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Thomas Carlyle wrote in his diary on the day that his wife died these words, “Oh that I had but five minutes more, that I may tell you all”.  I think those are the words that best sum up the real feelings of a human being.  If I just had five more minutes that I may tell you all, what a difference it would make.  It seems that our relationships are the most critical thing in the world to us; they are the most important things to us and yet they are the hardest things to keep going.

A relationship can be fine one day and the next day it seems like there are all kinds of problems with it.  Then a few days or a few weeks later, and it seems there is just no way to redeem that relationship.  But, if I can hold onto my relationships, if I can maintain them, how critical, how important it really is.  It is hard sometimes to do that.

I think Jesus made reference to this when he said, “We have to work the works of him who sent us for this day for night comes, when no one can work”.  Night comes.  It seems that night comes all too quickly in our relationships, doesn’t it.  Just about the time that we are ready to really move with it, night comes and it’s gone. 

Have you thought about your relationships in just that way?  Of working while it is day,  because night comes.  Night means opportunity that’s past.  The day means you have opportunity, so that while it is day, you work on your relationships because the night will come and take away that opportunity.

Today is the day to work on your marriage, because night comes.  If you are thinking about that relationship with a son, you better do it now, because all too quickly, night comes.  And with that daughter, so many things you’ve wanted to tell her.  You better tell her now, because all too soon, night comes. 


There may be a letter that really needs to be written.  You’ve intended to write it for a long time.  You better do it while it is day.  Night comes and it will no longer be possible.


There may be someone you need to make things right with.  You better do it now while it is day because night comes and it won’t be possible anymore.


Night comes so quickly.  We just almost don’t realize how fast it comes.  Parents tell me all the time, they hold their little babies in their arms today and then tomorrow, night has come.  The opportunities are gone.  Oh, but if I had but five minutes more, that I might tell you all.

Once there was a very wise king who went on a journey.  And while he was on his journey, a disease swept through his kingdom and all the way to his castle and there were many, many deaths.  And the day before the wise king returned, his own three sons were killed by the disease.


The queen took the sons into their bedroom, and she laid their bodies out on the bed and covered them up with a beautiful tapestry.  

The next day the wise king returned; and the queen said, “I have something to tell you.  I have a problem and I need some help on it”.  Naturally he was glad to help.  She said, “A long time ago, many years ago, a man came and gave me three jewels to keep for a while, but told me that one day he would come back and reclaim those jewels”.  And she said, “I loved the jewels so much and finally came to look at them as my very own.  But yesterday, the man came and wanted those jewels.  What was I to do?”  The wise king said, “Well, you must return them at once and with gratitude and joy for all the time that you’ve had to enjoy them.”  She then led the king into the bedroom, pulled back the beautiful tapestry and said, “Here are the three jewels.”
All relationships are on loan, aren’t they?  No relationships are permanent in this world.  Why?  Because night comes.  Night comes.  We cannot keep the day dawning on our relationships.  All too quickly, night comes.  What death does, it interrupts those relationships; it’s a great interrupter and that’s why no relationship on earth can be really permanent.  Death comes and interrupts it.  Now, as human life then is on loan.  Life is on loan. Your life is on loan.  My life is on loan.  All our relationships are on loan.  Wouldn’t it be a better world if I treated myself as a self that’s on loan?  That maybe one day I’m going to have to give back to the one that gave it to me?  And all my relationships.  Wouldn’t they be different?  Wouldn’t I do different things with them if I knew all of them were on loan.  A little child that’s in your arms, it’s just on loan.  It is not yours to keep forever and forever, because night comes.  Death will interrupt and take the child away. 

