The Matter of Life and Death

The top news story for the past several weeks has been the Terri Schindler Schiavo case. This case has raised numerous questions regarding human life, euthanasia, and other questions, and sadly, the mainstream media is not a good place to go for advice on this subject. So what is the appropriate decision in a matter like this?

First, there’s no such thing as “a matter like this.” Every case is different, and it’s difficult to make comparisons. That said, the Bible does speak to this issue and gives us some general guidelines.

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live (Deuteronomy 30:19, NIV)

“Choose life” isn’t just a slogan for anti-abortion commercials. It’s a mandate from God. Even though we have the promise of paradise because of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross, life is still an invaluable gift from our Creator, and no matter what your “quality of life,” any life is better than no life at all.

In Terri’s case, many doctors offered to give her therapy to rehabilitate her, but such offers (or even the offer of lip balm for her chapped lips) were refused by her adulterous husband. She was not on “life support,” nor was she “brain dead” or in a “persistent vegetative state.” Were that the case, she would not be able to swallow her own saliva, yet she was fully capable of doing that without any assistance.

What about those who are in such a condition? The general guideline is, “Are you preserving life or prolonging death?” If the person is essentially dead, requiring machines to perform the most basic of bodily functions, and the body is getting worse instead of better over an extended period of time, then the machines are usually prolonging death as opposed to preserving life. But if there’s any sign or possibility of improvement, then “choose life.”

But even in a “prolonging death” situation, we don’t always know the Lord’s plans. Some of you will remember a “Pastor Barry” that we prayed for a number of months ago. He was in a horrible car accident and was on life support. The doctors said there was no hope, that his wife should “pull the plug.” She insisted that they wait and see how things went.

Barry is home today with his wife and children. He often has trouble communicating as well as many other problems, but he is mobile, can communicate, and his family thanks God for healing him.

Anyone who has ever had to make such an agonizing decision knows that there are often no easy answers, as the line between life and death can be very blurry, but remember these guidelines:

1. Don’t rush to a decision. Wait to see if improvement will happen.

2. If you’re not sure, speak with your pastor and other professionals who can help you weigh the decision.

3. Think about who will be affected by the decision. No life exists in a vacuum.

4. You can’t place a monetary value on life. God will provide the money one way or another. Debt is better than death.

5. Choose life. When you’re not sure, err on the side of life.

6. Remember that Jesus died for you, that your sins are forgiven. If you’ve had to make this decision and look back and wonder whether you made the correct decision, don’t let guilt overrule the Gospel. If you’re afraid that you’ve sinned in this regard (or any other), confess your sin to God and be forgiven. (I’m always available for private confession and absolution (forgiveness) for troubled consciences.) If you’re not sure, confess and be forgiven. Then it’s over either way and need no longer trouble you.

The simple reality is that life is valuable because Jesus paid for your life on the cross to give you eternal life.

