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"DEATH IS NOT ALWAYS AN ENEMY“

ROMANS 8 (SELECTED VERSES)
LUKE 20:27-38

AS MOST OF YOU KNOW, MY FATHER DIED A FEW
WEEKS AGO ON SATURDAY, OcToBER 11. HE WwAS
/. FOR THE PAST SEVERAL YEARS HE HAD NOT

BEEN IN THE BEST OF HEALTH AND WAS CONFINED
TO A NURSING HOME. HE SPENT MUCH OF HIS TIME

IN BED AND THE REST OF THE TIME IN A WHEEL
CHAIR. HIS HEARING WAS NOT GOOD NOR WAS HIS
EYESIGHT, ALTHOUGH HIS MIND WAS STRONG AND
HIS MEMORY SHARP. HE HAD, HOWEVER, LOST
INTEREST IN LIVING AND WAS READY TO DIE,
SOMETIMES HE SAID AS MUCH. HE WAS READY FOR

DEATH WHENEVER IT CAME. WITH HIS AGE AND
IN HIS CONDITION, DEATH WAS A FRIEND, AND

NOT AN ENEMY,

WE SIX CHILDREN AND OUR STEPMOTHER, WITH THE
CONSENT OF OUR DAD, HAD ALL AGREED THAT SO-
CALLED "HEROIC MEASURES"” SHOULD NOT BE USED
TO KEEP HIM ALIVE. IN THE EVENT THAT HIS

HEART STOPPED, HE WOULD NOT BE RUSHED TO A
NEARBY HOSPITAL. I[F HIS BREATHING STOPPED,

HE WOULD NOT BE PUT ON A RESPIRATOR. HE WOULD
BE KEPT AS COMFORTABLE AS POSSIBLE, BUT WOULD

BE ALLOWED TO DIE. AND THAT'S WHAT HAPPENED.




HE DIED PEACEFULLY. DEATH IS NOT ALWAYS AN
ENEMY,

[ THOUGHT OF MY DAD WHEN I WAS READING AN
ARTICLE IN THE LOCAL NEWSPAPER NOT LONG AGO,
THE NEWS ARTICLE WAS ABOUT A MEDICAL ETHICS
FORUM THAT WAS MEETING HERE IN LINCOLN, THE
KEYNOTE SPEAKER WAS A PROFESSOR AT THE
UNIVERSITY OF IOWA SCHOOL OF RELIGION AND
COLLEGE OF MEDICINE,

HE SAID THE REQUEST, “D0O ALL YOU CAN FOR
MOTHER,” CAN BE AN INDECENT REMARK IN TODAY'’S

WORLD OF ADVANCED MEDICAL SCIENCE THAT CAN
PROLONG A PERSON’S LIFE FAR LONGER THAN HER
DIGNITY. HE WENT ON TO SAY, “SOMETIMES IF
MOTHER IS DYING SLOWLY FROM AN INCURABLE
ILLNESS, OR JUST FROM OLD AGE, 'DO WHAT'S
APPROPRIATE FOR MOTHER' WOULD BE A MORE HUMANE
REQUEST.” AGAIN, DEATH IS NOT ALWAYS AN ENEMY,

THIS SUMMER I WAS VISITING AN ELDERLY WOMAN

IN ONE OF OUR HOSPITALS., SHE HAD LITTLE OR

NO IMMEDIATE FAMILY LEFT AND FEW FRIENDS,

SHE HAD OUTLIVED MOST OF THEM., SHE TOLD ME
THAT SHE WAS READY TO DIE, AND THEN SHE ASKED
IF IT WAS ALL RIGHT FOR HER TO FEEL THAT WAY.

[ DID MY BEST TO ASSURE HER THAT IT WAS ALL
RIGHT. DEATH IS NOT ALWAYS AN ENEMY. EACH
ONE OF US WILL DIE SOME DAY,

YET, AS A SOCIETY WE HAVE A PREOCCUPATION



WITH THE PRESERVATION OF PHYSICAL LIFE WHICH
SEEMS AT TIMES TO BE BASED ON AN ASSUMPTION
THAT DEATH IS UNNATURAL, OR THAT ITS DELAY,
EVEN BRIEFLY, THROUGH MEDICAL AND TECHNICAL
MEANS IS ALWAYS A TRIUMPH OF HUMAN ACHIEVEMENT
OVER THE LIMITATIONS OF NATURE. IT IS AS

