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In the Company of Others

Session 6 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 embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing...
atime to keep silent, and a time to speak. ..”

Ecclesiastes 3:1,5,7
Theme

What does it mean to live and die in the company of others? As people of
faith, we have an opportunity to share this spiritual journey with others.
But faith community members who provide care for the seriously ill first
need to attend to their own spiritual journeys. “Providing holistic care to
the seriously ill or dying requires self-awareness. We must be aware of our
own beliefs, values, fears, and experiences surrounding death, dying, and
suffering. Our own fears related to pain and death often keep us from
accepting death as an outcome with patients and make it difficult to hear
and discuss issues artd concerns related to dying. . . . We must learn to be
present to ourselves in order to share presence with others.”

What does “in the company of others” signify for you? What experiences have
you had in caring for the seriously ill or dying? What are your concerns about
participating in a ministry of end-of-life care? What do you need to know in order
to share this journey with others?

A primary gift that a faith community has to offer to the seriously ill or
dying is the ministry of presence: “a community, religious or not, is critical
to bear the burden of the terminally ill. The presence of another is critical
for a patient’s minimal well being. Communities have a responsibility to
reach out to those in their fold who are ill and dying.”? Sometimes our
presence may be a presence of the spirit recognizing that the seriously ill
may feel overwhelmed by others or are in the process of letting go.

What kinds of care does your faith community currently provide for the seriously
ill o dying? Put yourself in the shoes of a person at the end-of-life and think about
what you would want your faith community to do for you. How could your faith
community develop a ministry of presence? How do we know when to embrace and
when to refrain from embracing, when to speak and when to be silent?

A faith community also needs to create new rituals for dying such as a
ritual for discontinuing life support. Shannon wrote, A ritual brings closure
to the attempt to heal and focuses attention on the need to accompany the
patient on this last journey.... This ritual permits the community to say
farewell to loved ones and to allow the grieving process to begin.... Marking
the event with a religious ritual allows the family to be a more integral part
of the process and to experience healing through it.”® Rituals that celebrate
the ongoing presence of the seriously ill or dying person experienced by
the faith community.
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What kinds of rituals does your faith community currently offer to the seriously ,
ill? What kind of rituals would you want to have for you and your family? What {
resources could you use to create new rituals?

()

Definitions for This Session

Ministry of Presence: Through physical or spiritual presence, the ministry of '
accompanying the spirituat journey of those who are seriouslyill and dying. :

Ritual: A pattern of action that expresses beliefs and values; an observance
of the turning points in life.
Notes

1. Margaret Burkhardt, Family Nurse Practitioner, and Mary Gail Nagai-
Jacobson, Health Consultant, 1997, “Psychospiritual Care: A Shared Journey
Embracing Life and Wholeness,” Bioethics Forum 13(4): 40.

2. Thomas A. Shannon, Professor of Religion and Social Ethics at Worcester
Polytechnic Institute, 1997, “Dying in America: Contexts and Problems,”
Bioethics Forum 13(4): 45.

3.Tbid., p. 46.
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Vot cemeis

For Your Reflection

(\) In the Company of Others

Jane Pitz wrote of the role of community in the death of her friend, John.!

~

When John phoned me at Thanksgiving time to tell me he had been
diagnosed with cancer of the liver and pancreas, he had lived with
that reality for about a month. He spoke of three to six months left
and his tears and hesitations over the thousands of miles between
us registered in me as a panicky thud. I did not know what to do for
him, how to be with him on this unknown journey. How could I
walk with him, be of help, enter into this darkness? How could I
help him to die well?

Along with others, I found that John took the lead in directing us.
He summoned us into his life, into his dying, so that it became a
facet of living. . . . He wrote a direct and compelling letter to his
religious community and another to his long-time students, friends
and colleagues sharing with them what he had been told about his
virulent cancer. . . . His position in regard to his dying was clear. He
would see this as an invitation to live his death to the fullest extent.
The invitation to us, those close at home and those far flung across
the U.S. and the world was to enter, if we could, this time of his life.
He seemed aware that his deep connections with other human beings
were essential to doing this unknown task well.

Over the next few months, former students and friends wrote
letters, called, and visited. Porgiveness was asked for; forgiveness
was given. Questions were pondered; directions were probed.
Connections were made and cemented. John continued to do the
leading in particular ways. But as physical control became less, John
gave over his care to those around him. The medical staff at the
community house where he lived carried out ordinary tasks for him,
and his friends became his arms and legs. He consciously allowed
people to do this, seemingly seeing this as necessary to both himself
and to them. There was a consciousness about this act that made it
beautiful, and not pitiful, as his body weakened. He invited us to
participate in whatever dying was; to come to know it in the life of
our friend.

So we kept vigil. For the last three days of his physical life, John
was in bed at the care facility of his community. His friends and
family were there; the nursing staff was present. We moved in an
agreed-upon rthythm so as not to crowd and overwhelm him. We
prayed with him and we fed him. We accompanied him into what
for us seemed darkness but for John was a growing light. We waited
and watched and burned into our brains the image of John's dying,
His pain was relieved in the measure he and his doctor had agreed
upon to retain a consciousness and presence to what was unfolding,.
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We formed a circle of protection and nurturing for this journey that
we could not really enter. But we were there and that made the
difference. It seems that one has to do this alone and yet not alone.
That the community needs to have representatives and witnesses
on sight as a death is lived.

We use contradictory terms - living a death — that fit in the deepest
sense. A death that was lived into, a life that persisted with integrity
to the last breath. And that breath was sustained on air that was
breathed in by the journeyers who returned to their ordinary lives,
but who themselves could never be the same, not just because they
had the life of their friend inside them in a mysterious way, in
memory and more, but because they had become witnesses to his
death and would want the same for themselves.

Questions for Discussion

1. What things did the seriously ill John do as he completed his mortal
life? ‘

2. What things did the community (family and friends) do as John
completed his mortal life?

3. What does your faith community have to offer the seriously ill and
dying? a

4. What do you have to offer the seriously ill and dying?

Note

1. Jane Pitz, Campus Minister at the University of Notre Dame, 1997,
“Reflecting on the Death of A Friend,” Bioethics Forum 13(4): 48.
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