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PLEASE ALLOW ME TO INTRODUCE MYSELF
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Hi, I am your Death and I am here for you.

No wait, don’t go! 

Aside from the fact that you can’t get away, I’m not here for you in that way, at least not now, although to be honest with you we do have a date and I am always with you whether you acknowledge me or not. 

Want to know when I am coming in that way?

Sorry, I can’t tell you. It’s part of the Great Mystery. You know. That place where you came from and where you are going.

If you want to know the truth I'm not your death, but you are mine. Now don't freak out on me. It's only a visit. I want to spend some quality time with you before the big event and seeing as you took the time to stop by and I have you as a captive audience I thought it would be nice to have a little visit and get acquainted.

Sorry, if we got off on the wrong foot, but that happens more often than not, so let’s give it another try.

Pleased to meet you. Hope you guess my name, but what’s puzzling you is the nature of my game. No, I’m not who you think from that song – well maybe I am. In truth I have many names and many faces. I’m formally introducing myself to you this way, but I’m really just messing with you, hoping that maybe you will lighten up and think of me a little differently. Who knows? You just might learn something.

We are far more intimate than most people care to admit. Whoever came up with the expression love it to death was a lot closer to the truth than those other idiotic sayings you have about me. Not only am I always with you, but my love for you is unconditional, all consuming, and infinite from your limited perspective. With a love like that you’d think that my feelings would be hurt by the way you portray me, but one of the benefits of being omnipotent and omniscient is that I am beyond those infantile emotions, and if I were affected by them my love for you wouldn’t be unconditional, would it?

Yes, I admit to being a know-it-all. That is the definition of omniscient, so forgive me if I go a little overboard at times. It’s not my ego, it’s just that I sometimes forget myself. I have access to everything there is to know about you, and everyone else for that matter.

I have friends in more places than you can imagine and my eyes and ears are everywhere including all knowledge in each and every molecule and cell of your neurons, dendrites, mitochondria, organs, and anything else you can imagine. Yes, sometimes I get a little too technical and scientific at times, but every thought, emotion, and the collective knowledge of anything humanity has ever thought, imagined, or experienced is at my disposal.

There are no secrets from me. 

I’m here to tell you stories and share some science, history, and myths, all of which are your creations that I want to enlighten you with  to help you understand me more. You have seen me as Satan, Anubis, Mot, Thanatos, God, the Devil, loving, punitive, dark, light – the list goes on and on! 

It is my sincerest hope that our friendly reintroduction here will change the way you think of me, and maybe in some small way reflect the depth of the love I have for you.

One of the most enduring ways you depict me is as the Grim Reaper, a skeleton wearing a shroud holding a scythe who comes to collect you. Yes, there is some truth to that and many of your stories are about people trying to trick, bribe, or avoid me and hold on to the psychopomp who escorts newly deceased souls into the afterlife. When you portray me this way I’m pretty scary looking. No wonder so many people are terrified of me!

[image: image]

I’d much rather have you show me this way which is a far more truthful way to think of me and of how I feel about you.
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Sometimes you think of me as male and other times you think of me as female, but I am far beyond any definition as simplistic as that.

Aside from the Grim Reaper, which you have to admit, is not very flattering, can you honestly tell me what is grim about a homecoming? After all, everyone is more than welcome in my domain which is actually your real home.

Mi casa es su casa.

I suggest you enjoy the short visit of your life because when I come for you, you will realize just how short it really is.

You could even die reading this book.

As I mentioned, I have many names and many faces. In the most basic sense, most people know me as Death, which comes from an old English word dēap, which comes from the old Germanic daupuz, which comes from a Indo-European root that means the process, act, or condition of dying, but I go infinitely further back than that! 

Over time, the idea and the signs of my coming have generated a number of euphemisms. When I come for someone, you may say that they have passed away, passed on, expired, or are gone. The dead person becomes a corpse, a body, remains, or a cadaver. I kind of like that last one. Abra Cadaver! Now you see them, now you don’t. 

Carrion and carcass are also used mostly when talking about animals, and when all of your flesh has rotted away you become skeletons. In the spirit of politeness, people now like to say deceased, and the dead person is referred to as the decedent while the ashes left after a cremation are sometimes called cremains, a clever combination of the words cremation and remains.

Other than this very decidedly special blessing of a visit with you now, from a scientific point of view my mostly once in a lifetime visit can best be defined as the ending of all biological functions that keep a living organism going. I have many ways to do that depending on how you have lived, where you lived, what your parents did, and lots of other things that come into play that affect our fast approaching, intimate meeting.

