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Proclamation Resources for Caring for the Dying

By Mike Graves, PhD

Even the most cursory search through the public library or local bookstore
reveals an abundance of materials on death and dying. Search the Internet
and a person could be overwhelmed. The most popular topics fall into two
categories: (1) those that address practical and legal decisions before a person
dies, for example, do not resuscitate or DNR orders and questions about
euthanasia and funeral planning; and (2) those that pertain to grieving
after a person dies. What is conspicuously absent, however, is material on
caring for the terminally ill before they die, treating them with dignity
and compassion. The religious community has a moral obligation to provide
such care, and that is what Compassion Sabbath intends. This resource is
not about the preparation of funeral sermons or technical bioethical matters.
In particular, this resource relates to the role of the clergy in motivating the
faith commumity to be actively involved in ministering to those who are
dying.

There are, of course, myriad ways to motivate people, but for thousands
of years the Jewish and Christian traditions have recognized the power of
words to inspire listeners in sermons, guided meditations, and sacred
storytelling. Despite the differences in our various faith traditions, we are
all players in the same great human drama. We are born not by our own
choosing, but in need of others to care for us. We spend our years on this
planet and eventually face death. Again we do so not by our own choosing
and inneed of others to care for us. This circle of life and death is the story
of us all.

With these experiences come a host of emotions, both for the caregivers
and the dying person: anxiety, loss, anger, regret, shame, conflict, and so
on. Will there be pain, unforeseen complications? Family and friends know
what it is to stand under the green canvas awning and drive home with an
emptiness in their stomachs, even their very lives. Death truly is the story
of us all.

Because this familiar plot and the narrativity of life remind us of the power
of story, this section focuses primarily on a narrative approach to the sermon.
The first part details issues related to the sermon as story, with practical
suggestions for the proclaimer. The middle part looks at scriptural stories
and some contemporary narratives on caring for the dying, drawn especially
from images in literature and the movies. The final part includes a sample
sermon in the hope that it may inspire your own preparation.

Storytelling

In proclamation theory there are two primary philosophies-propositional
and representational. The propositional conceives of the sermon as a source
of information that those gathered need to learn. The minister declares, “It
is-crucial for us as the people of God to care for the dying. They deserve
dignity, especially at a time when their self-worth feels challenged. Are you
familiar with The Dying Patient’s Bill of Rights?” That is a propositional
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approach. The sermon provides information.

The representational approach, however, is more about transformation
than information. A documentary on the Holocaust is propositional.
Watching Schindler’s List is representational. In the first case we are given
facts. In the second, we are touched by those facts. The best sermons, of
course, acknowledge that we are whole beings, capable of thinking and
feeling. More than that, we also have wills. How then can our religious
proclamation motivate listeners to act responsibly in caring for the dying?

Certainly the most responsible method of proclamation will incorporate
both styles, teaching and touching through our sermons. For example, dying
well is described as ending “one’s days in old age, relieved of pain,
surrounded by friends and family, attended by sensitive caregivers,
reconciled with all persons, in justice with humanity and the world, at peace
with God.”* Sermons on dying well could detail some of the rights of those
who are dying, and inform listeners in the process. Or they could, for
example, tell the story of Morrie Schwartz and the friends who cared for
him in his last days. Responsible proclamation should probably entail both.
Listeners need information to make informed decisions as much as they
need stories to inspire them.

The wise proclaimer will decide what information will be shared in the
sermon and compile narrative materials for touching the heart. The Resource
Kit will help him or her with that. Of course, how that information is
arranged (the sermon’s rthetoric) will largely determine its impact. What
follows here relates to possible stories for the sermon, including some
appropriate scriptures.” For those accustomed to using a lectionary,
preaching on death may require a temporary departure from those suggested
texts to meet the needs of the moment. Such a departure may be wise on
Compassion Sabbath and other occasions as well. The proclaimer may decide
to preach on caring for the dying several times a year. The lectionary may
accommodate this theme or not, but either way, it is hoped that this resource
will inspire preparation for public proclamation, as we seek to minister to
dying persons.

Sacred Stories

We live our lives immersed in stories. Newspaper, radio, and
television feed us a daily diet of news; friends and co-workers tell
us how their weekends were spent; parents punctuate their
children’s days with bedtime stories; grandparents fondly recall
family history over holiday meals; ministers weave parables into
their . . . sermons; and many spend leisurely hours indulging in
murder mysteries, romance novels, sitcoms, or Hollywood's latest
film offerings.

Stories seem to be everywhere. But while some stories entertain,
inform, or teach us, others move us deeply. They change us and
bring us closer together. These are sacred stories.?
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Genesis 48. In the Hebrew Bible there is perhaps no more intimate story
related to death than Jacob’s final days with his loved ones. Genesis 48
describes the old patriarch sitting up in bed as his son Joseph comes to
visit him along with Jacob’s grandsons, Mannasseh and Ephraim. Joseph
promises his father that they will not bury him in Egyptbut in the promised
land: Canaan. Jacob rehearses for them God's faithfulness in the past and
bestows a blessing on his children and grandchildren. It is a tender scene,
one full of insights for those of us wishing to be present for our own friends
and family members who are dying. The story flows with wonderful sense
of ritual.

Ecclesiastes 3. This passage is a splendid piece of poetry about the
rhythms of life: “A season is set for everything, a time for every experience
under heaven: A time for being born and a time for dying.” It is not just
these first two verses, however, but the poem as a whole that must be
considered. Koheleth, the wise preacher, acknowledges a range of human
experiences: weeping, laughing, wailing, dancing, speaking, keeping
silence, and embracing. Again, the sacred text offers insights related to
helping us care for the dying. (The sample sermon included in this resource
makes some use of all the texts referred to in this section.)

Of immediate interest to the praclaimer is the diverse kinds of literature
represented by these two passages. The first is a story and, as we noted
earlier, stories have the power to touch us. The second is more proverbial
and poetic, describing but not prescribing. The Ecclesiastes text, for example,
does not suggest that these behaviors are to be followed routinely but it
does suggest that life has its thythms, its ups and downs, al! of which are
part of living and dying.

Mark 14. The Christian scriptures also speak of death and dying. In the

" gospels, for instance, a remarkably intimate scene occurs in Mark 14: a

nameless woman anoints Jesus with a costly perfume in preparation for
his death. Although others grumble about the extravagance, Jesus calls it
“a good service,” literally “a beautiful work.” In fact, he declares that
this woman's story will be told everywhere the gospel is preached. The
story is an amazing testimony of her thoughtfulness and how we, too,
might follow in her footsteps, ministering to the dying

Contemporary Siories

Of course, sermons not only draw on the scripture for inspiration but also
on contemporary stories of a sacred nature. What follows are some possible
images, stories, and memorable lines that might help to form the sermon.

Life will go on as long as there is someone to sing, to dance, to tell
stories, and to listen.

~Oren Lyons

Tuesdays With Morrie. Singing, dancing, and storytelling may not seem
like appropriate images related to the dying, butit is important to remember
that even as people are dying they are still living. When Morrie Schwartz
learned in 1994 that he had ALS (Lou Gehrig’s disease), he asked himself,
“Am I going to die, or am I going to live?” By that he meant he had to
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