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Editor’s Note: Archbishop Thomas J. Murphy celebrated a Mass marking World Day of 
Prayer for the Sick on Monday, Feb. 10 at St. James Cathedral. The liturgy which included 
the sacrament of anointing of the sick, was the archbishop’s first major public appearance 
since being diagnosed with leukemia on Dec. 1, 1996. This week’s column is the text of the 
archbishop’s homily at that Mass. !

It is good to gather with you here this evening in St. James Cathedral as we celebrate 
World Day of Prayer for the Sick. Together, we come as people with various illnesses. We 
come as family and friends who support us at this moment in time. We come especially as 
people of faith who believe that a good and gracious God is present to us. We come to be 
nourished through the gift of God's Word and the Eucharist that God shares with us as 
well. We come to celebrate the anointing of the sick and ask for healing from the God of 
life and mercy.  !
In the past, I would lead such celebrations as one who would share these gifts with others. 
Tonight, however, I come as one who also shares the human condition of fragility and 
illness. I join all of you who suffer from cancer or leukemia, HIV or aging, broken bones or 
broken spirits, emotional or physical disabilities. Together, we come to listen to God's Word 
and receive God's gifts.  !
I come among you tonight as well as one who recognizes the power of the prayer of 
others. When we cannot pray for ourselves, we have to allow others to pray for us. When 
we do, and I know this well, we experience God's presence and saving power. That is why 
it is good to pray with you this evening as we hear God speaking to us.  !
St. Paul would write to the Romans of centuries ago and ask, "Who will separate us from 
the love of Christ? Trial, or distress, or persecution, or hunger or nakedness, or danger, or 
the sword?" There is only one answer to this question. It is the love that God has for each 
of us that comes to us in Christ Jesus.  !
St. James would ask "Is there anyone sick among you?" If so, they are to call in the priests 
of the church and they and the community will pray over the sick person to ask God for 
renewal and life. We do the same this evening and both you and I recognize how 
important it is to have family and friends present among and with us. !
Finally, we hear the familiar story of the Last Judgment. Yet, again, this story is a challenge 
for us tonight. It happens when we as people of faith discover the face of God in the face 
of the poor, the sick, and the dying. !
We have heard these words of Scripture before. Yet, they have a special meaning to us 
this evening. They bring us comfort and hope. They also become a challenge to the 
society in which we live. 
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Our society today finds it far too easy to dismiss the value of the weak and fragile among 
us. The great temptation today is to remove the aging and dying from our midst in the 
name of compassion or a false sense of autonomy. There is the great cry to legalize 
assisted suicide to protect the dying from what they fear most: intractable pain, loss of 
control, human dignity and financial stress.!
Yet, assisted suicide is not compassion. True compassion is the willingness to share the 
pain of others, to be present to them, to learn from them and to recognize that human life 
is a gift from God. We cannot allow a court, a legislature or another human being the right 
to say that one human being, though fragile, sick or aging, has less value than another. !
Decisions regarding human life from the moment of conception to the moment of natural 
death are not a matter of only privacy or only the autonomy of the individual. Rather, such 
decisions must recognize the value of faith, family and friends who offer their support, love 
and care. Just as quality experiences of living call for the presence of others, the quality 
experience of dying requires the same. A physician has written recently, "The death we 
fear most is dying in pain, unnoticed and isolated from loved ones." (1) Again, it is the 
presence of others that makes a difference. !
Another physician tells us, "You'd be surprised at how patients who are actually living the 
experience of dying, as opposed to those who are only anticipating it, find this time to be 
worthwhile. It is a time of personal growth, of a sense of completion of their life, a sense of 
being able to say their good-byes, and a time of reviewing their accomplishments and 
what their life has meant." (2) My friends, we gather tonight as a community of faith to 
support those who are sick among us. !
Yet, the challenge to offer this support cannot be confined to this Cathedral Church or this 
night. Our response to the destruction of life must be our willingness to share our 
presence and the gift of life with those who are sick and dying in our families, our parishes, 
our communities. This is a ministry that characterizes our lives as disciples of Jesus. 
Moreover, it is a ministry that paradoxically enriches us in our service to others. It is part of 
the unique divine economy. In doing so, we preach and live the Gospel of life that we 
celebrate this evening. !
I share these words and challenge with you this evening not only from a religious 
viewpoint or personal conviction. I share them with you from experience. As a person who 
has a life-threatening illness, I can appreciate the possibility of death, but I appreciate 
even more the care, love, faith and hope that family, friends and health care personnel 
have shared with me. !
Facing the reality of death, I know I must be a steward of the gift of life. I would choose 
only those treatments that offer a reasonable hope of benefit. I would not choose those 
treatments that would impose an excessive burden or hope of benefit to myself or others. 
In doing so, I acknowledge the God who has shared this gift of life with me. 
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Yes, we gather tonight to ask for healing and health. But we gather especially to celebrate 
life, the gift of life that the sick, the frail, the aging, the ill offer to us. How then do we face 
the future with hope - those of us who are sick or aging? The words of Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin, S.J. express my hopes best. !

"When the signs of age begin to mark my body 
(and still more when they touch my mind);  
when the illness that is to diminish me or carry me off  
strikes from without or is born within me;  
when the painful moment comes  
to which I suddenly awaken  
to the fact that I am growing ill or growing old; 
and above all at that last moment  
when I feel I am losing hold of myself  
and am absolutely passive within the hands  
of the great unknown forces that have formed me;  
in all those dark moments, 0 God,  
grant that I may understand that it is you  
(provided only my faith is strong enough)  
who are painfully parting the fibers of my being  
in order to penetrate to the very marrow  
of my substance and bear me away within yourself." (3)!

May the God of life and love penetrate the precious marrow of all our minds and hearts to 
help us appreciate the gift of life. Amen.  !
!
!
!
(1) Dr. Joanne Lynn, Chair of George Washington University Medical School Research 
Team, Annals of Internal Medicine !
(2) Dr. Charles Von Gunten, Assistant Professor of Medicine at the Northwestern 
University Medical School and Director of Northwestern Memorial Hospital's Hospice and 
Palliative Care Program. !
(3) de Chardin, S.J., Pierre Teilhard, "Prayer for the Grace to Age Well," from The Divine 
Milieu, Harper Collins Publishers, New York, New York, 1960 !
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