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 “Life After Death”  

August 25, 2013 

 

 So for my final service this summer, I thought I would end on the nice, light, 

not-at-all controversial topic of life after death.  

 Sitting down to write this sermon, I did what many ministers do, I poked 

around the internet to see what other Unitarian Universalist ministers had written 

on the topic.  

I found some extremely well-researched offerings that spend two-thousand 

or so words giving an anthropological overview of the afterlife as imagined by 

different cultures and traditions throughout human history. Very cool stuff. This is 

not that sort of sermon. 

 I found several reflections on the various options that seem available as 

potential afterlife scenarios. Perhaps we go to a cosmic paradise known as Heaven. 

Perhaps our souls are reincarnated back here on earth. Perhaps our consciousness 

as we have any way of defining it ends when brain activity ceases. Our life force 

continues as our biological substance is returned to the earth from which it sprang 

to feed new life. This isn’t really that sort of sermon either.  
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What every single sermon I discovered concluded with is that we can’t 

possibly know with any certainty what is in store for us when we die. Right. 

Obviously. This is why we’re obsessed with the subject and have been since we 

grew brains large enough to grasp the concept of our own mortality.  

We are apparently finite creatures with infinite imaginations and this 

contradiction has been lurking in the background, and sometimes the foreground, 

of every single thing the human race has ever done.  

But, here’s the strange thing. Something I noticed about my internet search 

of Life after Death sermons is that there weren’t nearly as many sermons on this 

subject as I expected. By and large, Unitarian Universalist worship leaders are 

steering clear of this topic.  

This makes sense on some levels. Because we are not a creedal faith with a 

prescribed stance on what the afterlife holds, it’s not as though we are going to 

come to theological conclusions that allow us to dust off our hands and say, “Well, 

then, glad that’s all sorted!”  

We are a faith that encourages exploration, a faith that values questions, and 

honors mystery. We don’t want to be told what to believe. We want to discover 

answers, or, as a colleague of mine once phrased it, “current working theories” 
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based on our own experiences and the experiences of those we are in community 

with.  

We come together in this community to support each other on the journey 

toward better “current working theories” knowing that our conclusions need not be 

the same and that they can and will change and evolve over time.  

Our differences are not a threat to each other. This is a huge part about why 

our faith is radical. We value diversity of belief. We know we are richer for it. 

Still, I think a lot of Unitarian Universalist ministers rarely broach the life 

after death question outside of pastoral care contexts because there seems to be no 

new territory to really arrive at. We can discuss the various current working 

theories we bring to the table. We can talk about Hades, Valhalla, and Purgatory. 

That’s all interesting, but where do we end up? We have to admit that the grand 

mystery that is death still remains just that. A mystery. And it always will. And 

that irks ministers the same way it irks everyone else. 

 That’s why I liked the Meg Barnhouse essay that I read to you so much. It 

concedes that the mystery will remain a mystery while still unapologetically 

offering up her own insights into the matter. She admits that it is difficult to 

articulate her views on the afterlife, but remains committed to doing it anyway.  

 This is that sort of sermon. 
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Many healthcare workers or family members who have been with a person 

as death approaches have reported what witnessing that experience is like. And 

while every death is unique, certain commonalities often arise. I am adding my 

own voice to this chorus of witnesses. Perhaps you have had a similar experience 

yourself.  

As a hospice chaplain, I am involved in discussions about the afterlife fairly 

often. And these aren’t philosophical debates. These are primal, human fear meets 

human hope, heart-opening, soul-stretching kinds of talks.  

When a patient begins the conversation about life after death, they are often 

asking me what I believe happens, but I prefer to start with telling them what I 

have experienced.  

I have been with many people as they approach life’s end and an interesting 

and often wonderful thing often occurs. They begin to see loved ones who have 

already died.  

This happens so often, that we hospice workers have come to expect it. In 

team meetings, when discussing a patient’s current status and prognosticating on 

how long they might have left, seeing departed loved ones ranks right up there with 

fluctuating blood pressure and increased fatigue as signs we look for.  
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I had heard of this phenomenon before working in hospice, many books and 

papers have been written about the special awareness of the dying, but actually 

experiencing it is really quite something. 

Jean, a patient of ours who we were able to care for many months was 

unique because she remained incredibly lucid throughout most of her dying 

experience. She was able to clearly articulate what she wanted and what she was 

experiencing right up until a few hours before she passed. 

