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To Marina Nouwen – San Giorgi

Her courage and joy were a great inspiration to me. She died in the early morning of May 8th, 1993. May this book honour her.
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PROLOGUE

Befriending Death

On December 31, 1992 at 3.00 p.m., Maurice Gould died. He died in York Central Hospital in Richmond Hill, near Toronto, after a long struggle with Alzheimer’s disease.

Maurice – ‘Moe’ as we called him – had been a member of L’Arche. Founded in 1964 by the Canadian, Jean Vanier. L’Arche is a world-wide network of communities, where people with mental disabilities and their assistants create home for one another. It was in the L’Arche Daybreak community in Toronto, that Maurice had made his home for fourteen years.

He was known for his joyfulness, gentleness and love of home. The countless people who met him over the years speak about him with much endearment. Somehow his handicap – Down’s Syndrome – seems only the other side of his great gift: to give and receive love.

During the last days of Moe’s life, I was in Freiburg, Germany. Daybreak had sent me there to take a few months away from my pastoral work in the community, to focus exclusively on my writing. When Nathan Ball, the Director of our community, called me and told me about Moe’s death, I knew at once that I must return to Toronto as soon as possible to be with Moe’s family and many friends to experience with them the sorrow of his leaving, as well as the joy of the fulfilment of his fifty-eight years of life.

During the long trip home, I thought a great deal about life and death and began wondering how our dying can be as much our own as our living.

As the Air Canada plane took me from Frankfurt over Germany, Holland, England, the Atlantic Ocean and Nova Scotia to Toronto, I had ample time to think about dying: Maurice’s dying, my own dying and the dying of so many people day after day all over the world.

Is death something so terrible and absurd that we are better off not thinking or talking about it? Is death such an undesirable part of our existence that we are better off acting as if it were not real? Is death such an absolute end of all our thoughts and actions that we simply cannot face it? Or is it possible to befriend our dying and death gradually and live towards it with open eyes and open arms, trusting that there is nothing to fear. Is it possible to prepare for our death with the same attentiveness as our parents prepared themselves for our birth? Can we wait for our death as for a friend who wants to welcome us home?

During the eight-and-a-half-hour flight, I thought not only about Maurice, but also about my dying friends and my aging father. Less than two months earlier, on November 24, I was with Rick in Bethany House, the Catholic Worker house in Oakland, California. Rick has AIDS and knows that he has only a short time left to live. As I sat on his bed and held his hand, he said: ‘What can I still do in the months that are left to me; … my friend, whom I love so much, can make all sorts of plans for his future, but I have no future any more.’ Tears flowed from his eyes as he tightened his grip on my hand.

And then I thought of Marina, my sister-in-law, who has struggled for five full years with intestinal cancer, has survived three horrendous surgeries and has finally, when all further therapy proved useless, allowed things to take their natural course. She has spoken openly about her death to her doctors, to the nurses, to her many close friends, to her mother, to her husband Paul and to me. And in her poems she expresses her feelings about her approaching death, even while those around her hardly dare to mention it in her presence.

Meanwhile, my father in Holland will celebrate his ninetieth birthday within ten days. He is full of energy, still writing, still lecturing, still making new plans, but to me he says: ‘Son, my body is spent, my eyes are no longer able to focus, my stomach doesn’t tolerate much food any more, and my heart is very, very weak.’

People are dying … not just the few I know, but countless people everywhere, every day, every hour. Dying is the most general human event, something we all have to do. But do we do it well? Is our death more than an unavoidable fate that we simply wished would not be there, or can it somehow become an act of fulfilment, perhaps more human than any other human act.

When I arrived at Terminal II at Pearson International Airport in Toronto, Nathan Ball, the director of Daybreak and a close friend, was waiting for me. In the car he told me about Moe’s death. Family and friends had been with him during his last hours. Both sadness and gladness were there. A beautiful friend had left us, a long suffering had come to a gentle end. ‘Moe was so much loved by everyone,’ Nathan said. ‘We will miss him, but it was time for him to go.’

The days that followed were days full of sorrow and joy. Moe was dead, but it seemed as if new life became immediately visible. Telephone calls were made to friends far and wide; letters were written, but most of all, people came together to pray, to eat, to tell stories, to look at pictures … to remember with smiles and tears. Of all the days that I have lived at Daybreak these days belong to the most intimate, the most uniting and, in a strange way, the most sacred. A man who, through his fragility and weakness, had helped us create community during his life, did so even more through his death. As we came together in our chapel, visited the funeral home, sang and spoke in gratitude in the Anglican Church of Richmond Hill and carried the coffin to the grave in King City’s cemetery, there was a deep sense that, not only life leads to death, but also that death leads to new life. The spirit of gentleness and kindness that surrounded and pervaded our conversation, the spirit of forgiveness and healing that touched each of us and, most of all, the spirit of unity and communion that bound us together in a new way – that spirit was gratefully received as a gift from Moe who was dead, and yet very much alive!

On the evening before my return to Europe to celebrate my father’s birthday and to continue my writing in Freiburg, I had dinner with Nathan and Sue Mosteller, a friend and long-time member of Daybreak. During the meal, Nathan asked me: ‘Where and how do you want to die?’ The question was raised in a very gentle way. It was a question that came from the new awareness that not only Moe had died, but that we too would soon die. Out of that awareness we had to ask ourselves: ‘Are we preparing ourselves for our deaths or are we going to keep busy until we can’t be busy any longer? Are we helping each other to die or are we simply going to assume that we are always going to be there for each other? Is our death going to give new life, new hope, new faith to our friends, or is it going to be no more than another cause for sadness?’ The main question is not: ‘How much will we still be able to do during the few years we have left to live?’, but: ‘How can we prepare ourselves for our deaths in such a way that our dying will be a new way for us to send our and God’s spirit to those we have loved and who have loved us?’

Nathan’s question: ‘How and where do you want to die?’ brought me face to face with the great challenge: not only to live well, but to die well.

The next day, as we drove to the airport, Nathan thanked me for returning for Moe’s funeral and wished me a happy celebration of my father’s birthday and a creative month of writing in Freiburg. Flying to Amsterdam, I realised that I knew better than before what I had to write about. I had to write about befriending my death, so that my death can become my best gift to the world I love so much.

Now – after many celebrations in Holland and a long train-ride through Germany – I am alone again in my little, peaceful and solitary apartment in Freiburg. What better place than this in which to befriend death.
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