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Approach Retreat Fall 2012: Approach to Life 

 The day that I look forward to most in life is the day that I die.  

 Death is the culmination and climax to life. It is a truly uncontrollable moment that we 

will all experience. They say funerals are for the living, and it’s true funerals bring people 

together. They are celebrations where you remember the accomplishments and memories of the 

life contained in the death. Our cries, our laughters, our fears and tears of rejoice and sorrow are 

remembered and celebrated at the funeral of our life.  

 My approach to life is driven by my uncontrollable move closer towards death. If this 

outlook sounds dim, allow me to step back and explain a moment.  

 In high school I helped start a new program, the St. Joseph of Arimathea Society. It was a 

simple concept: Be a pallbearer at a funeral and miss a few class periods as a result. The first 

time that I stepped out of the van, was like stepping into an entirely different world. A graffitied 

pavilion stood as an island nestled in a sea of unkempt grass that greeted your knees as soon as 

you’d step off the pavement. Where new graves had been dug, the land was swampy and muddy, 

a wrong step would sink you into uneven soil or leave you tripping over the laminated plastic 

tombstones that littered the ground. Potter’s Field as it was known was surrounded by 

Louisville’s Energy plant, mountains of used coal blackened the view as smoked billowed from 

the towers overhead. This was unlike any place I had even been before. We were the first group 

to undertake such a task, no one had ever considered providing a burial service for the poor and 

homeless of the city and we had no clue what to expect. Over the years the program has grown 

from it’s simple origins and I have lost count of the number of funerals that I’ve preformed as the 

program has blossomed into a citywide campaign. Each has been unique and distinctive but there 

is one in particular that I will never forget.  
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 It was a cold December morning, Christmas break had just began and frost was melting 

on the grass. This funeral would be unlike any I had done before; this funeral was for a three-

year old girl. Stepping out of the car, the same towers billowed gallons of smoke and the 

mountains continued to pile higher as trucks continued to dump their loads. Under the pavilion 

waited a wailing mother who stared transfixed to the pearl white coffin embossed with silk that 

contained the body of the child that she had raised, nurtured, and grown to love. As I 

approached, my own tears began to pillow in my eyes. I felt empty, alone, and confused. Step by 

step I carried the casket to the gravesite. The weight was unlike anything I had held before, with 

weakening arms and stiffed knees the procession was slow and careful. For the life that this 

death contained was filled with wonder and awe, this child was the source of immense and 

unending joy.  In such a short time she gave happiness and life to many before it was time for her 

own life to end.  

 We cannot control our death. It will come to us regardless of our preparations and 

planning. But while we can’t control when we die, we can control what happens before we die. 

We can control the smiles we share, the laughs we give, and the friends we make. Our life is in 

our control and we can make it what we wish.  

 Funerals are for the living. They are events that bring people together. Friends and 

Family travel together to share the joyful love that flows from the memories shared. Funerals 

remind us about the people that matter most to us. Our grandparents, relatives, friends from high 

school, and so on. The people that care about us most are sympathetic to the situation, because 

considering a world without you in their life would stop them in their tracks. The living 

remember the dead, and are reminded about how to live.  
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 When my grandfather died last year, it was not at all during a convenient time, for I was 

on Manresa Core and it was Day 1 of training week. As I came back home to be with my family 

we shared stories about my Papa: his butt-bitting club, love of cigars and his dogs, and his ever 

loving relationship with his wife who he held in his arms as she died. He was a man who gave 

his life for others. He succeeded in finding how to make others happy, and thus it made him 

happy. Whenever he was in a room it would always be filled with laughter and drinks would 

always need refilling. As we shared stories of what made him special and important to each of 

us, I realized that those memories we were sharing is what makes each of us special and 

important. Together, each of us carried apart of his life that will never die, but yet live within us. 

While my Papa may have died on August 15, 2011, he still continues to influence my daily life.  

 My loud, somewhat obnoxious, laughter is directly a result of his laughter, because when 

he laughed everyone in the room would hear it and would erupt in laughter themselves. Every 

time I meet a new person I always look them in the eyes and use both hands when we shake 

hands because it’s important to show people that you are fully there with them and not distracted. 

Every time a friend stops by my house I always offer them a drink, hopefully bourbon, or some 

food because it allows the person to feel comfortable and invites them to share in quality time 

and conversation. And whenever I am with a person, I always begin by asking them how they 

our doing, because everyone experiences stress and worry and even if they don’t share what 

might be happening, asking the question at least lets them know that you care.  

 My grandpa never explicitly told me to do any of these things, but his life and memory 

did. It’s impossible to know how we should approach our lives, but if we look back to the 

memories of those who have lived before us and remember the lives that were contained in the 

deaths of those that were most important to us, we can begin to understand how we should live. 
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We should live like we are the dying. Live like our grandparents, parents, relatives, and friends 

who shared a lifetime full of laughter and tears. Live as if we are to be united with them 

tomorrow, because we are living like them today.  

 The day that I look forward to most in life is the day that I die. In death we are graced 

with new life we are reunited by those we have lost and graciously await those yet to come. I do 

not fear death because I know that this life I have now rocks! I mean look around at this room 

full of people, this weekend I was graced with your time, talents, and presence. Each of you 

radiated God’s love through this experience and I got to be apart of that, so thanks! For the most 

of us we didn’t know everyone here, but have grown together through our compassion and zeal. 

Everyday we are granted with this opportunity. We have the chance to Approach life with the 

same loving compassion that we have experienced on this retreat. But this retreat is now over, 

the Approach retreat has died, and we are gathered here together to reminisce the stories and 

keep the memories alive within us. At this funeral of Approach, we connect with friends and 

loved ones who too have shared in this experience and wish to enrich your experience. Approach 

taught us a new way to understand our selves. Approach shined light on the road we are traveling 

on and gave us insight into our troubles and how we can move through difficult challenges. 

Approach showed us the beauty of God’s love smiling on the faces we see and love that we hold 

within our hearts that warms our souls. On this retreat we heard stories and shared memories, and 

while we were not explicitly told, we were given examples of how we should live life how we 

should Approach life, how we should Approach others, and how we should Approach God. 

Approach is over but the memories live on, they live and grow with us.  
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 Funerals are for the living and as the living we should celebrate the life of this Approach 

retreat. And like all funerals, we need a closing blessing, so I will use the same prayer that I have 

said countless times to close this Approach Experience: 

Lord God, whose days are without end and whose mercies beyond 

counting, keep us mindful that life is short and the hour of death 

unknown.  Let your Spirit guide our days on earth in the ways of 

holiness and justice, that we may serve you in union with the whole 

Church, sure in faith, strong in hope, perfected in love.  And when 

our earthly journey is ended, lead us rejoicing into your kingdom, 

where you live forever and ever. 