IF DEATH IS IN EVERY CASE AN ENEMY, A KIND

OF DEMONIC POWER TO BE OVERCOME BY THE FORCES
OF LIFE, PROPPED UP BY ELABORATE MEDICAL
TECHNOLOGIES . . .  EVERY DELAY IN DEATH

IS SEEN BY SOME AS A VICTORY BY THE FORCES

OF GOOD.,

HOWEVER, THERE ARE TIMES WHEN RESUCITATING
A PERSON IN THE FINAL STAGES OF DYING CAN
BE A POSITIVE VIOLATION OF A PERSON’S RIGHT
TO DIE WITH DIGNITY. DEATH IS NOT ALWAYS
AN ENEMY,

DR, LEWIS THOMAS SAID, "WE HAVE AS MUCH
DISTASTE FOR TALKING ABOUT PERSONAL DEATH

AS FOR THINKING ABOUT IT. IT IS AN INDELICACY
LIKE TALKING IN MIXED COMPANY ABOUT VENEREAL
DISEASE OR ABORTION IN THE OLD DAYS. DEATH

ON A GRAND SCALE DOES NOT BOTHER US IN THE
SAME SPECIAL WAY. WE CAN SIT AROUND THE
DINNER TABLE AND DISCUSS WAR, INVOLVING 060
MILLION VOLATILIZED HUMAN DEATHS, AS THOUGH

WE WERE TALKING ABOUT BAD WEATHER. WE CAN
WATCH ABRUPT BLOODY DEATH EVERY DAY, IN COLOR,

ON FILMS AND TELEVISION WITHOUT BLINKING BACK
A TEAR., IT IS WHEN THE NUMBERS OF DEAD ARE



VERY SMALL AND VERY CLOSE THAT WE BEGIN TO

THINK IN SCURRYING CIRCLES. AT THE VERY

CENTER OF THE PROBLEM IS THE NAKED COLD

DEADNESS OF ONE'S OWN SELF, THE ONLY REALITY

IN NATURE OF WHICH WE CAN HAVE ABSOLUTE
CERTAINTY, AND IT IS UNMENTIONABLE, UNTHINKABLE,"”

"WE MAY BE EVEN LESS WILLING TO FACE THE ISSUE

AT FIRST HAND THAN OUR PREDECESSORS BECAUSE
OF A SECRET NEW HOPE THAT MAYBE IT WILL GO
AWAY. WE HAVE COME A LONG WAY IN OUR TECHNOLOGIC

CAPACITY TO PUT DEATH OFF, AND AS MORE DISEASE
IS CONQUERED, WE MAY PROLONG LIFE EVEN MORE--

BUT EACH ONE OF US WILL STILL ONE DAY DIE,”

IT IS NOT TRUE THAT WE ONLY DIE BECAUSE WE
GET SICK WITH ONE LETHAL AILMENT OR ANOTHER
SO THAT IF WE DID NOT HAVE OUR DISEASES WE
MIGHT GO ON INDEFINITELY. EVERYTHING AROUND
US DIES--NOT ONLY WE HUMAN BEINGS--TREES,
PLANKTON, MICE, WHALES, FLIES, MITOCHONDRIA,
IN FACT, FLIES DO NOT DEVELOP A WARD ROUND
OF DISEASES THAT CARRY THEM OFF, ONE BY ONE.
THEY SIMPLY AGE AND DIE LIKE FLIES,

MOST OF US, I'M SURE, IF WE HAD OUR CHOICE
WOULD LIKE TO LIVE LONG, HEALTHY., VITAL LIVES

AND THEN ONE DAY SIMPLY DIE OF OLD AGE IN
OUR SLEEP, I REMEMBER ONE FUNERAL I HAD HERE
IN THIS CHURCH THAT WAS LIKE THAT. THE MAN

LIVED TO AGE 92. HE HAD RARELY BEEN ILL
THROUGHOUT HIS LIFE., HE HAD NEVER BEEN IN
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A HOSPITAL EXCEPT TO VISIT OTHERS. ONE EVENING

HE WENT TO BED AND DIED IN HIS SLEEP. HIS
FAMILY TOLD ME THAT HE HAD IN FACT DIED IN

THE SAME BED IN WHICH HE HAD BEEN BORN., DEATH
IS NOT ALWAYS AN ENEMY.

