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OUTLINE FOR TODAY 



 
• “I’m not afraid to die. I just don’t want to be there when 

it happens.” 
   --Woody Allen 

OPENING REFLECTION 



• We will die, and at uncertain times 
• We may fear both death and the process of dying 
• Dying today is uniquely medicalized  
• Death as “unimaginable” and “unknown” 

 

STARTING POINTS 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The goal of preserving life always ultimately fails for everyone.Heidegger supposedly once said that we are born “ripe for dying”. Our entire life is a movement toward death, and our physical body starts falling apart and deteriorating throughout our lives. Because we don’t know exactly when we will die, or when we contracted an illness that will eventually kill us, we are all terminally ill, and the distinction between those who know clearly and those who don’t is less important than we might think. The distinction is often used, by the day, to justify withholding treatment or hastening death, but in many cases the longer amount of time we have left may be an argument for rather than against such actions, since our suffering would be increased.(2) Both are real fears, and people differ on which they fear most. Is death itself so horrid that it is to be avoided at all costs? Claudio, in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, says: “The weariest and most loath-ed worldly life/That age, ache, penury, and imprisonment/Can lay on nature is a paradise/To what we fear of death.”[Last bullet:] We cannot imagine what it means to be dead, or what the experience of non-being is like. Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” speech reflects on this, and there’s a less familiar but humorous version of this reflection in Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, :  “Do you ever think of yourself as actually dead, lying in a box with a lid on it?...It’s silly to be depressed by it. I mean one thinks of it like being alive in a box, one keeps forgetting to take into account the fact that one is dead…which should make a difference….shouldn’t it? I mean, you’d never know you were in a box, would you? It would be just like being asleep in a box. Not that I’d like to sleep in a box, mind you, not without any air—you’d wake up dead, for a start, and then where would you be? Apart from inside a box….Because you’d be helpless, wouldn’t you? Stuffed in a box like that, I mean you’d be in there for ever. Even taking into account the fact that you’re dead, really….I wouldn’t think about it, if I were you. You’d only get depressed….Eternity is a terrible thought. I mean, where’s it going to end?”



• The interpretation of Genesis 3 
• Death as a positive release 
• Death as the enemy 
• Death and resurrection 

CHRISTIAN VIEWS OF DEATH 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
(1) One of Adam’s punishments for his disobedience is that “In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread till you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” (Genesis 3:19) Does this mean that death is the result of sin—that we were created to be immortal, but we blew it by our disobedience? Or does it suggest, as many have argued, that everything material is created to die, but that our knowledge and fear of death is linked to our fallenness? This makes more sense, I think, of the Genesis passage, which focuses not on the tree of life but on the tree of knowledge, which is what is forbidden. What is at stake here is whether we believe death is a part of creation, and therefore a natural part of our lives.(2) 15th and 16th century strand of Christian thought held that death is commended as a positive release from this life. One passage from a key text reads: “Death is nothing other than the release from prison and the ending of exile, the discharging of the heavy burden that is the body, the end of all infirmities, the escape from all perils, the destruction of all evil things, the breaking of all bondage, the release from all obligations of natural duty, the journeying again to one’s own homeland, and the entering into bliss and joy.” (Verhey, p. 89) But this runs counter to the much more central Christian theme that life is a good thing.(3-4) At the other extreme, death is the great enemy. Paul writes that “the last enemy to be destroyed is death.” (I Cor 15:26) This can involve viewing death as wholly unnatural, but it becomes more intelligible in light of the Christian insistence on the resurrection of the body. If we are to share Christ’s passion, this seems to include seeing death as something negative but that can be overcome by God and by our relationship with God. We look at death in the light of the resurrection, and this is a resurrection of the body and of our social identities as well, and is the sign of God’s ultimate faithfulness.Book of Common Prayer places all the liturgies around death in the context of the resurrection hope.[For example:     * Commendatory Prayer at the time of death and in the burial service (top of p. 465, top of p. 483).     * The Burial service begins with passages about the resurrection, and the biblical readings focus on eternal life (pp. 475, 480).      * Prayer of committal at the grave (middle of p. 485).]



DEATH IN LIFE, LIFE IN DEATH 

Caravaggio, 
“Raising of 
Lazarus” 

Dali, 
“Lazarus,  
Come Forth” 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We need to distinguish between resurrection and resuscitation, however. Lazarus is brought back in his same body; the Christian resurrection hope, found especially in Paul but also in the Gospel stories of Jesus’ resurrected appearances, suggests a radically new type of body, representing a renewed creation. 



