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The chapter by Tony Walter in your manual is called ‘Secularization and the Terror of Death’ 

Tony Walter examines 3 prominent theses surrounding death and dying that can be found in recent literature on the subject.  (Read carefully to understand his theses, the third one is brought up during the second one but only developed later on, don’t get confused!! – I highlighted them for you)

1.	Death in the modern world is an alienating and terrifying experience.
According to this view, our society isolates old, ill and dying people in special hospital wards and homes and grieving people are also not so welcome in society. 

According to this view too, because of secularization, modern society has lost the religious rituals and symbols that comforted past generations and helped them in dealing with death and grief. Without the meaning that religion gives to death then social isolation and social discomfort surround dying and bereaved people.

Many authors who support this view contrast the experience of dying in the modern age with previous centuries and they claim that the loss of religion has left people without the strategies that once helped. 

This view led to what has been called the ‘happy death movement’ or ‘the natural death movement’ (2nd thesis). It is supported by the thesis that dying and grieving were easier when people could rely on religion and ritual. Another aspect of this argument is that our modern way of living and dying has been thoroughly medicalised – in a secular society we turn to nurses and doctors for comfort not to priests and we are denied a more  natural way of dying and grieving that was experienced in the past.

Walter asks is this true? Is dying and grieving in modern life so much more difficult and lonely than in previous times? He asks, What evidence do we have that people of past generations were comforted on their deathbeds by the thought of heaven? Did belief in an afterlife make dying easier? Did public mourning ease grief?

Here are some of his conclusions—first and foremost Walter points out that it is difficult if not impossible to come to any proven conclusion about what the overall effect of Christian belief was on dying or grieving people. 
He argues that the thought of heaven might comfort a dying person but fear of eternal damnation could just as easily create extreme anxiety.  How could a person be sure of dying in a state of grace - unexpected death could rob you of the chance of a last confession and absolution. 
Walter then concludes that for past generations it could be said that religion created both comfort and anxiety for the believer.

The happy death movement argues that modern death is perceived as unnatural to life. Walter refutes this view by pointing out that in fact it is a Biblical view that death is the consequence of sin – whereas it was the doctors of the 18th century who supported the idea that death is nothing to fear, that it is a natural part of being physical. 

In other words, Walter says the facts point to the opposite - religion implies that death is fearsome and unnatural, whereas the doctors and romantics of the 18th century regarded death as natural to life.  

What about Beliefs in heaven and hell: do they help? 
Beliefs are very peculiar things—you can study what people do, but it is very difficult to study or determine what people believe because what people say they believe cannot be taken as an accurate measure of what they actually do believe. 

Again Walter shows that it is very difficult to know how seriously people in the past took church teaching on heaven and hell—there have always been those who were publicly recognized as disbelievers, but given that this was a punishable offense within the church community, one has to wonder how many others there were who kept silent.

Another point often made by writers of the happy death movement is that community funeral and grieving rituals were psychologically comforting—and are missing from our lives today because today we keep our grief and our funerals private.
Walter argues that No evidence can be garnered for this because the whole psychological approach to loss and grieving is a product of this century - so historical writing does not tell  us whether the grieving were psychologically comforted by rituals and beliefs.

Finally Walter asks, does faith make dying easier. The studies on this would indicate that people who are firm believers in God or the transcendent as well as people who are firm atheists – both kinds of people face death with equanimity. This would point to the interesting conclusion that it is not so much what you believe but that you have no doubt about what you believe. 

It is also difficult to say whether dying well for either believers or atheists is really due to personal faith or due to the support of family, friends or church.

The conclusions to be drawn from Walters examination then is that it could be that dying and grieving was easier in past ages due to religion but we cannot know for sure that this was the case. 

So then if the hypothesis that modern death is terrifying cannot be proved, what other hypotheses can be explored about death and dying in modern society. Walter proposes 2: first the opposite thesis that modern death is not only not terrifying, but that it in fact equals a good death and 2nd, that modern society has developed new ways of dealing with death (3rd thesis).

