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Scripture:  Genesis 25:8-10   King James Version 

8Then Abraham gave up the ghost, and died in a good old age, an old man, and full of years; and 
was gathered to his people.  

9And his sons Isaac and Ishmael buried him in the cave of Machpelah, in the field of Ephron the 
son of Zohar the Hittite, which is before Mamre;  

10The field which Abraham purchased of the sons of Heth: there was Abraham buried, and Sarah 
his wife. 

The title of this sermon is not quite what it says in the bulletin, where it's listed as "Five 

Questions."  It's really "Five Questions About Death" but I was afraid that if we 

publicized that title, people would stay away. We tend to shy away from death.  I began 

the musings which led to this sermon when I went for a walk with a friend a couple of 

weeks ago in Halle Ravine. These are really five unrelated questions on a theme.  Death.   

Here we go:   

 

Question #1 -- Do Eskimos really put old people on ice floes to freeze and die? 

 

Shortly before my friend and I went for our walk, I had spoken with a woman who sells 

long-term care insurance.  I expressed to my friend what I think is a common desire -- 

my hope that I will not end up living in a nursing home.  I don't mean this as an insult 

to anyone in the nursing home business.  I'm grateful that they exist and recognize that 

the good ones do important, life-preserving work.  AND I (like most people, I think) 

hope never to live in one.  I said to my friend, "I'd rather have my children put me on an 

ice floe than in a nursing home."  That led to a conversation about the generally held 

belief that Eskimos do, or did, put their no-longer-useful senior citizens on ice floes to 

drift away and die.  She and I tried to envision this spectacle, wondering if there was 

some farewell ritual performed for the old person, perhaps a service of gratitude and 

love.  We thought that perhaps the old people, recognizing that they had become a 

burden, would sacrifice themselves willingly for the good of the community.  I've heard 
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that freezing to death isn't a terrible way to die.  We imagined a pair of very old ladies, 

floating away into a frigid sea, waving a fond good-bye to those gathered onshore to see 

them off.  

 

The very next day, I was looking through a book catalogue, and came across a book 

called Two Old Women.1  The copy for the book said:  "two old women were deserted by 

their nomadic tribe in the dead of a grim Arctic winter. . .  Shocked, hurt, and angered 

by this betrayal. . . the two determine that if they must die, they will "die trying." 

 

Well, so much for our romantic notion of self-sacrificing elders going gently into that 

frigid night.  I bought the book.  (The two old women survive, by the way, and are 

welcomed back into the tribe.) 

 

Almost everybody doesn't want to die.   

 

I looked online to see if Eskimos really did put old people onto ice floes and the answer 

is that in olden times, when food became scarce and it was a question of survival, 

certain nomadic tribes would leave elderly, infirm people behind to die in the frozen 

landscape.  The last time this is known to have happened was 1939.   

 

Question #2    What does the Bible mean when it says "he gave up the ghost" 

 

In our scripture reading from Genesis, it says that Abraham "gave up the ghost."  How 

many here have heard or even used the phrase "gave up the ghost?"  It's used many 

times in the Bible in the King James Version, connected with death.   Have you thought 

about what that means?    He gave up "the ghost?"  The World English Bible says "He gave 

up the spirit and died. . . " In the  translation of the Bible we have in our pews, the verse 

reads "He breathed his last and died. . ."  There's an interesting conflation of the words 

breath, spirit and ghost in the Bible and in the church.  How many of you remember 

when we used to say "In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost?"  

I remember as a kid in  church being fairly confused, and I have to admit amused by 

that construction.  Thinking of Casper the Friendly Ghost as holy.  Now we say "holy 

spirit."  

                                                 
1 Two Old Women by Velma Wallis 



3 

 

I looked at several commentaries about the translation from the Hebrew of the word 

"ghost" in this verse and have learned that most agree that the Hebrew word (pron.) 

gah-vah is related to breath and that the closest translation would be "he breathed his 

last breath" and died.  As anyone who has witnessed a birth or a death knows, it is 

breath -- the first breath and the last breath -- that defines the span of our lives.  Earlier 

in Genesis it says that God created the first human by "breathing into his nostrils the 

breath of life," and so it is with each one of us when we come into this world and 

breathe our first breath. And each of us, when we leave this world, will breathe a last 

breath.  In the meantime, let's keep breathing, as gratefully as possible.  It's the breath of 

life, a gift from God.  

