DEATH ISN'T TERRIBLE

By REV. DANIEL A. LORD, S.J.

THE Letter was indignant and at the same time @gtinonest. It sailed into me with
clenched fists, for the writer was angry, puzzlednoyed with me and perplexed with
God.

| had recently written a little piece about the baythquake in Chile. | mentioned the
horrible fact that the great Catholic country hagkd torn open by an earth tremor that
was less a tremor and more a convulsion and that@msequence churches had been
destroyed and some thousands of people killedthdl1 used as prelude to an appeal to
American Catholics to play good neighbour to outhGhc fellow-Americans below the
Isthmus.

The letter, it seems, was written after that pieed been read. But the writer paid
little attention to my appeal for charity. He pickeut quite another factor.

“Oh, yes,” went the letter, after a preamble: “Bé& happy to contribute to suffering
Chilean Catholics. But what puzzles me is how adg@od can wipe out thousands like
that in a frightful earthquake. Men can be chaléakare in fact obliged to be—but God
can shake the earth and hurl thousands headlomgheir graves. It doesn’t make sense.
Death like that is a terrible thing.”

BACK TO EGYPT.

| read this letter with a sharp throwback to anotleé&er | had received some years
ago. That letter came from a non-Catholic young wontShe had for some time been
flirting with the idea of becoming a Catholic, atltbugh personally | knew her but
slightly, our correspondence had assumed consikgebaitk as back and forth we argued
the claims of God and the position of the Churdhalfy | got a brief note from her. It
simply said: “Maybe | would be interested in retigiand the Church if it were not for
Pharaoh’s soldiers.”

That stumped me. What in the world had the soldéthe long-dead kings of Egypt
to do with this girl’s finding faith in God and HiShurch? It sounded as silly as if she
had said, “I'd be a Catholic except for the facittbrass and Easter eggs are such a funny
shade of green,” or “I'd accept God if it werendrfmy worries about the neglected
penguins of the South Pole.” Pharaoh’s soldiersFaith?....... Whatever was the
connection?

My answer was a politely phrased demand for furdrdightenment. That came very

promptly.

“GOD IS CRUEL”

| can’'t accept a God,” she stormed, in too flipptorim, “who would do the cruel
thing that your God did to the poor Egyptian ar®f, I'm perfectly willing to admit that
the Pharaoh was probably a bad ‘un. He was a tyaatan oppressor and a villain. He
treated the Jewish people like dogs, and he desewerything God did to him. So when
he got himself nicely right in the midst of the R&da and God blanketed him under the
waves, God did the right thing!

“But what about his soldiers?

“They probably had no resentment or grudge agdmesfews. They got their orders to
pursue the fleeing Israelites, and they had to -ebayelse. I'm sure it never occurred to



any of them that they were ‘doing wrong. They plaipavere entirely guiltless of any
sin. And what happened? They get into the midsthef Red Sea, and suddenly God
drowns them all along with their king. | could seky God drowned the guilty Pharaoh.
But | can’t believe in a God who wiped out a lotsmidiers whose only crime was that
they obeyed orders and who were plunged into deatthe prime of life and with not a
chance to save themselves. Frankly, | don't likery@od.”

RESENTMENT AGAINST DEATH .

You see though they were very differently phragkd,two letters really were much
alike. In substance they both maintained that death a terrible thing. But God is the
author of death. Therefore God is a sort of masrkto put it in gangster language.

Of course the letters interested me chiefly becdlisg are typical of a widely held
point of view. A popular novel of a few years agGrapes of Wrath,” describes the
attitude that a certain group of poverty-strickemekicans have toward death. If an old
man died, they did not much mind his resting iraager’s grave in a potter’s field. After
all, he had known the joys of life; he had tastechs of its good things; he had at least
lived. But when a child died, everyone, friends aetjhbours and chance acquaintances,
contributed to pay for a real funeral. The poorl€hhey thought, had had nothing out of
life, so at least they would give him a fine fuder@ince he had been cheated of
everything else that life could offer, they werdeadmined that he would not be cheated
of a coffin, a marked grave, the pomp and circuntstaof a dignified burial.

ANGRY WITH GOD.

Sometimes one is amazed to find how many people ltgwven up God simply
because of the death of a person they loved. Agydwsband loses his wife; he lifts his
fist and curses the cruel God who snatched thisrghier beauty and her romantic love,
and he kneels to Him no more. A mother holds haddshild against her heart and feels
that heart turn bitter in hatred. She can no lohgex the God who killed her baby.

That note runs through much of modern literatureatD is a cruel, vicious, relentless
enemy; it stalks the human breed and in the entth @ne last hyena laugh, claims its
victim; a God responsible for so ugly an enemy nilistself be ugly.

So you walk through cemeteries that are supposembitain the bodies of buried
Christians, and you find there the most frankly gra@f death the destroyer. Death is
symbolized by a broken column; life has been snthsimel ruined by the blow of cruel
death. Death is an extinguished torch—the lightwwadnth and brightness of life ended.
At the tomb stands a weeping angel, his—more fretijyber—head bowed in hopeless
grief. Death is presented snatching the chisel flloenhands of the great sculptor. Death
binds the eyes that once were bright in love arittipation. Death is the grim reaper,
who cackles in the back of his skeleton throat @swings his scythe. And wheat and
Weeds and summer flowers all fall as his cruel dladings through the once-golden
fields.

