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                          This sermon is dedicated to two people who recently died:

William Reardon (Dec. 27, 1920 — Oct. 14, 2010), playwright, novelist, teacher, and father of my good friend playwright Dennis Reardon
Actress Jill Clayburgh (April 30, 1944 – November 5, 2010), wife of Tony Award winning playwright David Rabe who is Dennis Reardon’s friend.
INTRODUCTION

I have a confession to make . . . . . If you are holding your breath, waiting for some momentous revelation; you can stop holding your breath. Everyone exhale. . . . . My minor confession is this: Since I was ordained, I have written and delivered over 600 sermons, and this may be the first that I have written on the subject of what happens after death. 
I wondered about this. Certainly I don’t avoid the subject of death. In this profession of ministry, I often am present to death. Yet I have to admit that a part of me has the attitude about death expressed by Woody Allen, “It's not that I'm afraid to die, I just don't want to be there when it happens.”


Yet there is a deeper, more positive reason than fear and the jesting at fears like Woody Allen does. The reason that I have not sermonized about death and the afterlife is that the most important questions are not “is there life after death?” but “is there life before death?” To me the most important questions concern how to live the days we have in the most meaningful, conscious, and alive ways we can. So my sermons have focused on how we accomplish living a full, conscious, and moral life with integrity. I recall sometime in my teenage years thinking that my greatest fear was not dying but to reach the end of my days with regret that I had not lived.


Kahil Gibran writes of this attitude about emphasizing life even in the face of death with these words:

If you would indeed behold the spirit of death, 

open your heart wide unto 

the body of life. For life and death are one,

 even as the river and the sea are one.

Death is but the ending of life as we have experienced it since birth. There is no denying it: to be born into this universe of stars and galaxies, and to be born on this beautiful Earth and to live here is to die. Even the stars and the galaxies will die and so too the universe. 


But the contemplation of each of our death’s is not the end of the story; it is the beginning. 

DEATH, NO PROBLEM

Let’s then consider the question of an afterlife. Turning to that contemporary philosopher of the absurd for answers, Woody Allen, again. He said:

The chief problem about death, incidentally, is the fear that there may be no afterlife — a depressing thought, particularly for those who have bothered to shave. Also, there is the fear that there is an afterlife but no one will know where it's being held.  

In truth, however, there is no “problem about death;” death is a fact of life. It happens whether or not we know where it is being held. It happens if we have bothered to shave or not. It happens despite the fact that there is that still uneaten chocolate cake in the refrigerator.


But all of this is talking around the fact of death that to live is to die. We know that life is an ongoing process, and that something in us lives on after we die. I would say, “Yes that too is a fact.” The elements in our bodies will return to the Earth. If we had children, our genetic material will live on. We live in the memories of those who had known us. But that still begs the question: Is there some of each person’s personality and experiences that will live on after death?   


There are really three answers to that question as I see it: first there is life after death–some of the essence of what is me lives on, second there is life after life–this is reincarnation, and finally there is death after life. Of the three possibilities, that there is death after life is the only one about which one we can be absolutely certain.


This is the logical answer of the intellect, but what does the heart say about death? For the heart’s answer, look to the ones who you have loved, who have loved you, and who have passed. Think of them and ask if they live on in an afterlife? What is your heart’s experience? Certainly answers must be there!

EXPERIENCES OF SOMETHING ELSE

Let me related some experiences of the heart that I know about. First my experience, twenty-five years ago my fiancé Eleanor was diagnosed as having a rare form of sinus cancer.  She died six months later–only six months from when we had planned to marry. I was devastated. 


The first inkling that I had there was something of her that lived on after her death was the evening of the day she died when her adult children, her aunt and uncle, my parents, and I were gathered in her dining room, and the doorbell rang. I answered the door to find no one there; rather a whoosh of wind went through the house when I opened the door. Her aunt said, “That’s just like Eleanor, always late to a party.”


These kinds of incidents continued. Six months after that incident, I was in a nearby town on business. My industrial client had a production breakdown and asked me to come back in two hours. I had time to kill so I decided to have lunch in a restaurant where Eleanor and I had our first date. As the waitress led me past the table where we sat five years earlier on our first date, Eleanor’s favorite song came over the restaurant speakers. I was stunned. But that is not all, out of curiosity, I dug out my old calendar when I got home and discovered that it was the very day five years earlier that we had our first date. I had numerous other experiences like those–although not as dramatic.


I was a skeptical engineer and scientist. I took apart the doorbell and fond an electrical short. Yet it had not happened before that moment, and what of the wind that blew through the house? That hadn’t happened before either–nor for the rest of the time I lived there. Also I calculated the odds of all of those events in the restaurant happening at the same time–the equipment breakdown, me deciding to go to the restaurant, the song coming on as I was led past the table were we sat and it being on an anniversary that I wasn’t consciously aware of. Those odds were pretty slim—improbable, in fact. Yet it happened.


I suspect that Eleanor’s spirit was playing Hamlet to the logical Horatio in me saying,

 “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, 

Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

If you are skeptical and wonder if this was imagination, well I too am skeptical, but my heart knows a different truth. 


Another story: John, a UU minister colleague of mine, told me of this incident. He was at the death bed of a man in his mid-thirties who was dying of cancer. The man’s family had left the bedroom. John was praying silently beside the man. John heard a noise at the window and turned to see a chickadee had landed there. His attention turned back to the dying man. At the very instant the man took his last breath, the chickadee flew from the window sill. John took it as a sign that the man’s spirit had flow with the bird. Having experienced the power and poignancy of that moment, John had no doubt that this was a sign that one’s spirit lives on after death.