• Life has infinite and absolute value 
• Life is a gift from God 
• Life is given to us to protect as stewards 

WHAT DOES “LIFE IS SACRED” MEAN? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
[Read] But this does not seem consistent with Christian faith, since it would make life itself an idol. Christians have maintained the sacredness of life while often supporting capital punishment, killing in warfare and in acts of individual self-defense, and the killing of animals. We can proclaim life’s sacred character without believing it is inviolable in all cases. And the Christian admiration for martyrs, and indeed for Jesus’ own willingness to die on the cross, suggests that there are things worth dying for, and this raises the difficult question of whether perhaps there are things or people worth killing for as well.(2) [Read] This is particularly used to oppose suicide, but this analogy doesn’t really work to support the view that we should never take life. Gifts belong to the recipient who can use them as he or she wishes. If God still controls the life and when we can choose to end it, then God seems to becomes a passive aggressive manipulator, rather than a gracious giver of life.(3) [Read] This may be better than the gift analogy, but it still leaves us free to decide how to best dispose of the life we are given. As the parable of the stewards suggests, there are numerous ways in which I can try to be a good steward of what I have, and protecting its value may be more important than simply keeping it in its present form.(4) [Read] I think this may be closer to what, in practice, people mean by the phrase “life is sacred.” It is not to be treated lightly, and is to be preferred in normal circumstances to death. But this leaves a lot of room for human freedom in deciding how to protect life, and what to do when the protection of life may conflict with other values.------------(5) In a broad biological sense, anything above the level of a stone is “alive”. Even in terms of human life, there is ambiguity about when it begins and when it ends. And within these bounds, what deserves respect about the mere fact of being alive? Is there something about the dna we all possess, or the fact of a beating human heart or working brain, that gives it intrinsic value? Or is it the capacity to act, think, or respond in what we think of as human terms? It may be safer, admittedly, to not draw any lines and treat all human bodies with a functioning biological system as being sacred. But the lines can get fuzzy, and especially at the beginning and ending of a person’s lifespan, decisions may depend on drawing distinctions about what we usually call the “quality” of a person’s life. 



“Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy 
Spirit within you, which you have from God? You are not 
your own; you were bought with a price. So glorify God 
in your body.”    --I Corinthians 6:19-20 

OUR LIFE IS NOT OUR OWN 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
[Read slide][Gil Meilander story; Heidelberg Catechism asks “What is your only comfort in life and in death?”, and responds: “That I am not my own, but belong—body and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ. He has fully paid for all my sins with his precious blood, and has set me free from the tyranny of the devil. He also watches over me in such a way that not a hair can fall from my head without the will of my Father in heaven: in fact, all things must work together for my salvation. Because I belong to him, Christ, by his Holy Spirit, assures me of eternal life and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.” (in Verhey, pp. 160-1)]



• Decisions about my life or someone else’s life 
• Killing or letting die 
• Killing intentionally or as an unintended consequence 
• Withholding or withdrawing treatment 

 

SOME DISTINCTIONS 



Reasons to be cautious about this model: 
 

– I am not Jesus 
– Jesus dies in the prime of his life 
– Jesus dies a death of horrible humiliating torture 

JESUS AS MODEL FOR HOW TO DIE 



What we might learn from the model: 
 

– Courage to risk death and willingness to sacrifice the self 
– Faithfulness to the God who gives and redeems life 
– Honesty about pain and despair 
– Humility that we don’t have complete control 
 

JESUS AS MODEL FOR HOW TO DIE 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The last point is the pattern of the cross itself, involving faithfulness is suffering and sacrifice that reflects God’s faithfulness to us in creation, redemption, and the promise of reconciliation.



 
“This is another day, O Lord. I know not what it will bring 
forth, but make me ready, Lord, for whatever it may be. If I 
am to stand up, help me to stand bravely. If I am to sit still, 
help me to sit quietly. If I am to lie low, help me to do it 
patiently. And if I am to do nothing, let me do it gallantly. 
Make these words more than words, and give me the Spirit 
of Jesus. Amen. 

 
--Book of Common Prayer, “A Morning Prayer in Time of Sickness” 
(p. 461) 

PATIENCE, ACCEPTANCE, HOPE 



• Jesus’ passion and Jesus’ life 
• If we are fortunate, does the way we die confirm the 

way we lived? 

DEATH AS CONSISTENT WITH LIFE 



• Religious beliefs are unlikely to provide clear answers  
• Christian ethics insists on a strong “bias” for life 
• Christianity provides a narrative enabling both lament 

and hope 
• Death seen within the context of the hope of eventual 

“bodily resurrection” 

WHAT ARE WE LEFT WITH? 



• “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might; 
for there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom 
in Sheol, to which you are going.” 

