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The Confidence of Hope

Session 4 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 plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted. ..”

Ecclesiastes 3: 1, 2
Theme

Planting a seed is a simple act of faith that a plant will grow and bear fruit.
In that act is a trust in a power beyond ourselves and that power is our
source of hope. In this session, you will explore how your faith tradition is
a source of hope in your spiritual growth. Growing in healthy relationship
to all of life through spirituality offers us the possibility of hope and
transformation, even in the challenge of death.

What other acts of everyday life veflect the hope you have in a power beyond
yourself? What does it mean to be in healthy relationship to all of life? How does
your definition of spirituality relate to your understanding of hope?

Our spirituality binds us to others so that community becomes a source
of hope. Thomas Shannon noted that participating in the structured
spirituality of religion “provides a community: individuals with whom to
associate, to pray and play, and with whom we can make contributions to
others in this and other communities. [t becomes a social location where we
can discover other dimensions of ourselves through service to others, and where
we car receive service from others.”! Participating in community fosters hope.

What are the greatest benefits of participating in a faith community for
you? How do you offer service to others through your faith community?
How do you receive service from others in your faith community How
does your faith community understand the source of hope? What rituals,
practices, or activities of your faith community foster hope?

Our spirituality shapes how we understand the outcome of hope - life
after death. This particular topic will be interpreted differently by various
faith communities. For some life after death may be inner peace, for othets
reunion, or for others transformation. In Shannon’s words, “religion offers
the possibility of hope and some type of transfigured life. It is a structured
way through which we try to experience the transcendent in our lives.
However we characterize this ~ the ground of being, the mysterious, the
holy, the other, the divine — what we are trying to experience is a sense of
completion, Although finite and limited, our lives reach for a beyond, a
transcendent.” What many hope for is the strength to cope with the
challenges of living and dying — the courage to endure.

Houw does your faith tradition understand the outcome of hope andjor life after
death ~ transformation? inner peace? healing? courage? What kind of completion
do you seek for your life? How might this understanding help you plan for living
well and dying well?
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Definitions for This Session

Comfort: Relief, ease from grief or distress provided by caregivers, family,
and friends.

Faith: Trust, confidence, loyalty, and /or belief in a meaning system shaped
by cultural context, family heritage, and /or life experience.

Hope: Anticipation or expectation that our beliefs/wishes will be fulfilled.

Love: Strong affection and attachment to others, a sense of compassion and
benevolence.

Timeliness: Death comes at an appropriate time — at the end of a long
productive life.

Notes

1. Thomas A. Shannon, Professor of Religion and Social Bthics at Worcester
Polytechnic Institute. “Dying in America: Contexts and Problems,” Bigethics
Forum, Vol. 13, No. 4, Winter 1997, 45.

2. Ibid.
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For Your Reflection
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Excerpts from an interview with Carl Flemister hold some insight about
the confidence of hope and some ways to think about the completion of Life
and life after death.!

Bioethics Forum: How imporiant is spirituality in enabling one to die a
good death?

Flemister: “The deaths I attended and which I would call good have
all had, in theological parlance, a graceful character. These deaths
are comprised of one or more of four gracious things: timeliness, love,
comfort, and faith. In facing death, many people, perhaps most, hope
for time to prepare, hope for the companionship of a loved one,
desire comfortable surroundings (including pain relief), and faith
without doubt,

1say these things are grace-filled because they are gifts. We cannot
control them, We are not usually in charge of how soon death will
come or who, if anyone, will be there with us, of whether we will be
comfortable and have enough faith to get us through. We do not, as
a rule, orchestrate these things any more than the inevitability of
death itself. So peaceful death occurs when, if that hour is graced by
sosalient a fusion, there is companionship, comfort, and confidence.”

Bioethics Forum: How often are all these things present in any one person’s
death?

Fiemister: “That's difficult to say, but when it happens that way,
you know it. Let me tell you a story about my own pastor, the Rev.
Dr.].B. Boddie. .. . Dr. Boddie enjoyed the reputation of a convincing
preacher because he was personally convicted. Had he heard
Elizabeth Kiibler-Ross talk about her evidence of life after death,
his response most probably would have been, ‘So you scientists are
just now coming to that conclusion?’ Such was his certitude.

