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For your consideration.  

As I recall, the television series, “The Twilight Zone,” back in the 1950s and ‘60s, always began that way.  “For your consideration,” it said.  


I see, only now, why it started that way:  it was not going to profess, or even pretend, to tell you the truth, with a capital “T.”  It was, rather, going to embark on a story that would intrigue you . . . entrance you, perhaps . . . even, possibly, enchant you, but a story nonetheless that would cause you to think about your own truths, about what was true for you in the life you were living.  You personally.  


That’s the way this is, this morning.  


For your consideration.


We are all mortal.  We will all die.  This has been going on since time began.  It will continue into the foreseeable future. . . . We hope!  But facing the inevitability of death, head on, is often thought to be impolite, or unacceptable, or worse—it could, one might argue, lead to thoughts of suicide, for example, where such thoughts did not exist before.  Maybe so, if you’re talking to impressionable youth or unbalanced people of any age.  



None of those here, I trust!  [Notice that I am available after the service for any one with thoughts of suicide.]

We all lose our bearings at times.  The social, intellectual, philosophical and religious constructs that we have that give the world meaning and coherence fall away.  The stage sets collapse.  The same routine, the same rhythm of our lives is easily followed, most of the time, but one day we ask “why?”, and suddenly everything is tinged with amazement.  We’re faced with the real possibility that life is meaningless. We’re faced . . . we think then . . . with the most fundamental question of all—is life worth living?  


But let’s not go too fast here.  To be sure, there is much chaos in the world, and things change as lives come into existence and then pass away.  Yet our minds seek to make sense of what’s there, to derive meaning from what can be organized only with great difficulty, if at all.  But life can be worth living, even if it is ultimately meaningless.  We can make our own meaning as we go.
  We can live our lives meaningfully by being conscious of the very difficulties that we are surmounting, day by day by day.  “One Bird at a Time,” as a recent book title has it.  And in doing so, we can gain a sense of unity, a sense of structure, that can be, for us, the very meaning that we so desperately seek.  

 
We make it up as we go along!

This sounds like it might make sense.  But can we know?  


For your consideration.


The Romans had their own approach, over two thousand years ago.  As Cato, one might then have thought, I do not care to live in this deranged world, it is not an honorable way to live, therefore I take my leave.  As Ivan said to god in The Brothers Karamozov:  If you exist, I respectfully turn in my ticket.


Once this “Roman” option is taken seriously, a curious thing happens.  To be or not to be becomes a serious choice, where before you were stuck with to be.  Your only choice then was how to be least painfully, and, of course, there were many unfortunate ways to try to avoid the pain of life.  Drink.  Drugs.  You name it.   


But now you’re serious.  If you elect the suicide option, what happens then?  As Walker Percy tells us in Lost in the Cosmos, not very much.  Very little, indeed.  After a ripple or two, the water closes in over your head.  You are not indispensable after all.  People are hurt, possibly irreparably, but for you it’s clear that you are not even a black hole in the Cosmos.  All that stress and anxiety was for nothing.  People talk, they are shocked, they miss you, for a while, and they resent your departure.  Your creditors are displeased.  In a surprisingly short period of time, everyone is back in the same rut of his or her own self as if you had never existed.


Now, instead, consider the alternative.  You can elect suicide, but you decide not to.  What happens now?  You are dispensed.  Why not live instead of dying?  You are free to do so.  You are like a prisoner released from the cell of his life. You notice that the door to the cell is ajar and the sun is shining outside.  Why not take a walk down the street?  Where you might have been dead, you are alive.  The sun is shining.  You feel like a castaway on an island.  You can’t believe your good fortune.  You feel for broken bones.  You are in one piece, sole survivor of a foundered ship whose captain and crew had worried themselves into a fatal funk.  You are taken in by islanders who, it turns out, are worried sick themselves—over what?  Over boredom, anxiety, status, depression, and here you are, lying on the beach.  


You are free for the first time to consider the folly of the human condition, to consider the difficulty of making meaning out of chaos.  You are free for the first time to pick up a shell on the beach and look at it.  You are even free to go home and, like the man from Chicago, dance with your wife.  You have nothing to lose from being alive.  You have the option of being dead, but it is good to be alive.  You can laugh.  You can go to work because you don’t have to. 

This is not how it is, however, for those who have not followed along with you.  Instead, they are little traveling sucks of care, one foot in the past of regret and one foot in the future of catastrophe, breathing high in the chest, waiting to exhale.  How did they get to be like that, and what is there for them?

For your consideration.


Have you every wondered why, in the fifteenth century, when Columbus and Magellan and Vasco da Gama and others were sailing all over the world in very small wooden ships, held together by pegs and moved by sails, larded with unrefrigerated food, on voyages in uncharted waters, to destinations filled with unknown pestilence  . . . have you ever wondered why anyone would sign on to such an excursion?  

Was signing on as a sailor, to sail into the unknown, a bit like the decision we just talked about, the one not to commit suicide but to live instead?  Staying in the fifteenth-century cities was itself a suicide of sorts, and living on the high seas was the better part of the few choices on offer.  As a dweller in those cities, you could resort to strong drink to blank out the existential terrors, or you could try to wring control of the world from chaos and somehow fix God and the angels so they were on your side.  You could pray, or you could cast spells.  You could live in the hope of miracles; and your faith—with your saints and shrines and relics and pilgrimages—encouraged you in this hope.  You were told that priestly words could change water into wine, and so you learned that words alone could be magic.  