THE END.

That note of hopelessness in the face of deathrighsthrough the words of modern
writers. Another novel of a few years ago, “And [Tl Time,” is concerned with upper-
class people in the southern United States—all heimt or the majority of them
Episcopalians—of  Civil War days. The book is suétly long to make it necessary
for a fair number of the characters to die. Theg, @nd that's pretty much that. Their



days are done. Their story is sealed when the spaalty pats the last black clod of earth
on the grave. They lived richly or poorly, splergidr cheaply; but the outstanding fact
is that they have lived, they have died, and wehth their story is cut short, a history
without a real conclusion.

Now man is always going to think about and be tledlby death. And always he is
going to look around for reasons that will make tdeperhaps a little less terrible.
Thornton Wilder did this in his very successfulypt®ur Town.” The last scene is laid in
a graveyard, the sad little cemetery of Grover'snécs in New Hampshire.

HOPE SPEAKS.

The stage manager, who is really the principal attar of the play, leans against the
proscenium and, after telling us what people argetithere says, with an obvious effort
at reassurance:

“Now I'm going to tell you some things you know eddy. You know'm as well as |
do; but you don’t take’'m out and look at'm veryesit | don’t care what they say with
their mouths—everybody knows that SOMETHING is e&ékr And it ain’'t houses and it
ain’t names, and it ain’'t earth, and it ain’'t el stars . . . . everybody knows in their
bones that SOMETHING is eternal, and that somethamyto do with human beings. All
the greatest people ever lived have been tellinthasfor five thousand years and yet
you'd be surprised how people are always losing lobiit.”

That is consoling. But once Mr. Wilder lets the dlea the cemetery take over, we
begin to think less highly of that eternal existetitat follows death. His dead are a little
too like the pale, flitting ghosts of a spiritusiisseance. They don’'t seem to be able to
get away from the cold earth of the grave. Theyaoely are taking a lot of time to find
the Christian heaven.

SOME REASSURANCE.

Still that play is just one of the modern attemptprove that death isn't terrible. One
might expect it from the author of “The Bridge @&rSLuis Rey.” You remember that that
novel was the record of what seemed a horriblestragghe. A group of people on a
bridge were plunged to death when that bridge Té¢le onlookers and the relatives cried
out, “How cruel of God!” But a little probing intthe lives of those people proved that
God had chosen precisely the right moment for efi¢chem to die. They had had enough
of life. They had reached or passed life’'s climhx.each case death was merely the
crowning of a life quite completed, an existenagehyi rounded off.

KINDLY DEATH.

Another attitude taken to convince us moderns tlegtth is not terrible is the one
found in those successful plays “Death Takes addgli and “On Borrowed Time.” If
death stopped short his operations, runs the drathasis, the world would be a horrible
place. Death is not really terrible; death is mfetcigentle, kind. The earth is full of
misery and unhappiness, and death, dear and bem¢ddath, releases men and women.
If death stopped, went on a holiday, got caughihenbranches of some magical tree, the
poor old woman struggling in the last stages ofteanvould have to continue on in her
torture; the man smashed in the machinery at thet mlouldn’t find merciful release in
death but would be obliged to continue in the agoinyain; the old man tired of the load
of his years could not lay down his load in endless; the beautiful girl along whose
path lie a thousand ugly, vicious things would havevalk that path from which death



might chivalrously have snatched her.

In other words death is kindly, not because whagires is dear and beautiful, but
because like some black-armoured knight he rescw#sand women from the dragons
and racks and, dungeons and torture chambers tbf. &eath is merciful because death
is the end of this annoying, oppressive, wearis@genizing life.

Personally | find all that pretty poor reason foinking of death as a great benefactor.
Release from life is often an apparent blessing.nBere release from life is a turning out
of the light, and I'm not one to think that darkeeés charming or beautiful or warm.

AN OLD FEAR.

Now no real Christian ever thinks that death islbés.

The modern viewpoint on death is not modern atlalk as old as paganism. It's a
viewpoint that would have been understood by thaesuh Babylonians, who clung to life
because it was warm, and dreaded the grave bettauas cold, and looked forward to
the future with troubled eyes because it was so@amd uncertain. It's a viewpoint with
which a Roman Emperor could have sympathized éntieath was a mighty enemy,
the one enemy his sentries could not drive awaw ftiee palace door, the one foe who
would snatch the laurel wreath from his forehead aimble him down like an un-
balanced sack of grain on to the mosaic floor sfthrone room. A pagan mother holding
her dead child in her arms, certain that she wawdder see that child again, would
understand the bitterness in the heart of the nmoohether who had lost her child. Dead
love was for a pagan a love finished and done with.

Oh there was something behind the grave. They alésre of that. They knew that
they would live. But how? In what form? What asswes had they that life was worth
having? What certainty of seeing their beloved magef caring and being loved, even
should there be in that misty land of the shadek aureunion?

