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There is an Arab parable about a merchant in Bagdad who sent his servant to 

the market one day. Before very long, the servant returned, trembling with fear. There 

was great agitation in his voice as he said: "Master, down in the marketplace I was 

jostled by someone in the crowd. When I turned around, I saw that it was Death who 

had jostled me. She looked at me and made a threatening gesture. Master," he said, 

"please lend me your horse, for I must hasten away to avoid Death. I will ride to Samara 

and there I will hide, and Death will be unable to find me." 

The merchant lent his horse and the servant galloped away in a great hurry. 

Later, the merchant went down to the marketplace and saw Death standing in the 

crowd. He went over to Death and asked: "Why did you frighten my servant this 

morning? Why did you make a threatening gesture?" 

"That was not a threatening gesture," Death replied. "It was only a start of 

surprise. I was astonished to see him here in Bagdad, for I have an appointment with 

him tonight in Samara." 

Each of us has an appointment in Samara. As the saying goes, there are two 

certainties in life: death and taxes.  

But what happens to us after death? Do the lights simply shut off and we are no 

more? Is there a place with pearly gates and golden streets? What happens to us after 

this life? 
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I once had a church member in my office who had a sincere question. They 

asked: “What happens after we die?” I smiled knowingly and gently responded: “I 

honestly don’t know; I’ve never died before.” They smiled in agreement and understood 

the dilemma of their question and then said: “Okay, fair enough, but what happens to us 

five minutes after death?" 

What happens five minutes after death? This is a question which has been in the 

hearts and minds of people since the beginning of time.  

I listened to a podcast of the great spiritual thinker and teacher Eckhart Tolle this 

week during which someone submitted a question about life after death. Tolle 

responded that he simply doesn’t give it much thought. Essentially, what it will be, it will 

be, and since that does not impact the way he lives, he doesn’t worry about it.  

I have a deep respect for the ability to live that way, but I do not believe that most 

of us are able to live in that kind of peace.  

We want to get a glimpse across the threshold, so that the unknown will not be 

so frightening. We have no blueprint which enables us to know very clearly what 

happens five minutes after we cross the threshold of death. All that we possess are the 

promises of our faith, the lovely language and the beautiful phraseology of imagery.  

The New Testament only gives us hints about the life to come. In the second 

chapter of First Corinthians, the Apostle Paul, attempting to sum up his thoughts of what 

will happen to us in the world to come, says: “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor 

the human heart conceived, what God has prepared for those who love God.”  
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And then we have this morning’s scripture reading from the 21st chapter of 

Revelation: “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first 

earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, the new 

Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God…” 

That is a vivid and beautiful image! But it is only an imager; and it leaves so 

much to the imagination. Perhaps this is exactly what God intended. Perhaps it is 

enough for us to believe in a Savior who has gone to prepare a place for us.  

And so, since I have not died before, I will not try to claim any personal insight 

into what will happen five minutes after death; however, I do want to lift some of the 

great images of our faith. 

I do believe that five minutes after death there is no more pain, sorrow or hurting. 

Yes, there is grieving in the hearts and lives of those who are left behind. When we lose 

someone whom we love, there is a vacant spot left in our hearts, an aching within our 

lives and a sorrow that never really goes away. 

I remember walking the journey of grief with a family in my first church who had 

lost a child. I asked the mother one day how she was doing and she responded: “Today 

was a good day, I got out of bed and started the dishwasher.” I remember being struck 

by both the severity and sincerity of her response. Life was so painful in the wake of her 

child’s death; it was all she could do to muster the courage to get out of bed. But she felt 

a small victory when she did. Perhaps you have carried the weight of that kind of grief. 

However, the gospel, the good news of our faith, is that the ones we love whom we lose 

in death do not feel this kind of pain. 
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The promise of the writer of Revelation is that five minutes after death there will 

be life that will never end, a life in which there will be no more pain, no more sorrow, nor 

tears, nor crying, and no more goodbyes.  

Secondly, I believe that five minutes after death there will be a reunion with loved 

ones. The promise of Jesus to the thief on the cross was: "Today, you will be with me in 

paradise." They were suffering in this world together. But when they went into the next, 

they not only would not be suffering, but they would be together. This is at the very 

heart of the Gospel, the promise of a reunion, the promise that we will be together 

again, the promise that death cannot eternally separate us from those we love. 

I have no documentary evidence to support such a hope. There is no way to 

prove what happens to us at death. I realize now, as surely as Jesus did then, that 

philosophical and theological hope must support such an assertion of faith. But I want 

you to know that, in the sanctuary of my soul, I believe that the hope and promise of our 

faith is that five minutes after death there will be joy and happiness throughout the 

heavens as we are reunited with those loved ones who have gone before us.  

I must tell you that it is the hope that I personally cling to. My predecessor, Dr. 

Ron Patterson, told me when I moved into this role that one of the greatest challenges 

of leading this congregation would be having to say goodbye to people that I love. Not 

that pastors everywhere don’t have to do that, but perhaps we do it at a higher rate in 

larger volume here in Naples. Now into my fourth year as your senior minister, I could 

never have known how right he was.  

Lastly, I believe that five minutes after death we will be fully in the presence of 

God. Please do not misunderstand me, I believe that God is with us now. However, I 
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believe that in death, we go to be with God. Are there angels, harps, pearly gates and 

golden streets? I don’t know and to be frank, I don’t care. What I do care about, and 

what I do believe, is that God will welcome us. Furthermore, God will welcome all 

people, just as God loves and celebrates all people in this life. No matter what labels or 

circles or inclusion or exclusion we, as humans, attempt to place on one another, God 

does not see those. God simply sees everyone through a lens of love.  

There is a lot which we do not understand about death and eternal life. But when 

death comes, why would that experience sever our tie with God? I believe that it 

doesn’t, but that death simply makes God’s presence more real to us! 

Perhaps my understanding of death is best expressed in the creed of our sister 

denomination, the United Church of Canada, when it says:  

“In life, in death, in life beyond death, God is with us. We are not alone. 
Thanks be to God.” 


