Psalm 90 (from HWB #819)
     Peaceful Endings at the End

July 17, 2022
This summer has felt weighted with a fair number of deaths and memorial services in our community.   At least such is the case for me as I take emotional stock every now and then.  I suppose it all started with the sudden death of Bob Sawatsky earlier in the year.  It was a shock to learn of this death of one who was a part of the search committee which brought me here, of one who honourably served church and community, of one named friend.  While visiting my parents in Kansas I was busy on the computer contributing to the memorial services for Jack Driedger and Marg Buckner; and then the community gathered shortly after my return for these also named friend.  Connie’s death was emotional at a number of levels; another friend.   Up at Tiefengrund Bob Regier finally succumbed to pancreatic cancer, and last weekend there was a death from that congregation of someone my age.  June Cairns died recently, we will have her funeral service her this coming Saturday.  I have had more than one conversation with people of the congregation who are also feeling a similar sense of latent heaviness from losses they have experienced in their families, friendship circles and professional worlds.

We understand that there is a cycle of life which no human can escape.  One of the books apart of an Adult Ed study, way back when we still had Adult Ed in person, rightly and humorously noted that mortality rates for humans have remained constant at 100% for a number of centuries.   Christians might quip that if wouldn’t have been for Lazarus and Jesus, the streak have gone further back to Tithonus of Greek legend fame.  Today I will explore what might make for Peaceful Endings at the End of life from several angles.
The first of these is a barrage of questions and reflections of a well read and sensible elder of the congregation.  I visit with her now and then.  You know her as Winona.  Quoting this wise bird:
1.     We are all human beings.  We all die.  We don’t have a choice in that matter.
2.     Do I have a right to choose when I die?  How I die?   What makes it so difficult for us to talk about, accept, the idea of MAID?

3.     Have I been seduced by our culture which sells us the idea that if we exercise enough and properly, eat properly, think happy thoughts, etc. etc. etc. that we will live forever?

4.     How can we begin to educate ourselves about stages of life - aging?  

5.     What do we believe about “life after death”?   Where did we learn what we believe?

6.     How does what we believe influence our day to day choices?

7.     If we believe that the choice to end our own lives - either by suicide or by doctor-assisted dying - is wrong … do we then refuse medical treatment which artificially prolongs our life?  Do I say no to surgery for appendicitis?  For cancer?    

8.     Do we say that it is wrong to use MAID when we are living with serious and life-threatening conditions but at the same time say that it is acceptable to prolong life with oxygen and feeding tubes? If our beliefs tell us that our life span is “in God’s hands”,  then both actions are in conflict with that belief.

9.      Is a wish / desire to stop living…to “end it all” related to pieces of our past which we have been unable or unwilling to work with…process.   Were we taught guilt?  fear?   Do we believe we have no control over our day-to-day experiences?   Did we grow up hearing about a punishing God?  hearing that we are born sinful? 

10.    How would we feel about ourselves if we were taught that we come into being with “original goodness” rather than “original sin”?  What kind of life would flow from each of those beliefs?

11.    “…for many who cannot see hope,  their vision is blurred because they believe they are unable to
 exert any level of control over their circumstances..”

12.   “…when greed, hatred and delusion are given up,  we no longer cause sorrow for ourselves and others….”

13.    “No matter what the situation, we are offered the freedom to choose our highest intention…to choose to be free”.
14.      Do I live my life regularly saying what I don’t mean….working to “look good” in the sight of others…living a life of pretense?

15.   “taking in the good is not about putting a happy shiny face on everything, nor is it about turning away from the hard things in life.  It is about nourishing well-being, contentment, and peace inside that are refuges you can always come from and return to….”

16.    What might happen if NPMC made space, time, availability for small groups (6 -8 people) to gather regularly to talk about end of life concerns?   To share thinking about how to respond to our past histories…to work at understanding how those past histories shape our present?  Not with a “leader” … just a small group of people sharing parts of their journey together.

17.    “I dwell in possibility.”

18.     How can I learn to let loose…go easy on myself….drop into the present moment?

19.     What might my life look like if I chose these qualities as guidelines:  happy…funny…loving….cooperative…creative….thoughtful

20.      What might my life be like if I focused on the beautiful and abandoned the unbeautiful?

21.       Is my picture of God too small?   (J.B. Phillips - Your God Is Too Small)

End Quote:  Well, that should keep conversation going around the lunch table!  Thanks, Winona.  And Winona was kind enough to include a list of books that have been important in her considerations.

