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| greatly admire the work of a pro-humanity and
anti-euthanasia group in the UK, called Care, Not
Killing. Its members state a very clear NO to
euthanasia and other forms of “assisted dying,”
another euphemism for deliberately ending a
human life on request or out of what is called
“compassion” brought about by our reaction to
another person’s distress in his or her human
suffering. This article is not so much about the
understanding or lack of it that gives us
permission to end someone’s life, even assuming
legalization (which, morally, by itself does not
justify anything) and even if the person requests
it as death approaches. The very name Care, Not
Killing, however, speaks to another approach to
dying, death and suffering: it says YES to
accompaniment of the dying person, YES to
human acceptance and support and YES to
encouragement of living one’s last days as well
as possible. And this IS possible. Good pain
medication and hospice or palliative care,
whether at home or in a facility, can make an
enormous difference in relieving possible pain
and suffering at end of life and also in reassuring
the family and friends accompanying the person.

My first experience of “accompanying” was as
part of a larger group of family and friends,
mainly the members of a prayer group in our
church, who offered accompaniment and support
to a mutual friend in her early 40s, dying of
cancer. | was in my 30s and this was a new way
for me of “being” with someone. The important
thing was that the focus was on our friend, to
help her and her family. | will never forget the
day I was alone with her, and had to perform

bedpan duties, a task that I had learned as a
student in a summer job in a women’s hospital
several years before, and had not done since. |
told our friend that | was a little nervous. This
dying woman grinned and said: “Stick around
with me, and you’ll learn how to do all sorts of
things!” We laughed and | managed. Even in that
somewhat undignified but essential matter SHE
encouraged ME. She helped me. I realize now
that it was important for her to have some
control, to be able to give some direction, to
“supervise” in a gentle sort of way and to be able
to help, to contribute. | didn’t have to know
everything, 1 didn’t have to be super-skilled: |
just needed to be there for her and with her, and
to help out when needed. It was an important
lesson for me and for other people who think “I
can’t do that because | don’t know what to do, or
to say.” We can all learn to care for the person’s
needs if we care about the person.

An important dimension of care at the end of her
life was concern for her spiritual life. These days
we sometimes forget that need. We know this
dimension is respected and developed in good
care facilities of all types, and that should be
recognized and encouraged. Then there are those
places where carers look after the body but do
not have time or concern for care of the spirit. It
is too much to expect staff to be all things to all
people, and perhaps this is another area where
Christians could be more involved. This type of
volunteer work is demanding, both of our time
and of our person. We are all busy and we always
have something else to do. That will never
change while we are able bodied! At the same
time, many of us have friends or family who
languish in their residences. | use the word




deliberately, since anyone who visits such places
regularly sees many people in that situation.
“Languish” rhymes with “anguish,” especially
concerning many people whose minds are as
intact as ever, even if their bodies are in decline. |
have a friend in just such a situation and I do not
visit as often she deserves. | have much to learn. |
know this is an area where our witness really
counts, and, as usual, it is not enough to talk
about it.

What does Pope Francis say about these
situations? We would expect him to talk about
“encounter” between the elderly and the rest of
society, and he often does exactly that. In a
special Mass celebrating the elderly in September
2014, he spoke of the enormous contribution that
seniors make to society through their wisdom and
experience.! The Pope stated that,
notwithstanding the need for freedom for the
younger generation, yet “...if a new and fruitful
intergenerational equilibrium is not restored, the
result will be serious impoverishment for
everyone, and the freedom which prevails in
society is actually a false freedom.” He
continued: “Zechariah says in Ps. 71, ‘Do not
cast me off in the time of old age, do not forsake
me when my strength is spent...do not forsake
me, until | proclaim your might to all the
generations to come.” Mary listened to these
elderly people and treasured their wisdom: the
young give the strength which enables a people
to move forward, while the elderly consolidate
this strength by their memory and by their
traditional wisdom.”? This is the way of
encounter between the old and the young.

In The Dignity of Older People and Their
Mission in the Church and the World, written by
the Pontifical Council for the Laity, Pope John
Paul 11 is quoted as saying:

You are not and must not consider yourselves
to be on the margins of the life of the church,
passive elements in a world in excessive
motion, but active subjects of a period in

human existence which is rich in spirituality
and humanity. You still have a mission to
fulfil and a contribution to make.?

This is truly Good News for people at this stage
of life, and it should be shouted from the
rooftops.

The Pontifical Council lists areas where we need
to revise our approach to pastoral care for people
at this stage: new forms and new methods more
consonant with the needs and spiritual aspirations
of older people need to be sought; new pastoral
plans rooted in the defence of life, of its meaning
and of its destiny, need to be formulated. It is
essential to encourage older people to make their
own contribution to the church’s mission. The
Council warns against stereotyping, reminding us
that older people are not a homogeneous group.
Rather, it reminds us: “We need to accept it as a
stage on the journey by which Christ leads us to
the Father’s house. Only in the light of faith
strengthened by the hope which does not deceive,
shall we be able to accept old age in a truly
Christian way both as a gift and a task.” *

While it is true that we do not tend to view old
people as gifts, we should be aware that there are
charisms (gifts of the Spirit) peculiar to this stage
which could benefit us all:

Disinterestedness: instead of measuring the
value of our actions through efficiency and
material success—what about giving of
ourselves without expecting a return on the
gift—but giving for its own sake?

