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In anticipation of next week's seminar on developing a Health Care Proxy, we are asked today to consider not that we will die, but that our dying will involve, for many of us, a process that may last days, or weeks, or months, or even years. From my own pastoral experience, there have been few, if any, sacred times more hallowed than being invited by someone into this experience in their life, being graced with a glimpse into their soul, and to share this passage. Of course, I do so—I have done so—as an outsider. It is not my experience of dying. Yet, such times are--how may I say it? -- profoundly spiritual. I have witnessed others engage in some sense of “working” things out with God or, if theism has not been a component of someone’s faith orientation—and it is not for a lot of folks—there was still the spirituality of working out one’s acceptance about ultimate matters. If nothing else, human relationships were often affirmed and celebrated and grieved at their ending or, in some cases, mended. Such experiences have demonstrated to me that the passage of dying can be a spiritual experience.


But, such a passage is also a matter of profound practicality. Medically speaking, decisions about treatment procedures are required as options are considered. These decisions, as we witnessed last spring with two very public deaths in the cases of Terri Schiavo and Pope John Paul XXIII, can be difficult, ethically complicated, publically humiliating for the one doing the dying and the family and friends who observe. Such experiences can be emotionally exhausting and spiritually debilitating.


I want us all to be challenged today to begin to consider the fact that we will die and that this will—in most cases—be a process that will involve time and other people. As bad as it will be for us, when it is all over, those other people will, by necessity in many cases, be required to deal with the consequences of choices we made or did not make. So, if we are not concerned about making our own peace with God or ultimacy, how can we help those we love, to make this a less  difficult experience?


Let me offer several observations in response to my question:


My first observation is our dying will be a public event. It will be public in the sense that, baring the quick and the unexpected, we will be surrounded by family and friends who will bear witness and share in the range of emotions that will accompany our passing. Moments of hope will be generated and replaced by stark reality that sooner or later whatever it is that ails us will, after a period, overwhelm our bodies, and medicine’s, capacity to resist. There will be times when we will yearn for a few more moments and times when we will wish it was over. And, those who witness will share the same thoughts.


Such a situation will tempt us to see the passage as an aspect of an evil that is the deprivation of a good, in this case health and vitality and life itself.  There is a philosophical notion that Being is good and that not to be is not good.  To die, therefore, is to go from being, which is a good, to not-being, which is not good. But, what if dying is not going from being to not-being but simply a transition form one stage of life to another? I wish not to be romantic about this and I am certainly in no hurry to find out, but what if dying is simply another way to live?


What then if we approach this aspect of our living as we do other dimensions of living?  Saint Paul says in Romans, Chapter 14, “None of us lives to himself and none of us die to himself. If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.  It is my belief that in this word, Saint Paul is sharing with us his own deepest faith that all life, all life in all its varied dimensions, is lived under God’s providential care. That this may not seem that way at times does not mitigate Paul’s affirmation that he sees it otherwise.
 That Caesar ruled from Rome does not militate against the fact that God is love. And, in a recently published book called The Gospel of Jesus, a noted New Testament scholar makes the case that what set Jesus apart was his belief that God was trustworthy and that all life—even dying—occurred with God in ultimate and final control. The point is this: we don’t live under God’s care and then fall prey to some dis-ease because God has left us. We live under God’s care and that is so even if we fall prey to a sickness that will kill our bodies.


So, in a very real sense, this worship is a prologue to the rest of your life in faith. All of your church-going and Sunday school going and work-camp going and going to choir practice and coming to meetings, all of this is merely prologue to the way faith will shape your life in the next moments. It is out of this past, even this immediate past, that our  minds and hearts are shaped to truly hear Jesus when he calls to us, “Come to me, all of you who are laboring and heavy laden, I will give you rest.” Could it be that when Jesus said that he was speaking to himself, knowing the time would come when he would be situated to either believe all he proclaimed or turn in despair. Let us remember how he said, “Father, into your safe-keeping I commit my spirit”.


Thus, it seems to me, that preparing for death is not an engagement in the morbid, but really is an affirmation of faith. It is the affirmation that because God is God and because we accept ourselves as God’s very own beloved ones who will never be apart from his grace and love, and because we know that life in faith is caring for those we love, then it just seems logical to me that thinking about the possibilities and making plans, so that not only my wishes but also my faith and trust is acknowledged and respected, makes all kinds of sense to me.


Let me be honest about it. If something were to happen to me that placed me in an incredibly poor quality of life situation, where the best prognosis available says there is not any hope to a return of life other than the barest functioning… and since I am not a medical person and do not have all the terminology and can only hint at what I mean, I am going to hope my wife or one of my daughters will say to someone running all the equipment, We know what his head desired and we know what his heart trusted; let him go now.

Actually, I am going to do more than hope. I am going to come to next Sunday’s workshop and get the clarity I need and the guidance I need so my beloved one will know my wishes and share my trust.



I will do this because I know his eye is on the sparrow, and I know he has watched over me.


To God be the glory, in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



� Indeed, this morning we are once again challenged to "find" or "see" the providential care in a natural disaster, following the earthquake in Pakistan, Afghanistan, and India.
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