There are innumerable variations on how I come for you. If you are good, I might let you enjoy the gift of life for longer and let you die of old age, but this can sometimes be slow and painful. Other times I can be fast and terrifying, like when a predatory wild animal decides it wants to act as one of my agents and send you to me as a gift. You can see this instinct in house cats when they bring you an eviscerated bird, mouse, or lizard as a gift. You should be flattered by that because they are giving you the same respect they have for me.

There are many other ways that I come that keep me busy, which is another reason why you should be grateful that I am spending this special time with you right now, although truth be told, I exist far outside the limitations of space and time as you know them.

I’ve always found it fascinating that like the loyal cat that brings you corpses as gifts, you unwittingly and sometimes purposefully do the same with me like you are my loyal pets. I have to admit to having a special place in my heart for cults, serial killers, war mongers, and other misfits who aid me in my work. No disrespect intended here, but I am flattered by the dedication and service of these seemingly misguided souls. 

I understand that you don’t always get credit in the case of disease, malnutrition, starvation, and dehydration. Sometimes the weather and other natural forces help make this happen, but sometimes, especially in modern times, you assist them with the way you treat your environment, or from your greed when you hoard resources at the expense of others. 

I am grateful for your contributions both direct and indirect that help bring so many of my loved ones home to me. Without sounding insensitive to those left behind, I find the self service of suicide particularly charming and a sign of your undying love for me.

It’s a paradox, isn’t it? Undying love for Death. It sounds kind of eternal, doesn’t it? I’m full of what looks like paradoxes and contradictions, but it’s all part of the Great Mystery that you’re not quite ready to understand yet.

Aside from those who prefer the self service personal introduction to me there is intentional homicide where you help me directly like a midwife into my reality, and then there are the times you help me without realizing it with accidents and traumas from terminal injuries. Sometimes I’m a little embarrassed and overwhelmed by your generosity when it comes to wars, bombings, and mass murders. Even though I don’t need your help, among all the living beings in the world you serve me more than any of the others by killing yourselves and everything around you more than all of them combined. 

While we are spending this special moment together I want you to know that I understand why you are terrified of me. Given the circumstances, I forgive you for the way you think of and describe me in light of the fact that in most cases the bodies of the formerly living decompose soon after I take them, which I admit is not a pretty sight, not to mention the smell, but maybe it can bring you some small comfort in the fact that what you see as an unsightly stinking mess gives life to my loyal insect, vermin, and other carrion eating clean up crews who help you become food for the plants. Your remains might even contribute to the radiant beauty of a blossoming flower!

I also realize that from your side of things my visit can be sad and unpleasant because of your love for those who leave you to come back to me, and because I am one of the best known faces of the Great Mystery, you know little of me, which is the reason I have come to visit with you now. Most of you fear the dark and what you don’t know, and my visits bring emotional pain, melancholy, and longing, but on the bright side I also engender sympathy and compassion.

I feel compelled to tell you that many of you think there is an afterlife and believe that there is a reward, judgment, and punishment for past sins. Suffice it to say that you will discover the real truth of that when I come to take you home. 

Although your thoughts, fears, perceptions, and denials of me are unwarranted, when you see them from the bigger picture that I represent, I assure you there is no judgment on my part for how you think and feel about me. I also want to point out that like the sympathy and compassion I inspire when I check in from time to time, and sometimes when I come, I change my mind to keep things interesting, and end up changing lives for the better. 

Grim Reaper? 

Huh!

If I do decide to let you stick around and enjoy the gifts and the life that I have loaned you for a longer time, it only means that I am coming for you in increments, sometimes just a few cells at a time, but as I mentioned my love for you is all consuming and our final meeting is inevitable, so rest assured, I am still coming, or maybe it sounds better to say waiting. Regardless of how you think about it, I am always here for you, and will come whenever I choose.

If you live a long life and manage to survive all the calamities that three dimensional existence has to offer, old age will wear you down and bring you to me. The aging process comes from the deterioration of cellular activity and the destruction of regular cell functions, meaning yes, I am everywhere and in all things big and small. This gradual deterioration and mortality means that cells are naturally sentenced to stable and long term loss of life in spite of their continuing metabolic reactions and viability.

To put things in perspective and give you a sense of how generous I am, how hard I work, and of how busy I am, roughly one-hundred-fifty-thousand people join me from around the world every day, and of those two thirds come to me through the gradual process of old age. Think about how much you contribute to the other third who come home to me through unnatural man made causes.

Who’s the Grim Reaper now?

I understand how confusing it is for you to comprehend what I really am, what I really do, and what I represent. After all it is a Great Mystery that you only get a fleeting glimpse of as infinity, and even that falls short. It’s one of the reasons I came to visit you now. It’s my sincere hope that you come to understand me more. Even though I am admittedly incomprehensible, I am also inevitable, so whether you like it or not, in spite of the fact that you do everything to avoid and try to outwit me, at some point you have to accept me, even if I take you kicking and screaming. I would much rather have you embrace me with the Love I have for you when I finally welcome you home because in the end you have no choice but to admit; you are mine.

