Letter to the Caretaker of the Chronically Ill or Dying

A great deal is being requested of you. Not only do you have to give of your time, attention, and service, but also your heart, during a life already full of other demands.


As you care for your loved one, your own heart will be breaking. You will feel the grief of all the daily losses in your own life. There is a slow dying as your loved one can no longer be fully present to your emotional, physical, and mental needs and as you meet more and more of theirs. You will feel the grief of the loss of your loved one’s presence to you, gradually, painfully and in the end, finally. You will feel the loss of your life as you have known it until now and the anticipatory losses in the future. This will also bring up all the old unresolved losses of your entire life.


You will feel the deep anxiety of not fulfilling your task adequately and feeling shame and guilt when you inevitably fail because you are human, exhausted, filled with sorrow and fears about your own future. You will find yourself judging yourself in old habitual patterns of belief about not being good enough, loving enough, strong enough, wise enough to deal with the complexities arising.


There are days you will feel despair and hopeless as you deal with the medical establishment and their inadequacies and helplessness in the face of death. You will be on a roller coaster of hope and then despair, leading to anger, irritation, and frustration as you protect yourself from the inner pain by blaming others, God, the Universe, yourself, and even your loved one for getting sick, for being human, for dying. These thoughts will arise – you will not be exempt. The inevitability of death will bring up all the other ways in which you have felt small, helpless, weak, inadequate, and worthless in your life.

Everyday will bring new fears. There are the practical ones of money, time, juggling all the chores and duties of life, getting the laundry done, the cooking done, buying the right kinds of food, whether they are the right kinds of food, finding people to do the things your loved one used to do and finding ways to pay for this too - and the hundred other myriad little decisions of life. There are the bigger considerations like insurance companies and bills, living wills, funeral arrangements, making sure the legalities are in place, how to help your loved one make decisions about whether to do another treatment of some kind or whether to help them face the reality of their imminent death. 


Not only is the relationship with you and your loved one a moment-by-moment consideration of what the most loving response might be, it is further complicated by other family members and their grief and all the issues arising for them that this occasion is triggering. What is the wisest and most loving response to them too, moment by moment?

Family and friends in their attempts to be helpful will offer help will give unsolicited advice, do things that they would find helpful instead of what you actually find helpful, intrude or stay away in ways that are hurtful. Very few will find the way to be truly present to you in any way that is truly supportive. You yourself will come up against all the inner emotional barriers to asking for what your truly need or setting limits with what you do not need. 


And, this is a grace-filled sacred event of enormous importance, offering you the opportunity to become more aware, more loving, more present to yourself and the world.  
Every moment is a moment of decision to:

1. stay attentive to your inner life, i.e., your needs, shifting emotions and inner beliefs. 
2. see them, inquire into them as related to your past,
3. gain insight into their genesis and be present to all that arises within with compassion in your heart 

    not judgment in your head.

If you can learn to be more present to yourself with genuine interest and deep empathy, then this way of relating will translate into your everyday interactions with your loved one, the other care givers, family and friends. Your life can change and transform. During death and suffering, you will find new life, filled with grace and wonder, joy and peace. Learning to be present to your own very human needs, as well as your own emotional and mental life and relating to oneself with deep interest and care, is the first step. 


And in the beginning, it will seem as if this is self indulgent, selfish, self absorbed – you will find a way to negate this idea based on what you were taught about caring only about others, not yourself. And yet, paradoxically, it is the first essential step in truly caring for others in a gracious way. You will struggle until you have learnt to be Grace-filled for yourself. You will find sacrifice so much easier than being the martyr who sacrifices self-awareness and (so self care), on the altar of “being a good person.” Now is the time to stop being “good” and learn to be loving.

This will be learning the kind of self-care that is required to live a fulfilled life, to being fully emotionally and spiritually present to another in their greatest hours of need. This is what will bring the exquisite moments of deep intimacy and soul connection that assures one of life eternal, both for you and your loved one who is dying. Then there will be sorrow with the passing or transition we call death, but it will be sweet, and filled with light. It will not be the kind of grief born of bitterness, unresolved issues, shame, guilt, and fear.

And so, dear one, please take really good care of yourself in the midst of all that is happening right now. Be very, very authentically present and accepting of all that arises inside of you with gentleness, respect, and honor, so that this same loveliness can extend to those around you at this sacred, holy time. May you be a blessing to yourself that ripples out to those you love.
On the day when

the weight deadens

on your shoulders

and you stumble,

may the clay dance

to balance you.

And when your eyes

freeze behind

the grey window

and the ghost of loss

gets into you,

may a flock of colours,

indigo, red, green,

and azure blue

come to awaken in you

a meadow of delight.

When the canvas frays

in the currach of thought

and a stain of ocean

blackens beneath you,

may there come across the waters

a path of yellow moonlight

to bring you safely home.

May the nourishment of the earth be yours,

may the clarity of light be yours,

may the fluency of the ocean be yours,

may the protection of the ancestors be yours.

And so may a slow

wind work these words

of love around you,

an invisible cloak

to mind your life.”

― John O'Donohue, Anam Cara: A Book of Celtic Wisdom
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