
Facing Mortality and Planning an Elegant Exit

Summary report of the two Discussion Groups

Peter Papesch, AIA, LEED & Richard Seder, MD, in Emerson 104
Remo Fabbri, MD, in Emerson 106

Summary of the session in Emerson 104

The following ideas were on the blackboard:

1.
 The three pillars of wisdom: 

-
 The awareness that everything is connected to everything
-
 No fear of death
-
 The ability to discern the sense in nonsense



2.
 Dumbledore: Death is the start of the next great adventure.

3.
 Elegance is a feeling which one projects

***

The main topics that were brought up by the often wise, often experienced participants in Emerson 
104:

-
 A desire to not suffer at the time of death, or during the approach to it.

-
 A desire to share the exit period or moment with friends and family.

-
 The hope of retaining mental faculties intact.

-
 An often-expressed desire to remain in control, which for several of us also meant the right to 
choose the time of our exit.

-
 The desire to be able to discuss the topic of our death with offspring or spouses/companions, 
which some found difficult due to the unwillingness of these others. One suggestion was to engage in 
the recounting of personal memories or stories while being interviewed and recorded for the 
ostensible purpose of transmitting these reminiscences to future generations. 

-
 The oft-encountered need to address the unwillingness of family members “to let go”, even to 
the extent of seeing such persons pressure the hospital or hospice personnel to overrule the living will 
provisions of the exiting person. 

-
 One far-sighted participant explained that they had drafted both a legal and an ethical will, the 
latter akin to a living will. 

-
 Dumbledore’s proclamation was discussed in terms of its ambiguity: it was meaningful for 
those who believed in an afterlife, and also for those who believed in the merging of one’s atoms into 
the evolving life forms of Earth. The concept of a soul was not explored in depth, but the legacy of 
one’s deeds was. 

-
 The concept of elegance essentially boiled down to experiencing no psychological or physical 
pain, for only then can a person project a sense of balance and well-being. 

***



Summary of the session in Emerson 106

About 18 people participated including a bioethicist and a family physician. The session was 
impossible to end sooner than 4:00 and people would have stayed even later had it been possible. 
What this suggests is that there is truly enormous interest in the issues addressed.

            The "lessons" could be summarized by the three "C's": Control, Comfort, Company. The first 
involves planning of both the medical as well as the administrative: one participant, a financial 
planner, uses the concept of "an hour before Midnight." This section is immense and includes 
everything from wills, powers of attorney , etc. writing one's own obituary and planning one's own 
funeral/memorial service.

             The second "C" is more medical and involves pain control, adequate oxygen, and decent 
hygiene all of which mean frank discussions with one's physician or other medical provider (sooner 
rather than later) and also with one's family and friends. Assisted suicide was brought up and there is 
a successor organization to the Hemlock Society where additional information can be found. 
Obviously there is a vast difference between how this is viewed in much of Europe and how it is 
viewed in the U.S.

           The third "C" invokes a deep fear of "passing on" totally alone - the single people in the group 
spoke of a variety of ways that they are coping with it, frequently by simply developing a circle of 
neighbors with whom they develop deep bonds of trust which  counters the idea that as we age, 
developing deep friendships becomes more difficult. My sense is thaat what these people have done 
is to be courageous enough to express their needs and also their concerns for their friends' comfort, 
etc.

           The most difficult issue centered around dementia and whether or not people actually are 
suffering with anecdotes posed supporting both sides of the discussion. In our normal state of 
rationality, most of us do not want to contemplate existing at some other cognitive level. The problem 
is, how to make the decision to exit while we are still able to do something. Some people appear to 
have  given permission to a spouse, or friend, or relative to decide. This clearly is a very difficult area  
- obviously Harvard/Radcliffe people are not enthralled by the idea of playing bingo and singing 
silly songs. On the other hand, the fleeting recognition of a child or grandchild, or the beauty of a 
sunrise may be a sublime pleasure that would count for everything! What no one  wants is to be kept 
alive by feeding tubes and there was seemingly unanimous agreement that "starving" to death with 
its various metabolic implications was absolutely acceptable.

