A Preview of Coming Attractions
SERMON, April 30th and May 1st, 2011
I have experienced a shift in my thinking in the past couple years. The shift, I feel, has been helpful and comforting to me, though it was learned in a hard school…hospital rooms, hospice centers, bedsides, funeral homes. I have changed my thinking dramatically when it comes to the subjects of death, dying, and heaven.  When I told my mother that would be the theme of today’s message she said, “Is it going to be maudlin and depressing?”  A question I would have asked myself a while back, but now, armed with information forged on the anvil of human loss and heavenly gain, I can say, without a shadow of a doubt, no it will not be maudlin or depressing. My sole purpose today is to bring you a message of great hope—a message even Christians need to hear. Today we are going to face death, learn about the process of dying, and catch a glimpse of heaven. First, we have to learn how to talk about death…a hard subject for so many believers.  Why is that, do you think?
Church has become all about GETTING THERE. We speak and sing about the beauty and the wonders of heaven. We Can Only Imagine what it will be like THERE.  Jesus, Angels, our loved ones, long gone, bathed in robes of luminous light!  Sitting down to feast at the banquet table of the Lamb, forever whole, forever healed, forever free of anxiety and confusion.  Lovely.

But, what we don’t like to think about or talk about is what is actually a requirement of GETTING THERE. In order to get there an event must take place that most people, even most Christian people do not want to discuss or imagine.  What am I talking about?  _______________.  Right! Death!   We have to die in order to be transported into that new existence. Now while this is not groundbreaking news, it does highlight Western Civilization’s gnawing discomfort with the subject of death.  People begin to squirm uneasily when the subject comes up.  I have heard many of you say, “I don’t want to talk about that!” You shut down and refuse to address the sobering facts that death is the only way to get there.True enough, there are at least two Biblical characters who passed by dying and went on to glory-Elijah and Enoch.  Enoch was apparently a very Godly man, scripture tells us he Walked with God 365 years then “he was no more, because God took him away.”  That is found in Genesis 5:18-24.  The writer of Hebrews also used Enoch’s  bypassing of death as an example of what a deep faith can get you.

Hebrews 11:5 and 6a

“By faith Enoch was taken from this life, so that he did not experience death. He could not be found because God had taken him away. For Before he was taken, he was commended as one who pleased God, and without faith it is impossible to please God….”

 Elijah was mighty prophet for God who battled against the worship of Baal.  At the end of his days he and his protégé, Elisha were on their way from Gilgal when Elijah makes Elisha aware of his imminent departure. Like most of us Elisha doesn’t want to hear about losing his master and friend.  He even says what many of us say when confronted with the real possibility of death.  A company of prophets meet the two men and say this to Elisha, “Do you know that the Lord is going to take your master from you today?” 
“Yes, I know,” he replied, “but do not speak of it.”  He simply does not want to face the truth. He is in denial. That fascinating tale can be found in II Kings 2:1-18.  If you read it, you will notice that even the company of prophets believes that Elijah didn’t really go to be with God in eternity, but instead had been placed somewhere else on earth by the Spirit of the Lord.  Dying is a tough subject, even for God’s own prophets. Wonderful story! The point for our purposes today is that everyone must die, with the exception of the aforementioned two.   
Elisha didn’t want to face the hard facts that his mentor would be leaving him alone here on earth. We don’t want to lose those we love either, do we?  

We are in denial as well. We fear losing loved ones. We fear death and so we refuse to talk about it.  Let me provide an entertaining example of what I mean.

Have you seen the movie PATCH ADAMS from 1998?  If you have you will remember this wonderful scene…Patch is doing his medical internship in a hospital where he is systematically turning everything upside down with his novel approach to patient care and treatment.  In his rounds he has encountered a bitter dying man, played skillfully by Peter Coyote.  The nurses, doctors, aides—everyone has been on the receiving end of this man’s rage at death.  He has alienated his family and refuses to allow anyone to speak to him of his impending death, at least until Patch Adams comes up with a clever, tender, and hilarious approach!

Here is the scene with Robin Williams and Peter Coyote.

ROLL VIDEO
Patch Adams opened the door for a hard, but necessary discussion about this man’s end of life issues.  Perhaps this is the approach we should all take to get the conversation about death on the table.  Let’s give it a whirl, shall we?  

Taking the Train to Glory
Headin’ for the Pearly Gates

Dead as Yesterday’s News

Crossing Over

Crossing the Jordan

Heading into the Light

Going On

Going Home

Facing the Final Curtain

The Last Hoorah
Going Out Feet First

Sleeping With the Ancestor’s

Fought the Final Fight
Circling the Drain

And my personal favorite, TAKING A DIRT NAP
Whatever works for you to get the dialogue going about dying and death.

