Death
by
Eyes Right 
Springfield, VA – In addition to his numerous significant accomplishments in so many different fields of work, Benjamin Franklin is often quoted for his memorable line, “In this world, nothing can be said to be certain except death and taxes.”  Most often Franklin’s words are used when discussing taxes, and the long arm of the state to collect same from each of us, no matter the nation or tribe.  However, today I would like to discuss death.
Few enjoy talking about death.  I have taken a keen interest in the subject of late if only because I have recently passed the current life expectancy for men in the United States.  As a nation the U.S. figure for men of 76.3 years is tied for 36th in the world (with Lebanon). The number in the U.S. has been declining; explanations are varied, but most seem to put blame on drug-related deaths.   Hong Kong has the highest male life expectancy at 81.8 years.  Women there are expected to live to 87.6 years.  In fact, in essentially every nation, women outlive men by 4 -5 years.  Life expectancies in “third world countries” are predictably lower.  In Tanzania, for example, the number for males is 60.0, and 62.6 for women.  

In my own situation, at age 77, I have somehow miraculously beaten the average.  I say “miraculously” because on several occasions I have been involved in situations which could have easily led to my early death.  For example, I spent 20 years serving on submarines in the Navy.  On one occasion, while submerged at a potentially lethal depth, our ship hit a sea mount at high speed.  All of us aboard survived only because the composition of that mountain at that location was gray sand.  If it had been rock or coral, we probably would not have survived.  Just within the last decade I have fallen off a 20 ft. ladder while holding a running chain saw;  on the way down I pitched the saw and luckily landed in a bed of mulch – directly between two large boulders.   Just this year (as I recounted in a recent Eyes Right) my Nissan Leaf was totaled by a large pickup truck moving at high speed; the impact point was on the passenger side rear door causing the Leaf to spin to absorb the energy rather than crushing the car if it had been hit three ft more forward.  And….the biggie….due to a life-saving heart transplant operation 26 years ago, I survived a life-ending disease after I had been given two years to live.   And there were other near-misses in my life too numerous to mention.
I relate this personal history because with the deaths of Americans due to COVID being reported daily (2013 yesterday), it is useful to reflect that life really is a crap shoot.  Sooner or later, we all die.  No one to date has dodged this inevitable bullet.  Every culture since the appearance of homo sapiens has developed rituals to mark the death of members of their tribe.  These ceremonies have varied considerably.  While in India a few years ago, I observed a Hindu burial with a body wrapped in orange sheets being carried in the back of a pickup truck filled with men headed for cremation on a funeral pyre on the banks of Ganges River.  The ashes are pushed into the river the next morning.  Here in the U.S. death generates a decision between cremation and burial.  I myself have no preference. but what is certain is that “disposing” of bodies has always been a necessary, and sometimes lucrative, business.  Most of us really do not want to think about what happens to our bodies when we die.  We just do not want to die.  My own personal philosophy has been that “I do not want to die before my time”….and I unapologetically define that to be “NOT TODAY!”  
The problem with death is that no one knows what happens when it occurs.  This uncertainty has given rise to most religions; most offer varying beliefs about the afterlife.  There is a wide variety of theocratic outcomes available to believe.  Most seem to involve some form of afterlife.  Christians foresee a binary choice:  heaven as a pleasant reward for goodness and belief, hell a terrible punishment for a life not up to the standards.  Both outcomes are believed to last forever, with no subsequent movement between the two extremes.  Hindus believe that their soul (called atman) leaves the body at death to be reborn into another form (human, animals, or insects); how you spend your human life is a major factor in what your next “life” will be.  Muslims believe in an afterlife, with the deceased in an intermediary state until “the great resurrection” when God will judge each individual to determine a fate something akin to heaven or hell.  Atheists, at least those who have written about death, generally believe that our dead bodies simply become part of earth and that our molecules “live on” to become some other aspect of the future.  They deny any involvement of a god or a spirit.  Obviously, my summation of these few religious beliefs is far too simplistic, but hopefully it shows that a common theme of human existence is trying to figure out how to live with the very definite fact that we are mortal.
No matter our religious inclination, most humans seem to genuinely grieve the loss of a loved one.  A frequent consoling thought is “Well, she is now in a better place.”  Like everyone else, I do not know, and like many others, I am not looking forward to finding out.   Until then, my daily mantra remains, NOT TODAY!

I thought you might like to know.
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