Anyway, this was how it went ------ some recent personal experiences with the "exit" situation 
probably prepared me for all of this as well as our discussions over the past few months. Please let 
me know your thoughts and perspectives on what we experienced - I think there are a few items to be 
added to Peter's "draft" but I was more struck by the similarities.

                       Remo (Fabbri, who led the discussion session in Emerson 106)



Elegant Exits 2010

Dick Seder

The import of one’s death has vastly different meanings to different individuals and groups, depending 
in large measure on closely held fantasies/beliefs concerning the persistence of the individual’s 
consciousness – in whatever form and location, with whatever residual (or expanded?) functionality, 
following conventional earth death, all difficult for me to contemplate seriously, though I do envy those 
with clear, consistent, comforting views on the subject. 

I take rather the advice of Omar Khayyam, my fellow Middle Easterner, who reputedly wrote (per 
Edw. Fitzgerald) “”The Rubayyat”, Quatrain XIV:

     “Some for the Glories of this World; and some
      Sigh for the Prophet’s Paradise to come;
     Ah, take the Cash and let the Credit go,
       Nor heed the rumble of a distant Drum!”

A closely related concept is Tikkun Olam (originally from I know not where in the vast opus of Judaic 
philosophy, argumentation, and commentary), meaning “repairing/healing/fixing” – the broken world, 
to which I would add ”Tikkun Adom” (restoring fallen man).  (On this last topic I consider myself rather 
an expert, having fallen an estimated >4,000 times - NB: I still cannot resist the making of bad jokes).  
Seriously, the two Tikkuns are obviously closely intertwined, and they have always been central to my 
thinking about “what must a man do?” and accordingly how a thus-thinking man would judge the life 
he had lived when approaching the end of it - and the end of apparent possibilities of remedying any 
of the many unhappily achieved deficits therein.  The focus is clearly the world we know first hand, 
rather than however comforting a fantasy scenario of another, better world beyond our ken…this latter 
left best left to Hollywood and the Mega-churches of Modern American Fun-damn-mentalism, Islamic 
extremism, and other such pernicious doctrines and dogmas….(BTW - do you know the syllogism; 
Dogma is to Truth... …as Death is to Life???)

Forgiveness: For men and women in the Humanist (=Tikkun) camp - from whatever religious 
background – I would like to suggest that far from being too late, the “end of life” period should 
generally be the easiest time – and the most fruitful - to exercise whatever small but cleanly positive 
healing effect we can on the universe we all inhabit, mainly through forgiving and seeking 
forgiveness.  Many people at this juncture drift – or drive themselves – into the self-questioning mode 
of thought we here today are indulging ourselves in, to,wit: 
 What have I made of my many opportunities in life  Which have I let slip by?  Why?
 How can I use my closing days to set right what I have failed to do so far? 
 To whom do I owe apologies?  (From whom should I beg forgiveness?)
 To whom can I offer forgiveness? ..through what medium (in person, by mail, phone, video 
tape?)

NB: My own experience in this vein to date is that it is far easier to seek forgiveness than, unbidden, to offer it.



Let me introduce at this point an image of two instruments, both supposed to improve the user’s vision - and 
thereby his (or her) understanding, to wit the well-known (and  much abused) retrospectoscope, and the less 
often named but universally used – typically by younger people than we – prospectoscope.  The latter 
instrument looks at life through the “right” end of a circular telescope with a larger than life-size,  
transparent, picture of oneself interposed between the eyepiece and the objective, thus grossly 
distorting everything one views through the lens of self, possibly useful for motivation, but 
grossly over-emphasizes the importance of the individual.  As we now gallop through old age toward 
the ends of our lives, we increasingly gaze through the “wrong” end of a straight scope so that the 
vast majority of us appear – of visible at all - as miniscule members of a vast, voracious, omnivorous 
species whose very numbers threaten itself with being crowded off an overburdened planet.  The 
importance of what we have – or have not  - accomplished in our few decades – pales when viewed 
against the enormity of time and, such an exercise in humility and perspective which may calm those 
of us who have “failed to achieve*, if disappointing the few still egotistical and arrogant among us.  