Lets look at thesis 2 modern death is a good death. In support of this thesis, Walter points out that in the bible a peaceful death at the end of a full life leaving behind inheritance and children to enjoy it was a very positive image - this is way things should be. And in fact although relatively few people in past centuries achieved such a good death, in modern western society relatively many people die in just such a way.
 

Our average lifespan is now well over the biblical 3 score years and ten.  In Canada, we live in a peaceful society where the great majority of people need not fear a violent death. Pain management is a large factor in making the dying days of many people bearable. Simple childhood diseases don’t carry a death sentence. Death of a spouse does not leave the majority of people in financial distress. 

As Walter says, death in this century does not present a major social or economic problem for people as it did, for example, in Victorian times in England when it took a person’s life saving to make sure you could pay your funeral expenses and not suffer the indignity of a paupers funeral where you were tossed into a communal grave. 
So as Walter says, ordinary, peaceful death in old age is fairly normal in our society.

Walter gives us some interesting statistics—in Britain at the time this book was written in 1996 only 24% of people over the age of 85 were living in institutions. More than 75% of really old people were cared for at home.
 
Those who believe that modern death is a good death are usually also those who believe that a long and good life diminishes the fear of death and therefore diminishes the need for religion. Walter raises a couple of objections to that theory. One objection from a psychological point of view is that we still fear death but we have just repressed and denied it. The second objection from a sociological point of view is that when we look at statistics from the United States, the epitome of modernity, longevity, and the good life, we find that 7 out of 10 Americans believe in heaven and 50% believe in hell.  So regardless of prosperity, religion is very healthy in America. So a good life, a long life and an easy death doesn’t necessarily reduce the need for religion

The 3rd thesis that Walter explores is one which rejects both the idea that modern death is good and the idea that modern death is terrifying.

This thesis says that death in the modern age presents different problems than it did in past ages and that our societies have developed new methods of dealing with it.

In our time - illness and death is handled by medicine. The doctor’s white coat inspires the same faith that the priests robe once did.
Although the medical model has been thoroughly criticized over the past decades, Walter notes that we should not overlook the fact that much of the critique has emerged from within the medical establishment itself - from the doctors and nurses who are on the front line and who see the negative effects of certain practices and the positive effects of others. 

Walter points out that it has been doctors who have led the way in introducing a psychiatric framework within which healing of the psychological traumas of illness and death takes place. Managing Physical pain and mental pain are now all considered to come under the mandate of medicine. 

Nurses and hospice workers are often at the forefront of this kind of body/mind healing—they are trained to listen and help people to heal themselves using their own personal coping strategies, whatever they may be - reinforcing the reliance on your own personal beliefs and not on outside authority. Many religious authorities now make this a guiding principle in their own counselling – making space for the person to find and rely on their own methods of gaining psychological strength. 

The counsellor is now the mediator between you and your problem, loss, sickness, death. Comfort today is less a matter of the priest absolving you of your sins so you can die in peace. Comfort more often comes in the form of the counsellor who allows you to work through your grief in your own personal way and come out the other side a stronger person. Many Christian priests and ministers are now trained in counselling techniques because this is one of the most important ways in which people now work through dying and grieving. 


*********************************************
The Death of Ivan Ilych

Ivan Ilych is a successful man – a judge, which is to say someone with status and prestige in his society. He suffers a fall while putting up curtains – a small thing but the effects of the fall slowly begin to make itself felt in the form of physical discomfort and the discomfort has a mental effect—ill humour, bad mood—which affects relationships - quarrels— the plate is chipped or the soup is cold -- all the little things that have nothing to do with what’s really the matter——which is that there is something wrong with his life - he is beginning to feel insecure and uneasy in his life

Of course he visits the doctor who explains his situation in medical jargon that has something to do with his kidneys or his appendix. The jargon doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to Ivan. The only thing he wants to know is - is my case serious or not? Is my condition bad, very bad or nothing much serious—in other words, how much attention should I pay to this discomfort? Is it life-threatening? Am I going to die? 

But The doctor has no clear answers for Ivan—
The lack of a clear answer makes the illness seem much more significant and oppressive. 

