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Portrayal of Death and Immortality in Fiction for Children

Marleen Ochs  May 6, 2007 Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Missoula

One of the great things about having a relationship with a child is that you get to experience books with them that you probably wouldn’t read on your own. It was more than 2 years ago that my boys and I read a passage about death from the point of view of a bat named Shade (Firewing, 2003).  The world he experienced after his death stuck in my mind (see addendum –I read this to the congregation recently), and ever since, in fiction for children and young adults, I have been collecting literary images of the death experience and what happens after death.  

In the process of collecting these fictional exerpts I have also examined several religious views of death and immortality.  It is no surprise that many of the fictional descriptions have their basis in traditional religious thought.  I find it refreshing, however, that a wide range of religious views are available in this current literature.  I hope to give you a taste of this.  It has been frustrating in preparing this talk that I cannot just sit down and read you the whole book, because much is lost in my retelling.  You will have to just take these tidbits I can give you this morning and read the books yourself, preferrably with a child. 

One of the first questions that comes to mind when one thinks of death is “Why do I have to die?  It scares me. It makes those who love me unhappy, so lets not do it!” I found a couple of quotes that say it pretty well:

Somerset Maugham sums it up – “Dying is a very dull, dreary affair, and my advice is to have nothing whatever to do with it.”

Woody Allen agrees  “Some people want to achieve immortality through their works or their descendants.  I want to achieve it through not dying.”

But, Natalie Babbitt, in her book Tuck Everlasting (1975) presents a view that makes dying seem more palatable:

 In this book, the Tuck family members have not aged since they drank from a magic spring 87 years earlier.  A young girl named Winnie wanders into their part of the forest and is about to drink from the spring when she is stopped by one of the family members.  They try to explain to her why she should not drink from the spring and why it is not good for the outside world to know about the spring.

Tuck takes Winnie on the pond in a boat early in the morning and this is their conversation.   

“Know what that is, all around us, Winnie?” said Tuck, his voice low.  “Life. Moving, growing, changing, never the same two minutes together. You look out at the water in this pond every morning and it looks the same, but it ain’t.  All night long it’s been moving, coming in through the stream back there to the west, slipping out through the stream down east here, always quiet, always new, moving on. …and someday, after a long while, it comes to the ocean.”  “Know what happens then?” said Tuck. The sun sucks some of it up right out of the ocean and carries it back in clouds, and then it rains, and the rain falls into the stream, and the stream keeps moving on, taking it all back again.  It’s a wheel, Winnie.  Everything’s a wheel, turning and turning, never stopping.  The frogs is part of it, and the bugs, and the fish, and the wood thrush, too.  And people.  But never the same ones. Always coming in new, always growing and changing, and always moving on. … But this rowboat, now, it’s stuck.  If we didn’t move it out ourself, it would stay here forever, trying to get loose, but stuck.  That’s what us Tucks are, Winnie.  Stuck so’s we can’t move on.  We ain’t part of the wheel no more.  And everywhere around us, things is moving and growing and changing.  You, for instance.  You a child now, but someday a woman. And after that, moving on to make room for the new children.” Winnie raged against this and blurted out at last “I don’t want to die.”  No, said Tuck calmly.  Not now.  Your time’s not now.  But dying’s part of the wheel, right there next to being born.  You can’t pick out the pieces you like and leave the rest.  Being part of the whole thing, that’s the blessing.

Being just a temporary “part of the wheel” is not an easy thing for Winnie or any of us to accept.  There is a strong human desire for a life after death.  It is, therefore, not surprising that immortality is an important concept in many portrayals of death in children’s fiction.   

I will mention several religious views of immortality and give some literary examples:

In the JudeoChristian tradition, there is a strong sense of immortality in terms of the Soul going to Heaven to be close to God.   That promised life often involves being reunited with loved ones who have died (in a spiritual or perhaps even a conscious way).  Many believe that they will be living the life that God intended before humans were corrupted by original sin.  

In the book Little Women,  by Louisa May Alcott  (1868), Jo, one of the girls has been away and has returned to find her favorite sister sicker and presumably nearer death than when she left.

“When Jo came home that spring, she had been struck with the change in Beth.  No one spoke of it or seemed aware of it, for it had come too gradually to startle those who saw her daily; but to eyes sharpened by absence, it was very plain; and a heavy weight fell on Jo’s heart as she saw her sister’s face.  It was no paler and but little thinner than in the autumn; yet there was a strange, transparent look about it, as if the mortal was being slowly refined away, and the immortal shining through the frail flesh with an indescribably pathetic beauty.” 