I sense that this is one of the central issues Peter wanted us to chew on today.

Speaking of chewing, though, allow me a few moments to digress on a vision I had a few years ago 
while cross-country-skiing - alone, in New Hampshire on a very cold and very clean and  windy white 
day.  As I tired and grew quite cold, I pictured ending my life – when I decided that “my time” had 
come – in the same sort of setting, by consuming as much as required from a bottle of very good 
bourbon or Scotch whiskey to literally put myself to sleep for a peaceful, painless death, shortly 
following which my cadaver would be eaten by wolves.  A lifelong carnivore – in  spite of a love of 
animals and great respect for those able to give up “red meat - the least I could do to redress nature’s 
balance would be to donate my own flesh to some  fellow carnivores,[i.e, to return the f(l)avor].

Pondering the consumption of human flesh next led me - a non-Christian who has sat through many 
Catholic masses with his wife – to meditate about what Jesus may have meant when he advised his 
followers to “drink my blood and eat my flesh”, especially in light of the only two prohibitions in 
the Jewish Bible that are explicitly repeated in the New Testament:: “Thou shall not eat blood” 
and “Thou shall not eat the flesh of strangled animals”.  Is it not possible that what Jesus, 
intensely schooled and knowledgeable about his Jewish religion he was trying to reform, was saying 
simply that every time you are fortunate enough to have bread to eat - in the midst of a starving world 
++-.and even more so some wine (or safe water!) to drink in the chaos and rubble of your so-called 
civilization (think only Haiti, Jan. 2010):”Think of me, who has brought you many messages and much 
Good News about hope and life, whenever you  take bread or some wine”.  Compare the age-old 
practice of religious Jews who still bless and thank G-d every time before they take a piece of bread 
(“:…ha motzi lechem min ha oretz”)  or take some wine (…borai p’re ha goffen”).  Would, not blessing 
and praise be far more palatable than cannibalism for most modern (and ancient) people, whether 
Christian, Jew, or whatever persuasion?

Well, so much for New Testament exegesis according to Dick.  What did you expect from not even a  
lawyer (I am a son of a lawyer…), from a non-Convert, a non-Believer in Afterlife, a Skeptical 
Humanist....other than gratitude, realism, and a fond hope for a better future for future generations??
 
My final comment: I predict now we’ll see a whole new group of quasi-professionals - from varied 
backgrounds  alongside some skilled amateurs - providing what other than “Elegant Exit” (End of Life) 
counseling?  

-------------
Points raised in discussion:



Hospice and drugs: I admire and respect hospice programs, and have said goodbye to several well 
loved relatives in that context, being surprised only by the rapidity of their exit once decided (typically 
a very few days). What I question is why we can bring such relief only to people who are already 
dying, but not extend the medically supervised privilege legally to people who need opiates and/or 
other  powerful but still ”illegal” drugs to live decently? (Cf. insulin for diabetics and dopamine for 
Parkinson’s patients.)

***

Some more recollections from the two sessions in Emerson 104 & Emerson 106

Repeatedly the idea came up of leaving while surrounded by the community of friends and family. 
This idea was expressed not in terms of loneliness, or fear, but in terms of wishing to share. 

I think that the recording of personal observations is a great idea and easily implemented if families 
and/or friends are cooperative. We should all begin doing this sooner rather than later. One of the 
nasty things about the current world is that so many "young people" simply seem not to care 
assuming that the "old folks" have nothing to contribute, so one may have to rely on peers.

Re: dementia ---- I suspect that each person has to take care of this issue in a "living will." What one 
wants to guard against is falling into the hands of modern day vultures who run hell holes where the 
living dead are kept alive by feeding tubes so that Medicare can be billed!