You have studied all of the ways I can take you and searched the signs of my visits in futile attempts to look for ways out, but you must realize now that I am a process, meaning I am perpetually ongoing instead of a one time event the way you are used to seeing and thinking of me as. With the advancement of your science and technology many of my entry points are now reversible, which I find amusing, but patience is a virtue, isn’t it? I have all the time in the world and I will always prevail in the end.

Your inquiries and your divide and conquer approach to understand me have only confused things more by blurring the dividing line between living and joining me in my realm, and it depends on factors beyond the presence or absence of your vital signs. In your modern day and age clinical death is not necessary or adequate for a determination of legal death. If you have a working heart and lungs, but are considered brain dead, then you can be declared legally dead without clinical death.

Who’s really calling the shots here, Clinical Doctor Death, Death, Attorney at Law, or Brain Stealing Death?

Of course the answer is always Yours Truly no matter how anyone tries to define me.

You now have many scientific definitions to try and understand me like brain death, which defines my arrival as the point in time when brain activity ceases, respiratory arrest, when breathing stops, and cardiac arrest, when your heart stops. These are followed by what sounds like partners in an otherworldly family law firm; pallor mortis, the paleness that comes fifteen to twenty minutes after I have come and gone, livor mortis, the settling of blood in the lower part of the body, algor mortis, the reduction in body temperature following my visit, and the well known rigor mortis, where the limbs become stiff, and of course at the end of it all there is always decomposition. 

All of these definitions highlight one of the challenges in trying to define me, which is distinguishing me from life, the gift that I bless you with. If you look at my arrival as a point in time, then I am the moment when your life ends, but determining when I have come is difficult as the cessation of your life functions don’t often happen at the same time across all of your organ systems.

A popular conception which I have an affinity for is to define life as consciousness. When consciousness ceases a living organism can be said to have died, but even this notion is ambiguous in that the concept of consciousness has different definitions given by scientists, psychologists, and philosophers, not to mention all the religious traditions that believe my arrival doesn't signal the ending of consciousness. In many cultures I am thought of as more of a process than a single event that implies a transition from one spiritual state to another.

Does consciousness survive when I come and take you?

Well...

Sorry, as much as I’d like to tell you, that is part of the Great Mystery, but if it is any consolation, I am always here for you.

Waiting.

Amidst all this confusion about when and how I might come and go, many have been confounded or in many cases have taken things into their own hands and wittingly or unwittingly worked for me by becoming my agents and collaborators. I have to admit that no matter which way it turns out, I am indifferent to the outcome because I know that I always prevail in the end.

Throughout history many people have been buried alive either by accident, misdiagnosis, or intentionally as forms of torture, murder, or execution. Sometimes it happens with the consent of the victim as part of a stunt with the intention of escaping. Premature burials are invitations for me to visit through suffocation, dehydration, starvation, or hypothermia if it happens somewhere cold. 

Many recorded cases of accidental burial go back to the fourteenth century when after reopening his tomb, the philosopher John Duns Scotus was reportedly found outside his coffin with his hands torn and bloody after attempting to escape me. Alice Blunden of Basingstoke was said to have been buried alive twice back in sixteen-seventy-four. These are just recorded instances, but these accidents go much further back than that.

Revivals of corpses have been triggered by dropped coffins, grave robbers, embalming, and attempted dissections. Many people think that reports of live burial are overestimated. The normal physical effects of decomposition are often misinterpreted as signs that the exhumed person had revived in their coffin. Reports are ongoing of people accidentally being sent to the morgue trapped in steel boxes after being declared dead. When a gentleman named Robert Robinson died in Manchester England in seventeen-ninety-one a movable glass pane was inserted into his coffin and the mausoleum had a door for purposes of inspection by a watchman to see if he breathed on the glass. He instructed relatives to visit his grave periodically to check that he had actually left with me. 

In eighteen-eighty-two safety coffins were devised to prevent premature burial, but none of them worked and in eighteen-ninety a family designed and built a burial vault with an internal hatch to allow the victim of a premature burial to escape. The London Association for the Prevention of Premature Burial was formed in eighteen-ninety-six.

I found all these antics and the lengths that people went through to avoid meeting me a source of great entertainment. All of these accidents and misdiagnosed burials have contributed to the legions of vampire and zombie mythologies which I find even funnier.

Undead? Seriously? Talk about the ultimate denial of me. Is that like the spiritual equivalent of antimatter? 

From my point of view it doesn’t matter when you come, and in the bigger scheme of things, days, weeks, months, or years make no difference to me. You are all mine and sooner or later every single one of you is coming home. 