In more recent books I’ve found very few fictional accounts of the traditional Christian view of an everlasting life in the presence of God and being reunited with your loved ones. One exception is the series of books that was originally written for adults and has been recently adapted for children (even a series of comic books, what are now called graphic novels)  The series is called “Left Behind” and the books have been written by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins.  In the first book of the series the rapture takes place and some people are taken to God whereas others are left behind on earth. Those who are left behind have done something that disqualifies them from an eternal life near God, even if they believed they were living  lives that would get them into Heaven. These books describe the struggle of life on Earth for these people as they realize that the apocalypse has begun.  They must try to fight the forces of evil in this new world.  There is, however, little enlightening discussion of the state of those who go to Heaven.

I’d like to spend some time on a series of three books written recently by Philip Pullman.  The titles are The Golden Compass, The Subtle Knife, and The Amber Spy Glass.  This series has been described by critics as “Paradise Lost” for children.   Will and Lyra are children destined to go to the land of the dead and release the millions of people trapped there.  Indeed everyone who has ever died remains there.  In the final book of the series,  the following discussion takes place between Will and Barach  “an angel” who is helping them on their journey. 

“All right, said Will”, “Tell me: what happens when we die?”  Baruch said.  “Well, there is a world of the dead.  Where it is, and what happens there, no one knows.  It is a  prison camp.  The Authority (the first angel, who also calls himself God….) established it in the early ages.  “What happens in the world of the dead?  Will went on.  “It’s impossible to say,” said Baruch.  “Everything about it is secret.  Even the churches don’t know. They tell their believers that they’ll live in Heaven, but that’s a lie.  If people really knew….    His voice trails off .

The Authority referred to here is the first and most powerful angel – he gave himself the name The Authority, and also the names God, Creator, Lord, Yahweh, El, Adonai, the King, the Father, and the Almighty. 

Lyra and Will finally make their way into the world of the dead:

They found themselves on a great plain that extended far ahead into the mist.  The light by which they saw was a dull self-luminescence that seemed to exist everywhere equally, so that there were no true shadows and no true light, and everything was the same dingy color.  Standing on the floor of this huge space were adults and children – ghost people-so many that Lyra couldn’t guess their number……The children ghosts came thronging forward, light and lifeless, to warm themselves at the flowing blood and the strong-beating hearts of the two travelers.  Both Will and Lyra felt a succession of  cold, delicate brushing sensations as the ghosts passed through their bodies, warming themselves on the way….

Lyra and Will find their friend Roger who has recently died.  He says:

This is a terrible place, Lyra, it’s hopeless, there’s no change when you are dead.

The other ghost children tell Lyra:

Some children have been here for thousands of years.  They’ve forgotten a whole lot.  Except the sunshine.  No one forgets that.  And the wind.”  More and more of them clamored for Lyra to tell them about the things they remembered, the sun and the wind and the sky, and the things they’d forgotten, such as how to play.

Lyra and Will are finally able to cut a doorway that will allow the ghost people to leave.  One ghost asks 

“What will happen when we leave the world of the dead.  Will we live again?”…..  Lyra replies ‘When you go out of the land of the dead all the particles that make you up will loosen and float apart. You won’t be nothing.  You will be part of everything.  All the atoms that were you, will go to the air and the wind and the trees and the earth and all the living things.  You’ll never vanish.  You’ll  just be part of everything.”

The first ghost to leave the world of the dead was Roger. He took a step forward, and turned to look back at Lyra, and laughed in surprise as he found himself turning into the night, the starlight, the air…and then he was gone, leaving behind such a vivid little burst of happiness that Will was reminded of the bubbles in a glass of champagne.  

A young woman came forward.  She had died as a martyr centuries before.  She looked around and said to the other ghosts:  “When we were alive, they told us that when we died we’d go to Heaven.  And they said that Heaven was a place of  joy and glory and we would spend eternity in the company of saints and angels praising the Almighty, in a state of bliss. That’s what they said.  And that’s what led some of us to give our lives, and led others to spend years in solitary prayer, while all the joy of life was going to waste around us and we never knew.  This land of the dead isn’t a place of reward or a place of punishment.  It’s a place of nothing.  The good come here as well as the wicked, and all of us languish in this gloom forever, with no hope of freedom, or joy, or sleep, or rest, or peace.  But now this child has come offering us a way out and I’m going to follow her.  Even if it means oblivion, friends, I’ll welcome it because it won’t be nothing.  We’ll be alive again in a thousand blades of grass, and a million leaves; we’ll be falling in the raindrops and blowing in the fresh breeze; we’ll be glittering in the dew under the stars and the moon out there in the physical world, which is our true home and always was.  