-----------------------
J.B.  Phillips ….Your God Is Too Small

Jon Kabat Zinn…..Coming to Our Senses

Jonathon Sacks….Celebrating Life

Jack Kornfield….No Time Like the Present

Bernie Siegle…..Love,  Medicine and Miracles

Larry Dossey …. The Extra-ordinary Healing Power of Ordinary Things

Thich Nhat Hanh …The Miracle of Mindfulness
----------------------------

We now move on Unlocking the Fountain.  This is an eight part podcast from Keith McArthur which first appeared on CBC radio on September 28, 2021.
  I heard a replay of episode 8 “Dream or Dystopia?” last week as I was trucking out north of the city for my other job.  Are their divine coincidences in our lives, sacred serendipity?   I do think so, and I thank God for this podcast because it connects so brilliantly with this Sunday’s theme.  I share several minutes with you.
[play minutes 1-4:38 of Episode 8:  “Dream or Dystopia?” of Keith McArthur’s Unlocking the Fountain]
This leads nicely to my third area of consideration:  conversations around MAiD.  I suspect some of my mortality fatigue of this summer is linked to Connie’s death by virtue of Medical Assistance in Dying.  Or is it a virtue?  Or what makes something virtuous?  Is not the death of someone in persistent and intractable pain virtuous?  These are questions at the crux of the conversation.  I have a testimonial of a MAiD licensed physician which appears on the Canadian Medical Association web site and a short personal testimony from one of the families I have walked along-side this summer.  
I don’t think MAiD should be something that we whisper about or something that we hide anymore. I think the more we speak about it and normalize it, the better.”  Dr. Matt Kutcher didn’t always feel this way. At least, he didn’t express his views publicly. In May 2017, he became the first doctor on Prince Edward Island to provide medical assistance in dying (MAiD) — also a first for him. When the patient’s family went public with their story, Dr. Kutcher made a point of avoiding the media spotlight. 
     “The hardest part was the fact this was something I’d never done before. I was faced with being a relatively new doctor, in a new job, in a new province, breaking new ground in an area that is controversial — in a province known to be traditional in its values,” he says.    In spite of these pressures, Dr. Kutcher felt supporting his patient’s wishes was the right decision. Seventy-two-year-old Paul Couvrette was suffering from advanced-stage cancer, and he and his wife agreed there would be no prolonged treatment. Paul wanted to go out on his own terms when he was ready.
     After his death and at the urging of Couvrette’s family, Dr. Kutcher slowly began to share his experience with medical colleagues in Summerside, where he has a family practice. He talked to staff at Prince County Hospital and held teaching sessions for its family medicine residents.   Among the things he would tell them: that patients are entitled to MAiD under the law, that it can be a compassionate act for doctors, and that he believes it is part of a broader spectrum of end-of-life care.  “I just try to normalize it as one of the many items in the palliative care basket that we have.”   …
        Dr. Kutcher says most of his MAiD cases have been positive experiences — with patients in control of the time and place of their death and surrounded by loved ones. He says one of his patients even chose to have his young grand children in the room.   He is continually amazed at the outpouring of love and gratitude from family members. He was recently invited out on a fishing vessel to help scatter the ashes of one of his patients off the coast of PEI.
       Dr. Kutcher is no longer afraid to talk about MAiD, to patients seeking palliative care, to doctors and residents who want to offer it, and to any other physicians who will listen.   “Our job is not always to heal; it’s not always to cure disease and to fix illness. It’s often to be support and to provide comfort and to help guide and to relieve suffering, and MAiD allows you to do that,” he says.

The second reflection I wish to share on this MAiD topic came from a family member whose parent did not choose MAiD in the midst of long lasting suffering.   They said, “I am glad they did not choose MAiD.   Even though I knew she was suffering and dying I needed time.  I needed time.”   It is true, sometimes those most close to the dying need the most time to make peace with their loved one’s death.  The discipleship of the text and topic:   talk.  Talk to your spouses; talk to your children; talk to your grandchildren; talk to your siblings.  Talk.  Sort it out as family and friends and faith community.  Talk. 

My last section was to be “Green Burial”--  essentially making peace well with creation at the end of our lives.  In my hard copy of the sermon I reference a very well written article in The Christian Century by Dawn Araujo-Hawkins.  I offer two paragraphs from the article:
Broadly speaking, green burial means caring for the dead with minimal environmental impact. That usually includes forgoing any chemical embalming, opting for a shroud or a biodegradable coffin instead of the more popular steel or fiberglass, and skipping the cement vaults that typically enclose a coffin in the ground. It can also mean being buried in a cemetery that practices land conservation efforts…

       “It’s a really beautiful experience. And I know that sounds crazy, but I’ve seen the beauty of what can happen,” [Beth] Hoeltke [scholar and pastor at a Lutheran Seminary] said, “I think the loss that you deal with after a loved one dies becomes a little easier in a sense, because that reality of death is in front of your face. When society takes death out of the picture of life and hands it off to someone else, we’re missing that beautiful connection in the ability to love our loved ones.

You can read more either from my hardcopy of the article in my office or from the on-line link I have footnoted.
In conclusion, people are asking good questions these days about what makes for a peaceful end at the end of life.  Doctors and terminally ill patients are also asking these questions.  Those in the environmental and burial business are asking them as well.  Perhaps talking together, and discerning the Spirit on these matters will help us all.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
� www.cbc.ca/radio/podcastnews/unlocking-the-fountain-1.6191413


� https://www.cma.ca/dr-matt-kutcher


� Dawn Araujo-Hawkins, “Dust to Dust” in The Christian Century (July 14, 2021), pp. 22-25.