SOMETIMES, OF COURSE, DEATH IS AN ENEMY., WE
ARE NOT MEANT TO DIE AS BABIES, OR AS YOUNG
PEOPLE, OR IN ACCIDENTS, OR FROM DISEASE.,

WE ARE MEANT TO LIVE FULFILLING, USEFUL,
HEALTHY LIVES. (GOOD HEALTH IS OUR NATURAL

STATE. DISEASE OR SICKNESS IS UNNATURAL.,
BUT DEATH IS NATURAL IN OLD AGE. DEATH IS

NORMAL IN THAT NONE OF US WILL LIVE FOREVER
IN THIS LIFE.

IN READING OVER MY FAMILY'S FAMILY TREE AGAIN
THIS PAST WEEK, I WAS STRUCK BY THE NUMBER

OF INFANT DEATHS AND DEATHS OF SMALL CHILDREN
DUE TO DISEASE., MY GREAT-GRANDPARENTS ON

MY FATHER'S SIDE HAD 13 CHILDREN, THREE OF
WHOM DIED AS INFANTS., MY GREAT-GRANDPARENTS
ON MY MOTHER'S SIDE HAD EIGHT CHILDREN FROM
TWO DIFFERENT MOTHERS, BECAUSE ONE MOTHER
DIED; OF THESE EIGHT, TWO INFANTS DIED, AND
THREE OTHER CHILDREN DIED WITHIN A TWO-WEEK
PERIOD BECAUSE OF SCARLET FEVER--ONE WAS 10

YEARS OLD, ONE SEVEN, AND ONE FOUR, THIS
TOOK PLACE FEBRUARY 6-19, 1904,

DISEASE IS AN ENEMY AND WE ARE MAKING PROGRESS
IN OVERCOMING CHILDHOOD AND OTHER DISEASES.



[ BELIEVE WE ARE ALSO MAKING PROGRESS IN OUR

ATTITUDES TOWARD DEATH SO THAT WE DO NOT
ARTIFICALLY PROLONG LIFE JUST FOR THE PURPOSE

OF PROLONGING IT.

EARLY IN 1986, THE AMERICAN MEDICAL ASSOCIATION
BROKE NEW GROUND WHEN IT APPROVED THE RIGHT

OF DOCTORS TO WITHDRAW LIFE-SUPPORTING ARTIFICAL
FEEDING SYSTEMS FROM HOPELESSLY COMATOSE PATIENTS.
THE AMA CouNcIL ON ETHIcCAL AND JUDICAL AFFAIRS
STATED: "“FOR HUMANE REASONS, WITH INFORMED

CONSENT, A PHYSICIAN MAY DO WHAT IS MEDICALLY
NECESSARY TO ALLEVIATE SEVERE PAIN, OR EASE

OR OMIT TREATMENT TO PERMIT A TERMINALLY ILL
PATIENT WHOSE DEATH IS IMMINENT TO DIE . .

., EVEN IF DEATH IS NOT IMMINENT BUT A PATIENT'S
COMA IS BEYOND DOUBT IRREVERSIBLE, IT IS NOT

UNETHICAL TO DISCONTINUE ALL MEANS OF LIFE-
PROLONGING MEANS. THIS INCLUDES MEDICATION

AND ARTIFICIALLY OR TECHNOLOGICALLY SUPPLIED
RESPIRATION, NUTRITION OR HYDRATION.”

DEATH IS NOT ALWAYS AN ENEMY. DR. LEWIS
THOMAS CLAIMS THAT WE MAY BE ABOUT TO
REDISCOVER THAT DYING IS NOT SUCH A BAD THING
AFTER ALL., SIR WILLIAM OSLER TOOK THIS VIEW:

HE DISAPPROVED OF PEOPLE WHO SPOKE OF THE
AGONY OF DEATH, MAINTAINING THERE WAS NO SUCH

THING,

AS A MATTER OF FACT, WE ARE HAVING NEW
OPPORTUNITIES TO LEARN MORE ABOUT THE DYING



PROCESS FROM INCREASING NUMBERS OF CARDIAC
PATIENTS WHO HAVE BEEN THROUGH THE WHOLE

PROCESS AND BACK AGAIN, THOSE WHO REMEMBER
PARTS OR ALL OF THEIR EPISODES DO NOT RECALL

ANY FEAR, OR ANGUISH, BUT RATHER AN OVERWHELMING
SENSE OF CALM AND PEACE.,

IN A RECENT STUDY OF THE REACTION OF DYING

IN PATIENTS WITH OBSTRUCTIVE DISEASE OF THE
LUNGS, IT WAS CONCLUDED THAT THE PROCESS WAS
CONSIDERABLY MORE SHATTERING FOR THE PROFESSIONAL