The unknown, the uncertain is almost always tegridind what lay beyond death’s
felling stroke was unknown, uncertain. So the palgaked on death and turned away
hurriedly to forget if possible the unforgettabte, brush aside with war or work or
pleasure or money or friendship or love the gaiguré that finally caught and pulled
with relentless insistence the nervous hand

ONLY EARTH .

The pagan only knew this earth. And death tookoélthat. So the poets sighed
wistfully as they looked upon the calm, gorgeousdautiful woman and thought of her
inevitable decay. The rich man sat among his tregsand watched each opening of the
door that might admit the beckoning figure of deatho would snatch him away from
all this comfortable, reassuring wealth. The schai@d to crowd his days and nights
with learning; there would be no further learningem his brain chilled at death’s icy
touch. The mother held her children in fiercely tpotive arms; if death once caught
them, they were gone from her forever.

And all the time around the pagan the flowers wiltsnd died, summer went down
into the symbolic death of winter, bells tolled tbe passing soul, the face of the young
bride became the withered mask of death-expectgmtthe strong man stumbled for the
last time and dropped out of sight into the edfh,slaves stood above the master before
whom lately they had cowered and knew that theyewsw the strong ones—for they
had life, and he was now a slave to death.



All the phrases that paganism has constantly associwith death are phrases of
horror. Death was inevitable. They hated it. Itk@way from them the dear richness of
earth. Be they the pagans of yesterday who crdmadrecks at newly-erected pyramids
or walked back from the funeral of Alexander or #ssassination of Julius Caesar, or the
pagans of to-day who ride in twelve-cylinder carsnmunt the lecture platforms of great
universities—pagans have always seen in deathrtéeg the robber, the relentless foe
of man’s happiness.

THE IMPORTANT IF

Well obviously enough IF earth were all, then deattuld be terrible. Or IF the future
held only the wraithlike existence expected by péga, death would be cruel.

Christ caught that viewpoint when He said that eaimes like a thief.

Obviously what Christ was thinking of was the unestedness of death. Certainly no
one ever expects the arrival of the thief. Cerjaimb one ever expects the arrival of
death. The thief prowls around the darkened hodsefinds a slightly open window.
Noiselessly he -slides it upward. With skilled quwe throws a leg over the sill, poises
for a moment above the quiet room, drops like aupain the carpet. He has come, and
the family sleeps on unconscious of his arrival.

Christ, master of words that in a compressed seatgive an entire picture, could
have selected no more perfect figure of speechhtninexpected coming of death.

THE GREAT THIEF.

But as far as the earth is concerned, Christ w#te qu agreement with the pagans.
Death was and always will be a thief. He stealsftbe rich their riches and from the
poor their poverty. He strips the strong of theéresgth and the weak of their last faint
struggle. He tears away the mask of beauty anghledd of power. From the famous he
steals the fame of which they were so sure. Heesragth scratching finger names from
tombs and records from history. He asks the houdehdor his newly erected house. -
He forecloses his mortgage on the factory. He tdkes skills from the artists, their
voices from the singers.

SIMPLE CONSEQUENCES

Trite? Stale? The sort of thing that everyone lzd Because everyone has known it
from repeated experience? | quite agree.

But all thisl merely repeat because if earth were all thenhdeauld be terrible, as all
thieves are terrible when no bars can keep thenawditno law can clap them into safe
confinement and no vigilance is strong against thlalful, depredations.

But the simple reasoning of the man who has bdigkry different. There is a God,
who is Our Father.

That God has placed in our soul the desire forgqueHappiness.

He has guaranteed that we will find that perfeqigi@ess in the immortality that is
ours.

For we shall find that death is only the beginnifidjfe.

Our real life starts when death, having openedlriee black door that is the grave,
has ushered us into the presence of Our Fatheisnhdeaven.

THE UGLY OBVERSE.
All that of course is the exact, opposite of wHa pagan believes and the doubter



cherishes as the truth about man’s destiny.

The unbeliever, the pagan of today who has givemalufaith and hope of anything
beyond the horizon of this life, has a reasoniragess that is brief, ugly, and terrifying.

There is no God.

Hence for man there is no immortality, no life afieath.

Therefore death is the end. It is the full stopislthe last chord in the unfinished
symphony of man’s discordant existence. It is taeqal placed at the conclusion of one
instalment of a serial story that has no final ¢bagt is the cutting of the fragile thread
by which man hangs suspended between two blacknhesse the dropping of a man s
body into a deep cut in the earth. It is the drogpof man’s personality into the swift
quicklime of human forgetfulness.

If this is true, then death is terrible.

FEAR WITHOUT REASONS.

But | am alarmed to think that some people who Haita share the horrible pagan
idea that death is terrible, when their faith anelit reason should lead them to such an
entirely different conclusion.

Let's look at the Christian viewpoint once morsal” once more” because | am frank
enough to admit that there is nothing even slighiyv in what | have to say. | am
repeating what civilized man has known for almosb tthousand years—Christ’s
revelation about death—and what the Jewish peapléwiice that long before our era
knew, though in less perfect form and without tdead clarity that came from Christ.

| repeat it simply because | know that we Chrigtisime surrounded by pagan foggy
thinking and emotional despair. We hear pagansd=dkh terrible. We unconsciously
echo their bleak hopelessness in the depths dfaptized souls.