There are those who have flirted with me and in that flirtation have seduced me into coming to take them home. On these occasions, many of which are only stories and myths, people have arranged to be buried alive as a demonstration of their egotistic misplaced ability to survive me. In one story that took place around eighteen-forty an Indian fakir was said to have been buried in the presence of a British military officer and put in a sealed bag in a wooden box in a vault which was interred.

The whole location was guarded day and night to prevent fraud and the site was dug up twice in a ten month period to verify the burial before the fakir was finally dug out and revived in the presence of another officer. The fakir is reputed to have said that his only fear during his wonderful sleep was to be eaten by underground worms. According to other sources the entire burial was only forty days long. Either way it’s a great story, but I hate to ruin it by the fact that it’s impossible to stay alive for that long without food, water, and air.

More silliness! 

As recently as two-thousand-ten a Russian man died after being buried alive to try and overcome his fear of me, but he was crushed to death by the earth on top of him. A year later another Russian died after being buried overnight in a makeshift coffin for good luck. 

I love the irony in both cases. The first guy succeeded by facing his fear of me. I don’t mind telling you that I love Fear and we are in fact very close, and in this man’s bravery we embraced. In the second case it was indeed a case of good luck.

Mine.

Going further back, Saint Oran was a druid living on the Island of Iona in Scotland’s Inner Hebrides who became a follower of Saint Columba who brought Christianity to Iona from Ireland in five-sixty-three AD. When Saint Columba had problems building the original Iona Abbey because of supposed interference from the Devil, Saint Oran offered himself as a human sacrifice and was buried alive. He was later dug up and found to be still alive, but he uttered words describing the afterlife he had seen and how it involved no Heaven or Hell, so he was ordered to be covered up again and the building of the abbey went ahead untroubled. Saint Oran’s chapel marks the spot where he was buried.

Stories like these go all the way back to prehistoric times in addition to many references to people declared dead by physicians and coming back to life, sometimes days later in their own coffin, or when embalming procedures were about to begin. From the mid-eighteenth century on there was an upsurge in the public’s fear of being buried alive and a lot of debate about the uncertainty of the signs that I have come. Various brutal methods were devised to test for signs of life before burial, among them pouring vinegar and pepper into the corpse’s mouth and applying red hot pokers to the feet or into the rectum.

In your modern day in cases of electric shock and cardiopulmonary resuscitation known as CPR for an hour or longer stunned nerves can recover, allowing an apparently deceased person to survive. People found unconscious under icy waters can also survive if their faces are kept cold until they arrive at an emergency room in what is called a diving response where metabolic activity and oxygen requirements are minimal. As your technology advances your ideas about when or if I have come will have to be re-evaluated in your increasingly clever ways of trying to forestall my fated visit.

I wish you would love me unconditionally the way I love you and stop trying to avoid our date which is set in stone as you say. I look forward to our reunion which in the bigger scheme of things will be here before you know it. For me it is a joyful homecoming and should be cause for great celebration the way the Irish among you often do. I would much rather have you come willingly and hug me back instead of being such scaredy cats, which brings us to Fear. 
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MEET FEAR, MY LOVER AND PARTNER IN CRIME
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Now don't be afraid. I realize you can’t help yourself, but I am so very happy to introduce you to Fear, my lover, ally, and constant companion. Like the Great Mystery, Fear is a glorious paradox. Here I am telling you don’t be afraid, and in the same breath I am telling you that Fear absolutely revels in the attention and is often spurned and misunderstood right alongside me. To give it the proper respect it deserves I'll quote William James from back in nineteen-o-two.

“The ancient saying that the first maker of the Gods was fear receives voluminous corroboration from every age of religious history; but none the less does religious history show the part which joy has evermore tended to play. Sometimes the joy has been primary; sometimes secondary, being the gladness of deliverance from the fear.”

Maybe deliverance comes from running to the fear instead of away from it?

Like me, my trusty sidekick wants you to know us better and though it sounds counterproductive, Fear is the happiest when embraced like me. To make the point, Fear never tires of this African proverb that demonstrates how Fear teaches.

When lions hunt on the savannas they position their youngest most able hunters to wait in tall grass on one side of a herd while the older weakest members of their pride who have lost most of their teeth go to the other side where they roar powerfully. Hearing the frightening roars stampedes the herd into the jaws and claws of the waiting hunters.

The moral of the story:

Run toward the roar.

Fear and I are inseparable, and whether you know it or not you are just as inseparable as we are. You might think of it as a three way unholy alliance, but it is more accurate to think of our collaboration as a holy alliance. Fear and I are intimate in so many ways with each other and with you! Aside from all of our other connections, many of which you have probably never even considered, my dedicated partner-in-crime serves us in many ways, chief among them as my herald. 