Both the Tuck family, and the ghost people found by Lyra and Will in the World of the Dead are immortal.  But notice that one aspect of the immortality in both cases is that nothing changes.  That seems to be an unbearable situation for these characters.  It seems as if immortality is meaningless unless you can still be “part of the wheel”. The heavenly state is often described as “eternal bliss”. One humanist author I read says that this is an oxymoron, and these characters would seem to agree.

The concept of dying, but remaining part of the cycle of the universe is also described  in a book called “The Same Stuff as Stars” by Katherine Paterson (2002) (she also wrote Bridge to Terabithia, a book that examines grief)

Angel Morgan’s father is in jail and her mother has abandoned her and her little brother at their great-grandmother’s crumbling farm.  Angel must take care of herself, her brother and her grandmother.  She meets a Vietnam vet who teaches her about astronomy like the local librarian taught him. She calls him the star man. His name is Ray, and he is actually her uncle although he doesn’t tell her that at first.  When the starman is dying they have the following conversation:

Angel says “ I don’t want you to die.” Ray replies “I appreciate that.  I’m not crazy to die myself, but I have a feeling I’m due.”  “No, said Angel.  She said it stubbornly, angrily.  He had no business dying.  “It’s just my old worn-out body, Angel.  I never treated it right and now it’s payback time. Don’t be mad at me.  If I’d known you were coming back  I’d have taken better care of myself.  It’s too late now, but I’m grateful I lived long enough to point you at the stars.”  “But I don’t know near enough! You gotta come back and teach me.  Ray responds, “You remember what I said last summer, when we first met? About us coming from the stars? About our bodies being made of the same stuff as the stars?”  “Yeah.”  Well, Ray said, try to think about me going back to the stars where I belong, okay? Whenever you look at the stars, think about old Ray turned back to stardust.

Later, at Ray’s funeral:

The preacher said “Ashes to ashes, Dust to dust” Tears filled Angel’s eyes.  She shook her head.  No, she thought Astra to Astra, Stardust to Stardust.

When she goes out to see the stars for the first time since Ray’s death this is her account:

It was a perfect night for viewing.  He wasn’t there, of course, but with her naked eye she picked out the great Andromeda Galaxy.  If good people went to heaven when they died, that’s where the star man would be – in that glorious cluster.  He might be two million miles away, but he would always be there,  burning bright among the stars of another galaxy.

Both Pullman’s and Paterson’s explanations suggest that optimally we return to the minerals and atoms that produced us. Even though we will presumably have no conscious thought, as we now know it, while we are in that state, we can be part of the “living” world forever, just as we have been since the elements of life were created after the Big Bang.  I’ll leave it to you to decide if this means we are coming closer to God.

The concepts of reincarnation and transmigration are also represented in children’s fiction.  Rather than having our bodies return to a state of atoms or stardust, there is mention of the soul surviving in other forms.  One of the most common is the view that the soul of the departed returns in the form of a butterfly or a hummingbird.  This probably dates at least back to Aztec times.

In a picture book called Ghostwings by Barbara Joosse, a young girl tells of her loving relationship with her grandmother.  

“Grandmother said, it’s almost time for the butterflies to leave.  Come with me to the Magic Circle, and we’ll say goodbye.”  It was a cloudy day and the butterflies clung to the trees.  Their wings were closed, and they were still as stone.  One butterfly lay on the forest floor.  I picked him up and blew warm breath on him.  He shook his wings and flew away.  “Close you eyes”, grandmother said.  “Do you still feel the butterfly?”  I nodded.  My arm still tickled.  “That’s because they carry the souls of the old ones and the old ones never really leave”.  Then the sun came out.  The butterflies rose in a whoosh.  They filled the sky with gold.  In a few weeks all the butterflies were gone.  The Magic Circle was empty.  That was the day Grandmother died.  Papa took me to the Magic Circle and we cried together.  He said when you love someone, they never really leave.  

This image is still tied to the Day of the Dead celebration that is so important in Mexico and South America.

In Walk Two Moons by Sharon Creech, a similar form of transmigration is described.  Sal thought her mother had abandoned her, but she has just discovered that her mother died in a bus accident and her father hasn’t been able to tell her. Much of the book consists of Sal’s memories of her mother.  Late in the book, Sal is finally shown her mother’s grave. One of the things Sal has told the reader is that her mother loved trees, and would often go up and kiss them, something Sal found hard to understand.

