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The first reading for this morning and today’s gospel both invite us to think about death and 

to consider God’s compassion for those who grieve as well as those who have died.  Both lessons deal 

with the deaths of widow’s only sons. Women’s whose husbands died experienced a very precarious 

existence in ancient Israel.  Women then had no inheritance rights and, as widows, would be totally 

dependent upon their sons or other family members, or, lacking that, on charity for their very 

survival. 

The story from the First Book of Kings takes place during a three-year drought and famine.  

Contrary to the possible expectations of God’s chosen people, the prophet Elijah has not been sent by 

God to help a Jewish widow, but instead sent out of Israel to the land of the Phoenicians, where he 

stays with a non-Israelite and her only son.  The woman shows typical Middle Eastern hospitality, 

but she warns that her provisions will not supply them until the end of the drought.   Elijah responds, 

telling her not to be afraid, and miraculously the store of meal and oil lasted.  However, soon 

thereafter, the widow’s son fell ill and died.  At first, she blames the prophet, but Elijah takes the son, 

lays himself down upon the child, and somehow by divine intervention the boy is restored to life. 

Jesus and his disciples would have known of that story when they arrived at the town of Nain 

just as a funeral procession is coming out.  Again, the dead youth is the only son of a widow, for 

whom his loss meant not only unbearable personal grief, but also the loss of material support. Jesus is 

said to have felt great compassion for her, and, breaking the Jewish purity laws, he touches the 

funeral bier and commands the dead man to arise, which he does.  
 

Death is a reality in the pages of Scripture, just as it is a reality in our daily lives.  And while 

we can’t expect our prayers to reverse death, we can easily note Jesus’ deep compassion for the 

grieving survivors, and we pray for those who minister of God’s healing gifts in hospitals and 

hospices.   But while death remains a reality for all of us, and one that while we all would postpone, 

nevertheless, it is something that we need not ultimately fear. 

Death is not something that we welcome, and we rightly try to postpone the inevitable.  Yet, if 

we are honest, we all know that death awaits each and every one of us.  Death is something that most 

of us would rather avoid talking about, and it’s not really something we want to think about, even at 

church.  But death and particularly the untimely deaths of young people have been in the local news 

this week. 

Last Saturday, the day before the Holderness School commencement, the school held 

alumni/varsity lacrosse and baseball games.  And one recent graduate, Gordie Borek, a student at 

UNH, returned to the school for the games, afterwards went downtown in Plymouth with his friends, 

and later that night was killed when his car swerved off Route 93 and hit a tree.  Sadly, the police 

report that alcohol may have been part of that untimely death.   The tragic loss of his life cast a pall 

over the school’s graduation last Sunday. 

And then this week, a Plymouth High School senior, Shannon Nadeau, who was to graduate 

this weekend, was also killed in a car accident in Plymouth.  I can only imagine that this weekend’s 

graduation was similarly somber.  

On Tuesday, I was able to spend some time with St. Mark’s parishioner, Dick Mason, whose 

older sister was in the process of dying.   His sister, Marilyn Heshey, was 92.  Still her death also will 

bring about grief, but I must admit that my mind keeps turning to the two those grieving families 
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and all the friends of the young people, for whom this may be the first time when death has come so 

close to them. 
 

The tragic and sudden deaths of these two young people bring to mind a middle of the night 

phone call that we received years ago.  We were awakened by a 3:00 a.m. call from a friend of one of 

my step-sons, saying he had just got a call from an emergency room in upstate New York, asking if 

he knew Keith Tyler.  Apparently this young man was the last call on Keith’s cell phone.  When we 

called the hospital, we learned that our son has been in an accident, alcohol was involved, and it was 

not certain that he would survive.   Lynn and I then drove throughout the night for six hours in 

almost complete silence, not knowing what the outcome would be.  Fortunately, it was different from 

what these local families faced.  But this was not the only time that Keith, our former Army Ranger, 

came close to dying. 

Almost thirty years ago, when Keith was just three years old, years before Lynn and I would 

marry, she drove from her home in Connecticut to her parents’ lakeside house on Wolfeboro Bay.  

After the over three hour drive, all of the children were hot and tired, and in the confusion of 

unloading the car, no one noticed absence of the three year-old.  

When suddenly he was discovered missing, a frantic search ensued.  Lynn and her parents 

raced around the house, calling Keith’s name.  But he was nowhere to be found.  Finally Lynn 

returned once more to the lake, feeling certain that he must have gone toward to water.  And sure 

enough, what she discovered as she looked under the dock was Keith’s lifeless body floating face up 

beneath the water.  Immediately, she began CPR as someone called 911.   And thankfully, within a 

minute, the three year old was breathing again. 

