Sharing Your Wishes: A Spiritual Gift in the Last Phase of Life

By Lisa A. Kendall

The complexity and beauty of language help make us human, and words carry great personal, political, and spiritual power.  In the Judeo-Christian tradition, for example, God creates the universe with words, (“Let there be…”), the Savior is known as The Word, and written Scriptures guide believers in every aspect of their lives.

In spite of the remarkable power of words, we continue to struggle with communication. In times of serious illness, when we may desperately need a spokesperson, our avoidance of conversations about life values and health care preferences will surely create grief and hardship for our loved ones, and may rob us of our own power to make choices about treatment in accordance with our beliefs.

Most people today will live a long life. As they age, they may become less able to take care of themselves and less able to make health care decisions on their own. What if they cannot speak?  Will their loved ones know and honor their wishes?   
Health care providers have long encouraged signing Advance Directives, including Health Care Proxy forms and Living Wills.  Sometimes, during times of crisis, families can’t locate documents or are unsure of their ill loved one’s wishes.  Disagreements about treatment choices can rend families with wounds that persist for generations.

It can be easy to sign a health care proxy form, the document that appoints someone to speak for you if you cannot, but it is also important to have conversations with your loved ones that will guide and assure them when they must speak for you.   

There are many reasons people don’t talk about these issues, including the powerful emotions they may stir.  Health care providers, pastoral care givers, and religious leaders may be uncertain of their own skill at facilitating conversations about future health care choices or the personal and spiritual values that serve as their foundation.  Avoiding these conversations can create unnecessary suffering for everyone involved.

In response to this need, more than 15 organizations in Tompkins County have formed the Sharing Your Wishes Coalition. The coalition's goal is to encourage older adults to plan in advance for their health care should they experience an illness or condition that prevents them from making or communicating decisions.  We know this is the best way to ensure that their choices are known, understood, and honored.
Advance Care Planning is a process that takes into account a person’s current health status as well as values, personal and medical goals, and what it means for that individual to live well.  The process includes selecting an agent, also called a health care proxy, to speak for them if they can't communicate themselves, and clarification of this decision-maker's authority.  Ongoing discussion about how and why decisions should be made and when medical treatment should be continued or foregone are a critical part of the process. 
Advance Care Planning is most effective when: 

· Future options are understood and considered in light of the person’s values and goals

· Those choices are discussed with loved ones, health care providers, and spiritual leaders

· A plan is formulated and supported

· Loved ones accept that following the plan is an act of love

The local Sharing Your Wishes Coalition is supporting this improved health care decision-making with a multi-faceted approach.  There are many ways organizations and individuals can be involved depending on varying interests, time availability, and other resources.  They include: 1) Offering training to professionals and volunteers.  2) Distributing free written materials to individuals.  3) Making presentations and leading discussions.  4) Meeting with individuals and their families to facilitate advance care planning conversations.

 
Recently, training started at Cayuga Medical Center, and in the coming months more facilitators will learn how to support ACP discussions.  The medical center will maintain a central registry of health care proxy forms for the community.  I encourage you to become involved by contacting Betty Falcão, the Sharing Your Wishes director, at the Health Planning Council at 273-8686.

Members of faith communities, especially those on pastoral care teams, have a special role in supporting Advance Care Planning.  You are cordially invited to attend a workshop on this important topic, “Advance Care Planning: Encouraging Conversations about Spiritual Values and Health Care Preferences.”  This event is being offered as part of a day-long conference hosted by The Pastoral Counseling Service of Tompkins County on October 22, 2005. 
Share the gift and power of words with your loved ones by opening this important conversation today!

Lisa Kendall, LMSW, is Caregiver Counselor at Family & Children’s Service Home Care and is certified by Gundersen Lutheran Health Care as an Advance Care Planning Instructor.  With over 25 years experience working with older adults and their family caregivers, she speaks about aging and caregiving to local, state, and national audiences.
NOTE to the EDITOR: Refer to sidebar for detail about the

Pastoral Care Center’s Conference on October 22, 2005