Memory: if we minimize history we run the
risk of repeating errors. The loss of an
historical sense on our part marginalizes old
people—their experiences and life history
will not seem to count for younger people.

Experience: today’s world seems to value
science and technology over the




accumulation of personal experience, but
there is always room for wisdom and the
recounting of practical, cultural and spiritual
experiences.

Interdependence: this human need is
sometimes overshadowed by individualism
and extreme concepts of autonomy and
personal choice. Yet we need each other, and
the generations need to matter to each other,
instead of the weak being abandoned as
incidental and forgettable in their old age.®

Based on its reflections, the Pontifical Council
made some recommendations, noting that this
older stage in life seems “particularly conducive
to religious practice.”® It noted that sometime
older people return to religious and spiritual
practices after long absences, and that this needs
to be fostered. It pointed out that some older
people see their physical decline as “signs that
God is no longer benevolent” and the Council
hoped to counteract this fatalistic view by
emphasizing possible responses of the church as
duties, viz:

It is the duty of the Church to announce to
older people the Good News of Jesus, who is
revealed to them just as he was revealed to
Simeon and Anna.

It is the duty of the Church to give older
people the chance to encounter Christ. She
must help them to rediscover the significance
of their Baptism, by means of which they
were buried together with Christ and joined
him in death, “so that as Christ was raised
from the dead by the Father's glorious power,
[they] too should begin living a new life”
(Rom 6:4) and find in him the meaning of
their present and future life.

It is the duty of the Church to instil older
people with a deep awareness of the task they
too have of transmitting the Gospel of Christ
to the world, and revealing to everyone the

mystery of his abiding presence in history
and that they are privileged witnesses, who
can testify—both before human society and
before the Christian community—to God's
fidelity.”

The pastoral task of evangelizing or re-
evangelizing older members of the community
must aim at fostering the spirituality that is
peculiar to this age of life, i.e., a spirituality
based on the continual rebirth that Jesus himself
recommended to the elderly Nicodemus. Jesus
urged Nicodemus not to let old age stand in the
way of rebirth. The Pontifical Council adds:

In spite of the passing of years, which risks
dampening enthusiasm and draining away
energy, older people must therefore feel
themselves more than ever called to
persevere in the search for Christian holiness:
Christians must never let apathy or tiredness
impede their spiritual journey. 8

Pope Francis endorses this approach, saying in a
General Audience in March 2015, that being old
is no time for a rest, but a chance for a new
mission in the world. In today’s frenetic world,
young people and families need “...the older
generation’s prayers, wisdom and gifts to give
them the encouragement, hope and faith they
often lack.” ° In a personally inclusive manner he
added:

We older people can remind ambitious young
people that a life without love is barren. We
can tell fearful young people that worrying
about the future can be overcome. We can
teach young people who are in love with
themselves too much that there is more joy in
giving than receiving. ...In fact, there is a
true vocation and mission set aside for older
people, who have a lot more free time at their
disposal now than before. It’s still not time to
“rest on one’s oars” and just coast along!*®




Pope Francis reminded us that our societies are
not ready, spiritually and morally, to give this
period of life its full worth, and, in fact, the
church itself has to look at what it can provide
spiritually for older persons. He added that there
are plenty of saints as role models, especially the
elderly Simeon and Anna in the temple, for
whom, when they saw Jesus, “...the weight of
age and waiting disappeared at that moment and
they found new strength for a new task: to give
thanks and bear witness to this sign of God.”*

Scholars present the current century as “the
century of old age”: there are fewer children and
an increase in elderly people. This imbalance is a
great challenge to contemporary society. Pope
Francis frequently expresses regret, as he said in
another General Audience in March, 2015, that
our culture insists on making the elderly appear
to be a burden, an extra weight. He noted that the
elderly are seen as not only unproductive,
“...they are an encumbrance, and are to be
discarded. And discarding them is sinful. We do
not dare to say this openly, but it happens. There
is something cowardly in this inurement to
throwaway culture...”*?

! Homily of Pope Francis, Mass for the Elderly, 28
September, 2014. http://www.news.va/en/news/pope-
francis-elderly-are-key-to-health-of-free-society

2 1bid.

3 Pontifical Council for the Laity. The Dignity of
Older People and their Mission in the Church and in
the World. The Holy See, October 1, 1998. P.3
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_council
s/laity/documents/rc_pc_laity _doc_05021999 older-
people_en.html

4 1bid., P.4

> Ibid., Pp.5/6

% Ibid., P.12

" lbid., Pp. 13-14

We know that a society without intimacy and
intergenerational relationships will lose its soul.
Pope Francis is clear: the Church, faithful to the
Word of God, cannot tolerate these
degenerations.® Pope Benedict XV| stated that
“the quality of a society, | mean of a civilization,
is also judged by how it treats elderly people and
by the place it gives them in community life.”* It
is clear that our way forward must be to engender
respect for the elderly, to ensure their welfare and
to provide a hopeful future for the young.
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