 And your marriage, even the permanent ones on this earth, are on loan, because night comes.  Wouldn’t you treat your marriage partner differently if you knew and lived with the consciousness that night comes?  There are some things you would do while it is day that otherwise you might not do.  All relationships are on loan.  I have learned that not many people recognize what night really is.  We feel we are going to live forever.  We have our marriage and then we treat our marriage and partners as if we have them forever.  And our children, we treat them as if we have our children forever and ever.  We don’t have much consciousness of the coming night.  Now, why is that sad?  Why is a person worse off without a recognition that night is going to come than they would be if they knew that?  Here’s why, if you know night’s coming, you do different things in the day.  That’s the difference.  It is not a description of the night that we most need.  We only need to know that night comes so that we will do the right things by day.  Night comes, therefore, I must bring joy to my day.  I must do some things today; I must say some things today, make the phone call, write the letters, say to that person, “I haven’t told you in a long time that I love you and you’re really special.”  Do it.  Do it now.  Do it while it is day, because night comes when you won’t be able to do it.  
What is the night of human life?  It is death.  And therefore, you must face your death.  I must face my death.  We must come to understand death more fully because, again, not that the need is for someone to understand the process of human death, but because of the impact it has on human life.  If I have a better chance of understanding my death, then I will a better chance of understanding my life.  It has been said that the person who does not know how to die, does not know how to live.  Knowing about death then, is no abstract matter.  It’s a very real, it’s a very warm, it’s a very human, it’s a very personal matter, and if you know about your death, then you can know about your life.  

Now, what do we need to know about our death?  First of all we need to know that we are all terminal.  Every one of us is terminal and we will all die like amateurs.  There are no veterans when it comes to death.  And every death is so personal, it is such a personal thing, it may be that death is the ultimate personal, private action.  Nobody can help you die.  People can be around you, but they can’t help you die.  Nobody can help you die.  It is better if you have relationships there.  It is better if you have someone who loves you who is there.  But nobody can really help you. Nobody can bind death off of you, that which comes to each one of us.  But it is not inhuman.  It is not alien.  It is not foreign.  It is not a friend most of the time.  I tend to believe that it is an enemy. And I hate death and I’m angered with death.  And I do not have a laissez-faire attitude about death.  I am not passive about death.  Death is not something I want to put far away from my mind and pretend that it will never happen to me.  I don’t want that kind of view.  I want to be able to walk with death.

