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Taking Care of Loved Ones at the End of Our Lives
  By: Bob Wurzelbacher

My father passed away from cancer in October 
of 2018. He actually called a family meeting 
months earlier, to discuss the pros and cons of 
whether to start chemotherapy treatment, and 
what other issues might look like at the end of 
his life.  The whole family was on board with his 
decisions. 

My father-in-law passed away in March 2019.  
He was quite ill with several issues for years, 
and even lived with us off and on for the last 
five years of his life. Still, when my wife tried to 
broach the topic, he was unwilling to discuss 
healthcare decisions.  At the end of his life, 
when difficult choices had to be made, he was 
not always mentally cogent, forcing my wife to 
make decisions without always knowing what 
he would want. These were some of the most 
difficult decisions my wife has ever had to make. 

Yes, discussing your own death can be difficult, 

even with those we love. Still, having this 
conversation while you can, is one of the 
greatest gifts you can give your loved ones.  
It is suffering enough to watch a loved one 
die. Why add to that suffering by passively 
forcing your loved ones to make difficult 
medical decisions 
without knowing your 
wishes? Even within 
the context of solid 
Catholic ethics, there 
can be many situations 
where treatment could 
be pursued or denied.  
Having those questions 
discussed in advance 
can avoid a whole added 
layer of suffering, and even some family 
conflict that may never heal. 

In addition to having this discussion, it is 

important to appoint a healthcare power of 
attorney to make decisions on your behalf if you 
become unable to do it yourself. This should 
be someone who knows Catholic end-of-life 
teaching—or will consult someone who does—
and knows best what you would want if you 

can no longer communicate.  
You can also put in place 
an advanced care directive 
with some general Catholic 
principals in place to help 
guide your representative. 
CLICK HERE to find a version 
of these directives on our 
website. Even if you are 
perfectly healthy right now, it 
is never too soon to prepare. 

You can always change your plan as situations 
evolve. It could be the best gift you ever give 
your family.  
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