Catholics, incredibly enough, do just this. Asfien-Catholics.... .

TURNING FROM DEATH.

Well just the other day | had what | felt was agicaexperience. Nothing external
happened. It was just a case of running suddenfcknmto a state of mind that left me a
little sick. The lady is charming. Occasionally siteends a Protestant church. She is of
course a Christian.

Said |, suddenly, in the course of the conversatibray | ask you a question?" She
was graciously willing. “Do you ever think of lifafter death?*

She looked frankly puzzled.

“Don’t you ever,” | persisted, “think of the day wh this life of yours will end and
your life beyond this life will begin?”

She shook her head slowly.

“No,” she said, with quiet emphasis. “I don't like think of death. | never do.”

And we turned to a subject that was less unplededrdr than the subject of death.

CHRIST LOOKS AT DEATH
The whole Christian viewpoint should be colouredtiwy sunrise of Easter. The thing
that made death cease to be terrible was the mwo#ilé death the world has ever seen.
That was of course the death of Christ, the ddaihwas meant to end forever the terror
of death.
Christ’s prophetic words about His own death arpartant and impressive.
“I have,” said He, “a baptism wherewith | am to lmgptized; and how am | straitened



until it be accomplished?”

That word straitened meant literally to be tornrap@hrist looking forward to His
death saw it as a baptism of blood. His blood waddr over His body as the waters of
baptism flow aver the body of a penitent. He woaiddially be washed in blood. Yet He
was torn apart with eagerness for that death. $tagif He could hardly wait for it.

Now the death of Christ was meant primarily to e means of freeing us from sin.
But most importantly Christ knew that His death Idooe the means of taking the horror
out of death. He had to die for love of us, Hisltyubrothers and sisters. He had to play
the divine Sidney Carton; He had to stand at thegbf execution, disguised as me, the
criminal who should be suffering capital punishmeBut He was also the brave
adventurer facing the enemy death and disarmingofiinis fearsome weapons, changing
him from a dreaded foe into the beautiful messefrgen God to His exiled children. -

DEATH AT ITS WORST.

So Christ quite deliberately died by the most avikinld of death. He chose to share
our common fate of death. But He chose the sodeaith that mankind could rightly
regard as particularly terrible. He was to die a®jacted failure. In dying, He was to
suffer the most excruciating pain. His death wabda major catastrophe. It was to be
like a horrible drowning only He would be drownedHis own blood and sunk deep in
that hatred which in a tidal wave would sweep Himamd strand Him on the cross. He
was to die in the midst of a frightful storm. Therth was to split and the heavens grow
black and angry around Him—symbol of the storm wilan passion and resentment and
ingratitude that broke in full fury over His body.

From such a death might any man pray to be delivétestory, writing that page into
its record, was to regard that particular deathraguely terrible in all human experience.

VICTORY OVER DEATH.

Yet St. Paul, looking at that death as he moveti witnscious certainty towards his
own martyrdom, could cry out in triumphant joy. Y&hrist had died. Yes: His death
had been indescribably terrible. But because dfdeath all death was swallowed up in
victory. The enemy death was conquered. “O dealiersvis thy victory? O death, where
is thy sting?”

The most terrible death in history ended forevertdrror of death. The most frightful
human catastrophe proved that death is not a ogpagt Christ walked up the hill of
Calvary, paused for a few hours on its top to gfieigvith death and bend death to His
will, and then walked straight on into the suntisat is Easter.

He passed through the fiasco of a criminal’'s deaith emerged the glorified Saviour
of the world: He lay briefly in the tomb of cold atl, to emerge into the radiant glory of
the Resurrection.

WE FOLLOW HIS WAY.

All the Christian world from that day to this hasdwn that the path He trod was the
path of all His followers. They too might walk tlabreviated road of their Calvary.
They would certainly stand face to face with blatdath. They would know the cold
dungeon of the tomb. But they had the Christlikegaiety that immediately beyond all
that was their own Easter. They would follow thgen Christ into the full joy of their
own resurrection.

Death was no longer terrible; Christ had laid @lterrors. The grave was no longer



ugly; it was the short subterranean passagewayatdiat down by shallow steps into the
earth only to mount in steep incline up to the tierof God.

THE MARTYR’S SMILE .

That was the reason why the martyrs smiled wherliding, their jaws lathering and
their claws unsheathed for the kill, bounded irfte arena. That is why they rushed
eagerly towards the stake as if it were a brighthtdighting their way home. The swift
descent of the executioner’s sword served onlyutotice chains that tied them to the
earth of their exile. They smiled at the judge wswemnly pronounced their death
sentence, thanking him for this short cut to tik@ither's mansion.

