
I think what makes death such a fascinating concept (and a fearful one for many) is that 

it’s ultimately un-definable. We simply don’t know. We don’t know what happens, if anything 

happens—if we remain alive somehow beyond our bodies or if we somehow cease to exist. And 

we have no way of finding an answer. As humans, we tend not to like the unknown, especially 

when whatever death is appears to be a permanent condition. So we try our best to give ourselves 

an answer. But all we know is what we’ve lived. Therefore our only way to define death is in 

terms of life. Death is an absence of life, whatever that means. It means we can’t talk, we can’t 

run, we can’t breathe anymore. Our bodies decompose, that we know for sure. But we’re sentient 

beings—what happens to our beloved minds? Our energies, our emotions? That can’t possibly all 

disappear when it’s all we know. Death is a concept on which we fixate because the answer is 

perpetually elusive. "Do Not Stand By My Grave and Weep" by Mary Frye is one of my favorite 

poems on the subject. It’s a perfect example of our humanization of death—we believe death is a 

force of living on somehow, in a way we can’t describe. 

Do Not Stand By My Grave And Weep 

by Mary Elizabeth Frye 

Do not stand at my grave and weep. 

I am not there. I do not sleep. 

I am a thousand winds that blow. 

I am the diamond glints on snow. 

I am the sunlight on ripened grain. 

I am the gentle autumn rain. 



When you awaken in the morning’s hush 

I am the swift uplifting rush 

Of quiet birds in circled flight. 

I am the soft stars that shine at night. 

Do not stand at my grave and cry; 

I am not there. I did not die. 

And to be honest, I buy it. Here’s my theory. I believe that when we die, we join a part of 

the world that is bigger than ourselves. Alive, our spirits, our minds, our whatever you call it's—

ourselves are contained within a body. But as much as that body allows us to do, it also limits us. 

It limits us to five senses, and the occasional hinting intuitions of something beyond what our 

direct senses can tell us. But when we die, we’re no longer limited to the perception of the world 

that our human senses can give us. There’s so much of this world that our senses can’t 

comprehend. There are so many more colors than our eyes can see, sounds than our ears can hear. 

Without our body’s limitations, we are open to meld with those things. It’s as Frye says—we join 

the rain, the sunlight, the winds. “I am not there; I did not die.” My reasoning is this. This world 

is so much more than us. Think of the universe. The galaxies, the cosmos. The sheer size of a 

single planet. I believe in evolution. Humans are no more than organisms that have developed on 

the earth—it’s amazing that we can perceive and comprehend as much as we can, and that our 

range of feeling extends so far. But there is so much that we don’t know. I think the best 

explanation for everything we can’t explain is that there must be something going on that our 

bodies simply can’t detect. That’s why people hear their mother’s voices after they’ve died, or 

see shapes in photographs that look incredibly human. It’s why we can often sense that 



something is wrong without any knowledge of what’s happened, and be right. Intuition, instinct. 

It’s our link to that bigger thing. And when we die, I think our bodies die, and whatever spark of 

energy that burns in us in life gets thrown back into the universe. Death is transference of energy. 


