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When Joshua was dying he turned to the tribes of Israel 
and said simply, "I am going the way of all earth." Death 
is the common end. Death is as necessary to life as 
birth. The young need space to try out their wings. 
Death is not pain but the absence of pain. 

When we die our mortal problems are over. In the 
philosophies of the world wise men encouraged people to 
accept death and not to fear it, that they should accept 
their fate with a good deal of graceful courage. Some, 
unfortunately, look on death as a condemnation to 
suffering rather than as a release from suffering. This 
is particularly true in our day when the life span has 
been elongated and many live on into their 90's. Everyone 
wants to hold on to life. We know that when a loved one 
dies the pain is ours and not theirs. There is nothing to 
fear in death. All who have lived before us have died. 

Why do we fear death? Because of loneliness and grief, 
having to walk our way alone is for many a terrifying 
prospect. Is it noble to cry over our pain? It is 
natural for us, but I wonder whether it is noble. Many of 
our feelings around death are colored by a degree of 
self-pity. We do not want to age. We do not want to die. 
We want to live, to live as we do in the fullness of our 
years. This is manifestly impossible for anyone and 
everyone. There are quiet feelings about death which Edna 
St. Vincent Millay wrote about in her poem. 

I am not resigned to the shutting away of loving hearts in 
the hard ground. 
So it is, and so it will be, for so it has been, time out 
of mind: 
Into the darkness they go, the wise and the lovely. 
Crowned 
With lilies and laurel they go: but I am not resigned. 

Lovers and thinkers, into the earth with you. 
Be one with the dull, the ind~scriminate dust. 
A fragment of what you felt, of what you knew 
A formula, a phrase remains, - but the best is lost. 

The answers quick and keen, the honest look, the laughter, 
the love,-
They are gone. They are gone to feed the roses. 
Elegant and curled 
Is the blossom, Fragrant is the blossom. I know. 
But I do not approve. 
More precious was the light in your eyes than all the 
roses of the world. 

Down, down, down into the darkness of the grave 
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Gently they go, the beautiful, the tender, the kind; 
Quietly they go, the intelligent, the witty, the brave. 
I know. But I do not approve. And I am not resigned. 

We are not asked to approve of death. Death is simply part 
of the given. There is no alternative. Resignation is 
probably the best response to death. The aged and dying 
among us rarely complain about death. Complaints come 
because of our own confusion & discomfort. I sometime 
feel that we are too tender-hearted in our solicitude to 
offer words of explanation which do not explain, to excuse 
moping around in tears long after the eyes should have 
been wiped dry, when we should have turned back to the 
challenges of life. The widow in her grief says, "why 
me?" We tend to offer her excuses rather than the simple, 
"why not?" 

To love is to lose. Death deprives us of a cherished life 
companion, not of life itself. To die is not to lose 
everything but to recognize that we never own life, and if 
we have used it wisely our legacy will remain alive long 
after our death. 

So let us pull ourselves together in the face of death & 
recognize that beyond grief there can be a smile, new 
feelings, new responses & new responsibilities, new life. 

We have learned that it takes a great deal of courage when 
we have loved and our hearts are broken to feeling and 
laughter. But the alternative is to live under gray 
skies, under lonely darkness. If you had listened to the 
wisdom of this hour you would have listened to the voices 
of those you loved & lost - strong voices, reminding us 
that we do not live a half life of resignation & despair, 
that we do not live and grieve in tears but for life 
itself, reminding us to find happiness & a way back to the 
land of the living. We can do this only if we put away 
the cramping self-concerns and willingly accept our common 
fate. To live is to know pain & suffering as well as joy. 
The wise know how to accept grief & yet to transcend it. 
If they could speak to us now they would remind us of a 
simple truth. 

Face it--you must--& do not turn away 
From this bright day, 
Intolerably glorious & bright, 
Red-gold & blue by day, white-gold & blue by night. 

Face it, & doing so, 
Be wise enough to know 
It is Death you face, it is Death whose colors burn 
Gold, bronze, vermilion in the season's turn. 

A pure translation, whose impermanence 
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Informs the watching sense 
Not with despair, but memory & praise 
of the three other seasons' perfect days. 

Not only all that lives, but all that dies 
Is holy, having lived, & testifies 
To bravery in season, spirit, man. 
Face it. You must. You can. 

The simple & ultimate truth is that we have no 
alternative. We can live half a life of complaint. We 
can live a full life, recognizing that we will be beaten 
down time & again, but God has placed within us the 
capacity to surmount pain & grief & to continue living a 
full life. 