When I come for what looks to you like my final visit, most of the time Fear announces my coming. It's all part of the Great Mystery, and much like me, Fear has many faces; among them mortal fear, fear of the unknown, and an endless variety of phobias. Fear serves us with the same selfless, unconditional, sometimes all consuming love in one of its more popular forms as Panic in much the same way that I hold my infinite love for you.

Though I would much rather have you embrace me with the same love I have for you, your fear of me is not unfounded. Fear in and of itself helps you to survive even though your survival is illusory because in the physical world you only survive because I allow you to. When it's time for you to come with me I may or my not have Fear announce my presence. Sometimes we’re just having a little fun checking in and lurking just to let you know that you are alive. I’m a little embarrassed to admit that I find these play times entertaining because the greater truth of it is that I am ever present and in the minds of many all-powerful, but if you get a sense of the bigger picture, a more benign way to see Fear and I is as the face of the mystery, or perhaps better put the faceless face of the mystery. 

We are elusive, yet we can come at a moment’s notice.

I want to compliment you on sticking around and giving us your attention in the face of what we represent. Whether you acknowledge it or not, Fear is one of your greatest guides and teachers. Many think of our coming as a final visit to leave the life that you've known, but I want to remind you of the possibility that we may just be your escort into the next life if there is such a thing. I’d love to tell you, but then – well you know.

In much the same way that I come to you in any number of ways, my lover Fear also comes in different ways, only Fear visits with you more often, sometimes for the silliest reasons. Where I come mostly uninvited, you literally invite Fear, sometimes consciously and sometimes unconsciously, but the invitation always comes from you whether you know it or not. The daredevils among you flirt with Fear often, which we find flattering as it is also a flirtation with me, and I for one love being seduced.

Aside from this special visit we are having now, I may check in with you from time to time, especially when you’re older. I know you feel my touch when I do, thanks to Fear’s help, but for the most part I only come once in your lifetime while Fear visits all the time. If it weren’t for my endless patience that might make me jealous, but it doesn’t. Fear honors me like a talented announcer doing a commercial for a movie preview by reminding you of my imminent visit and I am secure in the knowledge that you will always come to me in the end like a lost, faithful dog who longs for and misses his loving master. 

Technically speaking, Fear is a feeling induced by a perceived danger or threat that causes a change in metabolic and organ functions that provokes behavior like fleeing, hiding, or freezing in response to a specific stimulus occurring in the present or in anticipation of a future threat to your body or your life. This response comes from the perception of danger leading to a confrontation with or escape from the threat in a fight or flight response which in extreme cases can result in a paralyzing freeze reaction. In humans and in animals Fear is regulated by the process of cognition and learning so it is judged as rational and appropriate or irrational and inappropriate. An irrational Fear is called a phobia.

Fear is closely related to, but different from anxiety which comes from threats perceived as uncontrollable or unavoidable. The Fear response serves survival by generating appropriate behavioral responses, so it has been preserved through evolution.

Flight or fight is an inborn response for coping with danger by accelerating your breathing and widening your central blood vessels as well as increasing muscle tension that includes contracting the muscles attached to each hair follicle resulting in the proverbial goose bumps that Fear is so famous for. 

Fear’s arrival also causes sweating, increased blood glucose, increased serum calcium and white blood cells, and an alertness that can disrupt sleep and cause butterflies in the stomach, all of which tells you that you are indeed scared. If you are frail of health and have a weak heart, then this can be enough to send you into my waiting arms.

You can cultivate specific fears by learning through experience or by watching a traumatic accident. If a child falls into a well and struggles to get out, they might develop a fear of wells, heights, enclosed spaces, or water. These instincts go deep and are part of a primitive survival system seated deep in the brain in places like the amygdala. This part of the brain is affected both when someone observes another person experiencing an aversive event knowing that the same treatment awaits them, and when the person themselves are put in a fear provoking situation showing that fear can develop from both conditions, not just from personal history. People who have damage to their amygdala cannot experience fear which you might think of as a good thing, after all fearlessness is considered a sign of bravery, but this can result in bringing you closer to me as this lack of fear can put you in dangerous situations where I might step in without warning.

Many fears are learned and the capacity to fear is part of human nature. Certain fears, like fear of animals and fear of heights are more common than others. Much like my appearances, Fear and its associated sensations are considered unpleasant, but like me, Fear is your friend and loves you more than you know. Primitive humans were quick to fear dangerous situations which made them more likely to survive and reproduce. These primal fears were passed on to successive generations reinforcing natural selection in the form of adaptations that have developed during different time periods. 

Some deep-seated fears, like fear of heights, fear of snakes, and others like fear of mice and insects are not unfounded. Mice and insects often carry infectious disease and are harmful to crops and stored foods and many snakes are deadly poisonous. As sinister as all these denizens may be to you, I love them all in their own unique ways because they serve as my agents who have dedicated their lives to helping me in my great work which shows how much they appreciate the gift of existence that I grant them all –- including you. You might learn something from their devotion to something unquestionably greater than they are.

