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Let’s Talk About Death

by George E. Keck, Director of Admission and Interpretation

Do not go gentle into that good night,
Old age should burn and rave at close of day;
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

With these words, Dylan Thomas, the Welsh poet,
sounds the battle cry to which any modern American
can respond. For in fact, we do not go gentle into that
good night.

Death is not an easy topic to discuss because our
denial of death is so subtle. For some reason, the
church’s understanding of human life has not assisted our society to deal
more openly with death and the role of medicine.

The church’s language, at times, has been ambiguous about the reality of
death as a natural part of living. Thus we have not helped people live with
their mortality. The church, in fact, may be partly responsible for some of the
current crisis in medical care by allowing the mission of medicine to be dis-
torted from care to cure,

Death: Natural or Unnatural

During the 1950s-60s, no one was as influential in getting money for
biomedical research as was Mary Lasker. As a philanthropist and one-woman
lobby in Congress, Mary would declare: “I am really opposed to heart attacks
and cancer and strokes the way [ am opposed to sin.” Her statement epito-
mizes the American dream that death is not a natural part of life, but.some-
thing to be corrected or overcome by research and medical science.

Today, some 40 years later, that confusion about the reality of death and
the dream of life continues to plague efforts to develop a sensible health care
system. As a health-obsessed society, we do not know what to do with death
— other than try to control it. Or worse yet, try to cure it! In short, our denial
of death and determination to prolong life has distorted the mission of
medicine in America, and, unfortunately, the church, with its ambiguous lan-
guage, bears part of the blame.

At the same time, the medical prefession also shares part of the blame.
My son-in-law, Dr. Edward Balaban, an oncologist, tells me that during his
years of medical training, “death” was subtly viewed as “an accident, unnatu-
ral, and correctable.”

When death itself is seen as unnatural, or something to be cured, it
becomes all the more difficult to come to terms with the agonizing moral and
cthical questions about when to stop treatment of the terminally ill — espe-

cially if the patient is an anencephalic infant or a young person with AIDS.
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The church’s language, at times, has been

ambiguous about the reality of death as a

natural part of living.

In short, American culture dur-
ing the last half of the 20th century,
sometimes aided by the church, has
inappropriately placed upon those
in medical science the unrealistic
responsibility not only for the care
of illness, but the cure of death.

The question before us is
whether or not theology and
medicine can help one another. Can
the church and the medical profes-
sion accept death as a natural part of
creation/life and then use that com-
mon understanding to inform its
thinking about patient care during
illness and disease?

Our Ambiguity With the
Language of Death

The church’s ambiguity in lan-
guage regarding the reality of death
can be illustrated by recalling the
public debate over the 1982
Lutheran Church in America (LCA)
statement on “Death and Dying.”
This statement produced heated
debate prior to and during the 11th
Biennial Convention of the LCA in
Louisville, Kentucky.

The statement began by affirm-
ing that “Death is Natural.” Like all
other creatures, human beings have
a limited life span. “The years of our
life,” the psalmist observed, “are
three score and ten...” {Psalm 90:10).
The fact that our span is limited
serves to remind us that we are
finite. We are creatures. We are cre-
ated by God. Both living and dying
are part of the created order, which
biblical faith affirms as being good.

The document then went on to
acknowledge that death may, at
times, be “experienced” as an

unwelcome event because it
involves some tragic dimension
such as an accident or the death of a
child. Even though death is part of
the created order, the sinfulness of
human beings can cause death, at
times, to be “experienced” as the
“enemy.”

Next the original statement
spoke of death as a “friend.” When
dying involves prolonged suffering,
death can be experienced as a friend.

But this was the “lightning rod”
which drew the heated debate. At
the convention, it became clear that
pastors and lay leaders were too
ambivalent about the reality of
death to have our public language
ever speak of death as a “friend”!
The debate went on. Finally, the
Convention adopted a memorial
directing that all references in the
Death and Dying statement that call
death a “friend” be changed to
“merciful.”

This is but one illustration of
how the church has not been helpful
to church members, or to the public
sector, in developing a public mind
and language that will help us over-
come our denial of death.

“Only when you
are dead is the
resurrection
good news!”

Some Ways We Might be More
Helpful to One Another in

Living With Our Mortality

Speaking Boldly About Death

The language of the church’s
pastors/leaders can help shape the
language and the belief of the people.
Let us review our language related to
life and death. For example, to say
that someone has “passed on,” or
“she is sleeping with Jesus,” or “gone
to his reward” is not the most helpful
way to deal with the reality of death.

