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Imagine waking up a to the friendly face of Ted Danson, smiling, telling you that you are 

dead . . . but you’re okay . . . you’re in the “good place.”  Fans of television show The Good 

Place know that the truth behind that smile turns out to be far more complicated than 

Danson’s character, Michael, is letting on. This simple, warm exchange begins an ongoing 

comic saga of figuring out just how the Good Place and the Bad Place really work . . . and 

just how fair the system is or isn’t.  

 

What would a fair system for the afterlife look like? According to Michael, all the major 

religions were about 5% right in their descriptions of the afterlife.  What happens after we 

die is one of the biggest mysteries humankind and religious life have wrestled with for 

millennia.  

 

In the book, Life After Death, Farnaz Masumian, gives short summaries of how major world 

religions understand the afterlife.  

 

She describes Hinduism and Buddhism as ancient religious systems with many strands. Yet, 

many followers of both religions believe in an idea of transmigration—that some part of us 

survives to live again. How we live again, in what form and/or circumstances, is determined 

by our karma—the ethical sum of one’s good and bad actions in life. While this, of course, is 

vastly oversimplified, it gives you a sense of one possible system for the afterlife. 

 

In the ancient Zoroastrian religion, the idea of heaven and hell as distinct places emerged. 

In Zoroastrianism, individuals face a judgment at their death to determine the balance of 

their good and bad deeds. For the righteous souls, they cross the Bridge of the Judge into a 

paradise of “the best existence.” (19) However, as the evil souls attempt to cross the bridge, 

their conscience torments them until they leap from the bridge to dwell in “the worst 

existence” of the hell below.  

 

Although ancient Jewish scriptures speak of a hell and a heaven, they are not places of 

eternal judgment. Heaven is the place in which Yahweh (or God) dwells. Hell was literally 

the name of a valley outside Jerusalem where pre-Israelite Canaanites sacrificed their 

children to the god Moloch. (31) It then became the valley where garbage was tossed and 

criminals were buried, creating a negative connotation for Gehenna, or ‘hell.’ Rather, all 

souls went to Sheol. Some later texts divide Sheol into levels for good and bad souls. And, 
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there is also a tradition in some Judaic texts that speaks to a general resurrection and 

reestablishment of the kingdom. Sometimes the afterlife hoped for is not simply for 

individuals, but for whole communities of people. 

 

Within Christianity, the general belief has been of reward and punishment, of heaven and 

hell, as well as faith in the resurrection of souls. For many centuries, Christians would not 

cremate bodies because of the belief that the body would be needed in the resurrection.  

Traditionally, souls are understood to be sorted into the wheat and the chaff, the righteous 

and the evil, the good and the bad. The terms of this sorting vary within Christian 

denominations—is it our ethical actions, an accounting of good and bad that make us good 

enough for heaven? Or, it is our solely our faith in Jesus’ sacrifice of himself that saves us?   

Wrestling with such questions split the Christian church into multiple denominations—

including one of our namesakes:  the Universalists. 

 

The Universalists argued that just as a loving parent would not want to harm their child, a 

loving God would not condemn people to hell. God is love, they preached. All are saved. 

While many embraced this loving God, others condemned such an idea. What would 

motivate people to be good in this life if they were not afraid of the possibility of eternal 

punishment?  

 

Do our beliefs about the afterlife make a difference in how ethically we live our lives in the 

here and now?  

 

As many of you know, I was raised in a conservative Christian family. Of all my 

grandparents, my Grandma Sibley, Betty, was the most fervent and vocal in her faith.  This 

gave her confidence that when she died she would go to be with her Lord and with others 

she had known and loved.  Before she died, she chose a poem to be included in her funeral 

program. It read in part:  

 

 When I come to the end of the road 

  And the sun has set for me, 

 I want no rites in a gloom-filled room: 

  Why cry for a soul set free! 