They listened with understanding and relish to ¢hwg/sterious words of Christ: “He
that shall lose his life for Me shall find it.” Thevere to lose a life that was bounded by a
few brief months to find a life bounded by the eigr of God. They were to lose the
uncertain loves of life to find the immutable losEGod’s angels and saints. Perishable
beauty might be snatched from their dying eyesseheyes would shortly open on the
beauty that was divine. They might lose the lifettudir body; they were winning the
glorious and immortal life of their soul.

If anyone had suggested that their death was kerrihey would have laughed in
happy amazement. Somewhere behind the form ofxeeugoner they saw the waiting
Christ, His arms extended in welcome. The dooihefrtopening dungeon led, not to an
arena, but across a narrow strip of bloody sandkdteps that mounted to the opening
gates of God’s eternal city.

A THWARTED THIEF.

Christian belief has known that death is a thieff & clumsy unskilled thief that
cannot steal anything really worth while.

The ages have never forgotten that honestly dull mbrality play, “Everyman.”
Season after season it is repeated in some theatregtimes in shambling, amateurish
fashion, sometimes under the skilful direction oMax Reinhardt. According to our
modern standards the creaking morality play lacksement and dramatic punch. It is
wordy. It drags. It is not clearly concerned widimy defined person but with symbolic
characters, Wealth, Pleasure, Power, Good Deeds, aaruniversal person called
Everyman.

But the play tells the truth about death, and aumks, whatever the degree of their
sophistication, whatever their racial backgroundinkd in that truth with wistful
eagerness.

For you may recall that in the play Death steadsnfrEveryman everything to which
he clings. Wealth goes, and Power and Pleasureyanth and Beauty, and Strength.
But Death cannot take Everyman’s soul. Nor can IDé&alte his Good Deeds. They will
go with him through death into the land that liegad.

GOING HOME.

To a Christian, death should really be a beautliitng. Death is the trumpeter who
stands on the battlements of God and sounds théhaalsummons the Christian home.
Death is the messenger who comes to the son amthtighter that have been long absent
from their Father's house and says, “It is time rioweturn; your Father is waiting

The lovely story of Cardinal Wiseman’s death isi¢gp of the way in which real
Christians regard death. His biographers tell a$ the old cardinal, surrounded by his



ecclesiastical family, lay dying. Apparently, theadl old gentleman did not realize that he
was near the end so a whispered consultation ntedevatchers decide that they had
better break the news gently but emphatically.

They whispered, as soothingly as possible: “Youiriemce, all men must die; your
time seems to be drawing near.”

The cardinal turned shining eyes upon them. “Y&s,tried, with sudden strength; “I
know.”

They looked at one another in shocked surprise. iMa®ld cardinal perhaps out of
his mind? This was a solemn moment, with deatingjfhis hand to knock at the door.
They were worried. Could it be that he was alredelyrious?

“Your Eminence,” they whispered, “how do you feel?”

“Feel?” How strong the voice sounded! How full @surgent youth! “I feel like a
schoolboy going home for the holidays!”

There was a Christian facing death.

COMPARISONS.

Life is a journey, says the tritest of compariso@arrect. But says Shakespeare,
journeys end in lovers’ meetings. Life would berite indeed if it were a journey that
ended with lovers’ parting and eternal separatBui.the journey doesn’t end that way. It
ends in the greatest of lovers’ meeting—the meetih@od and His beloved sons and
daughters; the meeting of Christ the bridegroonh whie souls He loves unto death and
means to love throughout eternal life.

Life is a battle, says another trite comparisoriil &rrect. Wouldn't it be hideous if
paganism were right and the end of the battle faumdll—victor and vanquished, hero
and coward, commander and private—dead on the dielthttle? But the battle doesn’t
end that way. Death is the victorious soldier'srigios entrance under the triumphal arch.
Death is the final step in the parade, the step lthags the fighter directly into the
presence of Christ, his grateful king and leader.

VICTORY IS CROWNED .

To me death has always seemed a vivid drama ohatiéi victory. The brave soldier
of Jesus Christ, faithful to the commission givem hn confirmation, fights the good
fight to the very end. He has had wounds in plefhough he has driven back the army
of evil, often the army of evil has had him withshack against the wall and his arm
wearily warding off what threatened to be a deatbke. He has known the privations
that come with a campaign He has felt in the pitisfstomach the sickening convulsion
of cowardice. He has known moments when it seerhatihis cause was lost and the
enemy was sweeping on to complete victory.

But he kept on fighting that only fight for whichere is neither treaty nor armistice,
the fight that every man and woman wages on thiéebatd of their secret soul.

Then the brave soldier falls. But the blow is thewbof death and not of mortal sin.
And over his head sounds a trumpet blowing, not_tiet Post, but Reveille. He is dead,
yet he is on his feet. His body lies cold and nmd8es, but his soul swings along paths of
glory. This is no grim trudging back to the trensh® some position that he must hold at
whatever cost to himself. This is no stolid marcghinto another battle. This is the
triumphant parade that follows victory.



WELCOME.

The gates that are the grave swing open. The bligttbreaks about him. Palms of
victory wave over his head. But he has no timeattention to waste on that. For on the
steps of the throne, arms outstretched, a smildismoyal face, stands his waiting king.
The soldier of Christ becomes sharply consciouki®fwounds, of his torn uniform, of
the moments when he was not brave in battle, ofithes when he was a coward at heart
and ready to go over to the enemy. He hesitatedpbly for a second. How can he
hesitate in the face of the welcome that he sefesdRim.