In 1969, I walked on the front lines of Viet Nam where people were dieing.  I went to the hospital where people were dieing.  I don’t want to be afraid of death.  Death comes to all of us.  It is so personal.  I don’t want to live afraid of the death of others and afraid of my own death.  Being a human being and being a courageous, loving, joyous human being, things that I may come to understand about my own death and the death of those around me.
One afternoon I was called to the Intensive Care Unit of the hospital where I was living.  They told me on the phone that a 19 year old boy had been in an automobile accident.  He was driving a truck that was heavily loaded and, in the accident, his spinal cord was severed in his neck.  He was paralyzed from the neck down, had lost all movements of all parts of his body and also, his speech, and the only movement that was left was with his eyes.  I wandered as I drove over to the hospital, what will I say to him?  What would he want me to say?  If I were in his position, what would I say?  What would you say to the lad?  I went and talked to his doctor; I talked to his parents and learned that they had tried to get him to go to sleep, but nothing worked.  He was still wide awake.  I walked into where he was and, sure enough, there he was, eyes wide open.  I made a comment or two to him and then I looked him in the eyes.  I called him by name and said, “Are you afraid you are going to die?”   All of a sudden those eyes filled with life and with warmth and he  motioned with his eyes, “Yes”.  Isn’t that what you would want to know if you had been in an accident like that?  Of course!  Why can’t we talk about it?  Why can’t we say, “Are you afraid you are going to die?”  I said you know what I’m going to do?  I’m going to come to the hospital at least twice every day.  I’m going to get a medical report from the doctor and if I learn that you are going to die, I’m going to walk right in by your side and I’m going to take you by the hand.  I’m going to hold your hand and go with you through that experience.  I’ll tell you the truth.  I almost didn’t get the works out until his eyes closed and he was asleep.  Incidentally, he came through it and is doing very, very wonderful today.
Now, you see, I don’t need to be afraid to face a topic like that.  If I am, I won’t do the right things with my loved ones and my friends who are dieing.  I’ll do and say all the wrong things.  I’ve seen that happen so many times that I tell people now what to say.  I want to tell all you exactly what to say if you’re around when I’m dieing.  When you come in the room, don’t get all upset and steal the show.  I mean, if I’m the one dieing, I want all eyes, all attention on me.  It is for me.  And then, I don’t want you saying things like, “Is he gone yet?”   I might be able to hear.  There is nothing very pleasant lying there in that kind of condition and hearing someone say, “Is he still around?  You mean he’s still here?”  Be careful what you say when you are in the presence of those who are dieing.  One of the last senses, I’m told, to go, is the sense of hearing.
And if you’re there, here’s what I want you to say.  I’ll just give you the script and then you’ll know exactly what to say.  You just come up to me.  Get close enough so I can really hear you.  Say in a voice loud enough for me to hear you, something like this, “Hey, Bud, I love you.”  Wouldn’t you like to go out just like that?  I would.  What better words!  They say on the first day of human life that it is a wonderful thing if there are loving arms to welcome you and to hold you tightly.  But it is also true for the last day of human life.  It is good if there are loving arms to hold you.  
We don’t have to be afraid, do we?  We don’t have to be afraid of our death.  If I understand that, that night comes, that death is going to come, then, it will intensify my life.  That is the strength of the words.  We must do it today, while it is today, because night comes, when you won’t have the opportunity any longer.  If I understand that, it will intensify the way I live.
One of my best friends, at 29 years old, was stricken with cancer.  He had three children, 5, 3 and about 6 months.  When they opened him for exploratory surgery, they found that he really was nearly eaten up, as we say, with cancer.  It was in the vital organs; it was everywhere.  And they really didn’t know if he would live.  I was with him in the hospital the first 30 or 40 days and watched him grapple with the whole question of death.  Death, as related to him of course.  But then, as it was also related to his wife and as it was related to his children.  And he survived it.  And I watched in those ensuing years, how much it has intensified his life. He was a great person before he was stricken with cancer.  But, let me tell you, he is a great person now.  It has intensified every relationship of his life.  It has intensified our friendship, but, most of all, it has intensified his relationship with his family.  His marriage has reached heights it might never have reached had he not known that night comes.  Night comes.  When you know that night comes, then it intensifies the life, which means it brings intensity to the relationship.  With his daughters and his son, my how it has intensified life.  There are some things that do not have the same priority with him that they had before.  Why?  Because they shouldn’t have always had that priority?  No!  They always should have had that priority.  Why didn’t he understand it?  Because he hadn’t fully sensed that night comes, when you don’t have the relationships any longer.  If you know you are going to die, and you won’t be afraid of that.  Then why is that?  It will intensify all your relationships, your friendships, your family, relationships between brothers and sisters, relationships between parents and children, intensifying all those relationships.  
There is something else about death we can learn.  That is when I come to grips with my own death, then I know in life what to hold onto and what to let go of.  Otherwise, I may hold onto all the wrong things.  I may try to hold on with money.  How much do you think you’re going to take with you?  I may hold onto to power.  How much are you going to take, and of what value is it on the day of your death?  You see, if I come to grips with my own death, and I understand it, then what it tells me is: There are some things in this world that it is better to hold on to.  Intensify!  Build, build, build!  And hold them there, at the expense of everything else.  And I know that one of those things is relationships.  I believe that if you loose at relationships, there is no way that you can win at life.  And, if you win at life, there is no way you can loose at relationships.  Isn’t that nice?  Yes.  If I understand about my own death, then I will give the right priority to the things in life and let go of the other things and not hold them with quite so much intensity.  
There is something else that I understand when I come to grips with my own death that affects how I live.  And that is that I have all the time that I need.  If I just go all the way to the end and come to the day of my death.  Do you know how much time you have?  Your whole life, that’s what you have.  You have your whole life.  All the rest of your life is left.  Are you simply going to measure life in days or weeks or months or years?  Or, will you measure it in intensity, and strength and nourishment and love?  It is not how long a person lives, but how well.  The problem with life is not that life is too brief.   The  problem is only that life is too small.  What I want in this world is a life that has size, and a life that has energy, and a life that has courage and a life that has joy.  And the way to have that is to know that you don’t have to worry about the time of your death.  You have your whole life.  Let me tell you, you have all the time you need to do everything that you are suppose to do in this world.  You do!  Do you believe that?  I believe that.  You have absolutely all the time you need to do everything you need to do in this world.  I tell you something else.  No one ever dies too soon, no one.  I’ll tell you something else.  No one ever dies too young.  You do not measure the value, the worth or the quality of life by how long it lives, but by the size of that life.  How big is your life?  Don’t you know people who died at a very early age who had enormous impact?  Why?  Because, worth is not how long.  But, worth is how well.  You’ve got lots of time, plenty of time.  You’ve got time to do right by every relationship and time to accomplish everything that you want to accomplish and are suppose to accomplish in this life.  Isn’t that good news?  If I know that about my death, then you see how much more of a relaxed quality that can be brought to my life.  I want to be a person of peace.  I want to be a person that is relaxed.  I want to have a quietness in my life.  I want to have a presence in my life.  I want to have serenity in my life.  I want to be calm in the face of the raging storms of life.  There is enough storm out there.  There are enough billowing waves and clouds.  What I want to be is a human being with calmness and serenity.  And I can be if I get over the fear that I may croak today.  That’s not where life really is.