As you may know, I facilitate the GriefShare program here.  It is, at once, powerful, painful, and helpful, and it takes an enormous amount of courage to bring oneself to the discussion.  Wounds are reopened, memories pour out like a flood and the pain of loss comes rushing to the fore.  Working through grief is just that, Work! But it is necessary.  People in GriefShare have been bowled over by death, but they recognize on some level that being bowled over is not the final position a living person must occupy.  We are to stand and move forward – living and alive, though painfully aware that our current reality is a new one.  We have lost someone we have loved and we cannot bring them back to us.  So here we are, left behind if you will, and confused as to how to be in this new state-of-being.

Let me suggest that opening up to death and dying, embracing them, can add vibrancy and peace to your life. Believe me, because it is true. Distancing ourselves from death and those who are dying serve only to feed the fears. Case in point, as early as the beginning of the last century folks took personal care of their own dead. By that I mean, they washed the body, dressed it, and laid it out in the front room or parlor. No funeral home, no strangers tending the body. Just family and friends doing what family and friends do for the dead.  I have a humorous personal tale that has been part of our family folklore for years.  My paternal grandfather, Ellison Humphrey, was, to put it bluntly, a mess. He drank hard, played hard, carried on in rough company. But when one of his drinking buddies passed, he and the motley crew washed the body, dressed him in his best, and sat him up in the corner with a drink in his dead hand.  Each man then passed by tipping his hat and toasting the friend.  Pretty hands on! Several of you shared memories you had of days gone by when the bodies were laid out in the front parlor or in the bedroom for viewing.  
Well, we don’t do that anymore do we? What do we do now? An ambulance carries away our loved one and routes them to one of the local funeral homes for embalming or cremation.  We are distanced from death and caring for the dead.   It is not a bad thing, it just is….We don’t want to see the body, touch the hands, or be confronted by death.  For some of us it is just too frightening and painful. Too final.

Christianity teaches that we should celebrate at someone’s death because we say they have gone on to their reward (another one for the list!). They are out of pain and in the presence of the Lord.  We say that, but in our private thoughts, what do we really believe? 

Well, I have some great news for you today. Great news, indeed.  Are you ready to hear it?  Here goes…when you die, you don’t.  When you die, You Don’t! Life is eternal and must go on from here.  Jesus said, 

John 11:17-27
17 On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for four days. 18 Now Bethany was less than two miles[a] from Jerusalem, 19 and many Jews had come to Martha and Mary to comfort them in the loss of their brother. 20 When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him, but Mary stayed at home.

21 “Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22 But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.”

23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.”

24 Martha answered, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.”

25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die; 26 and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do you believe this?”

27 “Yes, Lord,” she replied, “I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, who is to come into the world.”
John 14:1-3

“Do not let your hearts be trouble.  Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms; if It were not so, I would have told you.  I am going there to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you may also be where I am.”
Later in that same Gospel Jesus comforts his confused disciples when he reminds them that his death will make many happy and of course, make them very sad, but death does not have the final word.  John 16:22

“…now is your time for grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy.”
So with these comforting and precious words of Jesus, let me invite you into what I call a preview of heaven…a glimpse into the afterlife.  Journey with me to the other side in the words of those who were making ready to cross over and in the words those of you still HERE who have expressed your hopes and expectations of THERE.

Jeff and I are privileged to be with families who are saying goodbye to their loved one. It is a precious time and I encourage you not to miss it with those you love. You will learn, if you listen and watch, that we become members of both worlds for a time.  Sherry DeWig said that perfectly just days before she died.  Jeff and I were hovering over her when she said, “I feel like I am a part of two worlds.”  Jeff affirmed her feelings by saying, “You are.”  And it is true all the time we live on earth. We are members of two worlds, and as death approaches the other world draws near. I can tell you hundreds of stories about folks who, just before dying, saw their mothers, spouses, children, Jesus (and other religious figures), appear to them and beckon them homeward.  It is, some say, simply a lack of oxygen or the pain medicine talking, but I have to say, I don’t believe that. The visions are too clear, too graphic and too common to be a hallucination. Let me give you an example from my friend here at church, Carolyn Woodall.
Her husband bill had been ill for many years, in and out of hospitals with breathing issues.  Bill finally lost his battle for breath in St. Mary’s.  The night before he died Carolyn and a relative were sitting by his bed, when he raised up and began waving his arms, as if to say, “Here I am. Come get me. Over here.”  This happened twice, much to the surprise and wonder of Carolyn.  She has taken great comfort in the idea that someone Bill loved and trusted had come to guide him home.