He falls on bended knee. A sword swings throughaih@nd touches his shoulder in
the blow of knighthood. He rises, lifts his headd atands stiffly at attention, and the
arms of Christ the grateful leader hold him close.

This to me is the reality of death. The symbolismerfect. The comparison limps
painfully. For death, victory though it be, is féay more glorious, than any description
could possibly paint it.

ALL BEGINS.

Death is not terrible to Christians, for the quteple reason that for Christians death
is not the end but the beginning. | have nevereqretovered from the joy that swept
over me when for the first time -I learned that @eurch refers to the day on which a
saint has died as his birthday. That is the dayttt@Church always celebrates. The day
on which a saint was born into the life of eartliakatively unimportant. Why celebrate
the start of a life of trial and experiment?

The day that is important is the day on which heddihe blessed day on which he
entered into the life that really matters, the tifeendless joy and complete fulfilment.

Many religious communities have kept that spiritJoly in face of death. In many a
monastery and religious house special wine wasedeown the day when a religious was
buried. Lift your glasses and be glad, brother nsofloast the new saint that has entered
into heaven. Down your wine to honour the gloribappiness that is his.

JUST BEGINNING.

Death the end? Death is just the beginning, thenbety of that Supernatural life that
Christ won for us by His death; the beginning opfiaess that neither enemy nor the
passing of time can take from us; the welding ef tkkman being and God; our entrance
into our heritage, in virtue of which we rightly ggess a mansion set aside for us in the
blessed city by God; the opening of our heartowe Isuch as poets faintly envisage and
lovers vainly surmise; the releasing of our mindsnf doubts and mistiness and the
agonizing struggle to gain some slight glimmerstrath; the rushing forward to dip
endlessly into the inexhaustible fountain of thefhrand reality that are God Himself; the
clasping of hands in the companionship that isGharch Triumphant; the meeting with
God’s angels and saints, who are to be our happyaaions in eternity.

And there on the streets of heaven comes the reumiih those who preceded us in
the journey with the messenger death. We know thm love them. They have never
been really lost to us. They have waited for ounic. And now they clasp us to their
hearts.

And we in turn shall wait to welcome those who witime after our arrival. They are
ours in a love and friendship and companionship dér@ safe from fickleness or
weariness or boredom or misunderstanding or separat



RELEASE.

Death simply releases the soul to the real lif¢hefsoul, the life for which man was
created, the life for which life on earth is bue threliminary trial and experiment. We
lose the shadows of earth to find the substarg@lity in God’s presence. We close our
eyes on the foggy twilight that is our earthly ¢sigce to open them upon the full glory of
light and warmth that shines from the sun of juestic

Of course for most of us there may be the purifyinterval of purgatory. But
compared with eternity, purgatory is just a fliagkegr flame against the wall. For the
reality that all eternity will not change is théelthat opens with the opening of heaven.

BACK TO EGYPT AND CHILE .

Now let's go back to Pharaoh’s soldiers and theimg of the Chilean earthquake.
God flung those men and women to their death. Thane way of putting it. Another
and more accurate way of expressing it is to sapd*called them home. God chose that
particular day their birthday.” Or as the Roman tyratogy repeats in happy monotony,
“This day they entered into life.”

All men must die. But God did not originally intedigath to be our common fate. If
our first parents had not defied Him and rebellel@é, would have transferred them
straight into His presence without the humiliat@frdeath. But since they flung away the
immortality of the body, death has been the fatalbimankind. Death is now God’s
means of bringing His sons and daughters into Fisence.

So if among the armies of Pharaoh there were ssldino had according to their
lights served their conscience and done good, thalskers were borne by that wave that
swept down from the walls of the Red Sea into Gda@ippy presence. Their death was
not terrible. It was their entrance into life.

HAPPY DEATH.

Among those thousands of Chileans—most of them \geoal Catholics—many, we
may be sure, had recently returned from Mass amdrn@mion. Death summoned them
swiftly and peremptorily. They probably knew onemremnt of blinding fear. For a second
they heard the roar of the earthquake and knewdhayzing terror that comes when the
very earth under one’s feet grows as unsteadyeasdh. That was all. In a second it was
over. The period of trial living was at an end. Delaad taken them home to their Father.

The little child dies. Perhaps we may rightly worndehether, had he lived, the child
might have been another Francis Xavier or VincenPdul or Little Flower. Yet in our
honesty we must confess that very few childrenalgtweach such levels. For most, life
is pretty prosaic; for many, it is a fierce andltlisioning struggle.

Why then should we be other than happy that ttike ldne has in his baptismal
innocence gone home to his Father? If there bdealing besides joy in our hearts, it is
a twinge of envy that we ourselves were not switdyried to God before we tasted the
bitterness of sin and knew the ugly embrace of evil

SAD FOR THE LIVING .