There is a third thing that I can learn about my death, and that is that I am greater than any circumstance of my life.  You are greater than anything that can ever happen to you.  It doesn’t make any difference how big that thing is or how small that thing is.  You are greater than anything that can ever in this world happen to you.  And, that includes your own death.  Sometimes they say, “Death is the big event”.  Wrong!  Life is the big event!  I love the words of  Zorba, Zorba the Greek who said, “They say that age kills the fire in a man; that he hears death coming, and knock on his door, and he says open the door and come on in and give me rest”.  He said, “That is a pack of lies!  I have enough fire in me to devour the world, and so I fight!”  Don’t you like that?  I fight!  You are greater than any circumstance that could ever happen to you, including your own death.  Death is not the permanent issue and life the butchering candle.  Death only takes a moment and life, I believe, is forever.  You can’t get rid of your life.  Now, if you believe that, you can live with new zest, can’t you.  I believe so.  

Now, there’s a forth thing that we can learn and that is this:  Follow the great part that is in you, not the small part.  If you have capacity to love, follow it.  Follow it.  If there is a moment of generosity that arises in you life, don’t say, “Well, where did that come from?”  But rather latch on to it and hold on to it.  That is the way we add size and capacity to our lives.  And if there is resentment that creeps up in your life, don’t say, “Well, I am resentful; I’m just a resentful person.”   Or if jealously comes to you don’t say, “I’m just jealous.  That’s just the way I am.”  Or, “I’m selfish and I wish I weren’t so selfish but that’s just the way I am.”  What are you doing?  You are following the worst part of your nature, the worst part of your character.  Follow not the worst part of yourself, but the best part.  And if you follow the best part of your life, then, you are constantly growing more and more and on and on, until the time of our passing from this world.  Doesn’t that make a lot of sense?  Do you know what I want to do?  I want to live.  I want to live.  I want to live every day.  I want to live with intensity.  I want to live with joy.  I want to live with power.  I want to live with hope.  I want to live!  I don’t want to face the specter of my own dieing day after day as a coward, but, I want to live.  And I think the people around me, more than anything else, want to live.  Don’t you want to live?  Don’t you want to live.

There was a woman, who at 42 years old, died.  She died of cancer.  She left four little children and her husband.  The time came for her final service and all the crown gathered, filled this building to capacity, standing room all taken and there were more people on the outside than there was on the inside.  And this man was talking about her life and how she had worked while it was day and how she had accomplished so many things and done so much while she lived.  And the more he began to talk about her taking advantage of all her opportunities, and the evidence being, their all around, filling up that building, and their standing all over the outside.  He kept rising to the occasion and finally, he said, “You know what we do when one who has won the race crosses the finish line?   That’s what I want to do now.  I’m so taken by what this woman has done that I want to give her applause.  I want to clap my hands and if any of you like to join me, you may.  And soon they began to clap.  And then the little children on the front row, their little hands came up and they began to clap.  And then all the audience, and then it spread outside, all of them clapping for this woman who had won the race, who was ready when night came.  And pretty soon someone rose, and, all the congregation then stood up, and they were all giving this woman a standing ovation, the applause getting louder and louder.  The little children were standing there with their father and they were clapping with their little tears trickling down their cheeks that their momma had won.  

If I know how to live, I can win and go out with applause.  And if there are tears, they will be nice, big, round, warm human tears.                    