***

Background thoughts that led to the idea of the discussion group

What could be said to be elegant of death and old age? A person fearful or weak or lonely or confused is in pain, 
and pain, whether physical or spiritual, is not elegant. These states are symptoms of disconnection from family, 
friends, and the world, i.e. from life. Life encompasses death, and pain, and also joy and elegance.

How can we learn to be proud, serene, even happy, i.e. exist in a state of sober well-being as we approach the 
end of our individual lives? How can humor permit us to accept our proper place in the world, and in the 
universe?

Short List of Selected Readings

Endnotes: An Intimate Look at the End of Life (End of Life Care: A Series) by Ruth E. Ray PhD 
(Hardcover - Jun 15, 2008)
Read about Passionate Scholarship

http://www.amazon.com/Endnotes-Intimate-Look-Life-Care/dp/023114461X/ref=sr_1_1?
ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1253025858&sr=1-1

http://www.amazon.com/Endnotes-Intimate-Look-Life-Care/dp/0231144601/ref=sr_1_12?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1252869952&sr=1-12
http://www.amazon.com/Endnotes-Intimate-Look-Life-Care/dp/0231144601/ref=sr_1_12?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1252869952&sr=1-12
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/


“Above all, as Holstein and Minkler explain,  passionate scholarship “does not aim for control or domination, 
nor even for certainty, but for the freedom to pursue questions, to challenge assumptions, to hear and respect a 
multitude of voices, and to take engaged critique as a long-term commitment.””

Mind of Clear Light: Advice on Living Well and Dying Consciously by His Holiness the Dalai Lama and 
Jeffrey, Ph.D. Hopkins (Paperback - Sep 14, 2004)
http://www.amazon.com/Mind-Clear-Light-Advice-Consciously/dp/0743244699/ref=sr_1_1?
ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1253025962&sr=1-1

“If you accept that death is part of life, then when it actually does come, you may face it more easily. When 
people know deep inside that death will come but deliberately avoid thinking about it, that does not fit the 
situation and is counterproductive.”

“I usually think of the maximum duration of a human life as one hundred years, which, compared to the life of 
the planet, is very short. This brief existence should be used in such a way that it does not create pain for others. 
It should be committed not to destructive work but to more constructive activities - at least to not harming 
others, or creating trouble for them. In this way our brief span as a tourist on this planet will be meaningful. If a 
tourist visits a certain place for a short period and creates more trouble, that is silly. But if as a tourist you make 
others happy during this short period, that is wise; when you you yourself move on to our next place, you feel 
happy. If you create problems, even though you yourself do not encounter any difficulty during your stay, you 
will wonder what the use of your visit was.”

“Being aware of impermanence calls for discipline - taming the mind - but this does not mean punishment, or 
control from the outside. Discipline does not prohibition; rather, it means that when there is a contradiction 
between long-term and short-term interests, you sacrifice the short-term for the sake of long-term benefit. This 
is self-discipline ... reflection on death calls for self-discipline and self-protection, not punishment. ... 
individualism means that you do not expect something from the outside or that you are waiting for orders; 
rather, you yourself create the initiative. ... Each individual must create her or his own positive future. Freedom 
and individualism require self-discipline.”

“Whether you live a day, a week, a month, or a year, make that time meaningful. Involve your thoughts in what 
is beneficial in the long run. The longer you live, the more beneficial it will be.”

Facing death: theme and variations

 By F. David Martin

http://books.google.com/books?id=lvtTJJlsdfkC&dq=Facing
+death&printsec=frontcover&source=bl&ots=eWXUAL0kCU&sig=fR8_CNWpGcZ0TEqLzQY0rrODGwc&h
l=en&ei=yPmsSqXqCMy2lAfBn6XnBg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=5#v=onepage&q=&f=fals
e

“While there are many varieties of the religious experience, there is always a bond - awesome participation with 
the majestic mystery, bringing with it an unlimited awareness of community. 