In other cases, I hear family members tell how their Mom saw Jesus or Dad had a conversation with someone in the room they could not see, but could be clearly seen by the dying person. Most commonly the person facing death will look past the people present in the room and cast their eyes either upward or to a corner in the room where they will be clear eyed, lucid and can tell who they are speaking to.  Family members often try to “talk them down” by telling them that there is no one there.  If you have the privilege to be present with someone who is dying, I encourage to encourage them in what they say they see.  Wouldn’t you be thrilled to see your Mom, Dad, Granddad, Grandma, Spouse, not to mention Jesus, extending a hand to you to walk you into the next version of yourself?  These are called deathbed visions, not out of body experiences.  Out of body experiences occur to those who are revived or resuscitated. Death bed visions are just that…seen by those whose life on earth is ending and whose life in eternity is just beginning. I hope this same experience happens for folks who die suddenly too. I hope, and choose to believe, that in those last seconds once the car crashes or the bullets hits, that they grasp the hand of a friend and step into the glow of heaven…home.
Many of you approached me about a best-selling book on the market called HEAVEN IS FOR REAL by Todd Burpo.  After reading this delightful true story of a child’s experience in heaven.  It occurred to me how perfect the timing was for me. I was preparing this message when that book came to my attention.

After reading the boy’s story, I thought I would conduct a very informal survey of our church family. I asked some of you to write a brief essay on your ideas Heaven. Now those of you I sent this to had all experienced a loss or losses and had been forced to think about such things in your pain  Here are a few of your responses;
“I believe we are spiritual beings living in a temporary human form who will eventually go back to our source.  I believe when it comes time for our bodies to die that we have comforters who help us in the transition to the next world.  Possibly our angel escorts us to heaven.  When my dad was dying, he pointed his finger at something across the room and said "I see God".  I have heard of some people who see their loved ones right before dying.

I have read books and heard people on TV talk of their experiences of dying and coming back to this world.  Most everyone experiences being drawn to a warm bright light which I think is God and his energy and love.   Most everyone talks about being welcomed by loved ones in an overwhelming reunion of love.  I have read that our five senses are so much more keen than here on earth.  Everyone who experiences this never wants to come back to earth. I've read that when the spirit leaves the body that it looks back at the people left behind. My mother is in her final stages of dying.  I know that I want to be there with her when she leaves.”
Kay Daniels

“to me, death is not the termination of the entirety of someone, only the earthly trappings. Our spirit lives on in those we have touched and with faith and acceptance of our Lord we ascend to a place where we are free of all that is not well and bask in the glow of all that is glorious and loving and full of mercy and grace.”
Kathy Hamlin

“My picture of heaven is first seeing God in all of His glory with Jesus at his right hand - lots of light!!  Complete peace and joy - angels - strong soldier angels and beautiful angels.  Choirs singing and praising God.  I'll see my Mother and my relatives and friends and have a joyous reuniting while praising God.  No more tears, sickness, death -- just joy overflowing.  God and Jesus hugging us also.  Since I have been afraid of heights all my life, I will have wings and will fly so high and not be afraid - I will probably show off a little bit even!  So thankful because Jesus paid with his life and blood for my sins and loves me with love that I will fully comprehend when I see Him face to face.  Can't wait!!!!!   And I am ready even if the rapture is this May 21!! “

Eva Brune

“Your note that referenced heaven as home is a point that I struggled to get my arms around for a long time. For the most part, though, I have not let myself put an image on heaven as I feel that image would be inadequate for it. 

The mere fact that Jesus has prepared a place for me means that it is a wonderful, peaceful place that is free of the worries and trials of this world. I see it as more of a place of a different dimension where we can see those we have left behind on this earth (see Family Circus scenes where the grandfather observes his wife, kids, and grandkids from a lofty cloud platform) while not being there with them or at least seen by them. 

I have always been a seeker of facts and knowledge and look forward to visiting with those scholars from the bible and those from this world. I feel that many of the answers to the questions that I have had that I have accepted by faith will be revealed to me. We will have first hand access to the source of knowledge. How cool is that?”

Craig Butler

“My consciousness concerning death, dying, and the afterlife have actually been honed (however roughly) by my subconscious. In the past several months…There are scores of relatives, friends, students, and yes, even animals that I want to see again. My maternal grandfather has been gone for years, but I think of him often. My Dad was drafted right after I was born, so my Mom and I lived with my grandparents for 3 years until the war ended. My granddad was immeasurably good to me and for me. I want to hug him again. I could go on for pages talking about people I would like to see again. 

So I am hoping that the promise of heaven is real and that, as you say, when you die you don’t. “

Glenn Ballard

Yes, my friends, there is wonder to behold beyond this realm of pain and questions. Wonder, consuming love, wholeness, and peace that passes all understanding.  Jesus promised eternal wholeness when he said, “Behold, I make all things new!”  

We will be made new, fit for the new life in the new dimension we call Heaven. 
Remember, when you die, you don’t!
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