   --Ecclesiastes 9:10 

FINAL REFLECTION 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the context of the extreme medicalization of dying, Verhey insists that Christian hope “is an alternative to the presumption and the despair that are sometimes on display in a medicalized dying.” Death is not “the great enemy to be defeated by the greater powers of medicine”; rather, when “death is seen as the enemy already and finally defeated by the greater power of God, then technology can be received and used as a good gift of God, without presumptuous expectations of it. When death is seen as the enemy already and finally defeated by the greater power of God, then—even in the face of technology’s limits—one is not without hope.” The basis for hope is God’s faithfulness (Verhey, pp. 269-270).  “In advanced age, my health worsening, I woke up in the middle of the night, and experienced a feeling of happiness so intense and perfect that in all my life I had only felt its premonition. And there was no reason for it. It didn’t obliterate consciousness; the past which I carried was there, together with my grief. And it was suddenly included, was a necessary part of the whole. As if a voice were repeating: ‘You can stop worrying now; everything happened just as it had to. You did what was assigned to you, and you are not required anymore to think of what happened long ago.’ The peace I felt was a closing of accounts and was connected with the thought of death. The happiness on this side was like an announcement of the other side. I realized that this was an undeserved gift and I could not grasp by what grace it was bestowed on me.”  --Czeslaw Milosz, “Awakened”



QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS 



• Compassion/care for the weak and helpless 
• Autonomy 
• Social justice—equality and distribution of resources 
 

KEY PRINCIPLES TO CONSIDER 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another way to approach these difficult issues is to think about the relative force of different principles or virtues that we may hope define our lives as caring human beings and as committed Christians. [I introduced these concepts in our session on Religion and Morality [?], and I want to return to them now to see how they may help us think about end of life decisions.] I would suggest several that seem especially relevant and that, taken together, make such decisions so difficult as we struggle to maintain and uphold all of them at once:[See Beauchamp and Childress’ four principles of medical ethics, cited in Warnock and Macdonald, p. 2]Compassion—What does compassion or love mean when facing death? If we are motivated by a desire to alleviate suffering, what type of suffering is most important? Are we expected as Christians to weigh the suffering in this world of the physical body with the suffering that may result after death as punishment for making the wrong decision? I expect most of us would not be likely to think that way, but the decision does force us to think about our view of the relative importance of physical suffering. If a person’s sense of dignity, or their prior preferences for remaining alive, conflict with the actual pain they may be in, how do we weigh this? And is mental or emotional suffering or anguish to be considered here?There is also the issue, in practice, of whose suffering we are trying to alleviate. What weight does the suffering of the family have here, both the current emotional distress they are in and the potential future suffering from becoming bankrupted by immense costs expended to keep someone alive? We don’t like to think about these sorts of questions, of course, in part because it’s easier to focus on a one-dimensional framework where life is infinitely precious and love leads to the preservation of life. But I think that actual situations are frequently much more complex. We are confronted with two related problems—how to decide what love or compassion itself requires, and what other values or interests may be in play that also need to be considered.Care for the weak and helpless—this comes into play particularly in end-of-life decisions involving people who no longer are able to make decisions for themselves, and who may in fact not even be aware of their situation.Autonomy—this is frequently a crucial moral value that may conflict with other values such as our desire to treat life as intrinsically valuable. For many of us, autonomy may be precisely what makes human life intrinsically valuable and sacred (see Warnock and Macdonald, p. 9).Equality and distributive justice—to what extent, as Christians, should we consider questions of cost and equal treatment in making these decisions? It is easy to say they don’t or shouldn’t matter, but if compassion is felt toward everyone, including those not present or not likely to have a role, then their interests should, I think, enter in. If we view medical resources as scarce, and if we recognize the extent to which we keep people alive partially on the basis of how much money they and their families have or how much they are loved by others, we should be wary of pretending that any particular decision, no matter how lovingly made, may not result in harmful consequences to others.Just to provide one prosaic illustration of the complex ways in which these sorts of values interact in practice: When my 91 year old father developed pneumonia, we had the option of antibiotics; there is no doubt he would have died within a few days a hundred years ago, or in a situation where they were not available. And when the antibiotics didn’t work, we had the option of a respirator—which he had always insisted he would never want, but which he seemed at that point to be willing to try. He was unable to make the decision himself, and he said I needed to make it for him. How should I have thought about that moral decision? Think about the conflicting moral values at stake here: (1) the intrinsic value of his life and the desire to keep him alive, (2) the discomfort and suffering the respirator would likely cause him, and the likely after-effects that would cause him pain and loss of dignity if he recovered, (3) the conflicting effects on my mother, who both wanted him to live longer and was terrified of having him incapacitated, immobile, and mentally affected if he pulled through, (4) his autonomy at the immediate moment of facing death and saying he wanted to try the respirator, versus the autonomy of the previous 60 years where he had consistently maintained he never wanted to be put on a respirator (because, as a physician, he had observed so many polio patients in the 1950s living for months and years on respirators), (5) the desire to respect his dignity and self-determination as someone who had always cared for himself and dreaded being helpless and not in control. (6) my own opposition to the use of a respirator in such situations, and my feeling that I would not want this to be done to me….And a host of other forces pushing and pulling in both directions. To say “do the loving thing,” I fear, just doesn’t help much in those moments. And no single religious or moral teaching or value seemed to offer a clear and unequivocal answer. 
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