You know who.

In your modern times, one list of your top ten fears are terrorist attacks, spiders, death, failure, war, criminal or gang violence, being alone, the future, and nuclear war. 

Third place? Seriously? You are more afraid of spiders than me? Too funny! Were I an egotist I could be upset about this, but on closer examination terrorist attacks and spiders when they are poisonous are acting as my agents, so I don’t mind sharing the spotlight, especially when I think of them as opening acts for my grand appearances.

Another list says flying, heights, clowns, intimacy, death, rejection, people, snakes, failure, and driving. Here I have been lowered to fifth place. What’s up with that? I can understand flying and heights as they are real dangers and sometimes have an intimate connection to me, but clowns? Are you kidding? I guess that shows how funny you are. Intimacy is almost as bad, but when I think of it in terms of how intimate I am with you it’s a little easier for me to accept.

In still another ludicrous survey the most common fears are demons, ghosts, evil powers, cockroaches, spiders, snakes, heights, water, enclosed spaces, tunnels, bridges, needles, social rejection, failure, examinations, and public speaking. 

At least I can comfort myself with the knowledge that I am not only more powerful than all of them, but many of them act as my agents, so though you may not consciously acknowledge my part in the collaboration, I am present in the ones that count.

In the bigger picture, thoughts of my arrival in what is called death anxiety is multidimensional, something that more accurately represents my real nature because it covers fears related to your own death, the death of others, fear of the unknown after I take you, fear of obliteration, and fear of the dying process, which includes fear of a slow demise and a painful one. Aside from some of the ridiculous and not so ridiculous fears I mentioned, ask yourself, is your fear of Me reasonable? After all, my arrival is certain. 

In what was called a Multidimensional Fear of Death Scale which I think is more accurate and realistic than the other surveys, they listed Fear of Dying, Fear of the Dead, Fear of Being Destroyed, Fear for Significant Others, Fear of the Unknown, Fear of Conscious Death, Fear for the Body After Death, and Fear of Premature Death. The most potent predictors of death fears were beliefs relating to your ability to generate spiritually based faith and inner strength, and beliefs relating to your perceived ability to manage activities of daily living.

Your psychologists have followed the thinking of the brilliant Mr. James and tested the idea that fear of me motivates religious commitment and that assurances about an afterlife alleviate that fear. Religiosity can be related to fear of me when the afterlife is portrayed as a time of punishment. Those who have been firm in their faith who attend weekly religious services are the least afraid of dying. Church centered religiousness and de-institutionalized spiritual seeking are also viable ways of approaching fear of me in old age.

I find it comical the way people get more religious the closer they get to me because they know I am coming sooner every day, but they need not worry in these desperate moments, for my love is unconditional, eternal, and all consuming.

I understand why you fear the unknown, but it’s an irrational fear caused by negative thinking that comes from anxiety along with a feeling of dread that engages your nervous system to mobilize your bodily resources in the face of danger, putting you into fight or flight mode for no real reason. This irrational fear can extend into many areas like the hereafter, the next ten years, or tomorrow. Chronic irrational fear can wear your health down over time and bring you to me sooner rather than later, since what you think of as the stimulus is usually nonexistent or delusional. This kind of fear creates additional diseases and disorders along with a primary disease or disorder that can also be behavioral or mental. 

Being scared can cause you to be so afraid of what lies ahead that you can’t plan, pay attention to, or evaluate what is happening in the present moment. Being in situations that are uncertain and unpredictable causes anxiety along with other psychological and physical problems, especially for those who engage in it constantly like in war zones, places of conflict, terrorism, abuse, or other traumatic environments that I like to frequent. 

Fear can become a real party animal and grow like wildfire when it is time for a visit, which flatters me, as I know deep down it is another clever way to bring my loved ones home to me. 

Back in sixteen-ninety-two some adolescent girls began having fits described as being beyond the power of epileptic fits that triggered the infamous Salem Witch trials that ended with twenty executions and five other deaths.

Well done, Fear. Clever and well done. 

Mass hysteria anyone?

Fear works in that way at all levels of society from family and friends to communities, towns, cities, states, countries, and the world in any number of forms, concentrations, and speeds. Politicians, terrorists, and other power brokers use it to manipulate the masses into making bad decisions, or force them to act in ways detrimental to their person, but serve the will of the manipulators. 

Aside from that it’s one of our favorite ways of bringing people home to me because it gives us a lot of attention, like I am the celebrity and Fear is shining the spotlight on me. I know that sounds narcissistic, but it shows they are giving me the respect I more than deserve, after all, I do rule all of them. 