“On the tombstone, beneath her name and the dates of her birth and death, was an engraving of a maple tree, and it was only then, when I saw the stone and her name and the engraving of the tree, that I knew, by myself and for myself, that she was not coming back.  ….In the midst of the still morning, with only the sound of the river gurgling by, I heard a bird.  It was singing a birdsong, a true, sweet birdsong.  I looked all around and then up into the willow that leaned toward the river.  The birdsong came from the top of the willow and I did not want to look too closely, because I wanted it to be the tree that was singing.”  When Sal returns to the adults she says “She isn’t actually gone at all.  She’s singing in the trees.” 

It is clear that these ideas were probably planted by Sal’s mother. Earlier in the book Sal recalls:

  “My mother especially liked Indian stories.  She knew about thunder gods, earth-makers, wise crows, sly coyotes, and shadow souls.  Her favorite stories were those about people who came back after death, as a bird or a river or a horse.  She even knew one story about an old warrior who came back as a potato.

After coming to accept her mother’s death Sal lives with her Grandfather, who’s beloved wife has just died.  Sal says 

“When I drive Gramps around in his truck I tell him all the stories my mother told me.  His favorite is a Navaho one about a woman who never dies.  She grows from baby to mother to old woman and then turns into a baby again, and on and on she goes, living a thousand, thousand lives.  Gramps likes this, and so do I.”

Conclusion:

I would like to make two more points about these views of an evolving, “natural world” sort of eternity. First, there are many young people in our culture who are unhappy in this life.  I hope these descriptions do not create an idealized version of death and immortality for them. I think it is a good thing to reduce the fear of death and foster positive views of the possibilities of immortality.  I hope, however, that these views will not encourage people to take their own death or that of others too lightly.  It is important, I think, that members of a child’s family and community give them opportunities to discuss their problems and their fears.  We want them to think about death and immortality in abstract terms, not concrete ones.

Another important point, I think, is that if all of us, but especially young people, really think about death, we will be much better prepared for living life as fully as possible.  If there is nothing left but life as atoms or butterflies, it is best to enjoy and value one’s life rather than giving it up for any promise of an afterlife.  As they grow up, someone will probably tell our children that they will be dying “for a good cause”.  They need to think about the comments of the martyr in the Amber Spy Glass book and decide for themselves whether the “cause” is a good enough one.

Mahatama Gandhi said “Live as if you were to die tomorrow.  Learn as if you were to live forever.”  

Jimmy Buffet puts it a little more simply:  “I’d rather die while I’m living than live while I’m dead.”
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This presentation was accompanied by the following readings and music:

Opening Words:

We come to this time and this place: 

To rediscover the wondrous gift of free religious community;  

To renew our faith in the holiness, goodness, and beauty of life; 

To reaffirm the way of the open mind and full heart; 

To rekindle the flame of memory and hope; and 

To reclaim the vision of an earth made fair, with all her people one.  

By David C. Pohl,  Singing the Living Tradition (1993)

Closing Words:

To live in this world 

you must be able

to do three things:   

To love what is mortal; 

to hold it 

against your bones knowing 

your own life depends on it; 

And, when the time comes to let

     it go,

 to let it go.  

By Mary Oliver, Singing the Living Tradition (1993)

Music:

Please Stay by Warren Zevon (Wind Album)

Keep Me In Your Heart by Warren Zevon (Wind Album)

Addendum:

Firewing (2003)  page 316 

Shade came out over the forest.  

He had no body, no shape that he could discern.  

He was just “here”.  

And “here” was anywhere he wanted, just by wishing it.  He glided low over the treetops and skimmed a maple leaf – not above it or below it or near it, but inside it.  With elation, he felt his whole being enter the leaf and course through its tissue, through the tiny tributaries that carried it and into the strong tendons of a larger branch, and then down the wise old muscle and bones of the trunk itself – and finally Shade knew what it felt like to be a tree.  He slipped out through the bark back into the forest. 

     This was great!

      He shimmered throught the wings of a firefly, danced through some sleeping wildflowers, submerged himself briefly in the stream and came back up, giddy with happiness.  When he passed through all these things, it wasn’t like he was visiting, it was like he was, for that moment, the thing itself, all his senses guided through it.  And it seemed he could pick and choose, which suited him just fine because as much as he’d liked the wildflower, he thought it might be a bit dull be be a flower forever.

     The forest hummed and pulsed all around him – and he felt more alive and connected to it than he could ever remember.  He became aware of the living creatures out below the full moon.  He couldn’t quite bring himself to pass through the skunk – he’d do that later when he had more practice -  but worked up the courage to fly through an owl and felt its superb power and skill.

     It was not merely the living he felt either.  Within every fiber of the forest, he was aware of the others, those who had died and passed through the Tree.  He could not see them or hear them or speak to them, but he sensed they were all around him – in the leaves and dust, the dewdrops and pebbles – and knew they were equally content.

