HANDOUT
Module 4 — How to Accompany Those Who are Dying

“Dying is not fundamentally a medical event, but rather a social event that happens in
the family and the community.” — Dr. Mary Kelly

The Catholic Church, in imitation of her Lord, “Christ the Physician,” is called to accompany the
sick and the dying:

Christ’s compassion toward the sick and his many healings of every kind of infirmity are
a resplendent sign that “God has visited his people” (Lk 7:16; cf. Mt 4:24) and that the
Kingdom of God is close at hand. Jesus has the power not only to heal, but also to
forgive sins (cf. Mk 2:5-12); he has come to heal the whole man, soul and body; he is the
physician the sick have need of (cf. Mk 2:17). His compassion toward all who suffer goes
so far that he identifies himself with them: “| was sick and you visited me” (Mt 25:36). His
preferential love for the sick has not ceased through the centuries to draw the very
special attention of Christians toward all those who suffer in body and soul. It is the
source of tireless efforts to comfort them (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1503).

Q. What is my responsibility as a Christian to support and care for those who are dying?

As Christians, each of us is called to respect the dignity of all persons and the sacredness of
human life. In a spirit of love, we are called to be present to those who suffer, to care with them
and for them and to comfort them, especially at the end of life’s journey. We are always called to
provide care for and relieve suffering whenever possible in ways that are faithful to Catholic
teaching.

We are reminded by the teaching of the Catholic Church that “The duty of making oneself a
neighbor to others and actively serving them becomes even more urgent when it involves the
disadvantaged, in whatever area this may be. ‘As you did it to one of the least of these my
brethren, you did it to me™ (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1932).

Q. How can I talk with friends and family about dying and death?

To start the conversation, ask questions such as these: ?
e What brings you joy?
e What values are most important to you?
¢ What aspects of your life have you found difficult or painful?

1 Horizons of Hope, Module 3, p. 36.

e What fears do you have?



¢ Do you have any unresolved relationship struggles?
¢ Do you have any financial or practical worries?
¢ What spiritual resources might you find helpful?

Games can help to get the conversation started (see Module 1 Handout for a list of free and for-
purchase cards and games).

Q. What are some ways | can accompany and support a person who is dying?

Recognize the value of being present to the person who is dying and to his/her family and
friends.

Pray with and for those who are dying, and for their caregivers.

Provide practical help according to your gifts and abilities, such as personal care, sensitive
and timely visits or phone calls, helping with shopping, providing meals as needed.

Help the person to find meaning at this time in his or her life.
Encourage healing of relationships that may be broken.

Help the person to seek appropriate spiritual care and to receive the Sacraments, as
appropriate.

Obtain clear and relevant medical information and seek help from competent health
professionals to understand it.

Q. What can | do to support a person who is near the end of life?2

Help the person to write a journal or a biographical letter that expresses important aspects of
their life that can be shared with loved ones and caregivers.

Help the person prepare an advance care directive (including the designation of a Power of
Attorney for Personal Care and a Power of Attorney for Property).

Encourage the person to have open and honest conversations with those who hold Power of
Attorney.

Help the person prepare a will (if this is not already done), keeping in mind the legacy of
relationships they wish to leave.

Encourage the person to plan and discuss funeral arrangements with those who will be
responsible for making these when the time comes. This is especially important for those
who wish to have a Catholic funeral, including the celebration of the Eucharist, if family
members no longer practise the Catholic faith.

Let family members know if the dying person desires to receive the sacrament of the
Anointing of the Sick from a Catholic priest.

2 Horizons of Hope, Module 3, p. 36-37.

Q. Caring for someone who is very ill or dying can be very difficult and stressful. Where
can I turn for help??

Recognize and accept your personal limitations (have self-compassion).



Pray specifically for help.

Seek physical, emotional and spiritual support from family, friends and your local parish.
This support is important for both the person who is dying and the caregiver.

Talk to the physician about whom to call after hours in case additional care is required. Only
call 911 in an emergency.

Create a Care Map to help define the role of the caregiver and to ensure that family and
friends look after simple tasks. This will allow you (the caregiver) to focus on your loved one
and feel less stretched.

Contact your regional or provincial association for caregivers (see below).
Take time for rest and respite so you can continue journeying with your loved one.

Contact 211 by phone, text, live chat, or online at https://211.ca/ to find support from health
professionals, pastors and pastoral workers, parish or other community organizations, and
palliative care staff.

Helpful Resources

Your pastor and/or parish pastoral care teams.

Medical professionals who are Catholic or those who understand and are respectful toward
Catholic teaching on dying and death. The Canadian Federation of Catholic Physicians’
Societies has local guilds across Canada. Email them at
info@canadiancatholicphysicians.ca.

Catholic chaplains in or assigned to hospitals, hospices, and long-term care centres. Search
“AHS Spiritual Care Services” for contact information.

The Order of St. Lazarus of Jerusalem offers an online training program for caregivers and A
Caregivers Guide: A Handbook About End-of-Life Care. For more information, visit
https://www.saintlazarus.ca/

Caregivers Alberta provides resources, mental health support, and education for Albertans
caring for family members or friends: https://www.caregiversalberta.ca/
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