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Assisted Living not Dying 

An address on Holy Cross Day 14 September 2015 in St Salvador’s Church Dundee 

Last Friday the vote on the Assisted Suicide Bill was emphatically defeated in 

the House of Commons. The end of life is an emotional topic and this proposal 

has engendered strong opinions for and against on both sides of the Border 

and across the political divide. Earlier this year a fit and well lady in her 

seventies obtained assisted suicide in Switzerland simply because she feared 

growing old and frail. My GP practice, concerned about recent talk of old 

people being an increasing burden, issued a sharp reminder in its newsletter, 

that ‘older people are an essential, valued and valuable asset to society’ whose 

‘wisdom and maturity are much in demand … celebrate it, don’t apologise.’  

In my view the well intentioned move to assist those very determined few with 

terrible illnesses to hasten their end, opened up a Pandora’s box, changing 

forever the doctor-patient relationship and endangering far greater numbers 

of sick, disabled and elderly people to pressure and exploitation. As a parent 

for many years of a disabled child I fear for those whose bodies and minds 

don’t fit some idealised norm. From a faith perspective I have to question a 

society that legislates to extinguish an eternal soul.  

Surely assisted living and dying well is who we need to be about? I hope the 

debate attracts research funding and more resources into medically and 

socially caring for those I prefer to call ‘the differently able’. For supported 

living, respite care and hospice communities. 

As most of us know, the badge of the medical profession is a snake entwined 

around a staff - the Rod of Asclepius, an ancient Greek deity associated with 

medicine and healing, and the foundation of medical practice – the Hippocratic 

Oath to preserve life. 

Further back in Old Testament times we are reminded of the Nehushtan, the 

poisonous serpent on a pole, set up by Moses under God’s direction to 

encourage the sick and anxious Israelites in the wilderness, fleeing Egypt, 

arguing with each other, with Moses and with God about whether they were 

doing the right thing or not. As God delivers his people from slavery and death 

in captivity into freedom and a new life in a promised land, so the serpent of 

bronze set upon a pole becomes a symbol of health and hope in the face of 

decay and death – the people looked upon it and lived. And so the story was 

handed down the generations. 
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When Nicodemus the Pharisee furtively visited Jesus, asking how he might be 

renewed in faith, and born again, Jesus reminds his night-time visitor of the 

story of Moses and the serpent held upon a pole, but now in order to explain 

how the ‘Son of Man must also be lifted up’, that ‘whoever believes in him may 

have eternal life.’ The lifting up turns out to be the Crucifixion on Calvary, the 

rubbish tip outside Jerusalem’s walls. Not a promising start for the salvation of 

humankind.  

And yet, the cross on which our Lord was crucified has become the universal 

symbol for Christianity. Early in the Fourth Century, pilgrims began to travel to 

Jerusalem to visit and pray at the places associated with the life of Jesus. 

Helena, mother of the emperor, was a Christian, and whilst overseeing 

excavations in the city, is said to have uncovered a cross, which many believed 

to be the Cross of Christ. A basilica was built on the site of the Holy Sepulchre 

and dedicated on 14 September in the year 335.  

For St Paul, the witness of Christ crucified, seemingly foolishness and a 

stumbling block to belief in the popular (but perishable) mind of the day, is, 

paradoxically, the sign of the eternal life-giving power and wisdom of God. And 

so veneration of the Cross by believers, both explicit and implicit has become 

part of Church life. For Catholic Christians the sacramental embodiment of 

Christ is emphasised; for Evangelical Christians the work of atonement for sin is 

emphasised. 

‘Lift high the Cross, the love of Christ proclaim; till all the world adore his 

sacred name’ sings the processional hymn. 

Jesus memorably said that, above all, he wished ‘life in all its fullness’ for 

people. Furthermore, Jesus promised that his Father delivers believers from 

eternal death. His ministry and teaching was all about helping those who felt 

poor, sick, left-behind and marginalised to discover fresh hope in their lives 

and to flourish. As a wonderful Christian Aid publicity slogan once said, ‘we 

believe in life before death.’ 

St Salvador’ Church is the Church of Our Saviour, and as our Saviour so became 

on the Cross, Holy Cross Day became its Feast of Title. Indeed, the formal 

opening of the still incomplete but usable church took place on Holy Cross Day 

1868. Built to bring glory into the lives of the resilient but impoverished 

residents of a densely populated part of a Victorian city worthy of a lengthy 

Charles Dicken’s novel, St Salvador’s Church, school and social outreach 
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brought relief and hope for desperate families in the surrounding tenements 

and mills. 

A century and a half on today, we renew our Christian determination to renew 

the faith in our generation and to serve the poor and needy, and to encourage 

generosity from those well placed to help. The Food Cupboard, the Community 

Garden, the Community Centre are significant works of faith and outreach for 

those who don’t always feel that they fit in, and for those who do not readily 

identify with the Good News of Jesus Christ.  

Like the bronze serpent of Moses and the Cross of Calvary, our payer is that St 

Salvador’s Church is also lifted up as a sign of hope - so that those who look 

upon its beauty and its efforts to support all-comers will find life in all its 

fullness. Assisted living and life before death is what we are all about as a 

Church in this 21st century city.  

In his brilliantly vivid and challenging poem ‘The Coming’ the Welsh priest poet 

R S Thomas imagines God and Jesus discussing where Jesus might pursue his 

vocation – and in the distance the Holy Cross beckons:  

And God held in his hand 

A small globe. Look, he said. 

The son looked. Far off, 

As though through water, he saw 

A scorched land of fierce 

Colour. The light burned 

There; crusted buildings 

Cast their shadows; a bright 

Serpent, a river 

Uncoiled itself, radiant  

with slime. 

On a bare 

Hill a bare tree saddened 

The sky. Many people 
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Held out their thin arms 

To it, as though waiting 

For a vanished April 

To return to its crossed 

Boughs. The son watched 

Them. Let me go there, he said. 

 

Rt Revd Dr Nigel Peyton, Bishop of Brechin 