She turned to me during one of our visits and said, “I see my husband 

standing in the doorway.” She paused and then said, “But you don’t see him, do 

you?”  

“No, I don’t,” I admitted. “He’s here for you to see, not me. What’s he 

doing?” 

I had gotten all kinds of responses to this question from other patients in the 

past from, “She’s smiling” and “He’s holding his arms out to me” to “She’s just 

standing there.” 

Jean said, “He’s eating something…” She cocked her head slightly. “I think 

it’s nachos. Why would he be eating nachos?” 

“Jean, I have no idea,” I said and we had a good laugh. 
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Jean’s vision of her husband brought her a great deal of comfort, both for her 

and her family. Instead of saying she was dying, she began to say she was going to 

be seeing Bobby again soon. Her family followed suit, saying Mom was going 

home to be with Dad. 

Jean’s hospice team was also incredibly moved by the experience, myself 

included. Jean had this remarkable combination of peace and curiosity that 

permeated her entire being. She hadn’t been a particularly religious person. She 

approached dying with a hope for an afterlife but no faith in one. Her husband 

coming to visit in her final months convinced her that they would be reunited on 

the other side. She worried about missing her children, but was now sure the 

separation would be only temporary.  

Jean said I helped her in our conversations but I was the one who felt helped 

by our time together. Mostly, I felt I just soaked in her experience and wisdom as I 

sat there wide-eyed and grateful to be a witness to it at all. 

Most of our other patients are a bit more sedated or confused as the end 

draws near yet they often seem to be having experiences similar to Jean’s. They 

reach toward something or someone we, the caregivers, cannot see. Sometimes 

they say a name. Sometime they talk, but not to us. One woman weakly pointed to 

the top of an empty dresser while grinning and saying, “My cat! My cat is back!”  
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Steve Jobs’ sister reported that Steve’s last words offered to his family as his 

gaze grew distant, were “Oh wow. Oh wow. Oh wow.” 

So what do these experiences mean? They might be exactly what they 

appear to be. Departed loved ones coming at our time to leave this life to usher us 

into the next. If there is a more beautiful thought to be had, I’d like to hear it. 

But these experiences can be explained away, too. Perhaps these visions are 

the side effects of morphine or a distressed brain. A recent study was just released 

from the University of Michigan that attributed near death experiences to the surge 

of electrical brain activity that occurs approximately 30 seconds after the heart 

stops. 

Personally, I don’t see why these realities are presented as mutually 

exclusive.  

My husband, who gets to hear about my hospice adventures on a daily basis, 

both of the wondrous and markedly less so variety, has a delightfully pragmatic 

response to these stories of loved ones appearing to escort us to the great beyond. 

“It’s fantastic,” he says. “Because either it’s all real and we will be going to 

a place of love and light with the people we love  
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or our dying brains will perform some amazing 11
th
 hour hat trick that 

makes us think we are in order to give us comfort and peace. Either way, there’s 

nothing to be scared of.” 

I told you he was pragmatic. 

I hadn’t thought of death like that until he phrased it that way, but I guess he 

has a point of sorts. It is comforting to think that even if there is no afterlife, our 

brains spend their last bit of energy giving us a nice send-off. 

It also drives home just how precious our beliefs about life after death, 

whatever they may be, are to us. Because my when my husband first said that, it 

sounded cynical to my ears. Of course it matters what the truth is, I thought.  

I have pitched my tent in a similar camp as Meg Barnhouse. She writes, 

“Sometimes I think my soul will float in an ocean of love. Will I recognize old 

friends, family, who have gone on ahead? I don’t know. I think I will know they 

are there. I will know this: there is not now nor was there ever any separation 

between us. I will know that they were with me as strongly when I was alive as 

when I’m part of the leaves.” 

That resonates with me. I believe we come from wholeness, a unifying love 

that melts away all notion of separateness and we shall be returning there. What 

that means for our individuality, our egos, I have no idea.  
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I have a hope, a fervent wish perhaps, that the truth of what lies beyond 

death is far grander and more beautiful than our limited human perspective can 

even begin to comprehend. I have had this hope burning inside me since I can 

remember.  

My time being with the dying feeds the fire of this curiosity and also fills me 

with a solace I can’t quite explain. Each time I am with someone who slips from 

our reach, I am comforted to think there is someone waiting on the other side to be 

another gentle companion on the next leg of the journey.  

Of course, just like every other person on this side of breathing, I’m just 

going to have to wait and see. 

Please join me in saying, “Amen.” 

 