We need to name the name. |
remember one phrase from my days
in class with Martin Heinecken:
“When you are dead, you are dead.
Only when you are dead is the resur-
rection good news!”

Revisiting the Order of Creation

This might be a “lightning rod”
for some. But the order of creation
language can be an extremely useful
theological tool as we struggle with
issues such as life and death. The
order of creation language might also
help us in our current discussion of
sexuality, but that is an issue for
another article.

Genesis 1 places death as part of
God's “good creation.” Thomas
Ogletree, dean and professor of
ethics at Yale Divinity School, in a
recent lecture argued that the images
of the “void, light, and darkness” in
Genesis 1:1-5 suggest that God cre-
ated life out of death and therefore
both life and death, light and dark-
ness, are part of the natural order in
God's good creation.

Psalm 90:12 says, “The years of
our life are threescore and ten, or
even by reason of strength
fourscore.” The Psalmist reminds us
that natural life is limited. Humans
are by nature finite. We are created
by God; we are not God. Both living
and dying are part of the created
order, which biblical faith affirms as
being good.

The story of Abraham reflects
the same view and gives us an image
of “going gently into death.”
“Abraham breathed his last and died




in a good old age, an old man and
full of years and was gathered to his
people” (Genesis 25:8).

In short, death was an original
and natural part of God's good cre-
ation of human beings who are finite
creatures. Death becomes an
“enemy” due to sin. As the Apostle
Paul puts it, “The sting of death is
sin” (I Corinthians 15:56). Sin pays
us “off” by making us fear death
(Romans 6). It is our sinfulness that

religious or not, then we havea
common point of conversation in
this pluralistic society.

Helping People Name the Name

Pastors/congregations could
review the many opportunities we
have to assist people to deal inten-
tionally with death. Our language in
preaching and teaching are appro-
priate and ongoing weekly opportu-
nities to “name the name.”

Both living and dying are part of the

created order, which biblical faith affirms

as being good.

makes us unwilling to face death
and go gentle into that good night. It
is sin that feeds our fear of death. It
is sin (unbelief} that doubts the
promise of the resurrection. It is sin
that brings about the denial of
death. It is sin that makes us unable
to live with our mortality.

Paul could boldly live with his
mortality and, in faith, say, “Tam
sure that neither death, nor life,..nor
anything else in all creation, will be
able to separate us from the love of
God in Christ Jesus our Lord”
(Romans 8:38-39).

By revisiting the order of cre-
ation language, we gain in two
important areas. First, the language
helps us to affirm that death is a
“given” within God’s good creation
and not a “punishment” due to sin.
This affirmation can go a long way
in assisting people to deal with their
mortality.

The second area in which we
gain is in our conversation within
the public sector. Not only is relat-
ing death to punishment inappropri-
ate, it also draws the term “sin”
inappropriately into any secular dis-
course, On the other hand, if death
is a “given” for all human beings,

Funerals, of course, are focused
opportunities. But in our increas-
ingly urban and busy lives, funerals
are no longer the time for the gather-
ing of the community. There was a
time when most funerals were in the
home where the person had lived.
During the past 50 years, we have
resorted to having funerals in spe-
cial funeral homes — places which
are certainly not a very “natural”
part of our lives. We have funerals
during the week when few can be
present. Why not move funerals into
being part of the regular Sunday ser-
vice? The community of faith and
family are there. The choir and
organist are present. What better
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place do we have to deal with the
reality of death than in our normal
weekly Sunday gathering of the peo-
ple of God?

When [ was a parish pastor, |
found that many parishioners were
very willing, in fact relieved, to write
down their funeral arrangements.
Each year, we would have an adult
forum on death and dying — often
during Lent. At the final session of
each forum, [ would provide a form
which outlined most of the details
needed at time of death and prefer-
ences related to the funeral service. As
this procedure became public, I began
to have shut-ins request the form.

There are other vehicles such as
living will forms and organ donor
cards which can be used as a means
to promote discussion and to help
people live with their mortality.

Today there is an increasing
number of novels about death and
going gentle into that good night.
One of the most moving is Te Dance
With The White Dog by Terry Kay. The
Los Angeles Times describes it as “a
loving eulogy to old age itself....

A tender celebration of life, made
poignant by death being so close at
hand.” Books like this, once read, can
lead to hours of thoughtful reflection
and discussion in small groups or
adult forums.

In short, congregations have a
“gold mine” of opportunities during
which we can assist people to talk
intentionally about their mortality.
The Old Testament insight is so valid
— to name the name is to have
power.

Congregations have a “gold mine” of

opportunities during which we can

assist people to talk intentionally about

their mortality.







