Death—A Messenger of Joy?
A Perspective of One Baha’i

DISCLAIMER: Anything not directly attributed to the Baha’i Writings is not authoritative, and is likely to be a personal interpretation.

Opening Readings

I bear witness, O my God, that Thou hast created me to know Thee and to worship Thee. I testify, at this moment, to my powerlessness and to Thy might, to my poverty and to Thy wealth. There is none other God but Thee, the Help in Peril, the Self-Subsisting.

[Short Obligatory Prayer]
"The purpose underlying their (Prophets') revelation hath been to educate all men, that they may, at the hour of death, ascend in the utmost purity and sanctity and with absolute detachment to the throne of the Most High." (Baha'u'llah, Gleanings from the Writings of Baha'u'llah, p. 157)

I have made death a messenger of joy to thee. Wherefore dost thou grieve? I made the light to shed on thee its splendor. Why dost thou veil thyself therefrom?  (H.W. 32 Arabic)

 “By God! Should one who is in affliction or grief read this Tablet with absolute sincerity, God will dispel his sadness, solve his difficulties and remove his afflictions.”   (Tablet of Ahmad, Bahá'í Prayers, p. 211)
“Death proffereth unto every confident believer the cup that is life indeed. It bestoweth joy, and is the bearer of gladness. It conferreth the gift of everlasting life”. 

So are we supposed to want to die?
“The Mysteries of man’s physical death and of his return have not been divulged, and still remain unread… Were they to be revealed, they would evoke such fear and sorrow that some would perish, while others would be so filled with gladness as to wish for death, and beseech, with unceasing longing, the one true God – exalted be His Glory – to hasten their end.” (Gleanings, 1978:344)

So what is it like to be dead?
"In the next world, man will find himself freed from many of the disabilities under which he now suffers. Those who have passed on through death have a sphere of their own. It is not removed from ours; their work, the work of the kingdom, is ours; but it is sanctified from what we call 'time and place.' Time with us is measured by the sun. When there is no more sunrise, and no more sunset, that kind of time does not exist for man. Those who have ascended have different attributes from those who are still on earth, yet there is no real separation. In prayer there is a mingling of station, a mingling of condition. Pray for them as they pray for you!" ('Abdu'l-Baha, 'Abdu'l-Baha in London, pp. 95-96)

A friend asked: "How should one look forward to death?" 'Abdu'l-Baha answered: "How does one look forward to the goal of any journey? With hope and with expectation. It is even so with the end of this earthly journey...Those who have passed on through death have a sphere of their own. It is not removed from ours....Those who have ascended have different attributes from those who are still on earth, yet there is no real separation." ('Abdu'l-Baha in London, pp. 95-96) 

So…we are supposed to look forward to dying?

"At first it is very difficult to welcome death, but after attaining its new condition the soul is grateful, for it has been released from the bondage of the limited to enjoy the liberties of the unlimited. It has been freed from a world of sorrow, grief and trials to live in a world of unending bliss and joy" ( 'Abdu'l-Baha, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 47)

But… then we would be dead and gone… that doesn’t sound fun.

"To consider that after the death of the body the spirit perishes is like imagining that a bird in a cage will be destroyed if the cage is broken, though the bird has nothing to fear from the destruction of the cage. Our body is like the cage, and the spirit is like the bird. We see that without the cage this bird flies in the world of sleep; therefore, if the cage becomes broken, the bird will continue and exist. Its feelings will be even more powerful, its perceptions greater, and its happiness increased." ('Abdu'l-Baha, Some Answered Questions, p 228)

So, then we aren’t supposed to grieve.  Am I wrong to grieve?

"Yet who can doubt that all the central Figures demonstrated to the whole of mankind an assured and happy way of life? Here is where their example seems particularly precious. To rise above the disappointments, obstacles, and pain which we experience in serving the Cause is difficult enough, but to be called on, in doing so, to be happy and confident is perhaps the keenest spiritual test any of us can meet. The lives of the Founders of our Faith clearly show that to be fundamentally assured does not mean that we live without anxieties, nor does being happy mean that there are not periods of deep grief when, like the Guardian, we wrap ourselves in a blanket, pray and supplicate, and give ourselves time for healing in preparation for the next great effort." (A letter from the National Spiritual Assembly of Canada quoted in Quickeners of Mankind p. 117)

But my loved one is GONE.  He wasn’t done living yet!