This novel can be read as a metaphor. Illness, representing the fact of our mortality, creeping up on us, at first the little intimations of it you might have just ignored - then as time passes, as life passes, the sense of mortality gathers strength, becomes harder to ignore. Why? In this novel the illness continues to disturb Ivan because he can’t find any explanation for it.

In the novel Ivan goes looking for various doctors, this one, that one, the homeopathist, the faith-healer – anyone who can reverse this process of the illness, who can make him healthy again.

As his body begins to degenerate - Ivan comes upon an epiphany. A moment of truth – a moment of realization – “There was no deceiving himself:....he is going to die.”

Chap. 10 begins by telling us that these are the two poles of Ivan’s emotions – sometimes he sees the problem as just an ailing kidney -- as soon as the doctor figures out the right medication, he’ll be fine, but at other times the problem is inescapable death with no reason for it. Of course as the illness becomes worse and worse then it becomes harder and harder for him to fool himself and the reality of death becomes stronger and stronger.

In the novel, Gerasim, the plain, honest peasant boy that tends Ivan, is the only one who treats his condition with acceptance and sympathy Ivan is a sick and dying man and Gerasim does not try to pretend otherwise as the rest of family does. Ivan’s greatest torment is the deception with which everyone treats him—and the lack of fellow-feeling or sympathy from others. Gerasim acknowledges his condition and pities him and Ivan is comforted by that.

Eventually  Death fills up his field of vision—life inexorably waning ; but not yet extinguished—and so he starts to wish for Death—if you’re coming come—but the problem is he can’t figure out what it is he’s wishing for—and he begins to devote himself to this problem. What is it that’s coming? It’s hard because he’s so enmeshed in lies and deception that he can’t unravel anything. But he knows that the question is a question of life and death. Finally, Ivan, the Judge becomes his own judge—reviews his life – 

Ivan is trying to understand his death by understanding his life – and he could understand if all that is happening to him is punishment for not having lived life as he should have. But when he examines his life – he can honestly say to himself that he obeyed all the laws and rules of his society. So again, why me?

Among the themes that are brought out in the novel—one of the most prominent is the idea of injustice—according to the norms of his society, Ivan has lived a decent and good life—and has every right to ask Why me? What have I done to deserve this? Why should I die at 45 when there should be so much more left to my life.

But Ivan finally comes to the realization that what he valued in life – his job, his lifestyle, his social standing and all the values that were upheld by his peers and his profession – everything that made him believe he had lived a good life -- maybe all of that was “not the real thing”. 

Ivan cannot die in peace because he refuses to accept that the idea that his whole life had been “not the real thing”. But at one point he does accept it. And at that point he finally asks the question that will give him peace – what is the real thing? 

The novel makes us understand that what torments Ivan the most is not the pain but all the hypocrisy and lies in his life and surrounding the fact that he is dying. He knows he is dying and the fact that others make a pretense around him is revolting. He fears honesty but he also craves it. And he finds it in the simple peasant boy who is his servant - someone who is not hiding from death, nor confronting him with it, but simply facing it sympathetically with him.

And this is exactly what Ivan realizes at the very end - he suddenly simply feels sympathy for the others in his life, he feels for his son and his wife, without wanting anything of them, without wanting them to change in any way – he forgets about himself and simply feels for them, feels sorry for how tormented they must be and wishes to ease their pain. 

And it is with this feeling for others and letting go of himself that even the pain that he had so wished to be rid of is transformed from torment and suffering into what it is - pain - that he feels and accepts without hating it or repelling it, without wanting it to be different, without wanting it to change.  And finally, for Ivan, “there is no more death”.

· What is Ivan’s problem? He is dying and is afraid of the unknown, contemplates how meaningful his life was...
· Why is he tormented? He is tormented by his deception towards others reaction to his illness (they are not sympathetic) 
· Who helps him? The peasant boy, Gerasim
· Does he ever figure out the “real thing”? The real thing = meaning to life. Yes he figures out that you just need to accept life as it come, not with anger but with sympathy (without wanting to change the negative things...). 
· How does he die? He spends his last 3 days screaming (not wanting death) then in the last hour has clarity, feel pity over the people he is leaving behind because he now sees he lived his life only for himself, he hopes his death will set them free. 
· What are his last words? “Death has gone”