On the day that he died, Dr. Boddie acted on a premonition. He
asked several of his family to drive him around town - through the
streets and along the avenues of his ministry, so that for one last
time he might see the places and faces of his beloved parish. When
they returned home, the reverend gentleman got into bed,
summoned his family, smiled, and with the wave of a hand said,
‘It's time now; I'm going home; good-bye, and God Bless you!’ There
it all was: awareness of the time, presence of loved ones, the familiarity of
home and faith to the end.”

Bioethics Forum: Does the faith component have to be of a particular
kind?

Flemister: “No. Faith, including faith in life after death, may take many
forms. The ancient Greeks thought in terms of the immortality of the
soul; Zen masters speak of ultimate enlightenment in the eternal
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real; some Native Americans sing about human spirits reuniting with
the Great Spirit; and Christians confess the resurrection of the body.
In addition, there is also a faith that is an affirmation that life here
goes on.

Fremember a neighbor who had many friends but not family, and
he did not believe in God or the ‘hereafter” as we sometimes say.
Rather, his faith was that life on earth will continue, and he expressed
that conviction by deciding to be an organ donor. Of course, this is
an option for those of us who do believe in God. It certainly
constituted the element of faith for this man, which would otherwise
have been absent, and he died in peace.”

Reflection Questions

1. What was Rev. Boddie’s source of hope?

2. What was Rev. Boddie’s neighbor’s souzrce of hope?
3. What does your faith tradition say about hope?

4. Where do you find your hope?

Note

1. From “Reflections on a Good Death: An Interview with Carl E. Flemister,”
Bioethics Forum, 1997, 13(1): 11-13. Carl E. Flemister is chairman of the board
of Health Insurance Plan of Greater New York.
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Preparing to Lead This Session
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The Leadership Team

Include persons on your leadership team who have a particular interest in
meaningful care at the end of life. Invite a presenter to research and present
a brief interpretation of the wholeness of creation in light of your faith
tradition. In addition, recruit discussion leaders, a recorder of insights and/
or questions, and persons to lead opening and closing rituals, to publicize
this event, to organize refreshments, and to tend to other arrangements.

The Overall Plan

With your leadership team, review this entire session and decide who will
lead each part of the session and what educational methods you will use.

* Prepare a brief presentation on the nature of hope, particularly your
faith tradition’s interpretation of the source of hope and the outcome
of hope, particularly life after death (see the theme page included in
this session). You may also use stories of heroines and heroes whose
lives witnessed to the power of hope. When you present your faith
community’s views, be creative. Use handouts or overhead
transparencies with lecture or instruction. Do not hesitate to use
timelines, charts, or symbols, art, music, and poetry. Additional
resources appropriate to each session are included. Videos need to be
used judiciously since participants should discuss these important
issues.

* Vary your methods to accommodate different kinds of learners as
suggested in the session plans.
Provide time for each participant to talk. This is not chiefly an
instructional session, so you willneed to find a way to balance informa-
tion sharing and discussion. Suggestions for one-to-one, small group,
and whole group discussions at different points in the session plans.
If you need to adapt these sessions to a shorter time period, you will
have some important choices to make. If you choose to present
information only, then you will need to provide a way people can ask
questions or get support after the class, If the shortened session focuses
on people telling their own stories, then you will need to design ways
they can get accurate information to make good decisions — probably
through printed resources such as handouts or books.

A Hospitable Environment

It is very important in this type of study to create a safe and hospitable
space in which participants can share. Use greeters, nametags, round tables,
or a circle of chairs creates a hospitable environment. You will also need to
create some basic ground rules such as “put yourself in the other person’s
shoes, listen carefully, and respond thoughtfully. This is not a time for debate
or challenging another person’s point of view.” Confidentiality is important;
at least to the extent that other persons’ stories and concerns are not repeated
outside the sessions.
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