Seeing as you have stuck with me this far and have not run off, I’ve decided to share what you might call a trade secret that Fear and I have, in the same spirit of a magician sharing a trick known only to privileged insiders.

Bugs, fish, birds, lizards, animals, and humans have special smells called pheromones that are alarm substances to defend themselves and inform their groups of danger, throwing them into fight or flight behaviors that spread throughout the group in moments. This is one of our secret triggers. 

I don’t want to get too scientific on you, but I want to mention neurochemicals because they are great allies who tie in with the amygdala and other fear centers that permeate you. They are intimate with Fear in much the same way that I am intimate with Fear; a microcosm in the macrocosm.

I don’t take it personal when you deny me. At the same time I have to admire your efforts when you try, even though you are in a no win situation, but you are ingenious in your own studies of yourself and neurochemistry. You’ve even come up with a drug treatment for Fear conditioning through your amygdala that prevents fear behaviors, but Fear is more complicated than simply forgetting or deleting memories, so your psychologists have come up with what they call cognitive behavioral therapy that gets people to confront their fear over and over again; in other words, running toward the roar!

As I mentioned, Fear and I are intimate and I enjoy lurking behind all these other fears, even if they are often baseless. I enjoy being the be all and the end all. Your fear of the end of your life and its existence is your fear of me and I appreciate the respect. This particular base fear was formalized in the lives of your ancestors in rituals designed to help reduce your fear of my impending visit and they played a big part in the cultural ideas you now carry. This has helped drive changes in your social formations and when you get right down to it communities came about because people lived in fear that forced them to unite to fight dangers together instead of alone.

I’ve only scratched the surface of how Fear works with me, and much like me, and life in general, it is unpredictable and can come at any time in the blink of an eye. For all intents and purposes, you can think of Fear as sitting in with us from here on out the way a musician sits in with a band, and going forward you can think of us as one and the same. We really are that close.

As part of social formations and rituals religion has arisen, and religion itself is filled with fears that humans have clung to for centuries. These fears aren’t just physical fears like the problems of life and death, they are also moral.

I am seen, rightfully so in many respects I may add, as a boundary to another world which is always different depending on how each of you have lived your lives. It’s quite subjective and something that gives life to the Great Mystery because in the end it is always speculation no matter who or what you may worship. The origins of these intangible fears are not found in your present world. Fear has been a huge influence on things like morality which flies in the face of your concepts of moral absolutism and moral universalism which state that your morals are rooted in the divine natural laws of the universe and are not generated by any human feeling, thought, or emotion. 

I am and have been looked at in so many different ways that aside from your present multitudinous religions and beliefs, I thought we might have some fun looking at some of your history to explore where all these fears come from.
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The fact that I am ubiquitous, omniscient, and have infinite access to knowledge far outside your limited perception of history, time, physics, and virtually everything else you think you know has its challenges, so  I’m working hard to keep things as simple as possible for you.

Seeing as we are getting closer. Yes, pun intended! In getting to know these different sides to me, I thought you might like to see how humanity has referred to me through the ages to get some background into how you think of me now, even though you still can’t comprehend me. 

I’ve been part of your life from the beginning and if you want to know the truth, long before that. Life and I are inseparable in the same way Fear and I are, although sometimes Fear acts on its own, but even then it is in cahoots with me and Life in some way. The major difference between Fear and Life for me is that I hold a tighter reign on Life as it is the gift that I bless you with, even though it is only for a short time. Fear does so much for me on so many levels that I pretty much let it do what it wants, but I can step in and intervene whenever I choose. 

Strolling down Memory Lane is less than the blink of an eye for me and even less than that in the big picture. My goal is to put things in ways you can relate to, to give you the biggest picture I can of our history together. 

More often than not you personify me in a male form, but in some of your cultures you describe me as female. The truth of the matter is that I exist outside of and am far more infinite than any simplistic male female divisions you can conjure. Although I am admittedly incomprehensible and beyond classification, I’m still willing to make an effort to get acquainted in the best way I can by sharing how I have been seen throughout the ages in different parts of the world.

Egypt is a good place to start as the remains of their culture is one of the oldest, most sophisticated, and most mysterious. They called me Anubis, which is the Greek name that gave me a god status associated with mummification and the afterlife. 

From around thirty-one-hundred until about twenty-six-eighty-six BC when the dead were buried in shallow graves the Egyptians showed me with a jackal head and body because jackals were associated with cemeteries where they uncovered bodies and ate their flesh. Later they showed me as a canine or a man with a canine head which was the African golden wolf. You could say I was the first werewolf!

I was thought of as a protector of graves and an embalmer. My big job was a god who ushered souls into the afterlife with a scale that weighed their heart to determine whether a soul could enter the realm of the dead. They showed me as being black, a color that symbolized both rebirth and the discoloration of corpses after embalming. At some point they replaced me with Osiris as the Lord of the Underworld, but that didn’t matter to me. That was just me wearing another mask. I never change. The only thing that changes is the names and faces you give me. I am eternal.

