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The presence of death is simply part of life. For some of us, the presence of death makes 
itself known when we are young, perhaps through the death of a grandparent or even a 
parent. Others of us may have encountered death in midlife—some experiencing the 
tragedy of losing a child way too young. And still others may not have known death in a 
close way until they and their age cohort began to age, losing parents, then friends and 
spouses.  
 
In my life, I had the extraordinary privilege of having all four of my grandparents as part of 
my life for much of my adult life. My first grandparent, Betty, died fourteen years ago and 
my last grandparent, Zane, died last March. I was there when Betty died. A vibrant woman 
with a deep love of Jesus, Betty died in hospice in my parents’ home. Harold, her beloved, 
charming husband of sixty-three years sat beside her, holding her hand.  My parents and I 
sang some of Grandma’s favorite hymns, watching her labored breathing, waiting for the 
stillness that signaled her death. She was 83. I was 33. 
 
Since that first experience of death, my role as a minister has brought death closer in many 
ways. Sitting with a grieving family as we plan a service is one of the most intimate and 
meaningful parts of my ministry.  Walking into a hospital to be part of raw and difficult 
moments of crises is humbling. Pretense and superficial concerns dissolve in such 
moments. All that remains are the bedrock emotions and connections that link us to life 
and to one another.  
 
And yet, being in such intense and intimate moments can be difficult—even just as a 
witness to the pain of those closest to the dying and deceased. While the process of 
becoming a minister attempts to prepare you for the tasks of pastoral care, hospital 
visitations, and officiating memorial services, there are of course some things only 
experience teaches.  As a middle-aged woman and as a minister, the reality of death seems 
less and less far away. And, as I have officiated services for people of all ages, the reality 
that death can appear at any time, in any decade of life, has shifted my calculations about 
the possible timing of death.  
 
With all this deepening experience of death, as I left on sabbatical last fall, I felt heavy with 
the weight of my own grief . . . and my growing fear of death, which my psyche no longer 
suppressed as well. Because my sabbatical involved family history research, I found myself 
walking through cemetery after cemetery. After weeks and then months of wandering 
through graveyards, I realized that my wandering was also a search for making my peace 
with death. How, after all, could I be a minister if I did in some way find peace with the 
reality of death? 
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Walking through these graveyards in search of ancestors, I felt the inevitability of death. 
Row after row of stones made it clear:  in the end, death will win. I felt a shift deep within. 
No longer was I attempting to resist the reality of death or imagine escaping it. I gave up 
that particular existential fight. Instead, I began asking how to live knowing that my life was 
inescapably finite. How does one live knowing that death is inevitable?  
 
In part, we live just because we do. Our brain keeps telling our lungs to breath, our heart to 

beat, our eyes to blink. Our stomach grumbles in hunger. Our muscles ache for rest or for 

movement. As physical creatures, we are complex organisms with processes wired in many 

ways to simply live. And, in some way, our emotional and spiritual will to live is interwoven 

with the physical experience of being a material being.  At times, grief and loss may disrupt 

our appetite for food, for sleep, for life itself. And at other times, our bodily need for light, 

for movement, for food, for rest, may bring us away from the flood of emotion and into the 

basics of living, hour by hour, meal by meal, day by day.  

 

Some of this process of going through the motions of life amidst grief is present in the 

poem, “The Aunt” by Mari Evans. She writes, “When your mother dies/your aunt comes 

in/to make sure your/ribbons are straight/your hair/is combed right/and your legs/are 

not ashy.” Sometimes we keep on living in the presence of death because someone carries 

us through our grief. Sometimes we can live after a death because we are loved back to life.  

 

And yet, sometimes it is not our grief that interferes with our living, but our fear. The fear 

of death can threaten to shrink our engagement with life. How tightly do we hold our 

children in a world full of risks? How do we let them drive away in a car alone? Or leave for 

college? How near do we hold our spouse or partner or friends? When do we ask another to 

pull back on risky behavior and when we do sit quietly with our fear? When do we push a 

loved one to make a doctor’s appointment or seek treatment and when do we respect their 

choice to forgo it? When does our own fear keep us from making an appointment or from 

taking a step we judge as risky?  

 

How do we balance living with the reality of death? 

 

When I wandered through those many cemeteries, I realized a second thing. Death may be 

inevitable, but life moves on and on. In my travels, I followed the westward migration of my 

ancestors from Massachusetts to upstate New York to Indiana and Ohio and finally to 

Michigan.  As I moved from cemetery to cemetery the dates became more recent, the 

inscriptions easier to read. On one clear, December day, I stood at the grave of Betsy (Call) 

Locke in Salem Center, Indiana. Two days later, I kneeled beside the grave of her daughter, 

Jerusha (Locke) Root in Coopersville, Michigan.  Standing in this cemetery, I could look 
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across the field to the house where Jerusha’s granddaughter Virginia, was born.  I grew up 

hearing, Virginia, my grandmother, tell stories of her childhood on this farm.  

 

These cemeteries were a place of death, but they were also places marking the baton of life 

moving from generation to generation. The march of dates forward reminded me that the 

thread of life through parents, grandparents, aunts, nieces, and more continues through the 

decades. Today…I am the one standing here, feeling the cold winter air and squinting from 

the bright sun.  

 

Today . . . I am alive. Today . . . I am not yet in my grave. Today . . . my story is still open.  

As the poet Mary Oliver asks, what will I do with this one wild and precious life? 

 

I will live. I will embrace this life that is finite. I will live knowing an end will come, but until 

then I will do my best to savor this gift of a day and another day.  

 

Last week Kate used a two-sided scale to demonstrate the idea of balance in her Time for 

All Ages. She showed how the two sides will tilt above and below one another unless 

weighted evenly. If we were to put the full weight of death on one side of the scale, what 

might possibly even the scale? What could balance out the grief, fear, and terror that so 

often accompanies death?  

 

I imagine death as a singular weight of great size and density on one side of the scale. And I 

suspect that what best balances the scale is not a single item of great value, but rather a 

huge volume of many, many gifts of life. 

  

What helps to balance your scale? Skiing down a mountainside under a blue drenched sky? 

Sitting beside a loved one, holding hands during a concert? The sight of an infant calm in 

their sleep? The news of remission? The taste of a fine red wine or the snap of cold 

lemonade on a hot summer day?  

 

On balance, I believe that life with its many gifts outweighs death.  

 

This is not to say that there are not sometimes tragic and seemingly pointless deaths. I 

know this congregation has felt the deep pain of lives cut too short.  In the face of such soul-

wrenching loss, I imagine that the only way out from the full shadow of death is by 

following the beckoning call of love back into life. Life may be forever altered—for how 

could it be the same?—and yet life with its breath in and out, its sunrise and sunset, its 

meals, and its rest remains. Life with the laughter of children, the love of friends, and the 

song of birds remains. Life and all of its gifts remains.  
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Life is a gift. A fragile, finite gift. Realizing this need not paralyze us in fear. It can also set us 

free to savor life, noticing its gifts, caring for all that is precious in our lives.  

 

In the ancient text of Song of Songs, the poet sings, “love is strong as death.” Perhaps in 

balancing the scale with death, there is no better weight than love. Love for those who 

make our lives full. Love for the simple gifts that surround us if only we are able to notice. 

Love for those who may now be gone, but whose life showered us with gifts when they 

lived…and still bathe us with memories.  Love for the hard-won lessons that made us who 

we are or opened paths we may never have taken. Love shows up in so many ways.  

 

Today we are here. Today we are alive. Today we can love and are loved. 

 

Death will come on some unknown day. 

Until then, how shall we live? 

 

Amen.  

 

 

 

 