Religion and magic were thus as indistinguishable, one from the other, as were science and magic.  Life was tough.  Death was always at hand.  Medical practitioners were of little use and poor people relied on the cheap and locally available services of herbalists and wise women.  Every childbirth brought a woman to the edge, poised between this world and the next, and the midwives—often cruel and dirty—were mostly useless.  There was nothing to buffer the individual from fatal or life-changing disaster.  There was no insurance.  There was no compensation.  Sudden death could whisk you before God for his eternal judgment, without any chance of confession or forgiveness; hell gaped, its torments graphically illustrated for you, in color, on the walls of your parish church. 


Thinking about death meant believing in magic, and magic meant that you could avoid the inevitability of death altogether.  Magic clung to religion like a parasite.  Saints in heaven took an interest in affairs down below, in crops and animals, and if the saints were not appeased they might turn nasty, blight the crops and spread disease.  Candles and offerings kept them sweet, and a sprinkling of holy water kept baser spirits away from the cradle and the marriage bed.  The devil, and death, were shockingly close to every minute of your life, as real as your neighbor, as real as your spouse or child.  

Is this thinking still with us?  And, if so, does this thinking, by itself, create anxiety in your life—the life you are living now?  Do people today—at a time when science and magic are no longer indistinguishable, but easily seen as distinct—do people today still choose not to distinguish religion from magic and, as a result, do people today still base their thoughts about death on the magical notions left over from hundreds of years ago, when death really did lurk around every corner?


In other words, would thinking about the certainty of our own death be much less troubling, today, if we could leave behind all the magical thinking that—hundreds of years ago—was just part of the baggage, already packed for every person’s journey?   We could then be set free—just as our man who felt happy to pick up a sea shell, and to see that the sun was shining, and to dance with his wife—to be who we are.  And to be nothing more than who we are.  


We could see how fortunate we are to be here.  We could see how rewarding the effort can be, to derive meaning for ourselves out of the chaos that confronts us in the world.  We could see how productive our lives can be, lived with the certainty that the human condition is indeed a strange one. 

There is no getting around it.  Religion has sold immortality, long ago, and being led to think about cheating death has led us, in turn, to be terrified of it.  Thinking about death became a profit game, but not for the people’s profit—only for the institutions’.  It is much the better part of coming to terms with our own mortality to form the habit of having death continually present, to confront it and all its strangeness . . . very strange, but very certain.  That’s the problem—and the solution, as timid, as strange as it seems!!!, is to make dying our profession.  
For your consideration:  to learn how to die is to learn how to live.  

 
Seeking to escape death is to remain unfree, enslaved.  Instead, we should confront our fears, and in this we can find our freedom. If the human condition is strange, then it’s only fitting that this seemingly morbid facing of death, square on, could lead us to self-control, serenity, courage, and even happiness.


Let me finish with two endings:  one robust, the other more poetic, more delicate.  The robust one first.  

 
For your consideration.


Some years ago the Boston Celtics, my erstwhile hometown team, and my favorite team, were an old team, playing against the Miami Heat, a young one, in the NBA’s playoffs.  [This is basketball, for the uninitiated.]  When you lose a series, your season is over.  It was clear for the Celtics, when they lost a series, more than just their season would be over—it would be the last game ever to be played together by their best and most revered players—Ray Allen, Paul Pierce, and Kevin Garnett . . . it would be the last game they would play as part of a team called the Celtics.  Much tradition there.  Much hard work in their lives.  Much sorrow, much victory.  Much anguish.  Much glory.  But it would end.  


In preparing for that end, their coach, Doc Rivers, a sort of modern-day Socrates, had said, in tears, that they knew this, and they knew that they could not go on playing forever.  And he said this:  knowing that they would soon play their last game together had made them all the more committed to playing the games that were left as well as they could be played.  It made them more committed, it made them more attentive.  It made them more alive.


Then they lost.  They played their last game.  


For your consideration:  in learning how to lose, we learn how to live.

My more delicate ending is a poem by Walt Whitman, who of course left an American legacy for our Robert Frost [opening words:  Frost’s “The Silken Tent”.]  This is “A Noiseless Patient Spider”.  Listen as I spin it out for you, slowly, about the spider’s—about your—ceaseless yet determined, confident efforts to hold on to life, to find a place for your anchor to hold.  It will happen, he tells us:  it’s where your free spirit leads [closing hymn by that title].  

A noiseless patient spider,

I mark’d where on a little promontory it stood isolated,

Mark’d how to explore the vacant vast surrounding,

It launch’d forth filament, filament, filament, out of itself,

Ever unreeling them, ever tirelessly speeding them.

And you O my soul where you stand,

Surrounded, detached, in measureless oceans of space,

Ceaselessly musing, venturing, throwing, seeking the spheres to connect

   them,

Till the bridge you will need be form’d, till the ductile anchor hold,

Till the gossamer thread you fling catch somewhere, O my soul.


[Amen]
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