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If you had two hours to live, what would you do? 

 

Wearing his Eagles jacket, jersey and hat Dennis had a great view of the parade right by 

City Hall. But what made him stand out among the thousands of other jubilant fans was 

the item he was gripping tightly in his arms while he was wading through the crowds. 

An urn holding the ashes of his beloved wife Becky. A picture of him with her ashes 

went viral -becoming a much talked about story in the local and national media. Dennis 

told his fellow parade-goer who took the picture, “Becky was a diehard Eagles fan. I 

had to make sure she was here for this.” In the midst of life there is death.  

 

On Friday morning as I sat down to my laptop, coffee cup in hand, ready to tackle 

my work for the day, I opened my email and the first thing I read was the Bishop’s 

heartbreaking news that my friend and fellow Dean had tragically lost his eldest 

child to suicide. In many Dean’s meetings I heard my friend tell stories about 

Esther, their shared love of music, what a great big sister she was to her four 

siblings, especially when they made the move from England and how proud he was 

when she got into the college of her first choice.  

 

As Friday came to a close, I received the wonderful news from Stephanie’s sister 

that Kieran Gill had been born only hours before, 6 lbs. 9 oz.- a healthy baby boy. 

Pictures and texts soon followed from Stephanie herself, pictures of little Kieran 

and the whole ecstatic Gill family. A day begun hearing of a friend’s heart 

wrenching pain having to say goodbye to his precious baby girl and ending with 

the heart bursting joy of welcoming a baby boy into the world. In the midst of death 

there is life. 

 

Saint Nadia writes, “If our lives were a long piece of fabric with our baptism on one end 

and our funeral on another, and we don’t know the distance between the two, then Ash 

Wednesday is a time when that fabric is pinched in the middle and the ends are held up 

so that our baptism in the past and our funeral in the future meet. The water and words 

from our baptism plus the earth and words from our funerals have come from the past 

and future to meet us in the present. And in that meeting we are reminded of the 

promises of God: That we are God’s, that there is no sin, no darkness, and yes, no grave 

that God will not come to find us in and love us back to life. These promises outlast our 

earthly bodies and the limits of time.” (From Accidental Saints: Finding God in All the 

Wrong People; Nadia Bolz-Weber) 



Often, I hear about this day, “Ash Wednesday is too morose. I don’t go to church because 

I don’t want to focus on death, my death or anyone else’s.” Yes, Ash Wednesday does 

speak to the hard truth that one day I am going to die, and you are going to die and all 

those we love are going to die. Whether we acknowledge it or not, we wake up each day 

living and breathing within the reality that life and death are intermingled. Always. 

That’s what Ash Wednesday seeks to tell us. And I actually think there’s great hope that 

lies in these ashes. The cross smeared on our foreheads symbolizes the eternal promise 

that we are God’s and that nothing, not sin or darkness or even the grave itself can 

separate us from God and God’s love for us made known in Jesus. 

 

Omid Safi, a contributor to the On Being Blog reflected this week on an experience he 

had when he was thirteen years old. He had contracted a rare illness; that if his 

pediatrician father hadn’t known what it was he might not have lived through the 

night. Safi writes, “My father sat by my bed in the emergency room, held my hand and 

asked me the question: If you have two hours to live, what would you like to do? The rest of 

that night is a feverish blur...The morning came, and I remember the first sensations 

that came to me: relief at not being dead, and then —overwhelming, total joy…Over the 

years, I have come back to how that night and the next morning have forever changed 

everything about what it means to live and to be alive. I sometimes use it as an occasion 

for spiritual reflection with my friends and students.  

 

I ask them to think about what they would do if they knew that they have two years to 

live. Most talk about travel and experiences, about thrill-seeking adventures they would 

have. I then ask them what they would do if they knew that they had two hours left to 

live, and the answers change radically. There’s no more Paris, no more Hawaii, no more 

bungee-jumping. There is usually a deep silence over the room, and one by one they 

say: I’d love to see Momma. I’d want to say ‘I love you’ to her once more. I’d love to go be with 

my dad, and say ‘I am sorry for that whole period from ages 12-18.’ I’d love to go back to my true 

love, and have one more moment to hold her hand. When we are told that we have two hours 

left to live, what we want is to be with the ones we love the most and to tell them that 

they are loved.  

 

This affirms my faith that what is most basic to our divine nature is love, intimacy, 

tenderness, and seeking forgiveness. There will come a time in our lives when we will 

truly have only two hours to live. How lovely will it be to have lived a life in which we 

have told everyone how loved they are, asked for forgiveness for all that we have to 

atone, and forgiven all those around us who yearn for forgiveness. How lovely to greet 

that moment with a sense of purpose, meaning, love, tenderness, and forgiveness. 

Whatever you would do then, do it now.” 

 

https://onbeing.org/programs/atul-gawande-what-matters-in-the-end-oct2017/
https://onbeing.org/blog/courtney-martin-death-without-duality-three-both-ands-at-the-end-of-life/


In an unapologetic way Ash Wednesday reminds us of the preciousness of life and 

what it means to live, to really live now. In the midst of life there is death and in the 

midst of death there is life. And God is there with us, too, inviting us to repent and 

return to that divine love, inviting us to learn how to forgive and be forgiven, inviting 

us to live our lives believing in our own belovedness and revealing one another’s 

belovedness. Whatever you would do if you knew you had two hours to live, do it now, 

God implores. This is the powerful message of the ashen cross. And it is really good 

news for us this day and every day we wake up to a beautiful, new morning. Amen. 

 

 

 

 
 