Perfectly willingly do | admit that for, those whiemain behind the death of a loved
one may mean loneliness. We cannot without pangseparated for even a few weeks
from those we deeply love. A train journey somesmeans tears of parting. So it would
be inhuman if we did not feel lonely and sad whenase parted from those whom we
love, particularly when we realize that this iseparation that will last for the remainder



of our mortal life.

The death of those who “die in the Lord” should nmke the living sad. But even
with the certainty we have of their happiness dm reluctance we would feel to call
them back—should that be within our power—and amnviction that they are well out
of the welter and bickering of this present exisegenparting is sad, and we return to
houses and days empty and lonely because of theartlire.

All this is simply natural. Death finds us glad fithre happiness of those who have
passed through death to life. Death leaves usydioelthe dear physical presence that
has gone.

WHEN DEATH 1S TERRIBLE.

Only three things make death terrible for the persto dies. One is a lack of faith.
The second is a tense, greedy clinging to earthtia@geople and things of earth. The
last is mortal sin on the soul of the dying.

A lack of faith makes death a terrible thing. Todahe end with the feeling that it is
really the end; to look back on the inadequatepnmalete life that is running to its close
and to know bitterly how little it has satisfiecetiexhaustless yearnings of our thirst for
knowledge, our longing for love; to face our pitiaccomplishments and to realize that
we have done nothing and now can do nothing; todeehands slipping from the hands
of those to whom we cling and to know that when lbands fall away in death never
again will we know the touch of friendship or thaian of love—that makes death
terrible.

And that isthe reason why the poor pagan finds death so hemitd cries out against
it in wild protest.

TOO CLOSE TO EARTH.

If a man or a woman is madly in love with the eaattd its furniture, death may be
terrible. Dying misers in melodramas and shortietoralways scream as they are torn
from their barren gold. The ruler of some commérerapire bribes doctors to wrench
out of his exhausted body a few more years of poWwee man who lives for passion
clings to his body, the instrument of that passemmg howls like a dog when he knows
his body can no longer give him the only kind aifaction he has cared to find. Even
the wise old Diogenes felt sorry for men like thad tossed away his drinking gourd to
drink henceforth from cupped hands. He did not wdedth to tear savagely from his
vacuum grip a lot of trifles that he could not taki¢h him into the next world.

DEATH AND THE SINNER.

And sin? Yes; to the sinner death must necessheilyerrible. It is terrible to know
that just beyond the gate of death is the kinglmsebetrayed, the Father whose love one
has flung back with a blow of rejection. It is igfing to enter eternity with hands stained
with murder, a body soiled with lust, a mind clodgeith impure pictures, a heart
already yielded up to the devil.

| cannot pretend that for people like that deaill @wer be anything other than
terrible. But that is not God’s fault. God gaverththis life to use splendidly. They took
it from His hands and used it for treason and ¢yuér the betrayal of their brothers and
sisters, for crimes that reeked of filthiness am$ shat ground tears and blood from
fellow men. No guilty man has ever wanted to waltoithe presence of his judge. No
traitor has found happiness in the prospect ofnfache commander whose armies he



betrayed.

PAGAN HORROR.

Paganism has done and always will do all in its grol@ make death terrible. It strips
faith and hope from men’s shivering souls, unttlieel the blasts from the tomb in chill
horror. It bids them cling to earth—since therenaghing more; it bids them bury their
faces in roses, their hands in gold, their heartseiaped-up rubbish. It makes easy the sin
and applauds the sinner. Yes; paganism makes tirathle. Once more however may |
protest that we who have none of paganism’s reaBmmfearing death are singularly
stupid if we copy its shudders and imitate its gasforevulsion?

DEATH TO THE ONLOOKER.

| can remember very well the ghastly experienceegfing my grandmother die. She
had been ill but not, everyone thought, dangeroaslyA youngster in my very early
teens, | was standing in the doorway of her bedro@tking with her. Suddenly she
twisted in sharp agony. A blood clot, we later femt, had struck her brain. | stood
transfixed with horror as she writhed in the bedr face growing black, her groans
strangling far back in her throat. | found myseifble to move, until my mother rushed
in and pushed me aside, and | flung myself dowraaouch, burying my face in the
futile hope of erasing from my memory that gruesqmogure of death at work.

Later as she lay in her coffin, | marvelled at #weeet calm that was her face. It
seemed incredible that the grotesque face | had gagping in the agony of dissolution
was that of a sweet old waxen saint and that tmeldd had watched writhe and twist
upon the coverlet like small tortured snakes nowntlgeand peacefully clasped the well-
worn rosary.

At that time | decided that while death clearlyfaowed by beautiful peace and the
calm acceptance of life eternal the blows of deatist be excruciating torture.

STRANGELY MERCIFUL.

During the years since that time | have watchedhdaad thought about it, always
with a growing conviction that even the blows oftleare tempered and softened by a
merciful God. Most deaths by catastrophe are reafdykswift. Usually the illness by
which a person dies is short indeed compared \wilentire length of his life. The actual
struggle with death is often a matter of minutes.

