEMXENNLErtINEXANAXUPRELXINELL
Some not#ons of death are dark with poignance, and sometimes depressing. I
shall never forget the deeply moving chorus sung near the end of Maxwell

Anderson®s awmess drama, Lost in the Stars. In this story of tragedy in South

Africa, based on Alan Paton®s sunrerb novel, Cry, the Beloved Country, Stephen

Kumalo, the black pastor whose heart is broken by the knowledge that his son
is dying on the gallows in Johannesburg, speaks of his despair. Then the
chorus singss:

A bird of passage out of night
Flies in at a lighted door,
Flies through and on in its darkened flisht
. And then iz =een no more,
*his is the 1ife of men on ezrth:
Out of darkness we come at birth
Into a lamplit room, and then =
Go® forward into dark ~gzin,
Go forward into dark arain,

That is one vdew, and I have always been deeply moved by it. But there is
another view, and Longfellow voiced this one:

The grave is but a covered bridge
Leading from light to light, through a brief darkness.
(from "The Golden Legend,” V, A Covered Bridee at

Lucernpe)

Pometime ago I read a story in a local paper about = cemetery near Waupun,
a
Wisconsin., On the tombstone of mmm Mackford Prairie Cemetery there is this

inser'tion: "In the night of death hope sees a star and listening love can

hear the rustling wind." (quoted in Capital Times, Sept. 24, 1981, in "Waupun
Benefits from Sholer “culptures" (ClareneSholer, sculptor)
And along side of that I would put a beautiful uttersnce by Martin Luther:

"Thus Christian life is only a night's lodeing; for we have here no abiding

city but must go to find it where our Father is{ in heaven," (in What Luther

Says, An Antholozy, Vol.l, pd 218, complied by Ewald M., Plass) And Luther,
of course, was recalling the assertion in Hebrews: "For here we have no lasting

city, but we seek the city which is to come." (13s1&, RSV) =
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The Apostle Paul in his First Letter to the Corinthians speaks at length about

death, And then he relates death and our fear of death to the fact of our sin,

Ultimately he exclaimss:

When the pwrlsﬁ?plo puts on the imperishable,
and the mortal puis on 1mmor$#11fv, then shall come
to pass the saying that is writeen?
"Death 1is Svallowed up in victory.
0 death, wha=e is thy victory?
0 death, where is thy sting?”
The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is
the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the
victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.,
(I Cor., 15:154=57, RSV)

In that faith the Christian is taught so to live, that he may dread the grave

as little as his bed.

Just a few weeks ago #bigail Yan Buren printed a piece by Henry Scott
Holland that expresses for the Christian this confidence in God's Eternity:
I am standing on the seashore. © ship spreads her sails to

the morning breeze and starts for the ocean, I stand watching

her until she fades on the horizon, znd someone at my side says,
"She is gonejd"

Gore where? The loss of sight is in me,not in her.Just at” the
moment when someone says, oShe is gone,” there are others who
are watching her coming. Other voices take up the glad shout,
"Here she comesi"”

And that is dying. (Dec. 24, 1981)

Does that help dispell the dread of death?

Let us be honest and admit that there is a lot off xmExxE saccarhine

and sentimental nongsense about death. No one of us should become so sentimental
as to deny that we are confronted by a vast and dreadful mystery., In moments

of death we sometimes &Vthe fiend voices rase, and death for many is an
agony. This morning I do not have a photo album showing you in living color
pictures from the other side of this 1life., Just being born is for all of us

a risk that we did not undertake ourselves, From somewhere all of us have to
summon the courage to accept our mortality, and to grapple with the fears of
dying. There are qu1te a few people who flnd llfe more fearful and devastating

¥

in its burden than they fear death, 50 they take thelr own lives, Many of

them are distressingly younges But however we may regard our own deaths, there
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are ways of coping with it. I am not here thls morning inclined to describe
502 o Colhtn Strests awd Dalmy shiyes,

for you even in spiritual terms what heaven and eternity might be likeq\ﬂather

I would like to hEXmxyuu

(Help) you live, that vou may dread
The grave as little as your bed;

Pne words of Thomas Ken in this beloved hymn are most helpful. Let us think
of what they suggest,
e
To hegin with, we do have %o =2dmit, do we not, that we have a certain
dread. But we ought to hear what the late great theolocizn Martin Buber

had to say about dread, "Dread,” declared Buber, "is the gmteway to God."

—

Suvposing that we lived in this world without any dread whatsoever,
What would you learn? How could you learn, anything? Remember, too, the words

of that other beloved hymn:

*Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,
And grace my fears relieved;

How precious did that grace appear

The hour I first believed!