OBSERVORS THAN THE OBSERVED. MOST OF THE
PATIENTS APPEARED TO BE PREPARING THEMSELVES

FOR EQUANIMITY FOR DEATH, AS THOUGH INTUITIVELY
FAMILIAR WITH THE BUSINESS. ONE ELDERLY WOMAN
REPORTED THAT THE ONLY PAINFUL AND DISTRESSING
PART OF THE PROCESS WAS IN BEING INTERRUPTED,

ON SEVERAL OCCASIONS, SHE WAS PROVIDED WITH
CONVENTIONAL THERAPEUTIC MEASURE TO MAINTAIN

OXYGENATION OR RESTORE FLUIDS AND ELECTROLYTES.
AND EACH TIME SHE FOUND THE EXPERIENCE OF
COMING BACK HARROWING, SHE DEEPLY RESENTED

THE INTERFERENCE WITH HER DY ING,

NOW LET'S CONNECT ALL THIS BUSINESS ABOUT
DEATH AND DYING WITH OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH,

1, FIRST OF ALL, ACCORDING TO OUR FAITH,
DEATH HAS NEVER BEEN AN ENEMY. DEATH IS A
PART OF LIFE., ALL OF US WILL ONE DAY DIE,
JESUS TAUGHT THAT WE SHOULD ALWAYS TAKE THIS

INTO ACCOUNT AND NOT FORGET IT, NOT AS A



MATTER OF FEAR, BUT OF REALITY. . JESUS KNEW

THAT ALWAYS TAKING OUR OWN DEATH INTO ACCOUNT
AS WELL AS THE DEATH OF THOSE AROUND US PUTS
LIFE INTO A NEW PERSPECTIVE. OUR LIFE ON
THIS EARTH, EVEN IF WE LIVE TO BE ONE HUNDRED
YEARS OLD, IS BUT A TINY PART OF ETERNAL LIFE,

AT THE SAME TIME, THE AWARENESS THAT WE WILL
ONE DAY DIE CAN HEIGHTEN AND FINE-TUNE OUR
SENSE OF THE PRESENT MOMENT. IF I TOLD YoU
THAT YOU HAD ONLY ONE YEAR TO LIVE, YOU WOULD
SEE ALL OF LIFE IN A NEW WAY.

2. SECONDLY, ALTHOUGH OUR FAITH TELLS US

THAT DEATH IS NOT AN ENEMY, JESUS NEVER
MINIMIZED THE PAIN THAT COMES FROM BEING
SEPARATED FROM ONE ANOTHER., WE ARE TOLD IN

THE BIBLE THAT WHEN JESUS’ CLOSE FRIEND LAZARUS
DIED, JESUS WEPT.

ALTHOUGH DEATH IS A PART OF LIFE, IT IS PAINFUL
FOR THOSE OF US WHO ARE LEFT BEHIND WHEN SOMEONE
CLOSE TO US DIES, ALL SEPARATION FROM THOSE

WE LOVE IS PAINFUL. DEATH IS THE ULTIMATE
SEPARATION, THE PAIN INVOLVED WITH THE
SEPARATION OF DEATH IS MORE INTENSE WHEN
SOMEONE WE LOVE DIES AT A YOUNG AGE. THAT'S
WHAT MAKES THE DEATH OF A CHILD, OR A YOUNG

PERSON, OR A PERSON IN THE MIDDLE OF LIFE
SO DIFFICULT.

THE THOUGHT OF SEPARATION FROM THOSE WE LOVE



CAN ALSO BE PAINFUL FOR THE ONE WHO IS DYING--
ESPECIALLY IF IT IS A YOUNGER PERSON, IF

I KNEW [ WAS GOING TO DIE TOMORROW OR WITHIN
A SHORT TIME, I WOULD BE VERY SAD BECAUSE

OF THE SEPARATION THAT WOULD GO WITH IT. 1
WANT TO CONTINUE TO BE WITH MY WIFE AND MY
CHILDREN AND MY FRIENDS IN THIS LIFE. [ WANT
TO SEE MY GRANDCHILDREN GROW UP., YET I KNOW
THAT [ CANNOT LIVE FOREVER., [ CANNOT HOLD
ONTO THESE PEOPLE OR ANYTHING ELSE IN THIS
LIFE FOREVER., YET SOME PEOPLE ACT AS IF THEY

CAN, ALL THINGS COME TO AN END EVENTUALLY--
SOMETIMES BEFORE WE WANT THEM TO AND SOMETIMES

WHEN WE ARE READY FOR IT.