  

For Betty, she was headed home and this gave her a sense of joy and comfort. And yet, her 

strong and certain faith also caused her great pain. For in her certainty of being on the right 

path, she grieved over those who were not saved, who did not believe as she did. For those 

of us resisting her evangelism, she could feel critical and judgmental.  Even as she prepared 
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to die from advanced cancer, she prepared a final letter making a case for faith and 

salvation, then handed one to all of her family members.  

 

I could not open it. I’m not sure I ever did. I loved my grandmother deeply with great 

affection and respect. And, I know that her letter was a genuine expression of love:  she did 

not want to imagine an afterlife without any of us.  

 

What we believe about the afterlife can have a very real impact on how we live and love in 

this life. 

 

Do you know what you believe?  

 

Some years ago, in my early 20’s, I was in the process of transformation as my conservative 

Christianity gave way to an ill-defined mix of liberal Christianity and secular thinking. The 

first to go was the idea that whole communities of people would be sent to hell for being 

born in places without Christianity. Or, for being born to non-Christian families and being 

raised in a different faith tradition.  Years later I would come to understand this as my own 

emerging universalism—certainly God would not so callously condemn people for being 

born in a Muslim or Hindu or Buddhist country or family?  

 

Slowly, I began to realize that I was no longer thinking much about heaven or what would 

get me there or keep me out of that other place.  And, well, scientific understandings of the 

physical universe had certainly undermined the idea of physical places above the heavens 

or below the earth.  Quietly a sense that this life is all we have had begun to take root.  

While I sometimes grieved the comfort of imagining a heavenly reunion with my beloved 

Betty and others (maybe the chance to actually meet some cool historical figures!), it also 

felt freeing to realign my focus from the next world and the next life to this world and this 

life.  

 

Life is a gift. There is wonder in our multiple capacities to move, to think, to feel, and to be 

in this world. There is joy and sorrow, fear and love. There is the possibility of connection 

and loss, of memory and legacy. There is deep value and meaning in all of this. We do not 

need the threat of eternal punishment or the impact of bad karma on our next incarnation 

to motivate ethical living in this life. Simply being alive and learning to love the people and 

the planet can inspire us to help life flourish.  Or, to put it in Universalist terms, believing 

that God, the ultimate nature of the universe, is Love, inspires us to live in love with others.   

 

On most days and in most ways, this focus on the gifts of life and love are enough for me. 

And yet, my understanding shifts as I listen to so many who have lost a loved one as well as 
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to those facing their own death.  As I listen, I feel uncertainty grow. Death—and what 

comes after life—does not seem to be one thing, but many.  I have listened to people 

describe connections to those who have died. I have heard stories of people feeling 

connected to places and people of other times and places as if they have lived before. I have 

experienced a sense that some souls do feel “old” and others “young.” I have read accounts 

of near-death experiences. I have walked through cemeteries and not felt alone. There is so 

much I do not know about life after death.  There is so much we do not know.  

 

And so, we return to where we began:  what happens after we die is one of the biggest 

mysteries humankind and religious life have wrestled with for millennia.   

 

As a congregation and tradition committed to searching for meaning and supporting one 

another’s spiritual growth, it is not my job to tell you The Truth about the afterlife—unless 

the truth is that we do not in fact know beyond a doubt what happens.  

 

What I do believe is that what we think happens can shape how we live here and now. 

Talking with my mom about her mother Betty’s funeral, she reminded me that when the 

microphone was passed for remembrances, that it went on and on. Person after person 

shared stories of how Betty impacted their life. Even when focused on the next life, we can 

leave a legacy in how we live in the here and now. 

 

So, I don’t know about the good place or the bad place or whether there is simply no place. 

If there is something, my guess is likely no better than 5% right either. What we do know is 

that life and love are wondrous gifts. How we live and love in this world can make all the 

difference for many others. So let us live well here, now. Loving and inspired by love to 

seek justice and the flourishing of life on our shared planet.  

 

So may it be 

Amen. 

 

 