An ambulance arrived and he was taken to the emergency room, where Dr. Frank Allen, a 

wise old physician, was on duty.  The doctor checked out the somewhat water-logged child, and 

finally came out to tell Lynn that her boy would be fine.  But then Dr. Allen asked a odd question, 

“Where was Keith’s father?”   Lynn looked strangely at him, only to hear Dr. Allen say that the three 

year old had related talking to his father throughout this ordeal, and of his father clearly telling him 

to go back; that everything would be OK.  It was at that point that Lynn told the doctor that the 

reason they had driven from Connecticut to Wolfeboro was to come to All Saints’ Church for her 

husband’s funeral, as Keith’s 36 year-old father had died some five day before.  I have no rational 

explanation for that story, but I know it to be true, as I was called to the hospital and was there to 

hear it. 
 

Death, to me, is obviously something that none of us welcomes, and the loss of a child is 

something that no one should have to experience.  But, ultimately, death is nothing that we should 

fear.  At the end of each service, as part of the final blessing, I paraphrase something that our bishop 

says:  “Live without fear.  Know that you are profoundly loved and need never be afraid.  For your creator has 

made you holy, has been with you always, and loves you with a presence and a power that is greater than 

death.” 

In April, Lynn and I were at a national church gathering in Washington State, where we ran 

into one of my former seminary classmates, M.L. Agnew, who spent almost all of his ministry in 

Mississippi.  I couldn’t help but notice that on M.L.’s lapel was an odd-looking pin.  It was in the 

shape of a fork.   When I asked about it, he told me what he said was a true story. 

 There was a woman, who had been diagnosed with a terminal illness, and she had been given 

only a few short months to live. Being very practical as he described her, she set about getting her 
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things “in order,” and she contacted her minister and asked him to come to her home to discuss 

certain aspects of her final wishes. 

 This woman, as I said, was very organized, and when the clergyman arrived, they discussed 

exactly what she wanted to take place at her funeral service.  She told him what hymns she wanted 

played, what scriptures she would like read, and even what outfit she wanted to be buried in.  She 

also asked that she be buried with her favorite Bible.  

 With everything now in order, the clergyman was preparing to leave, when the woman 

suddenly remembered something very important to her. 

 “Oh, there’s one thing more,” she said.  “What’s that?” asked the minister.  “This is very 

important,” she went on.  “At the calling hours, when my casket is open, and then when I am taken 

to the cemetery, “I want to be buried with a fork in my right hand.” 

 The clergyman stood there with a puzzled look on his face, not knowing quite what to say. 

“That surprises you, I suspect,” said the woman. “Well, to be honest, I am puzzled by the request.” 

The woman explained. “In all my years of attending church dinners and at our potluck suppers, I 

always remember that when the dishes from the main course were being cleared, someone would 

inevitably lean over and say, ‘keep your fork.’  It was my favorite part, for I would know at that 

moment that something better was coming…like velvety chocolate cake or a deep-dish apply pie - 

something wonderful, and something with substance.  So, I just want people to see me there in that 

casket -with a fork in my hand.  And I want them to wonder, ‘What’s with the fork?’   And then I 

want you to tell them, ‘Keep your fork, the best is yet to come.’” 

 And indeed at her funeral, that’s exactly what happened.   Over and over the clergyman heard 

the mumbled question, “What is with the fork?”  And over and over again, he smiled.   During his 

homily, he recalled his last conversation with the woman.  He told them about the fork and what it 

symbolized to her.   And he admitted that he could not stop thinking about the fork and probably 

wouldn’t for a long time. So the next time you reach for a fork, let it so gently remind you, that the 

best is yet to come. 
 

 Is death sometime tragic?  Often.  Is death sometimes unnecessary?  Surely.  But is death itself 

ultimately to be feared?  For Christians, I think the answer is finally “no.” No, for with St. Paul in that 

wonderful passage from his encouraging letter to the Christian community suffering in Rome, we 

hear the answer to the question “What shall we then say to these things?” 

 “We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, for those who are called 

according to his purpose. What then are we then to say about these things? If God be for us, who can be against 

us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all, will he not with him also give us everything 

else?  Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? It is Christ 

Jesus, who died,yes, who was raised and who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us. 

Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 

nakedness, or peril, or sword? No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 

For I am persuaded that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, 

nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of 

God which is ours in Christ Jesus.” 
 

Is death often tragic and without explanation?  Yes, but remember, keep your fork, the best is 

yet to come.    Amen.  

         