The inscrutable divine wisdom underlieth such heart-rending occurrences [as death]. It is as if a kind gardener transferreth a fresh and tender shrub from a confined place to a wide open area. This transfer is not the cause of the withering, the lessening or the destruction of that shrub; nay, on the contrary, it maketh it to grow and thrive, acquire freshness and delicacy, become green and bear fruit. This hidden secret is well known to the gardener, but those souls who are unaware of this bounty suppose that the gardener, in his anger and wrath, hath uprooted the shrub. Yet to those who are aware, this concealed fact is manifest, and this predestined decree is considered a bounty. Do not feel grieved or disconsolate, therefore, at the ascension of that bird of faithfulness; nay, under all circumstances pray for that youth, supplicating for him forgiveness and the elevation of his station.[Abdul-Baha]


 “O my God! O thou Forgiver of sins! Bestower of Gifts! Dispeller of afflictions!

“Verily I beseech Thee to forgive the sins of such as have abandoned the physical garment and have ascended to the spiritual world.

“O my Lord! Purify them from trespasses, dispel their sorrows, and change their darkness into light. Cause them to enter the garden of happiness, cleanse them with the most pure water, and grant them to behold thy splendors on the loftiest mount.”

Anger with God

Sometimes, explanations and reassurances are not enough.  Something unfair has happened, and you are mad at God.  

It is OK to be mad at God.  He is not mad at you, and he is patient.  If you ask Him, he can help you work through your anger at Him.

Really, His feelings don’t get hurt that easily.  

Sometimes children get angry at parents.  (Sometimes students get angry with teachers.)  As parents (or teachers), we know that anger can be part of the growth process.  We love them whether or not they are angry, because we know that what they are angry about is part of their growing to be a better person.  God is the perfect parent (and teacher).  He is there for us, even if we are angry with Him today.

Remember also that the Manifestations of God went through great trials too.  And they were sinless, so it couldn’t have been their fault.  Christ was crucified,  Baha’u’llah was tortured, poisoned, imprisoned, exiled, one of his sons died at Akka, and Abdul-Baha weeped his life away drop by drop, like a candle.  (It helps me during my tests when my parents died to remember that even Baha’u’llah had a son, and parents, and many followers, who died.) 

The sixth Imám of Shiism, Ja'far al-Sadiq, relates that, when Muhammad's daughter Fatimih — the wife of the first Imám Alí and mother of Imám Husayn — was grieving Muhammad's death, an angel visited her with words of comfort. [The Hidden Words of Fatima]

To the galling weight of these tribulations was now added the bitter grief of a sudden tragedy--the premature loss of the noble, the pious Mírzá Mihdí, the Purest Branch, `Abdu'l-Bahá's twenty-two year old brother, an amanuensis of Bahá'u'lláh and a companion of His exile from the days when, as a child, he was brought from Tihrán to Baghdád to join his Father after His return from Sulaymáníyyih. He was pacing the roof of the barracks in the twilight, one evening, wrapped in his customary devotions, when he fell through the unguarded skylight onto a wooden crate, standing on the floor beneath, which pierced his ribs, and caused, twenty-two hours later, his death, on the 23rd of Rabí'u'l-Avval 1287 A.H. (June 23, 1870). His dying supplication to a grieving Father was that his life might be accepted as a ransom for those who were prevented from attaining the presence of their Beloved. [God Passes By]

"The purpose underlying their (Prophets') revelation hath been to educate all men, that they may, at the hour of death, ascend in the utmost purity and sanctity and with absolute detachment to the throne of the Most High." (Baha'u'llah, Gleanings from the Writings of Baha'u'llah, p. 157)

“O my God! O thou Forgiver of sins! Bestower of Gifts! Dispeller of afflictions!

“Verily I beseech Thee to forgive the sins of such as have abandoned the physical garment and have ascended to the spiritual world.

“O my Lord! Purify them from trespasses, dispel their sorrows, and change their darkness into light. Cause them to enter the garden of happiness, cleanse them with the most pure water, and grant them to behold thy splendors on the loftiest mount.”

The goal of this life is the spiritual attributes we take with us.  Nothing else matters, in the eyes of God.

For further reading:

http://www.healingthroughunity.org.
Memorials of the Faithful Abdul-Baha.
If time allows, this can be discussed, or distributed:

*******************************************************************

PRACTICAL SUGGESTIONS TO DEAL WITH GRIEF

*******************************************************************

These are excerpts taken from "After the Darkest Hour: How Suffering Begins the Journey to Wisdom" by Kathleen A Brettony, PhD, pp. 206-07

1. When you are in the wake of a great loss, recognize and acknowledge that you are grieving. Some characteristic feelings you may experience are: shock, denial, anger, sadness, anxiety, emptiness. Allow yourself to feel these fully. Have patience with yourself as your broken heart heals.