Such occurrences the great Swiss psychologist Carl Jung called synchronicities. Such simultaneous events occur all the time that seem linked but there is no casual reason for their linkage. They are beyond mere coincidences because there is a significant link between a physical event and a psychological or spiritual state, like a bird flying from a window sill at the moment of someone’s death or the door bell ringing and a gust of wind moving through the house at a person’s death. At some point we must turn from the head to the heart and take a leap of faith. My leap of faith and my colleagues was to affirm that these are signs of a mysterious reality beyond our everyday world and signs that something of us lives on. 
LIFE AFTER DEATH

Well what is there then after death? Is there life after death? Yes, I think so. Is there a Heaven? Seems so to me. Is there life after life? That makes sense as well. The reality of spirit or soul in each human being and each living thing, for that matter, is at the heart of my own spiritual understanding of things. 


As a scientist, I know that when you get beyond the ordinary world of our day-to-day living, things get exceedingly strange. At the very small, subatomic level of quantum mechanics, there are events like non-local effects where information travels instantaneously exceeding the speed of light. And at level of the very large in the universe, at the levels of galaxies, things get strange too–with black holes, for example, where time stops. 


So could it be that there is a place like Alexander Pope describes? Where 

The world recedes; it disappears; 

Heav'n opens on my eyes; my ears 

With sounds seraphic ring: 

Lend, lend your wings! I mount! I fly! 

O Grave! where is thy Victory?
O Death! where is thy Sting?

Jesus is quoted as saying in the Gospel of John, Chapter 14:

“In my Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And when I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.”

I visited a woman who was dying but had lingered for days near death. She told her husband in my presence, “It’s not my time to go; they haven’t finished getting my room ready in Heaven.” She wasn’t joking. Another time when I was a chaplain at a hospital, a dying woman told me several times about a stairway that kept opening in the ceiling of her hospital room and there were lights and people there. Hallucinations? Maybe. Visions of the afterlife? Maybe. There is a spirit in each of us. Something that doesn’t die. It can’t be proven logically, but the heart knows. 

LIFE AFTER LIFE

And what are the possibilities of life after life, of reincarnation? The ancient Hindu scriptures the Bhagavad Gita say: 

Just as a person discards worn out clothes and puts on new clothes, the soul discards worn out bodies and wears new ones.” (2.22)


Is this so? Billions of people think so now and in times past. Several years ago, I became intrigued with the question of reincarnation. The president of the UU congregation I was serving at the time loaned me his copy of a book by psychologist Michael Newton titled Journey of Souls: Case Studies of Life between Lives.
 Dr. Newton used hypnotherapy in his practice to help his patients regress to earlier periods of their lives to uncover repressed, painful memories. He became aware that his patients had repressed memories of events before their births. Delving further, he discovered a remarkable consistency of what his patients reported of their memories before their births. They reported an entire after-world devoted to learning from the life just past prior to entering another life.


And it wasn’t just Dr. Newton’s patients who had these experiences under hypnosis. Dr. Brian Weiss, a psychiatrist, had patients who described similar after life experiences under hypnosis.  Dr. Weiss wrote about it in his book Many Lives, Many Masters.


Also Dr Ian Stevenson, a research psychiatrist at the University of Virginia, “traveled extensively around the Earth for 40 years to investigate over 3,000 childhood cases suggestive of the possibility of past life memories.”
 I don’t have time to relate these fascinating case studies where as a scientists Dr. Stevenson ruled out other explanations before concluding there was something of the personality and memories that survived after death. 


One of his investigations was particularly memorable. Dr. Stevenson visited a boy in Lebanon who had vivid, detailed memories of being someone else.
 When the boy was six, Dr. Stevenson accompanied the boy to the house where he said his mother lived, but it was not his present biological mother but the mother of his memories. The boy went into the bedroom of the young man who he recalled being and who had died several years earlier in a bus accident. The boy went to the closet and took out a hidden 22 caliber rifle saying that it was his gun that he had hidden there. The mother didn’t know the gun was there. The boy had not been in that house before or the town. Dr. Stevenson took great pains to investigate other ways that these memories could be induced in the boy. Only after ruling out all other possibilities, would he consider them as cases suggestive of reincarnation.


Is this fantasy, fraud, subtle clues given by a hypnotherapist to susceptible patients? Certainly possible, I say, but I wonder. There seems to be so much present in these case studies to give us pause, to wonder. 
CONCLUSION

So is there life after death, life after life, death after life? Yes! Yes! Yes! Are my answers. My life experiences, my being with the dying, being with those whose loved ones have died, and my reading and study have convinced me. Yet I return to where I began. It is not so much whether or not there is an afterlife that is important but that we live this present, given life well. Our lives are precious gifts, and we should live in constant awareness of how precious each of us are. My thoughts are best captured by Mary Oliver’s poem “When Death Comes:”

When death comes

like the hungry bear in autumn;

when death comes and takes all the bright coins from his purse 

to buy me, and snaps the purse shut;

when death comes

like the measles-pox; 

when death comes

like an iceberg between the shoulder blades, 

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 everything

as a brotherhood and a sisterhood,

and I look upon time as no more than an idea,

and I consider eternity as another possibility, 

and I think of each life as a flower, as common

as a field daisy, and as singular, 

and each name a comfortable music in the mouth

tending as all music does, toward silence, 

and each body a lion of courage, and something

precious to the earth. 

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 is 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.

Thank you Mary Oliver!

This is my hope for us all:

May each of our lives be real, particular, and full.

May we find a peace in the order of our lives.

May we each embrace life in its fullness–knowing with the mystic 
that all shall be well that all shall be well 
and all manner of things shall be well. 
In a world without end. Amen. 
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