The lightning strikes, and the victim is knockectanscious and in unconsciousness
dies. The blows of an earthquake seldom last farerttzan thirty or forty seconds; death
has come and gone within so short a space of freath by drowning is a matter of a
few brief minutes. Death by freezing, if traditiand the story of the little match girl are
correct, is almost pleasant.

But twice | had the opportunity to measure thengjtie and fierceness of death’s
actual blows, and each time | came away feeling @ad's hand made wonderfully
gentle the stroke of death.

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE.
The first experience was my own, and though | hésito use myself for example, still
one’s own experiences are certainly the experieaseknows best.
| was thirteen years old, and the doctors who stoaat my bed had little hope to offer
to my mother. Outside, the ambulance was waitinglemthe doctors held their last



consultation. 1 was not even mildly interested. iThw@ices floated to me as if from a
great distance. | was not concerned enough t@tnyake out their words.

What they had decided was simply this: If theydrie move me from my bed to the
ambulance, | would undoubtedly die in transit. Savas better to allow me to die in
peace. The last sacraments had already been detween me and death there stood
only the prayers and the nursing of my mother.

Now the only point | mean to make with this perdoneident is this: | was so close to
death that | should have been able to see deafi®d hrm and catch the preliminary,
testing swish of his scythe. As a matter of factshghtest thought of death entered my
young mind. My mind was pleasantly busy with a efriof things. It was wondering
how soon | could coax them to let me have the fypegyers. | was annoyed because the
morning was wearing on and | had had no breakfastas a little pleased at being the
centre of such highly professional and concentratettern. Death? That was a million
miles from my thoughts and expectations. The dscsamw it in the room. | felt not the
slightest interest, concern, or discomfort abaut it

From that moment death has always seemed to mey gewrtle friend.

WE WATCH DEATH AGONY.

The other experience was one entirely outside rhysel

On and off for a matter of almost a month | attehtlee deathbed of a dear old lady of
whom | was sincerely fond. She would be consciousffew days and then would lapse
into a sort of coma. During the periods of comaw® stood around her bed watched
her struggling with death. It was a horrible thitogsee. Her gasps were torturing. Her
body seemed torn, with physical pain. She swunghkad back and forth on the pillow
in a rhythm of agony. Day and night she seemedtm e locked in a physical struggle
with an unseen adversary, and we all suffered irapparent suffering.

Out of her penultimate struggle she emerged intb donsciousness. We gathered
round her bed, and in a blend of curiosity and satimp | asked her, “How could you
bear your suffering? We could hardly stand it olwese

She was completely at sea.

“What suffering?” she asked. “I haven’t been suffgr have 1? If | suffered, | surely
wasn’t conscious of the fact.”

We had watched death struggling with its victim: \Wed seen and listened to the
agony of her resistance. And all the while thatav@er bedside had suffered, the victim
had been suffering not at all.

SWIFT AND EASY.

Now | am certainly not such, a fool as to maintaimbsurd fashion that death cannot
be frightfully painful. Cancer is bad. Rheumatisran internal rack.

And man-made death has a way of being especialhfypaThe deaths of soldiers in
hospitals, deaths brought about by war, are ptettgible things. Man has made death far
more torturing than God ever meant it to be. Thduhwurns inflicted by modern
industry are preludes to lingering deaths.

Yet even in it's coming, death is usually swifdamasy. Most people pass into death
through the merciful anaesthetic coma. Nature’seaphls strike swiftly with death
following immediately.

We who watch at the deathbed may actually sufferentban does the dying. The
newspaper accounts of people trapped in a firechitdren killed in an exploding school



may harrow our nerves and torture our imaginatidhs; accidents themselves were
probably matters of seconds. When the Iroquois ffadgie in Chicago was over, scores
of the dead were found sitting peacefully in thelimces. They had died of the fumes
before they had been jolted into the realizatiothefr peril.

TWO VIEWPOINTS .

So it is possible to look on death in two ways:tlas pagan does; as the Christian
should. To the pagan death always has and alwdlybenmerrible. The candle is snuffed.
The strong column is struck by lightning and sfidm capital to base. The flame of
genius has ceased to burn. Some ugly disease baeydel a flower-like beauty. A flood
or a mountain slide has buried hopeful lives intiteekness of oblivion.

If this pagan viewpoint were the, complete stomatth would surely be terrible. But |
marvel that people choose to believe that thitiésdntire story. God, Our Father, cries
out that it is not the whole story. -Christ diedpimve that any such ideas are ridiculous,
cruel, without meaning or value. Our inner commense clamours in protest against
such purposeless waste of human lives and powerknidw that death is not the end but
the beginning. We know that through death we humy the loving arms of our waiting
Father as truly as did the prodigal son when heumathe slope of the last hill. We have
seen Christ conquer death on Calvary. We have wdteim renew life eternally in the
rising sun of Easter.

For us death is not horrible. It is one of the hi#aluthings that God has carefully
prepared for His children. It is not really deatlal it is the shadowy prelude to life. It is
not senseless agony and suffering; it is our shratbe Passion, which guarantees the
resurrection.

Let pagans, if they will, see death as a bleackete®n riding his white horse across
the bodies of his victims.

We see death as an angel of light, an angel tkestas gently by the hand and leads
us happily home.
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