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     May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be 
always acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. 
Amen. 

 

What Happens When We Die? 

 

     When we are faced with the death of someone we love, or perhaps 
contemplate our own mortality, most of us of the Christian faith, as well 
as those of other faiths and non-believers alike, ask the mysterious 
question of: “What happens when we die?”  Perhaps, you have recently 
experienced the passing of someone you deeply loved; or, continue to be 
pained by a loved-one who has died in the past, and that very question 
pervaded your mind and stuck in your gut. 

 

     Death and dying are a constant aspect of the ministry of a parish 
priest.  Certainly, a reality that I have grappled with emotionally, 
practically, and spiritually alongside many folks during those difficult 
times.  And yet, when my own father died this past September, and 
throughout the process of his dying, I again found that very question 
bouncing around in my head, heart, and gut as we all said, “good-bye.”  



That mysterious question seemed happy to ignore all of my theological 
education, pastoral training, and ministry experience.  

 

     Simply stated, we do not want someone who has been a significant 
part of our lives that we love to die.  That was what brought Mary to her 
knees before Jesus when Lazarus died: “Lord, if you had been here, my 
brother would not have died.” (John 11:32) Haven’t we all asked that 
question as well.  Usually it sounds a bit different but travels along 
similar lines: If only we knew this illness was happening sooner; Maybe, 
we should have gone with a different doctor or treatment; Could I have 
done more; Did we care and pray enough?  And it is in the asking of 
these questions that we begin to enter that deep and often lonely place of 
grief. 

 

     The season of Fall poignantly reminds us through the beauty of 
nature of the rhythm of life.  I particularly loved the fall during our years 
living in Kentucky, where temperatures dropped, the air became crisp, 
the breath of our horses could be seen, and the colors of the leaves and 
landscape were brilliant.  But the leaves fall to the ground and become 
dry and withered, as the trees are laid barren.  There is both a sense of 
change and death—a passing into a new time and place.  And the day of 
All Saints’ on November 1st, in the life of our Church, for me is the most 
powerful reminder that we are mortal, as we remember the souls and 
lives of our loved ones. 

 

     The Wisdom of Solomon pronounces that “The souls of the righteous 
are in the hands of God…they are at peace…their hope is full of 
immortality.” (Chapter 3) Study of Holy Scripture and of tradition keeps 



mysterious an exact explanation of what heaven is like.  The Book of 
Revelation speaks both beautifully and poetically about this place: “I 
saw a new heaven and a new earth…And I heard a loud voice from the 
throne saying, ‘See, the home of God is among mortals.  He will dwell 
with them…he will wipe away every tear from their eyes.  Death will be 
no more…See I am making all things new.’”  I have found great comfort 
in words like these with others from scripture, that I interpret as a 
powerful testament to the belief that our loved ones who have passed go 
on into eternity both healed and whole, where they are still able to 
witness our lives.  This is in fact, central to the celebration of our All 
Saints’ liturgy; we give thanks for both the lives and witness of the 
faithful who have gone on before us, (including our loved ones), and ask 
for their prayers as they are with God and our Lord now in the multitude 
of saints. 

 

     My mother died 12 years ago and my father just two months ago.  
My wife Ellen’s parents passed into eternity more than 30 years ago.  I 
have buried some very dear friends and parishioners over the years, that 
I still pray for and miss almost every day.  Yet, I find hope in my 
Christian faith that they are with God witnessing our lives, praying with 
the saints, and I rest in the hope that we will all be together again one 
day.  Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life.  He who believes in 
Me, though he may die, he shall live.”  (John 11:25) 

 

     You see, our hope in eternal life doesn’t make it any easier when we 
lose a loved one to death—when they are physically no longer with us.  
However, my faith and hope in the Gospel of Jesus Christ has given me 
the strength to minister to others in these times, as well as to personally 
get through those times of great loss as well.  Saint Augustine of the 4th 



century once said that: “faith is the ability to believe in things unseen yet 
known to be true.”   When it come to the question: “What happens when 
we die,” with all of my heart, soul, and mind I believe that we pass into 
eternal life to be with God in Christ Jesus.  And, that our loved ones who 
have gone on before us are still with us in our hearts and witnessing our 
lives with the saints in God’s heavenly kingdom. 

 

     Just several days before my father’s death, one of our dogs, Champ 
died.  We had this white, fluffy puppy-like cocker spaniel for 13 years.  
Now make of it what you will,  but the day before my dad’s passing 
when I was alone with him for the night, he said to me, “Philip, do you 
see that?”  I asked him, “what dad?”  He responded, “There is a little 
white dog jumping by the bedside.”  The question of: “What happens 
when we die,” continues to be surrounded in mystery.  Yet, in my heart I 
believe that it is beautiful on the other side for our loved ones and all 
that we have loved.    