Could it be by grace that we learn to fear? How does a child ever learn about
the dangers of traffic in a heavily traveled intersection, Bf some dread is
not instilled?

One of the most astute theologians of our time is Joseph Sittler, now
quite advanced in years., Secently his probZings about death were recalled:

The #fesr of death, I'm convinced, is at the

bottom of all apprehensions. To say of any of us

that we do not fear death is a lies To be human is

to fear death., To love life is to hope znd to wish

not to leave it. And all people fear death. I think

that is one of the most creative fears there is

because it bestows a value, an affection and a gratitude
for life which otherwise there would not be. That is
'what the Psalm (90) means by the statement, "So teach

us to number nur days that we may get a heart of wisdom,"

° L] L] ] . .

At the heart of the Christian message is the affirm-
ation that God himself enters our dying o «  «This means
that the Christian faith does not abolish or eliminzte the
fear of death; rather it erects, along with it the confession
that ' God is the life of 1ife, God does not findlly die.

If any man's life be a participation in theeternal life
of God, his lifg is also a part of that which is not
destroyed., (Christian Century, Sept. 26, 1979, p.917)




1ast summer when we were visiting our daughter in Tulsa I had
a delightful %ime every day with my little four-year old granddaughter,
Abby, in the swimming pool., She is just like a little guppy in the wate¥!
My daughter, Debby, tells me that when she first started to test the water
she was terribly afraide. But last summer she simply exhausted hér grandfather

who went swimming'y/ with her. She positioned me in the water gnd s

a7 ﬁm’ Upﬁﬂl she Jumﬂp‘f)
delighted in jumping in, knowing that no matter how deep the waterqd I would

catch her. Over and over again she would climb up out of the water and
woull be
immediately jump again = right at me, knowing that I wee there to catch her,

She had total trust that I would catch her, and that I would not let her

sink., Perhaps that is the kind of faith that we can have, not in each other,

Pitehoie and lurchme
but in Cods As the followers of Christ we can keep jumedme into all Binds

of risks and adventures because we believe that God is there to uphold us.
And then there is the final leap into death. In the faith we have been given
in Christ, all of us might very well go to bed tonight singing in our hearis:

All praise to thee, My God, this night
For all the blessings of the 1ight:
Keep me, O keep me, King of kings,
Beneath thine own almighty wings.

Teach me to live, that I may dread
The grave as little as my bed;
Teach me to die, that so I may
Rise glotious at the Judgement Day.

Hence,
J"Death is swallowed up in victory.
0 death, where is thy victory?
0 death, where is thy sting?
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An intellizent and well-informed dread, then, can lead us to an
understanding relationship with God. We speak of "the fear of God." Were
and unsearchable
we never to dread or fear the unfathomablepgreatness and granduer of God
we would never respect or worship him. o a deep appraisal of life in this
world, a sensitivity to its awe-inpsiring creativeness and the marvels of
human 1life, will lead us to the throne of God. In the fear of God you will
learn, and then your faith will be in him, '
ko M
" Fo 3¢ T i - " T Y, Ty hymn == 3
For another thing the words of this lovely semssmie teach us that we can
be taught so to live that we will not be afraid to die., Indeed, being taught
to live will teach us how to die, graciously, lovingly, faithfully.
Recently a wonderful man who had faced in his own life a serious illness
2
and surgery, and who then had to endure the loss of mm& loved one very close
™
to hé, said to me in the midst of his crises that he did not really have any
fear of dying (Lyle Hill). But do you know what I think is a large measure
of his serenity and strength? I think it is due to his caring for so many
other peop&gy the way he enters into ministry to others, assisting those along
the way who could not possibly make it without his caring and concern. I stand
dre.
in awe of his fearlessness of death, but I know that behind that & his
self-giving and concern for others, I think thall is what is meant by being
taught to live so that one will fear the grave as little as his bed. As
a pastor I see this witness, this grace, this strength over and over,
Facing death, then, without dread, is a matter of our Christian faith.
(N ed]
Frederick Bmechner, the talented novelist who writes weselm a Christian
perspective; has this faithe At the age of 53 he muses about death:
I know no more now than I ever did about the far
side of death as the last letting=-go of all, but I begin
to know that I do not need to know and that I do not
need to be afraid of not e knowing. God knows, That
is all that matters., ("All's Lgst, All's found,” in "How

My Mind Has Changed" series, “hristian Century,March 28,
1980’ pﬁ 2814') f =

If you can balieve that God knows and that God is good, then you need have

no fear of death, for God is good, and God is great. You can let-go.