2. Let yourself feel the pain. Give in to it. Accept that grief's emotions come in waves, in cycles. Let yourself cry. Viktor Frankl reminds us that tears are no cause for shame. " For tears bore witness that a man had the greatest of courage, the courage to suffer," he wrote. Many people have told me that they were afraid to cry for fear that the tears would never stop. I can only tell you that, after more than twenty years of working with grieving people and suffering grief myself, I have never seen that happen. If the tears go unshed, however, the fear of their torment can continue until they are released.

3. Express your sorrow. Talk about your grief. Write about your feelings in a journal. Express your sadness through art of any kind. Paint, dance, sculpt, write, or sing into the world. Release the pressure of the pain and don't be ashamed to let it out.

4. Forgive yourself for all the things you think you should have done or wish you had said and didn't. Let go of your regrets. However, pay attention to what you wish you had done and let your grief about chances lost impel you to change now and in the future. Show your feelings to others you love. Let grief help you to treasure each moment you have. Let it encourage you to express your tenderness but forgive yourself for what you cannot change. 

5. Take care of yourself. Maintain a balanced diet and good exercise habits. Take care of your physical body. Meditate. Grief is exhausting and we often get distracted from our normal routines when it visits us. When you're grieving is a particularly good time to become very committed to caring for yourself. 

6. Find diversions. Although it is important to sit with your grief - doing nothing but experiencing "what is" - it is also necessary to take some breaks from it. Go out to a lighthearted movie with a friend. Be frivolous. Have fun.

7. Be aware of "anniversary reactions" and know that certain, special days are likely to be particularly tough ones for you, especially in the early days of grief. Plan activities that commemorate your loss. It will ease your pain. Some feelings of loss will be triggered throughout your life by a wide array of reminders. These can be all kinds of sights, sounds, smells, and events that recall your loss. If grief is not fully worked through, if most of it lies beneath the surface in the underworld of the unconscious, these triggers can engender major psychological reactions rather than a passing feeling of loss or nostalgia. Be aware of the intensity of your responses to these memories. If you break down completely when something triggers a memory of a lost loved one, explore ways to mourn your loss more consciously.

8. Get help if you need it. Be aware that sadness can turn into depression. There are many resources that you can turn to for help: a therapist who specializes in grief, bereavement groups, or support groups for people who are going through divorce or the loss of a career.

9. Help others. Nothing puts our own grief in perspective as much as helping others who are struggling with their own sorrow. Volunteer and share with others your experiences. Listen to theirs. Find the healing that this simple transaction brings.

*********************************************

GUIDELINES TO HELP A CHILD

THROUGH GRIEF

*********************************************

These are excerpts taken from "After the Funeral" which is a resource guide to the practical and emotional issues, pp. 29 -30. Prepared by J.B. Marlatt Funeral Homes Ltd, Dundas, Ontario, Canada.

a) As soon as possible after death, set time aside to talk to the child.

b) Give the child the facts in a simple manner - be careful not to go into too much detail. The child will ask more questions as they come up in his or her mind.

c) If you can't answer their questions, it's OK to say "I don't know how to answer that, but perhaps we can find someone to help us".

d) Use the correct language - say the words "dead" and "die". Do not use phrases such as, "He's sleeping...", or "God took her...", or "He went away...".

e) Ask questions. "What are you feeling?" "What have you heard from your friends?" "What do you think has happened?"

f) Explain your feelings to your children, especially if you are crying. Give them permission to cry too. We are their role models: it is good for children to see our sadness and to share our feelings with them. 

g) Use the given name of the decreased when speaking of him or her.

h) Understand the age and level of comprehension of your child. Speak to that level.

i) Talk about feelings, such as angry, sad, feeling responsible, scared, tearful, depressed, wishing to die too, etc.

j) Read a book on death to your child. Also, read a book on childhood grief so you have a better understanding of what they may be experiencing.

k) Talk about the visitation period and funeral. Explain what happens there and find out if your child wants to attend with the rest of your family.

l) Think about ways that a child can say goodbye to the decreased, such as writing a letter, poem, drawing a picture, etc.

m) Talk to your child about your religious beliefs, and what happens to people after they die.

n) Invite your child to come back to you if he or she has more questions or has heard rumors so that you can help him or her to get the correct information.

o) Talk about memories, good ones and ones that may not be so good.

p) Watch out for "bad dreams" - are they occurring often? Talk about the dreams: they are a way to discharge stress.

q) Watch for behaviour changes in your child - if they are cause for concern, seek professional help.

r) Friends, family and school mates frequently find solace and comfort in doing something special in the name of the person who had died.

s) Sudden death, violent death and the death of a young person are especially hard to grieve. Disruption of sleep, appetite, and daily activities may be normal responses to an abnormal or unusual event.

