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Thoughts on Death: A Christian Perspective

# sermhon preached by Ted Atkinson, Minister, Oxford Presbuyterisn Chursh, Oxford + P& on the third
Sunday after Pentecost, June 12, 1928, Seripture Lessons: 2 Corinthians 4:16-5:10 ; 14-17.

IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AHD OF THE SON AHD OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

Two years ago my brother told us that he had cancer. The doctor gave
hira six maonths to Hve but he's still doing well. Several weeks aga my
oldest sister was disgnosed s having inoperable cancer. Needless Lo say,
I've been thinking & lot about death and rmartality.

We are mortal. We have a narmal life span of same eighty years, moare
o less. And then, in our seventies, eighties, nineties, we die, and this
living body becomes lifeless and cold. Of course, not all of us live thatl
long. Disease, accident ar violence can take us out of this world
prefmaturely. But eventually a1l of us will die and our bady will

dizintegrate and return to the dust of the sarth. When | was younger |
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“didn'TThiRR MUSH this, ot even Wwhen iy father died when | wes 18, 1
knew that all humans are mortal, and that | was & hurar; and | could draw
the logical conclusion. But it never struck horme that | was martal and
that | would die one day. | didn't 7ge/ mortal, | felt strong and healthy. |
could run g half mile in less than two minutes and stay up all night
studying for exams. It was only as | approached farty that | became aware
that P'm mortal,

Last year | took hospice training at the Southern Chester Caurty
Medical Center. One of the things thet we did was get in touch with our
awn feelings shout our mortality. The rationale for this iz that it's
presurnptucus for counselars whao've never thought of the ineyitability of
their @uyr death Lo help terminally i1 people prepare for Z4e/-death. Faor
that very purpose a "Persanal Death Awareness” inventory has been

developed. Here are some of the questions on it
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O How old do you think you'll be when you die?
O what do you expect to die from?
O If you had your choice, how wauld you want to die?

O ‘What sbout dying do you fear: (1} Pain? (2) Frogressive
deterioration and disability? (3) Being left alone? (4) Receiving
inadequate medical care?

O *hat do you most want ta sccomplish before your die?

Answering these questions was an uncarnforiable experience. Despite

ray faith in Christ, thinking sbout my own desth is a bit unsettling. It's

unsettling because desth seers so final, 's unsettling because | value

tigving cantral over the circurmstances of mylife, ohd death s somathing
very much out of my control, It's unsetiling because thaugh I've known
many who've died, the actual experience of dying iz, obviously, ane ['ve
never had. 1U's an unknown, shd the unknown unzettles me.

Paul, however, wasn't unsettled when he spoke of his own death. He
Kney he ".'-.fa-}-: ‘going to die but he was full of courage. He approached death
With trust, assurance and confidence because he was convinced that death
is not & period at the end of life, but o comma. Paul believed that death
introduces us into g deeper and richer cermmunian and fellowship with Gad.
Ceath is like going home. As natural as it is to be reluctant to Teave
behind our physical existence on earth, as Christisne we beligve that the
end of aur 1ife here is the necessary transition to the beginning of & new
life in heaven. Heaven will be home. After living ss nomads on earth in
these tents of our body, our heaverly Father will welcarme us with open
arms to our eternal home where pain and heartache worr't be remernbered,
and where we'll be able to enjoy an intimacy with God and with our laved

gnes that we never thouaht oogsible [f d1na ie 1ika amima beeee oo




there's a paint in my 1ife where even the greatest things become, not
insignificant, but less important. Al of a sudden it seems less important
whether | get a new car or put a new deck on the house.

AS @ young boy | saw the film, "A Night to Remermber” the story of the
sinking of the Titannic. One of the things | remember about that maovie is
that, near the end, some of the people in the 1ife boats heard the doomed
people still on board the Titannic singing as the great ship s1id into the

depths. "Mearer my God to thee, nearer to thee.” They didn't sing, "Farther
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¥alj are now the golden jewelry in my cabin, the treasures in the ship's
zafe, farther away are my loved ones at home" Rather they sensed that in
death they were caming nearer to God

It's not necessary to go down with a ship or to be martally sick or to be
on our last Tegs in order to make this affirmation, "Nearer, my God, to
thee.” We can begin to draw near to God in this life. we enjoy our families
and loved anes, our home, the beauty of Springtime, the sound of music,
beautiful scenery. It would be simply pride and pious snobbery to want to
brush all this aside as worldliness. we certainly wouldn't be honoring the
Giver of all good gifts, but rather affending him. But neither do we cling
to these things and get caught in them. Instead, we find our yeal through
these things to him whao gives us all things, both qood and painful. Al of
life is a drawing nearer to God for one who loves God.

Finally, death is an event for which we must be prepared. It's an event
each of us 7= preparing for every day, whether carefully or haphazardly.
we must be prepared for death because, St Paul writes, "all of us must
appear before Christ, to be judged by him." ‘We have to come to qrips with
that undeniable theme of judgment in Christianity. One day my life will be

shown up for what it is. There'll be no more games of Ride and caalk 1ika
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the one Adarm tried to play in Paradise. Then Il know what was really
important in this 1ife and what was trivisl. 'l become awsre of just how
often I've neglected and ignored Chrizt. Then our Confessian of Sin, which
s0 easily becomes a formality, will hecame a heartfelt reality. Our cne
consolation is this: "We shall all appear befare (Ar7s? to be judged by
i Not before the throne of some unknown chisf-justice but in front of
hirn who "died for all, zo that those who live should no Tonger live for
themselves, but anly for him who died and was raised to life for their
sake."

How are you preparing for your death? Each time | think about rmy own

desth,-l-ask-ryself three questions? —_

O Atn I right in my relationship with God?

0 Am | right in my relationships with my family, my friends, my
co-workers? Are there relationships | need ta reconcile? Are there
waords | need to say?

0O Arm | investing myself in things that will 1ast for eternity?

bwill someday die. 11 have to face death. 1t can't be prevented. But

there's a grest deal | can do, by God's grace, to prepare for L. And the time
to begin healthy and earnest preparation is now. Amen.

Let us pray o Teach us, 0 God, to live as those who are sbout to die; and to dis as those who are

about to Yive, so that whether we Hve or doe it may be unto you who are the Lord of life and death. e
pr-ay thiz in the name of the resurrected Chrrist and for his sake. Amern.