“No one can be sure ... when death will happen. Thus John Calvin advises, humorously for once, “We should 
have one foot in the air, so to speak.” Nor can we be sure how our dying is going to go. But we can be aware of 
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our union with the sacred, the mystery that permeates the universe, for nothing abets participative experiences 
more than living the final end. Participation with the sacred - the religious experience - generates love, 
compassion, and courage. We are part of a universal drama, both as actors and spectators. We alone of all 
creatures on this earth can contemplate the cosmos, and recognize our fragile but certain and active inclusion. 
Despite our insignificance in the face of the mysteries of our existence: we belong! And when we die even our 
tiny mass of matter is not swept away into nothingness; rather, it is encompassed in the mystery. We belong to 
the universe. “

Living Fully, Dying Well: Reflecting on Death to Find Your Life's Meaning (Hardcover)

by Edward W. Bastian (Author), Ira Byock (Author), Tina L. Staley (Editor), Tessa Bielecki (Editor), Joan 
Halifax (Contributor), Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi (Contributor), Marilyn M. Schlitz (Contributor), 
Mirabai Starr (Contributor)

http://www.amazon.com/Living-Fully-Dying-Well-Reflecting/dp/1591797012/ref=sr_1_1?
ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1253025159&sr=1-1

The introduction to the book quotes Henri J. M. Nouwen’s Our Greatest Gift: A meditation on Dying and 
Caring: 
ÒIs death something so terrible and absurd that we are better off not thinking or talking about it? ... Or is it 
possible to befriend our dying gradually and live open to it, trusting that we have nothing to fear? Is it possible 
to prepare for our death with the same attentiveness that our parents had in preparing for our birth? Can we 
wait for our death as for a friend who wants to welcome us home?Ó

The Sacred Depths of Nature, by Ursula Goodenough
http://www.amazon.com/Sacred-Depths-Nature-Ursula-Goodenough/dp/0195136292/ref=sr_1_1?
ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1253026022&sr=1-1-spell

“If there is a major tension between an approach like religious naturalism and the monotheistic traditions, it 
centers on the question of whether or  not one believes in a personal god. ... I lack the resources to render my 
capacity for love and my need to be loved to supernatural Beings. And so I have no choicw burt to pour these 
capacities and needs into earthly relationships, fragile and mortal and difficult as they often are. ... But those of 
us incapable of embracing that dimension remain flooded with opportunities to open ourselves to human 
relationships and hence to fill our lives with the religious experience of love.”

“Distinctiveness. ... We have celebrated our individual selves as organisms, as self-aware creatures, and as 
recipients of immanence and grace, even as we have also honored the experience of humility, of being but a part 
of the whole and yet connected to the whole. 

“Here we can lift up our distinctiveness as a lineage and as a species. ... We have much to learn from one 
another [our next of kin, the orangs and gorillas ad chimps and bonobos], and the preservation of their habitat 
and dignity emerges as a commandment. ...
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“As environmentalists we have learned to defend the diversity of species in general, and endangered species in 
particular. Religious naturalism exhorts us to celebrate human distinctiveness wit the same full-throated 
thanksgiving that we celebrate the whale and the spotted owl. The whale and the owl are magnificent, but so are 
we. 

“We are a symbolic species, unique in our capacity to engage not only in communication but in language. ...

“While all creatures have the capacity to interpret reality that they perceive, we also have the capacity to 
analyze reality, to ask questions that yield answers that generate new questions. ... W e resonate with the 
imperative to understand how things work, including our universe and planet and brains and emotions and 
sexuality and cultures, and we use these understandings to generate our technology and our social systems. 

“We have as well the capacity to take off from reality, molding it into the distinctively human forms we call art. 
It is as we respond to the understandings and feelings inherent in our art that we acquire much of our truth, 
much of our nobility and grace, and much of our pleasure.

“And finally, we are uniquely religious. ... We need answers to our existential questions. We need to believe in 
things, to structure and orient our lives in ways that make sense and offer hope, to identify values and ideals, to 
transcend and interconnect. And happily, we have the capacity to transmit our accumulated religious 
understandings to one another and to our children through our languages and our arts, allowing them to endure 
and evolve.”


