“For Everything There Is A Season” —
Faith Reflections on the End Of Life

Education on the Meaning of Death and Dying
By Sondra Higgins Matthaei

Overview

This study resource is designed for use by a wide variety of faith
communities. It provides an opportunity to reflect on the meaning of death
and dying and the roles of religious leaders and members of their faith
communities in end-of-life care. The goal of these sessions is to focus on
spiritual dimensions of death and dying and to explore how faith
communities can work with the larger community to improve end-of-life
care. 5ix two-hour session guides are provided for your use:

* Session 1: The Wholeness of Creation

* Session 2: The Challenge of Death

* Session 3: Dying Well—A Good Death

¢ Session 4: The Confidence of Hope

* Session 5: Healing—The Restoration of Hope
¢ Session 6: In the Company of Others

Because this material is written with diverse faith communities in mind,
the language is intentionally inclusive. If the language and images do not
fit your particular faith tradition, you are invited to make this study your
own by incorporating the particular language and beliefs of your faith
tradition throughout.

Important Terms in This Study

Compassion: To open oneself to the experience of another, to suffer with
another for the other’s sake. Compassion begins with our own self-
understanding and continues with a face-to-face encounter with another.
This interchange confronts and enriches our inner spiritual journey and
our own self-understanding. Compassion does not end with acts of love
and kindness, but also includes advocacy for others. Compassion is the
power that transforms and heals both participants in a relationship.

Sabbath: The origin of the word “Sabbath” can be traced through various
sources. In documents from ancient Mesopotamia, “sabbatu” has been
translated as a “day of rest for the heart.” For the Hebrews Sabbath is derived
from “shavat” and means “to cease.”! In more contemporary understanding,
the term “sabbatical leave” is used to designate a time of renewal. In this
study, Sabbath means to stop rushing through life, to dwell quietly in the
present, to recognize the mysterious creative presence in our midst. Sabbath
means living in the present, remembering that we are a part of the whole
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Overview

creation, listening to the needs of creation, renewing ourselves for
wholesome living, and celebrating the gift of life we have received.

Spirituality: Spirituality may be defined as the meaning that comes from
an individual’s relationship with a supreme being, the universe, and/or
others.

The life of the spirit, that is, spirituality, focuses on a person's
relationship to life itself. It is the person’s innate drive to find
meaning and purpose in his or her life and destiny . . . Through our
spirituality, we craft a framework of meaning that supports our
movement through life by helping us interpret the significance of
our conflicts, needs, and suffering and ulttimately by supplying the
resoutces we need to cope with ourmortality. Moreover, our personal
spirituality or search for meaning enables us to connect with other
members of the human family. The empathy we feel for each other
encourages us to build communities of shared meaning wherein
we find affirmation and consolation as we confront the fundamental
ambiguity of the human condition.!

Note

1. Maria Harris, educator and lecturer at Fordham University and Columbia
Teachers College. Proclaim Jubilee: A Spirituality for the Twenty-First Century
(Louisville KY: Westminster/John Knox, 1996), 29-30.
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The Wholeness of Creation

Session 1 of “For Everything There Is A Season” —

. Faith Reflections on the End Of Life

“For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under
heaven: a time to be born, and a time to die . ..”

Ecclesiastes 3:1-2 (NRSV)
Theme

The author of Ecclesiastes provides a poetic understanding of the wholeness
of creation, pointing us toward the entire span of life from birth to death.
This session encourages us to think about the rhythm of life from birth to
death, how we understand the source and nature of creation, what we
believe about a creator and a larger purpose for creation.

But what do we mean when we talk about the “wholeness of creation?” What
does it mean to be whole? If “spirituality” has to do with the meaning and purpose
of life, how do we understand our connection with the creator and the created?
What values and beliefs frame our understanding? How might we grow in
relationship with each other through this exploration?

Through this study, we will begin to explore our own attitudes, values,
and beliefs about the end of life. It seems appropriate in this time of medical
miracles and difficult ethical decisions that we, as faithful people, stop and
dwell in a reflection on the meaning of life and death, During this sabbath,
we need to address our own values and beliefs about the meaning of life
and raise questions about our understanding of the end of life. We will be
exploring how we can work with the faith community and the medical

_community to prepare for a “good death.”

What do we anticipate at the end of life? What do we fear about the end of life?
What is it we most want to learn about the end of life? What does our faith teach us
about the meaning of life and death? Do we see the ending as a final chapter or as a
new beginning?

As faithful people, we need to find ways to work with the health care
community to provide meaningful end-of-life care. We need to learn how
tobe present to others as they struggle to come to terms with the end of life,
offering affirmation and consolation as they complete their earthly journey.
Practicing compassion toward ourselves through facing our fears and
naming possibilities as we begin this study will prepare us to be
compassionate to friends and family when they most need our
companionship and care.

What is your understanding of compassion? What are your hopes for this study?
What do you hope to learn about yourself? How might your faith community grow
in a ministry of compassion through this study?
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For Your Reflection

The Wholeness of Creation

Valerie Yancey, an intensive care nurse, wrote of her experience of being
pregnant with her third child and hearing the news of her young husband’s
leukemia:!

... I found myself sitting in a doctor’s office, newly pregnant with
my third child and bouncing a restless two-year-old on my knee. I
listened, stone-faced and frightened, as the doctor described a
treatment plan for my twenty-eight-year-old husband’s malignantly
accelerating leukemia. This was not the predicted pattern of life, to
be so broken. But it was, already.

Then came the gestation — nine months of simultaneous birthing,
living, dying — during which our attention never wandered far from
this compressed drama of human transition. As we began the wait,
not knowing which would come first —birth or death ~ lessons about
living and dying accumulated quickly, with a clarity that often eludes
more gradual change. As it happened, our daughter was born one
week before her father died. She was baptized at her father’s funeral.

I began to see birth and death — apparent conclusions, bookends
holding together the center — as the ever present, ongoing processes
of our life. This dialectic coaxed me to stay longer in places of
brokenness. I began nursing school six months after my husband’s
death. Now, twenty yearslater, I am still in those places as a medical
intensive care nurse, reflecting out of those experiences on what
makes a good death ...

My young husband, Jim, and 1 were forced to accept death and
brokenness as an inherent part of life. We had to learn how to live,
even with some confidence and joy, within that limit.

~ Something happens when impending death advises one’s days.
Time and relationships are radically altered, often in gut-wrenching
ways. As I listened to my husband breathe deeply in sleep, the
fantasy I harbored about waking up alone mingled with terrifying
probability. As difficult as it was to say a “good night” loaded with
that kind of meaning, the option was to deny the reality in silence
and avoid meanings. Although I longed for other options, it has

since become clear that those are the only two options I have ever
had.

Gradually, with mounting confidence, we learned not to fail to
leave a note on the kitchen table, for there was much to say and
much living to be done. Ordinary events — eating donuts, frying an
egg, tying a shoe, saying good night ~ became sacraments.

I hasten to add that attentiveness to life included some less gentle
lessons. Whether caused by pregnancy or chemotherapy, Jim and 1
traded bouts with nausea, vomiting, and debilitating fatigue. Both
of us had swelling, changing bodies, bodies that spoke their own
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