
LIFE AND DEATH 

 

It is very difficult for me to write about these two subjects without acknowledging 

my faith.  I have benefitted immensely from an upbringing in the Church, and while I will 

be the first to admit that I am far too often wayward and sinful in practicing Jesus’ 

teachings, I proudly identify as a Christian.  As such, my personal beliefs on matters of 

life and death are inextricably linked to my faith. 

 

That said, I do not intend for this brief collection of thoughts to be a concentrated 

regurgitation of theology.  If anything, these are semi-eloquent ramblings on topics 

requiring lifetimes-worth debate and comprehension. 

 

I’ll start with this simple, yet powerful fact: life is a gift.  It is precious.  We strive 

to preserve and enjoy it, and work within it to achieve purpose and direction. 

 

However, life is generally unpleasant and difficult.  We must remember that the 

vast majority of us (if not all) enter and leave this world in pain.  Suffering, in many 

ways, defines human life.  After birth, we learn by making mistakes and watching others 

fail.  We share fleeting moments of happiness, create new life, and engage in the 

unavoidable decline of health until death. 

 

I often hear the phrase, “death is a part of life.”  I think this is true – we must 

encounter and learn to cope with loss, because it surrounds us.  However, I also believe 

that life and death are two very separate states, and the tendency to soften the latter for 

the ease of the former is nothing but unhealthy ignorance.  Those who try to escape the 

reality, inevitability, and mystery of death will only meet it in harsher climes.   

 

The truth is, though, that we will never fully comprehend death while living.  I am 

no closer to understanding mortality than I am to achieving nuclear fusion, yet I have no 

choice but to confront and imagine what happens upon the final heartbeat, because it is 

my fate.  It is also yours.  As my father once said, “Death is the great leveler.”  No matter 

our predicament – old or young, ugly or beautiful, dim or smart, foolish or clever, poor or 

rich – we must come to terms with death, because no one can flee its clutches forever. 

 

 

 

I had a Great-Uncle whom I admired greatly.  Apart from leading a fascinating 

professional life involving criminal justice and espionage, he was well read, brilliant, and 

deeply thoughtful.  My brother and I will probably remember him best for his mastery of 

language and remarkable talent for storytelling.  My Uncle was the last remaining 

connection to my Christian ancestors from Mesopotamia; the final living member of a 

generation in my family to have escaped genocide in the Middle East.  His opinion and 

worldview carried enormous significance in my mind and heart. 

 

I once dared to ask my Uncle what he believed to happen upon life’s end.  With 

bright eyes framed with wild, billowing white brows and gesturing slowly with large, 



leathery hands, he said, “Either one of two things.  There is absolute nothingness – no 

knowledge of anything because there is a complete loss of existence.  Or, it could be 

something else.  And, if so, it is the greatest adventure.” 

 

I was stunned to discover that he believed that “nothingness” awaited him.  I 

knew that he was no longer a church-going man, but I also knew that his upbringing was 

undoubtedly influenced by centuries of Christian tradition, as nearly every man in his 

family had been a pastor or priest.  I took his answer hard. 

 

It took some time to realize that it was alright to disagree with someone whom I 

held in such high esteem, though I did so quietly and internally.  My Uncle died last year, 

and I could not help thinking about the aforementioned conversation throughout his 

funeral service, which, ironically enough, took place in a church.  “His adventure has 

begun,” I thought to myself, as I carried his coffin to the hearse with five other 

pallbearers.  “I hope it’s a happy surprise.” 

 

 

I write these words during the most important time in the Church’s liturgical 

calendar: Holy Week.  It was Maundy Thursday when Jesus washed the feet of His 

disciples and shared a Last Supper.  It was Good Friday when an innocent, forlorn Christ 

was brutally beaten, humiliated, and unjustly condemned to death by crucifixion.  And, it 

was Sunday when the Messiah rose again, claiming the ultimate victory over sin and 

death, paying mankind’s unpayable debt, and liberating the souls of those who had 

condemned Him. 

 

I believe these stories because they offer truthful insight into the mysteries of life 

and death.  In Christ’s sacrifice, the darkness of death is lifted, and I no longer need to 

journey through life without purpose or encounter death with tumultuous fear.  This 

confirms – at least to me – the promise of “adventure” described by my skeptical Uncle, 

and I take heart in the bright future beyond the neutralized sting of death. 

 

Still, I know that most people do not share these beliefs.  And even with the 

assurance of eternal life with God, there are still biting questions about how to maximize 

earthly happiness and deal with the inherent suffering of mortal life.  I can offer no 

solution to this quandary, except to share a quote that has brought me peace at several 

trying moments. 

 

I once read The Epic of Gilgamesh in a college religious studies course.  Perhaps 

one of history’s greatest and most widely read poems, the Epic follows Gilgamesh, the 

King of Uruk, who undergoes a dangerous journey to discover and achieve immortal life.  

Though he fails, he receives valuable advice from the gods on the meaning of mortal life: 

 

“Gilgamesh, where are you hurrying to?  You will never find that life for which you are 

looking.  When the gods created man they allotted to him death, but life they retained in 

their own keeping.  As for you, Gilgamesh, fill your belly with good things; day and 

night, night and day, dance and be merry, feast and rejoice.  Let your clothes be fresh, 



bathe yourself in water, cherish the little child that holds your hand, and make your wife 

happy in your embrace; for this too is the lot of man.” 

 

Perhaps these words are of some comfort to you.  It is somewhat relieving that, 

though we existed millennia apart, my ancestors in the Fertile Crescent wrestled with the 

very same questions that I do today.  It confirms to me that this longing for truth is 

inherently human, and while we may die alone, there is, nevertheless, a kind of lasting 

solidarity in pursuing the same quest for understanding. 