 

Question #3  What do you want to have written as your epitaph?   

 

Quite a few years ago, in my previous church, we decided we wanted to do an adult ed 

series on death and dying.  We were going to have one session on planning your own 

funeral.  To my surprise, this became controversial!  There were some people who 

thought this was such a morbid, terrible idea that we ended up cancelling the class!  I 

still think it's a good idea and not morbid at all.  One thing I did, in preparation for the 

class before it was cancelled, was to write an epitaph for myself.  Does everyone know 

what an epitaph is?  It's the 15 words or less that are chiseled onto your gravestone.  

Here lies Mary Smith, beloved grandmother, brilliant poet, champion skydiver, etc.  My 

question to you is -- what would you like to have as your own epitaph?  How would 

you characterize your life in 15 words or less?  What do you want posterity to 

remember about you?  I'm going to give you a minute to think about it.  ________  Then 

of course, the most important question is, are there things you need to do or change in 

order to live up to the epitaph you'd like to have? 

  

Question #4 What do you believe about life after death?   

 

I believe in life after death.  Do you?  Although it's not fashionable to say this in 

progressive Christian circles, I believe that Jesus lives and that his spirit is available to 

us through meditation and prayer.  I believe that when you die you'll be reunited with 

people you've loved.  If you haven't loved anyone, you'll be isolated.   I have no idea 

what this looks like or how it works -- I do not believe in the resurrection of the body, 
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for example -- but certain experiences in my life have led me to believe that there is an 

essential divine being in each of us that existed before we were born and goes on after 

we die.  I find comfort in this.  What do you believe?    

 

Question #5  Even when you know the people you love will die, and some of them way 

too soon, do you still choose to love?   

 

Friday morning, as I was musing about this sermon on my way to work, I was also half-

listening to NPR radio.  Then a Storycorps story caught my full attention because it was 

exactly what I was thinking about.  Here's the story:  

 

Nearly 21 years ago, Rev. Dennis Apple and his wife, Buelah, parents of two sons, 

suffered a parent's worst nightmare.  Their healthy, athletic, 18-year-old son Denny 

died one night, in their home, from complications from mononucleosis.  In the 

interview, Dennis talks about the horror of learning that his son was gone and about 

how dreadful it was to return to their house for the first time after Denny's death.  He 

says: 

 

"When we came back home for the first time by ourselves, I remember we pulled into 

the garage, and neither one of us wanted to go in the house." 

Dennis recalls looking at his wife and telling her, "You know, all I have to do is reach up 

and hit the garage door opener on the visor, let the door come down, let the car stay 

running — and we can just hold hands and just die right here, together." 

And Buelah remembers her answer: "Yes, but what about our son Andy? He needs us." 

"Yeah," Dennis said. 

Buelah said, "After the funeral, we both went back to work.  But you had to go and be a 

pastor, and do funerals and weddings." 

He says, "You know, it really got me when people would come by and would tell me 

stories about narrowly missing being killed in an accident.  And they'd say, 'But my 

guardian angel protected me.' And I just wanted to slam the door in their face and walk 

out. Because I thought, 'Where was Denny's guardian angel the night of Feb. 6?' " 

Buelah:  "The grief lasts a lot longer, I think, than most people think." 
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Dennis:  "I remember you went down all the way to a size 4.  And I thought, 'My God, 

I'm going to lose her, too.' I thought, 'Man, we'll never make it.' But somehow we 

trudged along." 

"I'm glad we did," Buelah says. 

"Yeah." 

Buelah remembers, "It was five years before I came to myself, and I said, 'Am I going to 

go on in this heavy grief, or am I going to try to live and be as happy as I can?' " 

Dennis asks Beulah this question: 

"Honey, if you'd have known when we had Denny that we would have him just short of 

19 years, would you go back and do it all over again?" 

"Of course I would," Buelah answers. "All over again." 

"Yeah," says Dennis, "a million times." 

 

 

The poet Mary Oliver wrote these lines: 

To live in this world 

you must be able 

to do three things: 

to love what is mortal; 

to hold it 

against your bones knowing 

your own life depends on it; 

and, when the time comes to let it go 

to let it go. 

 

Last question:  Can we do that?  Can we reduce anxiety and fear, trusting that when we 

let go of what is mortal, we return to, and become a part of, the eternal mystery of God?  

Mercy clothed in light.  May it be so.   

 

 


