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In today’s letter to the Philippians, St. Paul communicates a deeply felt tension worthy of reflection: “I long to depart this life and be with Christ, for that is far better.  Yet that I remain in the flesh is more necessary for your benefit.”  At this juncture, Paul is in prison and he knows that his life is at stake, but he doesn’t fear death.  Rather, he feels tension between two choices that both have worthy and meaningful ends.

The impact of Jesus’ resurrection and ascension and the gift of the Holy Spirit have cleared any doubts in Paul’s mind.  Today we witness a man of conviction.  If his prison stay should end with death, he knows he will be with

Christ—something for which he longs.  Yet he still finds meaning and happiness in remaining with the newly formed and continually growing faith communities seeking his guidance.

If we as Christians truly believe that eternal life not only awaits, but completes us, then we feel the same anxiety.  My faith, when embraced with full heart, mind and soul, tells me that when I die, I will be lifted up, transformed, renewed and pierced with the total unconditional love of God.  If I believe this with every fiber of my being, then death loses its terror. Being forever with Christ is now something which I long for, not dread.

All of the doubt and anxiety about death usually stems from a lack of faith. The greater my faith, the less I fear the prospect of death.  Now, as I look at my earthly life, things get interesting.  It is God’s will, according to Scripture, that we experience holiness and happiness in this earthly life. God certainly does not want us to be miserable!  Greed, power, excessive wealth and oppression make life difficult and even unbearable for many of God’s children. But that is the result of our sin not God’s intention.

Our families, those we love, our involvement in our communities, our careers and our accomplishments keep our minds focused on this life. There is still much to do, discover, embrace and effect. One task leads to another, making for a mile-long list of reasons we need to stay in this life and don’t want to leave it.

As committed Christians, we have our feet in two worlds, constantly in tension between the “already” and the “not yet.”  I “already” have a measure of happiness and fulfillment, but the fullness of my being is “not yet” realized. I “already” have a sense of God’s presence in my life, but the fullness of that presence is “not yet” achieved. Getting rid of the dread of death and jumping with both feet into the life of faith is the only way to move from the unhealthy tension that exists in life to the healthy one described by St. Paul.

But for many of our sisters and brothers, jumping with both feet into the life of faith is not the way to move.   For some, due to illness or old age, they have lost that sense of hope; they see death as a relief from this life.  It is to these individuals that Initiative 1000 – Assisted Suicide speaks.

I want to inform you about the assisted suicide initiative that will be on the November ballot in Washington State.  The assisted suicide initiative sounds so reasonable, so humane, so kind.  That is its seduction.  In truth, the assisted suicide initiative is utterly contrary to our Christian belief on life, the source of life, and the worth of life.  We are not talking about the relieving of pain.  We are not talking about refraining from going to extraordinary measures to prolong existence.  We are talking about helping someone take his or her life.  The viewpoint behind the assisted suicide initiative is one of autonomy: I am in control; not God but I am the one who is in charge of my life.  The viewpoint behind the assisted suicide initiative is a utilitarian view of life: a life only has worth if it has an obviously useful purpose.  If not, that life is not necessary, perhaps not even worth living.

On the contrary, we Christians believe that every life has value because we were created by God.  Human lives, in all their complexity and frailty, have a worth that is rooted in us as human beings, part of our very being: that worth can never be lost, a worth that comes from beyond us by our creation as a gift at the hand of God.  A worth not based on our perceived utility or any obvious usefulness, but instead a worth based on the fact that our existence, our life, meant so much to God that he made us in his own image.

Christian faith refuses to allow suffering, or the fear of suffering, or the avoidance of suffering, or our own desire for autonomy to become the Lord of our lives, to become the regulator and determiner of whether a life is worth living.  Yes, our Christian faith says, suffering is an evil and a trial; yet “suffering, while still an evil and a trial in itself, can always become a source of good.”  Those words were written by Pope John Paul II, whose own suffering and weakness and dying, in all their transparency and openness on international television, were a window into the vibrant worth that life can always have, even in weakness, as we care for those who suffer and die, and as the suffering and dying care for us and give us their gifts.

In the weeks leading to the November elections the Washington State Catholic Conference which represents the Catholic Bishops of Washington State is asking for our help to defeat Initiative – 1000 that legalizes physician-assisted suicide.  The Catholic Church in Washington defeated a similar initiative in 1991, and with your help, we can do it again.  Inside you bulletin is a flyer that explains why Initiative – 1000 is bad law.  It also tells you how you can get involved.

The challenge put to us today is whether we want to accept and unconditionally embrace God’s love today.  If we answer with a firm yes, then we must put our hands to the plow and not look back. That affirmative answer will change our lives forever!
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