MY DAD KNEW THAT. HE WAS READY TO BE SEPARATED
FROM US., HE HAD GIVEN US WHAT HE COULD DURING
HIS LIFE. HE WAS READY TO RELEASE US AND
READY FOR US TO LET HIM GO, SOMETIMES PEOPLE
WHO ARE ABOUT TO DIE ARE MORE READY TO LEAVE
US, THAN WE ARE TO LEAVE THEM., EARLIER IN
_IFE WHEN OUR CHILDREN ARE READY TO LEAVE

HOME AND BE ON THEIR OWN, THE SAME IS TRUE,
THEY ARE MORE READY TO LEAVE US, THAN WE ARE
TO LET THEM GO, THE BIBLE REMINDS US--THERE
IS A TIME TO LIVE AND A TIME TO DIE,

AND THIS LEADS DIRECTLY TO OUR THIRD POINT,
POINT NUMBER ONE WAS THAT JESUS TAUGHT US
THAT DEATH IS A PART OF LIFE AND WE ARE ALWAYS

TO TAKE OUR OWN DEATH AND THAT OF OTHERS INTO
ACCOUNT. POINT NUMBER TWO, JESUS AT THE SAME
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TIME, NEVER MINIMIZED THE PAIN THAT COMES
FROM SEPARATION.,

5. AND THE THIRD POINT IS THAT OUR FAITH
REMINDS US THAT EVEN THOUGH DEATH TAKES US

OUT OF THE ONLY WORLD WE HAVE KNOWN AND
SEPARATES US FROM THE JOYS AND GOODNESS OF

THIS WORLD, SINCE GOD IS THE BEGINNING AND

THE END OF ALL OF US, THEN FOR A CHRISTIAN,
DEATH TAKES US INTO AN EVEN CLOSER RELATIONSHIP
WITH GOD. WE CAN SEE DEATH IN THIS LARGER

CONTEXT. WE DO NOT DENY ITS SORROW, AND WE
ARE KEENLY AWARE OF ITS LOSS--BUT OUR FAITH

IN JESUS CHRIST REMEMBERS HIS WORDS--"IN GoD’S
HOUSE THERE ARE MANY ROOMS . . , I GO TO
PREPARE A PLACE FOR You."”

DEATH IS NOT AN ENEMY, IT IS THE THRESHHOLD
INTO A NEW LIFE AND A NEW RELATIONSHIP WITH
GOD AND WITH THOSE WHO HAVE GONE BEFORE US.
As JESUS POINTED OUT IN THE SCRIPTURE READ
EARLIER FROM LUKE'S GOSPEL--IN THE LIFE AFTER
THIS LIFE THERE IS NO MARRIAGE OR GIVING IN
MARRIAGE. HE WAS SAYING THAT IT IS A TOTALLY
NEW EXISTENCE AND NOT JUST A CONTINUATION

OF THIS LIFE.

WE ARE PROMISED IN THE LIFE AFTER THIS LIFE
THAT EVERYTHING IS MADE NEW. ALL THE OLD

ACHES AND PAINS ARE GONE, THE PHYSICAL DEFECTS
OR DEFORMITIES THAT MAY DIRECTLY CAUSE OUR
DEATH ARE NO MORE. THE LIMITATIONS WE PUT
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UP WITH IN THIS LIFE ARE REMOVED, [HE BABY
THAT DIES BECAUSE OF AN INCOMPLETE BRAIN IN
THE LIFE AFTER DEATH IS MADE WHOLE. IN THAT
SENSE, DEATH IS CERTAINLY NOT AN ENEMY, BUT
A FRIEND, DEATH HEALS ALL OUR DISEASES AND
HURTS.

THAT'S WHAT ST. PAUL WAS SAYING WHEN HE WROTE:
T CONSIDER THE SUFFERINGS OF THIS PRESENT

TIME ARE NOT WORTH COMPARING WITH THE GLORY
THAT IS TO BE REVEALED TO US . . . FOR I

AM 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 SAVIOR.” AMEN,