Around three-fifty to thirty BC Egypt was ruled by Greek pharaohs who merged me with their god Hermes and called me Hermanubis because we both guided souls to the afterlife. They continued to worship me in Rome through the second century and talked about me in this form in the alchemical and hermetical literature of the Middle ages and the Renaissance.

More often than not the Greeks and Romans scorned me as an animal headed god that they thought of as bizarre and primitive, and the Greeks, bless their little hearts, mockingly called me “Barker”, but they came a little closer to the truth when they associated me with Sirius in the Heavens and Cerebrus and Hades in the underworld. Plato often had Socrates utter oaths “by the dog of Egypt” both for emphasis and to appeal to me as Anubis, an arbiter of truth in the underworld.

Showing me as a dog or a jackal might seem demeaning, but they did see me as a god. I don’t care how anyone sees me, after all I am invisible. I like to think that dogs and jackals are a better image than that silly Grim Reaper, and then there is that whole thing about unconditional love and loyalty that goes with spelling dog backward.

I was called Mot to the Canaanites as a god of death who was the son of the king of the gods El. The Phoenicians also worshiped me as Mot which became Maweth, the devil or angel of death in Judaism. Even back then I was seen as either an angel or devil, depending on who you asked. Is there really a difference? If I weren’t secure in myself this could have triggered an identity crisis, but those are the kinds of things that happen when you represent the Great Mystery and I love being part of that!

In ancient Greek religion and mythology I was Thanatos, one of the children of Nyx, which meant night. Sometimes they showed me as a bearded, winged man, and less often as a bearded, winged youth. I had a twin, Hypnos, the god of sleep and together we represented a gentle passing where Hermes helped me take the deceased to the near shore of the river Styx where the boatman Charon conveyed them to Hades. I had two sisters called the Keres, blood drinking, vengeful spirits of violent, untimely deaths who had fangs, talons, and wore bloody clothes. 

The Greeks called Eros the God of Sensual Love and Desire my older brother and counterpart. The Romans called him by your more popular name of Cupid. Were I a lesser being I would be envious of the fact that he was represented by a bow, arrows, hearts, wings, and kisses while they continued to show me as a rictus grinning skull carrying a scythe. To add insult to injury some myths credit Eros with being a primordial god involved in the beginning of the cosmos, but all of this is vanity because It is still me at the core of it all.

Because I am eternal and enduring I am beyond all that pettiness, but I felt compelled to point out the slight here. As a matter of fact, if Eros gets the credit for the beginning, then I like to think of myself as the end and I am magnanimous enough to share credit as two sides of the same coin joined at the hip as two faces of the Great Mystery. 

Eros appeared in ancient Greece under different guises in the earliest sources called the cosmogonies that referred to the mystery religions. In early Greek poetry and art he was shown as an adult male who embodied sexual power, and he was a profound artist. They credited him with being the son of Aphrodite whose mischievous interruptions in the affairs of gods and mortals caused love bonds to form, often illicitly, then he was shown as a blindfolded child which led to the cute, chubby little Cupid you plaster all over your silly Valentine cards. 

Eros the god of love was credited with being the fourth god to come into existence after Chaos, Gaia the Earth, and Tartarus the abyss. Though they never quite came out and said it, if you think it through, I am Tartarus, the bad guy characterized as an abyss used as a dungeon of torment and suffering for the wicked and as a prison where souls are judged after leaving the earth plane. It's the place where the wicked receive divine punishment. My old pal Satan would take up this mantle years later. 

Because of my intimate connection with the Great Mystery, the ancient Greeks thought of Tartarus as both a deity, thank you very much, and as a place in the underworld. Ancient Orphic sources and the mystery schools credited Tartarus as the unbounded first-existing entity that the Light and the cosmos were born from.

I like that idea better and it might be a little closer to the truth than a grinning skeleton carrying a scythe. After all Satan’s other name of Lucifer does mean the bearer of light or morning star and they show him as a red guy running around in red underwear with horns and a pointed tail carrying a pitchfork. 

In your supposedly modern age, many of you think of the  Thanatos Eros partnership as the sex and death connection which validates me as the beginning and the end of one and the same Great Mystery. Tribal cultures still honor this in sacred circles that acknowledge the bigger picture of four seasons where the dead of winter is relatively still and lifeless followed by the birth of spring, the burgeoning life and maturing blossoms of summer, and the dying life of autumn, and all of the life that springs forth at that appropriately named time of year feeds on the death and decay that precede it. That ought to tell you something about the brilliance of the Great Mystery and how intimately connected we are.
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